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Dedication 
 
This one is for all of you out there, reading this story in secret. Who might be too embarrassed or ashamed to be looking for a happily ever after. The closeted romantics. Your secret is safe with me. 
 
And for me. This one’s for me, too. 
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Devotee
 
The moon rose high and round above the horizon, as it did every evening. The last of the golden windows that dotted the blackness of the night went dark. All seemed peaceful and quiet, except for a creaking window pane before it was silenced by gentle hands. 
	A black figure carefully snaked out of the window — a figure that could disappear into midnight, had not it been for the shock of flaming hair that trailed behind it. Much like in a fairytale, the figure swung a leg over the balcony and repelled down the browning ivy that crawled up the stone. In this fairytale, however, there was no prince below to catch her. She was fine on her own.
	The heroine of the night set out to find her trusty mount. On light toes, she did not slink into the stables a short walk away. She passed the sleepy building and creeped into the tree line. 
	Standing before a small mountain of dark leaves, she reached in and whisked a tarp out of the pile to reveal an old, but beautiful motorcycle. She wheeled the bike to the end of the drive by hand, as to not wake up the parents who would be so displeased to find their only daughter sneaking out at such an hour. Pulling on her worn leather jacket and tucking her fiery hair under a helmet, she snapped the visor down over her eyes and was off.
	Light and fast, the bike wove through the night, down the long driveway, over a small bridge and out into the village. Nothing was quite as invigorating as a hell-for-leather race down the street. The wind in her hair… the moon-cast shadows following her like ghosts… it was exactly what she loved.
	The village wasn’t as sleepy as around her own home. Shop windows still glowed orange, the small apartments above them with their candles lit still. A door opened on the corner and the pub filled the street with laugher and music before it shut again. She sped down the bumpy cobblestone street, beeping the bike’s horn as a few people raised their hands to greet the familiar stranger of the night.  
	“My kingdom for a tale — Brindelle, 1806”
	The old wooden sign that hung outside the village proper had read the same thing for decades, maybe even since 1806. Nobody had ever had proof to dispute it. The translation may have faded like the paint, but it’s meaning had remained. 
 	Brindelle was a small nation that to the average tourist, would truly seem out of a storybook. With a mysterious history and picturesque views, one would assume nothing but the best of the tiny unknown destination. 
	It was a late November evening, the first dusting of frost glittering over the yellow leaves that had not yet parted ways with their trees. Bells and wreaths were already beginning to adorn a few windows and in the centre, lights strung from each of the gas lamp posts like a luminous spiderweb. Even without the festivities, this was how Brindelle always looked — quaint, romantic, and absolutely perfect. 
	Our stranger slowed her chrome stallion along the curb. Looking up at the large clock that stood in the middle of the centre, it told her it was a quarter to midnight. The witching hour, she thought happily to herself. She pulled off her helmet and shook out her hair as she approached the worn red door she’d become so familiar with. It had a thick pine wreath covering most of the window.
	“Charlie!” A heavy-set man with a pleasantly ruddy face greeted the woman as she stepped inside.
	“Louie!” Charlie answered, sliding onto a stool at the bar. “Looking as dashing as ever.”
	“You flatter this old man, Charlie,” Louie said, his happy grandpa face going even redder. “The usual? It has been a while.”
	“Feels like it’s been years! But I simply could not get away from work.” She smiled mysteriously, signaling she wasn’t saying anything more, as Louie cranked the ancient coffee machine to life. After a minute of ear-splitting screeching, he poured two espresso shots into a cup, a bit splashing over the edge.
	Louie’s — the name of the haunt and also the man who ran it — was small and dark, with squishy leather chairs and a large oak bar. Upon first glance, it seemed like a place where poets and artists gathered to share their ideas. Many decades before, it was that exact type of place. The huge amber chandeliers that hung over the bar were rumored to have belonged to the building during the Renaissance. But then again, they said that about Louie as well. He was well into his golden years and knew every person in the town by name and drink order.
	Louie slid the mug down to Charlie like it was a frosty beer. As she grabbed it with both hands, warming her chilly palms, he threw a splash of whiskey in the cup with a wink and a little “shh”. Charlie giggled. It wasn’t as though drinking in a half-crowded bar was taboo. She was perfectly legal. But it always felt a little rebellious to be out so late on her own, drinking caffeine at midnight.
	Charlie happily chatted with Louie for a while, until a table in the corner of the bar caught her eye. A group of younger girls were all whispering and pointing in their direction. Pointing right at her.
	“Still getting that a lot, are you?” Louie commented, eyeing the girls suspiciously.
	“You have no idea.” Charlie rolled her eyes. “They see red and suddenly it’s ‘Oh, that must be her!’”
	“Can’t blame them though. They’ve been on Princess-Watch since their teething years. They do it anytime a ginger gal shows up around town.”
	There was a Princess in fairytale Brindelle. Only, nobody had ever seen her.
	What Brindelle lacked in grandeur, it made up for in mystery… mostly surrounding the Royal Family. Like most small European nations, Brindelle was ruled by a monarchy. They had a king, a queen — both dearly loved and highly respected — and what was known to be a daughter. The Princess. She was the heir to the thrown, being as they had no sons.
	However, who the future queen-to-be was was the talk of the town. The Royal Family had a tradition of keeping the identity of their heirs a secret from the public until the day of their Coronation. It was meant to give their children a life away from the press and the publicity, to grow up and to enjoy childhood before rightfully accepting the throne. They would, of course, attend school at the palace by private tutors and foster relationships with other royals, but the name and identity of the Princess was the country’s closest guarded secret. 
	That didn’t stop speculation, of course. The public got immense enjoyment out of trying to play “Spot the Princess”. The Royal Family wasn’t just known for their stake in private iris farms or their long line of purebred poodles. They were also known for their bright auburn hair. 
	For a century, the Royal Family of Brindelle had almost exclusively produced red-headed children. Both the past king and queen, as well as their daughter — the current reigning queen, all donned ginger locks. Even the king, though now turning slightly grey, had red hair as a youthful viscount even though he wasn’t a direct descendant of the bloodline. Naturally, the citizens of Brindelle excited at the sight of any red-haired child, wondering if it could possibly be the Princess in disguise.
	“Should be about your age now though, eh Charlie?” Louie asked while wiping down the counter.
	“I suppose so,” Charlie answered after thinking on it a moment. “But imagine… me as a princess? Me! The idea is absolutely absurd!” 
 	She turned around on her stool and waved her hand at the young girls, offering them a cheeky wink. They all silently squealed and clutched each other’s hands. Charlie chuckled to herself and turned back to her drink. She had been getting recognized as the Princess for most of her life, being unfortunately similar in age according to the announcements of the Her Majesty’s delivery of a daughter. 
	It was true, Charlie did have long, wavy, bright red hair. But she also had freckles across her cheeks and shoulders. She had boring chocolate brown eyes, not the striking green ones that some tabloid rumor had started sometime around when she was the age of ten. The neighbors had taken the gossip rag as good as gospel and in turn it got the suspects off of her back for at least three months. She snuck out of the house, wore leather pants. She ate hamburgers with extra ketchup and introduced Louie to Irish coffee. She wanted to travel the world… and she absolutely did not want to marry a prince. Charlie did not fit the part, and she didn’t want to be a princess.
 	Louie took her tiny hand in both of his large, wrinkled ones, and gave it a hearty squeeze. “I happen to think you’d make a lovely princess, m’dear.”
	Charlie smiled to thank him. Louie was as good as a second grandfather to her. “The only kingdom I’d want to rule is this bar, Louie.”
 	“It’s all yours,” He beamed and waved his arms around at the dilapidated room. “Shall I make it official?” He took a cocktail straw from the holder on the bar and dramatically tapped her on both shoulders.
 	Charlie burst out laughing. She was just about to tell him that what he was doing was actually called knighting, when the bell above the door chimed and a pretty, dark-haired girl hurried in. “Stella!” 
 	“Charlie!” The girl embraced her and sat down on the next stool. She pulled off her red wool hat, her curly hair frizzing with static. 
	“The usual, mon cheri?” Louie called from his station, a cocktail shaker at the ready for her standard vodka gimlet.
	“No time for that!” Stella turned to Charlie and dropped her voice. “I was just on my way and passed your house. Looks like Mama and Papa are on to you! I saw the lights on at the door.”
	“Oh, no!” Charlie stood quickly and grabbed her bag. She hastily stuffed her arms in her coat.
	Louie appeared again and shoved two cardboard cups in their hands. “As always, ladies!” He called to their retreating backs. 
	The two ran laughing arm and arm from the bar. Charlie made a dash for her bike, but Stella pulled her along. “Leave it, my motor is running! I’ll get it tomorrow!” 
	Still laughing, lungs burning from the cold, they crossed the street and hopped in an old but shiny red convertible. The top was still down despite the November chill. The friends sped through the night like a silent crimson phoenix on to the next great adventure. The night was still young, and so were they. 
 

Brunch in Brindelle
 
Charlotte, tardiness is not tolerated in this home,” Madame Montgomery's harsh voice rang through the calm morning sharply. Much to sharply for such an early hour.
	But in Madame Montgomery’s defense, Charlotte had just rushed into the informal breakfast room and plopped into the chair in a disheveled scarlet huff. Also not befitting of the early hour.
	“My apologies, Mother. I was held up by a very pressing matter.” Charlotte took the linen napkin from its ring and laid it primly in her lap, refusing to meet her mother’s piercing gaze. 
	“Do not lie to me. You look a mess,” Madame commented, sternly eyeing Charlotte out of the corner of her narrow, perfectly made-up eyes. It was a wonder she could look so put together at the brink of dawn. “Honestly, coming to brunch without even changing into something more appropriate.”
	Charlotte quickly attempted to wipe last night’s eyeliner from underneath her eyes without being noticed. “Mother, it’s quite literally just us here!” She motioned to the room at large.
	If this was the informal breakfast room, it put most families’ formal dining rooms to shame. It was Sunday, and the long mahogany table was set with the finest china, the most decadent pastries, and more forks than most restaurants could ever dream of owning. The golden chairs matched the tea service, and the lace-trimmed napkins matched Madame Montgomery’s blouse — neither of which was a coincidence. 
	“Tea, Your Majesty?” A white-gloved butler appeared out of thin air over her shoulder, expertly pouring her favorite English Breakfast into her tiny porcelain cup. Madame Montgomery didn’t even blink an eye at the intrusion. Actually, it was as if she didn’t even see the man. Around the room, many more waitstaff busied themselves arranging miniature sandwiches, pouring water, stacking small squares of cantaloupe, or simply waiting ready for the raise of a hand. Funny that one could make a career out of waiting all day. The average person could look in on the breakfast room this morning and never assume that all the guests that were to arrive were already seated around the table. 
	But this wasn’t a normal brunch, this was brunch in Brindelle.
	“Grace is a virtue overlooked by the young,” Madame Montgomery stated pointedly, before resting a well-manicured hand on her daughter’s arm in what could have been assumed was an attempt at a motherly gesture. “I simply adored brunch when I was your age.”
	“Mother, when you were my age you were probably meeting a handsome Mr. Darcy-type for a stroll around the estate after brunch, so that he could tell your your place as a woman,” Charlotte countered, not unkindly. She softened the blow with a sarcastic smile.
	For the first time that morning, her father made a sound. He snorted into his crystal glass of orange juice and tried to cover his chuckle with a cough. “Oh, she wishes I was more like that Mister Darcy back in our day. Didn’t you, dear?” He patted his wife’s hand affectionately. Madame Montgomery looked highly affronted.  He lowered his voice and leaned towards her, winking at his dear daughter, he whispered loudly, “Alas! Perhaps Charlotte wasn’t speaking about me?” 
	“Dear, good social manners teach our young ladies dignity and diplomacy! I would not be where I am today if I didn’t make connections and impressions with the right people when I was your age. You are a woman now, one in possession of a very powerful title, but you cannot slip up for a moment! I worked so hard to gain my place and respect. It was my passion!” Madame Montgomery raved on, ignoring her husband’s joke and daughter’s suppressed laughter.
	“Well, Mother,” Charlotte commented back, rolling her eyes. Nothing good ever followed one of Charlotte’s “well-mothers”. “It’s a good thing I was born into the position then.”
	Charlotte was the foil to her mother in every sense. For one, she wasn’t wasting away her days in a silly social court, making niceties and hoping to catch the eye of an eligible lord. She was born into her title. And, unlike her mother, Charlotte “Charlie” Fleur Callaghan-Montgomery was born a princess. The soon to be crowned Princess of Brindelle.
	Charlie had inherited many things from her family: the gold-adorned pearl necklace from her great-grandmother Gabrielle, her slightly tacky fondness for standard poodles —even her father had a pack for duck-hunting — her excessive number of surnames... but most importantly, she inherited Brindelle.
	Yes, the concept was unheard of in the eyes of neighboring nations, but Charlie thought the story was incredibly romantic. For it was all thanks to Charlie's great-great-great — give or take a few greats — grandfather that she was inheriting the throne at all. Like all Callaghan-Montgomerys, though the name had changed several times, her grandfather Alastor only seemed to get more handsome with age. And he simply adored his wife. The temples of his dark copper hair were already streaked with silver by the time his beloved wife blessed their quiet castle with a child. His queen gently passed on mere moments later.
 	King Alastor, was now faced with several dilemmas: insurmountable grief for his lost wife, a throne with no heir, and one tiny, perfect daughter. Knowing that he could not even begin to fathom marrying after his devotion to Queen Luna, it looked as though the line would die with him. An only heir himself, he had no ambitious brothers or beastly cousins waiting.
	The solution, to any intelligent man, was really quite simple... and simply scandalous. He decided Brindelle would pass on to his daughter. He had named her Fleur, because so well it sounded with Luna as her middle name. Alastor never dreamt he could love someone as much as his Luna, but Fleur was his wife in miniature. Perhaps not in appearance, as she had inherited his own red hair, not his wife’s blonde. But she had moon-bright eyes that glowed with curiosity and the same stubborn fire that had lost him many arguments in his marriage. He plainly and openly adored her. She was fast to learn, fearful of quite possibly not a single thing in the world even as a toddler, and was the perfect princess. 
	She would make the perfect queen.
	Of course the country thought the king was quite insane. “He is getting on in years,” they'd say. “Perhaps he lost his mind.” But they never uttered these words to his face, even though he knew exactly what they were thinking.
	“She'll make a fine queen,” Alastor would say when someone dared to discuss the topic in his company. And he’d say it while beaming with pride. Whenever questioned on the sheer lack of tradition of it, he'd reply sarcastically, “Yes, next season, I think I may cancel Christmas too. I'm not very fond of the smell of pine.” And when men at the club would offer their concerns about if a woman could run a country as well as a man, his favorite response was always delivered with a smile. “Men are idiots.”
	Perhaps it was, like all the Montgomery men, that the king was quite persuasive. While the modern blokes of the line used their charms and dashing looks to woo maidens and rile mischief around the racetrack, the king was subdued and intimidating. A bold and rather frightening presence, yet  he somehow knew exactly how to put his audience at ease. He was never unkind — quite the opposite — but Alastor could command a room like no other. Nobody ever questioned his judgment in earnest.
	Or perhaps it was because the people simply could not help but adore Fleur. She was practically raised on her father's shoulders. The king was a single father who never hid his affection for his daughter, and the kingdom absolutely fell in love with the carrot-top trouble-maker. As she matured, she was likable, generous, and riotously funny. She knew all the townsfolk by name, most of their dog’s names as well, and truly cared for her people more than anything else in the world. Soon, it was impossible for the nation to imagine anyone else as their queen than Fleur.
	Alastor lived long enough to see his daughter marry a charming and kind duke that she had loved since the old age of three. A single father knows these things. They brought three bold and sweet little girls into the world. Per her father’s wish, Queen Fleur and King Randolph passed the thrown onto Princess Lenora, their eldest daughter. For five generations, Brindelle saw only beautiful and perfect princesses produced by their queens. So for five generations, Brindelle passed on in the maternal line. 
	In Madame — Queen — Ophelia Montgomery’s youth, she was the daughter of a Brindelle Queen as well. Her own mother was a devoted and strong woman, ready to pass on the title to her first daughter if that was what fate presented her. But Ophelia didn't grow up assuming she would one day follow in her mother's impeccably dainty footsteps. That's what older brothers were for, and much to the shock of the nation, her mother had birthed two of them first. 
	Alas, Brindelle finally had two first born sons! Ophelia instead spent years in rigorous training, being groomed not to take ownership of the throne, but to marry into one of her own. Instead, she spent many social seasons in her fanciest tea-dresses and tiaras, playing coy with the noblemen in hopes that one would wish to court her. Luckily, she caught the eye of the reigning Viscount Callaghan. Their fathers had summered together in the South of France, with hopes to strike an agreement on a business deal. The arrangement ended with not only a partnership to expand the Royal flower farms into Callaghan’s corner of the nation, but it also resulted in a partnership of their children. The couple liked each other very much up to that point in time, perhaps even loved each other if given the time to think about feelings and emotions and all those complicated things. 
	Only several short weeks later, disaster struck. The only of the Montgomery line in the last 660 years to produce two heathy, able sons, lost everything. During a tour of the Mediterranean, Prince Jean-Paul and Luke got stuck sailing amongst a terrible storm. Though both seasoned sailors, their boat capsized. When word hit the homeland, Ophelia was most distraught at the loss of her brothers, but knew it was her time. She had been practicing for this for her whole life, always assuming to be an understudy but still studying along with her brothers diligently. Her romance with the young viscount was cut short as she assumed the title. They courted only briefly enough to plan a wedding then married shortly before Ophelia's coronation. 
	Viscount Russell could simply not believe his luck. He was the first brother in line for his own title, yes, but marrying up was an art form to royalty. But dash it all, Russell was madly in love with Ophelia and was rather glad their courtship was hasty because he couldn’t wait to spend his life with the most impressive woman he’d ever met. 
	The past seemed horribly outdated to Charlie, and one of the upsides she found to being born a princess was the fact that she didn’t have to waste her youth parading around to find the most acceptable and higher-ranking mate.
	The Callaghan-Montgomery line wasn’t as outdated as some monarchies. They had no problem passing the crown onto Charlie when they never gave birth to a son. Several of the past queens had second or third born sons, but it was always the daughter who led the line into the next reign in honor of Alastor. 
	It was Charlie’s choosing to keep her grandmother’s name as well, as to honor her and the rest of the female rule. She was also given, with much reservation from the Crown, freedoms typical princesses didn’t have the luxury of. Since her secret identity offered privacy, Charlie had a slightly more normal life. Between garden parties with ambassadors and balls with other noble families, she could go to the market with the au pair and blend into the crowds. Nobody knew she was the princess, so she never had to hide or risk being seen in the company of the wrong people.
	After years of being sheltered away with private tutors, she was even able to go to a university, provided she live off of campus with a hand-selected roommate: a baby-faced member of the Royal Guard who could just barely pass as a college student themselves, and also her cousin who was to attended the same school. Her parents were usually too busy to usher around an adventurous child, so she also found use for her mysterious identity in other, less-approved ways.
	“Was that dear Miss Campbell’s car I saw last night when I pulled the curtains?” There it was, Charlie thought. As if her mother ever actually pulled her own curtains before bed. She huffed and closed her eyes to avoid rolling them at her mother’s comments. “Dreadful thing, that car.”
	“Mother. Don’t talk about her that way!” Charlie gritted her teeth. “She’s my frie—”
	“A commoner!” Queen Montgomery got there before Charlie could finish. 
	“Friend.”
	“I know she’s your friend, dear. But naiveties aside, she is not a royal. She does not understand our ways. Your ways. Your responsibilities. Your future!” Queen Ophelia retorted loudly, but not rudely. She always tolerated her friendship but she’d been awful uptight about it lately. 
	“It was fine when her mom worked for you though, wasn’t it?” Charlie muttered under her breath, attacking her grapefruit with the blunt end of her spoon. 
	“Yes. Her mother, may she rest in peace, was truly a good and honest confidant. Her presence is very missed. But she also understood the risks of the Crown and the sacrifices that come along with it. If it wasn’t for you, she would have never told—”
	“That is enough! Miss Campbell did nothing wrong and neither did Stella!” Charlie shouted, hitting the table with her hand and making the china rattle. 
	Two decades of guilt and resentment. Charlie sat there seething under the shocked expression on her father’s face and the haunting indignity of her mother’s. 
	Sara Campbell was, many years ago, Charlie’s nanny. A sweet woman with a heart of gold, she was terribly poor and even more terribly pregnant when she worked on the Royal Iris Plantation. The Royal Family’s ancestral home sat on the land, a large and etherial stone home that stood proud over the acres of colorful fields. During one balmy summer outing in the countryside, Queen Montgomery had rolled her ankle on a crochet ball. A very young and beautiful attendant ushered her into the house and assured her there was no need to call the doctors. She nursed her back with a makeshift icepack and a frosty glass of her homemade lemonade. The Queen, in the midst of a nervous breakdown, noticed the woman’s huge belly and vented to her about enduring the last nine months being scrutinized by the public eye while being so very pregnant herself. Many lemonades later, the two were hiding out on the back balcony, soothing themselves and laughing at their mutual stories. She learned Sara was just about to have a daughter too, so she’d be Charlie’s age. She wasn’t destined for royalty but Sara would treat her like a princess. The father had ran out on her when she told him she was pregnant and Sara worked three jobs just to pay the rent on a shabby brownstone with only one bedroom. She wasn’t looking for sympathy. She wasn’t even angry. She had a zest for life and a realistic optimism that charmed the queen. 	
	Queen Ophelia didn’t pity Sara Campbell, she liked her. By the time the swelling had gone down and the sun hung red in the sky, the queen offered her a place in the palace and a position of nanny, if she wanted it. Weeding and sewing seeds wasn’t the place for a pregnant mother. 
	Sara Campbell didn’t come quietly. She was a humble woman and took two months to consider the offer. It was Charlie that sealed the deal. Queen Ophelia brought Charlie to meet her friend one evening in Sara’s dingy one-bedroom flat. A tiny baby with a bright tuft of flaming red hair, destined for a life already planned. Sara felt that if she was to give her own daughter the best life possible, she needed this job. Sara was told to never tell anyone that she was the princess — not even Stella, her own daughter, asleep in her arms. But Stella grew up inseparable from Charlie, the redhead and the curly-head. Sara never divulged the secret, but as soon as Charlie was old enough to form a complete sentence, she spilled the beans to her best friend.
	Queen Ophelia and Sara's friendship never quite blossomed the way Charlie’s and Stella’s did, as was the way of royals and staff. They had tea a few times a month, late at night, in front of the fire. It was dignified and polite. Sara was never insulted or hurt by this. She knew her place and respected that. It was the Crown that gave her and her daughter a life, but also took it away.
	On Stella’s fourteenth birthday, a raid occurred on the Château du Noble. After days of begging, King Russell and Queen Ophelia had allowed Charlie and Stella to have a slumber party in the castle. It was one of those evenings when Ophelia was set to cross the grounds to the tiny stone house Sara resided in on the property for their monthly tea. The routine must have been too obvious or too scheduled, because two masked hit-men hired by some unforeseen enemy had planned to invade the arrangement. The queen was delayed setting out that night, and when she arrived a few minutes too late, poor Sara Campbell lay dead on the floor. 
	Those were the worst days for Charlie. She knew something terrible had happened to Stella and that she should be consoling, but she felt guilty in her own selfishness. She felt sorry for her, but also so, so sorry for herself because she had lost her only friend. After the raid, Stella was ushered off to live with an aunt in the country. Charlie begged and pleaded for her to be allowed to stay, but they couldn’t take in the orphan and risk their safety again. 
	“That. Is. Enough,” Queen Ophelia said slowly and deadly. Charlie knew never to directly defy her mother, however, she did relish a bit in the way the stoic woman gripped the tablecloth with white knuckles. There was a pained tone in her voice, usually so proper and loud you would assume her a stage actress. But her boon was short lived. Guilt bubbled in Charlie’s stomach when the Queen ever-so-delicately dabbed her icy eyes with the lace napkin. Charlie knew she overstepped. She had forgotten that Miss Campbell was probably the closest thing that her mother had to a friend.
	Just then, with perfect timing as always, a large white something galloped through the dining room. 
	“Dante!” Charlie whistled excitedly as her own huge white poodle yipped and bounded right up to the table. 
	“That damn do—” her mother started, rubbing her temples as if the dog was a migraine personified. “Anyways, as I was saying, we wanted to discuss...”
	Charlie giggled, clearly not listening anymore. She was tossing bacon to the dog and patting his fluffy head. The distraction was only momentarily subdued, as another poodle, this time smaller and as black as night came in barking at the heals of the butler as he tried to bring the mail in. He still tried to walk as poised as possible, attempting to ignore the puppy dragging on the hem of his trousers. 
	At this point, Queen Ophelia was all but shouting over the noise. Finally, she gave in to dramatically dropping her head to her hand, muttering something about mad houses. Charlie called off the half-grown puppy, christened as Hades much to her mother's dismay, and reached down and pulled the black fur ball onto her lap. Sitting there, still in her night-things, sipping coffee, with one dog in her lap and another at her feet, Charlie didn’t look remotely like a princess. Of course, the queen noticed this, and decided to criticize in the most properly boring way possible.
	“Dear, your posture...” she reminded weakly. Charlie, unable to sit the right way in any chair, stool, or vehicle, tried to untangle her legs from the arms. “And must we have such canine visitors at brunch?”
	“Oh, now my sweet, I find them quite jovial,” King Russell said, but when she gave him that look, not the look of a queen to a king, but the look of a wife to a badly-behaving husband, he shrunk back and resorted to feeding Dante scraps from under the tablecloth.
	“What were you saying, Mother?” Charlie intoned, smiling sweetly and hopeful that she was forgiven.
	Then it was the king’s turn to look at his queen like a wife. What was going on?
 	“Maybe it is best if you tell her.”
	“Very well,” Her father took a deep breath, the type someone might take before attempting to dive headfirst into shark-infested waters. “We wanted to discuss the engagement.”
	“Who's engagement?" She questioned. 
	“Your engagement.”
	“My what now?” Charlie squeaked. 
	“Your engagement, dear,” Queen Ophelia interjected, with all the poise someone who hadn’t just been shouted at. “Before you take the Throne, you are to be married.”
	“But... but that’s ridiculous!” If her parents had ever been the comical sort, Charlie would have assumed this was some type of extremely off-color joke. She would have laughed out loud had they not been sitting here looking as though someone had died. 
	“Take the Throne?” She questioned, trying a different tactic. Anything to get them to stop staring and start speaking. “I wasn’t to take the Throne until you both retired?”
	“Yes, but your debut will be this year. At Christmas.”
	“And I need a man to don a fancy gown? To walk into a ballroom? I assure you that no matter my lack of grace on the dance floor, I can indeed walk mys—”
	“That is enough,” her mother cut in, low and calm again. An icy chill wafted across the room that had nothing to do with the cracked terrace doors. “You know that you are to debut this year. At the Annual Brindelle Christmas Ball, as did I. As did every Princess of Brindelle for the last five generations. At that point, you shall have a partner who you will escort. Yes, escort,” she added rather impatiently when Charlie scoffed and rolled her eyes. “You are the Debutante Princess, he is your mere accessory.”
	“An accessory, yet I’m to marry the poor kid?” Charlie couldn’t help chiming in.
	“A man, Charlotte,” Ophelia firmly pressed on. “Whom you will appear to be committed to. Engagements will come after, be it shortly after, but not so quickly as to overshadow your debut.”
	“How thoughtful,” Charlie muttered. “Why do I need an escort anyway?”
	“Charlotte, use your mind! You are a marriage-minded woman out in society for the first time! Not to mention you are a princess! The scandal would be overwhelming at best, or worse... catastrophic!”
	Scandal? Marriage-minded? “Mother, what is this... a bad regency series? Or a Bronte novel? How outdated can you be?” Charlie attempted to joke, but her eyes were starting to resemble the saucers on the table. Ophelia looked hastily to her husband, then reconsidered in a slightly quieter and understanding tone. 
	“My apologies, Charlotte,” She patted her daughter’s fist. Charlie fought the urge to shake her off, but the gesture was so unlike her  mother that it was almost comforting. “I know this seems sudden. I understand that it might seem like we are throwing you into marriage in only a few short weeks. But it is better this way. Better for you.”
	Ophelia knew firsthand. She remembered what it was like to be young aristocracy looking for love. Everyone was watching and waiting for the worst possible time to offer their judgement. Even though she was the mere third child of the family, before her elder brothers’ untimely deaths, she was still a princess. Being the third Montgomery, she didn’t have as grand of a debut as they had planned for Charlie. She was rather grateful for it. Coming out as a youngest sister seemed so much simpler than it did as a grown woman, but the society matriarchs were still ruthless. So were the tabloids. They jumped at every chance to pick apart everything from her fashion choices to any misstep in a dance. Every ball was like a test, and though she came out of it all the stronger, in the moment she always felt like she was failing. 
	Then there was the matchmakers. Ophelia was intelligent, beautiful, and most importantly… titled. She was the prize of the season every year since her debut at just eighteen years old. Of course, the first few dances were exciting. Her older brothers were at every one as well. Uninterested in trying to find their own matches at such a young age, they sought entertainment in keeping Ophelia’s enthusiastic suitors at bay. But once they were off on their own, at school or touring the world or taking care of some other duty, the lonely ballroom was a frightening place for a young girl. There were fortune hunters, ready to lie, cheat, and steal for a titled woman. There were overwhelmingly pushy mothers, and fathers who treated love as a business transaction. Worst of all there were the terrifying men, of all ages, who she didn’t trust at all with her heart or her fortune. 
	She remembered though, her quiet dates in the orchards with sweet Russell. Stollen moments away from the prying eyes, wondering if the match was that of love or status, and if they were suitable together. Sometimes in her dreams she still heard the whispers that surrounded her then. But Russell was gentle and patient, and those stollen moments with him were her solace. And that was all before the announcement that she would have to one day be queen. Ophelia had no doubt that Charlie was stronger than she, herself, was as a young woman, but that didn’t mean she would not protect her in any way possible. 
	Charlie considered her mother’s face, usually haughty and pinched. She swore she saw a bit of concern there. “But why do I have to be engaged now if there is still,” she counted quickly on her fingers for effect before tossing them up in the air. “Well, frankly, years until your retirement?”
	Surprisingly, Russell was the one to interject. “Well, long engagement look best when—”
	“So for press? You're doing this for the media?” Charlie shrieked.
	“No, of course not!” Ophelia bickered, quite bothered now. “It will give you time to get to know the gentlemen at least! Better than marrying a stranger, is it not? Matches have been made in far less time.”
	She had a point. Several tales of bad arrangements had met Charlie's ears recently. Matches made in just mere months, weeks even. Love itself was rarely a requirement when there were contracts and deals and partnerships to discuss. But, she still had to make a match before her debut? That was as good as being betrothed. Royals never called off engagements. 
	“But Alastor?” She clung to the edge of the table with white knuckles as she clung even harder to her one Hail Mary. 
	Her father never had the rock steady resolve of Ophelia. Charlie was, of course, a daddy’s girl at heart. Sitting there with a panic and pain stricken face, her brows tightly knit over her brown eyes so ironically inherited from him, he took her hand. 
	“Alastor was a king. A great king with frankly very progressive views. Ah ah ah…,” he said, placing a finger gently to Charlie’s protesting lips. “Great views, as I’m sure you agree. But not without criticism or backlash. Many people were just waiting to change the course of history after him. He made many enemies. The concept still doesn’t sit well with many of our people. The Monarchy may have earned its reputation for being modern and inclusive, but that does not mean the whole of the country agrees with the sentiment as well. I can assure you that per his dying wish, and as your mother and I agree, we would never force your hand. But it is what is most…” Russell paused, attempting to find a word that was least offensive. “Gentle for Brindelle.”
	It was not lost on Charlie that she only had her position and title because a man gave it to her. She only had the authority because a man had deemed someone of her gender capable once many years ago. She hadn’t proven herself or even began to show her worth because she’d been locked away her whole life, before some unknown man told her she was worthy of it. Perhaps Alastor’s daughter had shown her strength and capabilities, and that’s why she was so warmly embraced into the role. The people knew her, saw her with her father and knew she would make a fine queen.
	Of course, the citizens of today should have doubts. She wasn’t directly appointed the power like the late king had given to his daughter. She was born into it, given a birth certificate with a name that came with a duty. Charlie understood the hesitation, but she couldn’t help to also understand that had she been a man, no one would even question her right to a title she was handed on a silver platter. 
	“Even your mother was not so warmly accepted as the future queen,” Russell grumbled, meeting his wife’s icy blue eyes with his own. “Though we know how deeply wrong they were, the fools.”
	Ophelia barely whispered his name and looked scandalized as he took her lace-gloved hand in his and kissed her fingers softly. A rosy flush brightened up her pale cheeks. The gesture was small, but Charlie knew. She knew in the way her mother’s cold eyes melted and the way her lips curled tightly in the corners to prevent herself from smiling. Her mother had whole-heartedly accepted her role as queen and a better queen you could not find. Everything about her was perfect. Her diplomacy, her grace, her strength and even the air of intimidation that followed her. To watch her ever so slightly, in that way only a daughter could notice, go to pieces at the touch of Russell’s hand… that was love. Love that Charlie wanted. Fat chance she’d get the chance to find it now, though.
	“And a prince would somehow change that bigoted ideal?” She finally replied, rather lamely.
	“The country may be forced by tradition to accept a first daughter as Queen, but an unattached princess holds certain… ah, stigmas,” Ophelia began slowly. She was choosing her words carefully. Charlie rolled her eyes. Apparently, in the public eye, a woman couldn’t hold a role of authority without first landing a man. “But that is a conversation for another time. We just need your word.”
	Charlie pondered a moment. She thought of the many farmers she had met, always offering her a flower or crisp apple when she went for her walks in the spring. She thought of Louie and how he knew everyone in town and could tell when they’d just been stood up by a date and would come to their table with free dessert. She thought of the children that so frightened her at the orphanage, but who she adored nonetheless. The street musicians and the artists who painted in the park by the lake. Good, hard-working people like Sara Campbell. And mostly, she thought of how dearly she missed it all during her years abroad at university. Charlie loved Brindelle above all else.
	“I’ll agree.” Even she was surprised to hear the words tumble out of her own mouth.
 
 
***
 
	Late that night, Charlie sat in her favorite winged-back chair gazing out over the dark mountains through her open balcony doors. Honestly, she was surprised her parents hadn’t yet paid off a servant to nail them shut. Charlie did have an awful habit of sneaking out. If only she could do something about that awful habit of getting caught.
	But tonight, Charlie didn’t feel much like sneaking out. She didn’t feel like watching television or reading. She surely didn’t feel like sleeping. She didn’t even know if she felt like feeling at all. Her whole life had been laid out in front of her. This was nothing that came as a surprise. Life, at least hers, had a very defined path and purpose... but the prospect of marriage made it all the more finite. 
	Stuck somewhere between anger and a deep, aching sadness, she simply pulled the blanket she was wrapped in tighter around her body and walked out onto the terrace. The air was decidedly still and almost too quiet. From her balcony, she could see the hillside dotted with the first lights of the season, red and gold glitter lighting up the dark landscape. She felt a million pounds heavier on her bare feet, and the weight started to bubble inside her, filling her like a hot drink. Charlie tried to close her eyes, breathing deeply to calm herself, but her breaths came instead in short, shallow gasps. She was loosing control on her life, and now she was loosing control on her very own lungs too?
	How could they? How could they take away the one thing she’d always wanted? And, Charlie realized, she hadn’t even known she wanted it until the possibility of it was gone. She wanted the subtle moment shared between her parents when Russell kissed Ophelia’s gloved hand. She remembered stealing into a 99 cent store in college for a sneaky mid-week pick-me-up of candy and seeing a girl no older than she was picking out a stuffed dog for her fiancé. She wanted that. She wanted kisses at midnight on New Years Eve. She wanted a damn storybook romance. But forget it all, this might be a fairytale land. She might be a princess. But she’d never wanted the prince on his white horse.
	In frustration, she screamed silently and kicked out at the flower pots usually filled with roses in the summer, but the searing pain in her toe only fueled her rage further. Why was it that the most infuriating small things always happen when one is on the verge of a breakdown? She sat down in her pajamas right there in the middle of the terrace and pulled her knees to her chest and simply cried. 
	Charlie never cried, and it was one of the things she liked most abut herself. Well, she cried all the time, actually: at cheesy commercials and when the actors all took a bow at the end of a theatre production. She cried at weddings and when her dogs did something particularly adorable. But when there was sadness, there was never time for tears. Not when there was a scheme to concoct or a cheeky comment to think up to lighten the mood, or a stoic grace to put on for the public. There always was something more important at the time than tears.  
	But as she sat on the cold stone ground, feeling about ten inches tall, she couldn’t think of anything that would be more fitting in the moment. Several seconds later, she found herself quite wet. It was as if the tears spilling down her chin could even be felt on the nape of her neck. Peculiar, she thought. Then a sound that registered like a hundred falling bullets erupted around her. It had started to rain.
	Rain, rain, and more rain. Buckets simply pouring from the sky. The sound pounded her eardrums. Charlie stood up and walked to the railing, catching a handful in her outstretched palm. Positively drenched to the bone now, she started to laugh. Deep, stomach aching laughs. No one else was around, and here she was, soaked to the very core in her silk pajamas. She turned her face up to the sky and let the water run down her cheeks, taking all traces of her salty tears with it. She spun around a few times for good measure, quaking with giggles. Charlie loved the rain.
 	“Is this a sign?” She laughed at the deep black sky. “Divine intervention?” Oh, how the rain made her feel alive! She felt reenergized, free, ready for anything.
	Then just as the rain had started to lighten, she turned and walked inside, her thoughts cleansed and her path clear. If she was expected to live her life in fast forward, then she was going to pack as much life as possible into the next few weeks. Charlie had many endearing qualities... but her impulsiveness was not one of them.

Southern House Rendezvous
 
A noon sun hung high in the sky, beating down over a still, glass-like pool, so blindingly that it made it impossible to see. Reflecting in its mirrored surface, up rose an ornate chateau — small, in comparison to other chateaus, but none the less grand. On the edge of the pool, Sir Leo sat with a frosty glass of not-just-lemonade with a drowsing basset hound by his side. A movement across the large manicured lawn caught his attention, and he raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun.
	“Forget your sunblock, sweetheart?” The shadow called out to him in a musical voice.
	“My, my… Lady Charlotte?” Leo called back, a devilish grin lighting up his face, and not the least bit surprised by her presence. He had been waiting for this. “It couldn’t possibly be!”
	Charlie, in her floppy black and white stripped hat and impossibly tiny black slip, took the long way around the pool, walking slowly just to make him wait. As she finally approached, she returned his mischievous smile.
	“In the flesh,” she commented, shoving his feet off of the lounge chair adjacent to his own where they were propped. “And that is Princess to you.”
	Leo dropped his thick copy of Italian Vogue and raised his hands in defeat, waving at the air as if someone else were seated next to him. “Oh, so now she wants to be a princess?” Comically, he turned back to Charlie with that signature wink. “Full of surprises aren’t you, love?”
	Laughing out loud, Charlie threw her legs up over the lounge chair and lowered her sunglasses onto her nose. “God Leo, it’s November,” she said, eyeing the umbrella-clad drink in his hand and his salmon colored shorts.
	“It’s always summer in the South of France.” Leo was as shameless as always, leaning back in his own chair, his tan, toned torso flexing in an obvious way.
	“So you’re hiding out too?”
	“I prefer to call it ‘independent research into the effects of relaxation on the human psyche’,” he responded with another noncommittal wave of the hand.
	“Naturally,” Charlie chuckled and settled down into the well-stuffed seat. 
	Leo Lottford, Sir Leonard Lottford, spent much of his adolescence stealing away the hours these very same secluded gardens of the Lottford Summer House on the coast. Forth in line of the noble Lottford men, Leo was surrounded by many more capable — and more importantly, older brothers. This insured a proper reputation to the public, a very naughty boy appeal, and far less security detail, meaning he could actually live up to that reputation.  
	“It’s the glamorous life of little responsibility for me, Charles. You know this,” Leo smiled his lazy smile, popping an overly-large piece of muffin into his mouth. “But as your best friend and cousin, I am obligated to ask what brings you to this neck of the woods right before social season.”
	“Can't a princess have a little downtime?” Charlie grumbled, grabbing his lemonade out of his hand and taking a sip. It was horrid, and she pulled a disgusted face, spitting it unapologetically back in the glass. “Urg! That’s foul, by the way.”
	“Refined as ever, Princess,” Leo rolled his eyes. “And no, I’m not buying it. Remember, you’re on my home turf right now. This same garden I’d find you in, hiding in the foliage with roses stuck up in your hair when we were five. The same garden you made me fill with candles when the meteor shower happened when we were supposed to be at the Lord and Lady Fawcett’s wedding. The same—”
	“Okay, okay, I get it! You’re such a pain,” she retorted, unable to find a wittier response. The old dog raised his droopy face, finally aware that they had a visitor. He wagged his tail hard against the patio. Charlie opted to pat his soft face instead of responding further. 
	“Well?” Leo pushed on.
	“They want me to marry, Leo… by Christmas. My public ‘reveal’ now includes a capable husband on my arm. ‘Prince and Princess Callaghan-Montgomery.’” As the words left her mouth, they even tasted disgusting. 
	“Wow, that’s—”	
	“Messed up?”
	“I was going to say fast,” Leo offered gently. “But yes, that too.”
	Charlie shook her head, and leaned back on the lounge. Nothing had ever seemed so unfair and so final. She’d never even had a serious boyfriend before, now they wanted her to have a husband? “Oh, and they're shipping in a whole haram of the most ‘eligible bachelors’ to fight for my hand like I’m some sort of prize.”
	“Just like the Bachelorette!” Leo cried, bolting straight upright, his eyes bright and excited. Charlie stared at him, tempted to laugh. “What?” Leo scowled. “So I like reality TV. Sue me.”
	Charlie tried to hold back her chuckles, but the more she tried, the funnier it got and soon the pair dissolved into giggles. They lost themselves for a moment, picking apart the recent updates of the newest season. Charlie too, couldn’t help but indulge in a bit of American drama TV. Those few rare moment of normalcy felt blissful, and it always made her feel a little better to see how messed up other people were. 
	“Plus, I kind of figured it out when I got the invitation,” Leo finally admitted sheepishly.
	“What?” Charlie looked at him incredulously. “You’re on my court?”
	“Don’t look so startled, Charles,” Leo laughed cockily, still using the childhood nickname he preferred to never outgrow. “I might be your best friend, but I’m also one of the most eligible and in-demand bachelors in all of small French-nation nobility.”
	“Don’t take it the wrong way, Leo, but you’re not really my type,” she laughed playfully, voice totally devoid of offense. Not that Leo was offended by anything.
	Looking at her cousin, with his lean, toned chest and devastating dimples, it was hard to imagine him not being anyone’s type. He threw his head back, roaring with uninhibited laughter, his perfect dark blonde hair falling roguishly in front of his surprisingly large eyes — eyes Charlie had known for over two decades and still couldn’t manage to describe their color. Today they looks a sort of swirly, greenish-amber. Leo was playful and adventurous. You didn’t find many people in this world who joked freely, who traveled for pleasure instead of business, and who wanted to have fun. He wore exclusively designer — Charlie had a terrible feeling that the floral printed silk robe he had thrown over the back of the chase lounge was gifted by the designer herself. He had a taste for ladies who weren’t good enough for him, and the occasional Lord, who indeed were good enough but too dedicated to their beloved traditions to act on it. He read his horoscope daily and started insisting people call him Leo instead of Leonard at age fifteen, because it would be doing his zodiac sign a disservice otherwise. Perhaps his three older brothers had shown him what he didn’t want — or more likely, shouldered all of the duties so that Leo more or less had a relatively normal upbringing… if spending his winters in the South of France penthouse or attending the First Count of Monaco’s bachelor party was normal.
	But most importantly, Leo was loyal. Leo and Charlie met when they were only three years old, very distant cousins, and had bonded over their mutual distaste for the rules of royalty a little later. They would sneak out of the palace, play pranks on the guests, and hide walkie-talkies in their wardrobes. Leo was the closest thing Charlie had to a sibling, and her one beacon of light when she felt like and outsider. 
	That was the best thing about him. He wasn’t loyal like a lady’s older brothers were to be, or even rather close cousins, who were protective and possessive out of principle alone. Their duty was to guard the title, as well as the person. Leo was loyal out of the best possible thing: fondness. He wasn’t jealous or intimidated, or felt it his responsibility to the Crown. They simply liked each other.
	“None taken, sweetheart,” he retorted, throwing the paper umbrella from his drink at her. “You know I love a party, even if it means selling you off to the highest eBay bid.”
	“Your stores of knowledge never cease to amaze me,” she joked, stunned he even knew what an online auction was. At least with Leo on her court it guaranteed that she would have a bit of fun during the festivities.
	Charlie’s face fell slightly though. This wasn’t an ordinary social season. She couldn’t look forward to blending into the darkened corners with Stella’s infamous hip flask or dancing with Leo, laughing at the shocked faces of guests they both stollen kisses from in social seasons past. She had to find a match: a serious, committed match who would make a perfect king one day.
	Leo’s brow furrowed and immediately switched from playful to concerned as fast as turning on a lamp. That was one of the best things and worst things about him. He always knew exactly when something was bothering her. Leo used to say her face was as easy to read as a stop sign, but Charlie knew it was because he just knew her better than anyone else did. 
	“Come here,” he resigned, holding out his strong arms for Charlie to climb into. After hesitating only long enough to bite her lip, she gave in, crawling onto his chair and burrowing into the crook of his arm. Sharing his lounge, with Barney the dog squished between their feet, Charlie broke down in a vicious rant about the situation. The angers, the concerns, her insecurities. They spent several moments heartedly abusing anyone that was so unfortunate to be apart of the grand plan — from her parents to Parliament, even the royal dog walker got an insult for something or another. They had shared many of these intimate moments over the years, with Leo gently petting her hair and just listening to her ramble on. It wasn’t always this way exactly, sometimes Leo was the one crying.
	“Should’ve been fourth in line like me, then you get all the fun jobs,” Leo eventually teased softly, looking down at her with a knowing smile before squeezing her too tightly on purpose.
	“Gross, you’re sweaty,” Charlie pushed his arms off, sitting up to face him. “What do you mean?”
	Leo fixed his face into a dark mask and started dramatically. “Well, you know. There's Freddie, always the picture of responsibility. He’ll make a fine duke one day. Then there's Jacques. He’s off with his Italian princess, engaged now, he is! Even little Marcel is something of a household hero after his last tour. Then there’s little old me…”
	“Yeah, yeah I already know all about your sad, unfortunate life,” she teased. “I meant the fun jobs!” She laid down on the lounge, her chin propped in her hands. “What fun jobs?” Charlie’s face had started to glow with curiosity. 
	“Ah well, dear old Dad wants me to go to New York City this weekend to scope out some photographers for the Coronation,” He added, with a heavy use of air-quotes, “They have a ‘list.’”
	“Why New York?”
	“Isn’t it obvious? They want an unknown. Someone completely unaware of our traditions and unable to recognize anyone so they can’t sell secrets to the press. I’m not even taking security. Just me and ol’ Barnaby here.” Leo slapped the dog affectionately on the bottom, his tail smacking into Charlie’s knees. 
	Suddenly, a perfectly diabolical plan came to Charlie’s mind. The fact that it would be so obviously unacceptable made it even more delicious. She grinned, unable to contain her excitement. Before she had the chance to reconsider the thought, her mouth was already giving her away. 
	“Leo, please! Let me go with you!” She grabbed his arm far harder than intended, but it got her point across. 
	“Charlie!” He squeaked, quite literally squeaked. “It’s one thing to sneak you off of the balcony to go to a club or to hop a train to my winter house! I… I cannot sneak a princess out of the country! I think that’s kidnapping! Or princess-napping? Collusion? I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure wars have started for this type of thing!”
	“You watch too many movies,” Charlie stood up quickly. Walking away with that determined look set on her face, she turned back to him. “Pack your bags Dork Leo. I’m going to New York whether you like it or not!”
	Leo stood up, watching in disbelief at her total and complete lack of judgement and defiance… and Leo was an expert on both of those things. But one thing was for sure watching her thin hips sway as she stalked across his lawn: there was no way in hell he was going to try to stop her.
 
***
 
	“Princess must find husband!” Charlie should have jumped clean out her seat as a thin wooden stick slapped the blackboard with forced emphasis, but she was used to this. Instead, she remained primly in her chair, crossed her legs and inspected her nails. On the blackboard, comically out of place in the otherwise empty space, was a whole diagram of elaborate sketches, schedules, and even a curious Venn diagram.  
	“Edith, you’ve known me since I was four. I think we can force my mother to have this conversation with me.” Charlie hummed calmly to her cuticles.
	She was sitting in the room that once served as her schoolroom. It was weirdly nostalgic being back in the makeshift classroom. In fact, not much had changed since then. The walls were still paneled in rich, dark wood, miniature furniture dotting the sparse space. Sheer curtains blocked out the view outside the window to not tempt little eyes. The place hadn’t been redecorated in years, leaving it with an air of subtle, dusty neglect. 
	Edith slapped the board again, and this time Charlie did jump, sitting a little straighter in her too-small chair. Like the room, Edith hadn’t changed much either. “Her Majesty has given explicit instructions to inform Miss Charlotte of her duties!” The old woman hissed. Edith was a strict, regimented sort of woman. Her tough-love approach and scary, ever-present accent of indeterminate origin made for obedient children. The old woman took one look at Charlie and her heavily lined face softened. “Miss Charlotte, are you okay?” Charlie sighed. Edith might be a seasoned professional at getting children to memorize their arithmetic, but she was also impressively tender when it came to skinned knees and hurt feelings.
	Her concern struck Charlie surprisingly, and her bottom lip quivered violently. She suddenly felt like the scared seven year old she remembered sitting in this musty room. The teacher shook her head, mumbling something in her native tongue and patting Charlie with her doughy hand. Charlie tried to laugh, shaking her hand dismissively and hiding her damp cheeks behind her hair. Edith smoothed the ginger strands behind her ear, taking up her face in both her firm hands. Even in comfort, she had the strong grip of a confident woman. “I get your mama, Lottie,” she cooed, nodding once defiantly. “It is unfair to little girl. I will see to it.” She stood, walking purposefully towards the door, turning around to look back at Charlie. “I did raise her, too.” 
	Several moments later, Her Majesty the Queen, entered the schoolroom in a sort of dignified huff — if one could huff dignified. Charlie, regaining most of her angst in the moments passed alone with her thoughts, stood up and peered curiously in the direction of Queen Ophelia’s head. “What ever are you doing?” She asked her daughter in exasperation. 
	“Just checking to see if your ears are reddened,” Charlie said, hiding her smirk. Through the crack in the door, she could see Edith’s one brown eye peeking at them. It winked. The image of Edith hauling a grown woman of exceptional grace through the castle by her ear was one that would bring her many  beautiful dreams.
	The queen sighed, sweeping into an adjacent seat. Knowing that her mother wasn’t about to inquire about why she was called to the schoolroom at midday, she turned to her and said confidently, “I want to know what is expected of me.” Ophelia looked at her daughter, stunned. Apparently she was quite shocked in what she was asking. Charlie knew that the best approach was to act like she taking the responsible route. “If I am to put on this ruse, I wish to know what it is that I am to do.”
	“I see,” Ophelia stood up. She paced over to the chalkboard and stared at its many diagrams and figures, nodding as if she was impressed. After a moment, she swept back around. “Social Season will begin this week. The media has made is quite clear that the princess is of an age that she will debut. We have not diminished these claims, meaning that men from all around with futures and titles will be making the trip to possibly make their match with the Princess of Brindelle.” Charlie rolled her eyes, which Ophelia chose to ignore. “You are to mingle with them, find a man in which you see a future, who will make a good partner. You are to appear to be attached to a fine young gentleman so that by the time you debut, it will be inevitable that you are to be engaged. It is expected for you to marry, which may I remind you that we have negotiated against, but you will be partnered by the end of the season. But it is not a ruse. I sincerely hope that you take this opportunity to seriously consider these men.”
 
***
 
	Luck was surprisingly on Charlie’s side as she prepared herself for the scheme. She could only credit it to divine timing, although chances were it was probably a talent she’d perfected from her many years of plotting and planning, rather than Universal intervention. 
	She had no problems packing a few of her favorite sweaters, jeans that she loved but never got to wear, some makeup, and an extra blanket into a small carry on bag. She kept a bag like this on the ready at all times. Her parents actually encouraged it, calling it a “necessary incognito package”. They intended it to be a handy kit to have on hand in the event that she needed to blend in with society with a moments notice. So she grabbed the bag from the closet, threw in a few more toiletries, slid into her favorite boots and leather jacket and was gone.
	The events that followed seemed to fall into perfect place. The staff had the evening off since they were to start planning her upcoming Coronation and the Social Season events on Monday and wouldn’t have the opportunity for a well deserved break until after the holidays. So the castle was quiet and dark by a very reasonable hour. Under the cover of nightfall, Charlie took off down the side staircase, heavy boots tucked under her arm to not chance circumstances too much. She met not a soul on the way, and was delighted to find the night watchman had forgotten to lock the door on his way out for the night. 
	Sliding open the heavy door only enough to slink through, she took off at a quick jog under the shadow of the walls. With her hood pulled up over her fiery head, she smoothly disappeared into the night. Running past the greenhouses, she could barely make out the glowing red tip of a cigarette in the distance.
	“God, are you wearing a catsuit?” She whispered, acknowledging Leo’s sweater and tight cap.
	“You said we were supposed to be in disguise!” He smacked her shoulder and pointed to his black turtleneck. “Plus this is next season’s runway!”
	“Shh,” she retorted. “Let’s discuss your fashion choices later when we’re not in range.”
	They quickly crossed the dark field, Leo mumbling something about what Charlie could only assume was his deep desire to finally live out his dreams of being a secret agent. The sky was dark as velvet and she was suddenly very thankful for the moon phase chart Leo got her for her birthday. This happened to be a new moon night and there wasn’t a lick of light — another stroke of luck.
	Finally they reached the small dirt path that bordered the forest where Leo had stashed his getaway car. Perhaps the thing she was most thankful for, Charlie thought to herself, was that Leo had left his brilliant yellow, and very loud, sports car at home. Instead a sleek black SUV was idling, making no noise except for the whisper quiet purr of the engine.
	Four hours later, just as the first strips of coral sunrise were appearing over the horizon, Charlie and Leo were sluggishly dragging their feet through a small public airport north of the capital. They reached the rows of cheap plastic seats just in time for Charlie to fling herself into the chair, put her forehead in her hands, and groan in the most unbecoming way. 
	“Girl, get a grip!” Leo hissed, eyeing the several other weary, waiting passengers who turned to the sound. 
	Charlie was useless in the morning until she had her coffee and was already feeling a massive headache coming on after driving all night. “I can’t wait for Stella to get here with the drinks.”
	“Stella? Stellas coming?” Leo’s cheeks flushed a deep, blotchy pink color that made him look younger and just the slightest bit more attractive. Charlie always said occasional embarrassment was very, very good for her cocky best friend. The only annoying downside was that even humiliation rather suited him. 
	“Yes, of course,” she scoffed, digging in her pocket for her phone. Charlie glanced at Leo from the corner of her eye. He did look a right mess. She’d always knew he was quite fond of Stella. As the two closest people in her life, they practically grew up connected at the hip. He laughed louder at her jokes, watched her intently when she spoke, and put several more bugs in her hair than he did to the other little girls. Charlie always suspected he fancied Stella a little, but never assumed it carried into adulthood. But even the mention of her name had sent this self-proclaimed Casanova into a stuttering, fevered mess of a man. Oh, thought Charlie, this is interesting. 
	“When’s the last time you saw each other anyway?” Charlie feinted nonchalance. She was usually nosey anyway, so he wouldn’t expect a thing. 
 	But her friend was quiet, lost in thought. He was staring at a mural on the wall without really seeing it. Leo finally responded, “What? Oh, I suppose it wasn’t since after we left school. On her tour of Rome the last few years, right?”
	“Hmm.” Charlie made a little knowing noise in her throat. Leo did seem to know a lot about her intellectual endeavors and recent travels. 
	“But she’s coming? Coming to New York?” 
	“Of course,” she responded slowly, testing the waters. “She is my best friend.”
	Ha, Charlie thought to herself as she waited for the kickback. If there’s one thing that sent Leo into a huff, it was the mention that someone other than himself might be her best friend. But the outburst never came. Instead, the handsome blond walked on as though he hadn’t even been paying attention. Enough was enough, she smacked hit lightly upside the head and bickered the whole way to the boarding area. 
	“Ladies!” A thin arm whipped around her neck and nearly choked Charlie. 
	“Stella!” She grabbed onto her best friend. Before she could pull away, a hot foam cup was shoved into her hand.
	“One triple shot, no milk, no sugar for you, my love. And one Earl Grey with a splash of cream.” A white cup had materialized in Leo’s hand as well.
	If Stella was anything, it was thoughtful and meticulously detail oriented. She never forgot anything, no matter how small and seemingly insignificant. After Charlie’s muttered gratitudes for the caffeine, the girls fell into a rhythm of titters and gossip, a language only females seem to fluently understand. Swept up in the moment, Charlie finally noticed a certain deep voice and dry humor were missing. She was just about to make a comment, but saw Leo was standing not two feet away, frowning at his tea and picking the rim of the cup. By the way his brow was knit tightly, he seemed to be contemplating something very important. 
	“Long time, no see, brother! How’s it been?” Stella attacked Leo with a huge hug, which he returned with the awkwardness of someone who had lost sensation in both limbs.
	“G-g-good… it’s been… you look… it’s been great Stella, how was Spain?” Leo stuttering? The thought was highly amusing.
	“Rome, but it was beautiful!” Stella spun around on her heel and sighed a deeply satisfying sigh. It wasn’t lost on Charlie that he had definitely  known her location two minutes prior. “You would have loved the architecture! Reminded me a bit of the bathroom in your summer house,” Leo chuckled nervously before Stella added, “Oh that tea won’t bite, by the way. I made sure they didn’t let it steep too long.”
	Leo responded with an embarrassed little “Oh!” and a laugh, and quickly chugged some of the untouched tea much too quickly. Charlie snorted through her nose. Leo gritted his teeth and shot her a deadly glare from behind Stella’s back. Linking her arm through Stella’s, they got in line to board their flight. Oddness aside, the trio fell into comfortable conversation, like they’d never been separated at all. Leo’s easy, debonair charm and quick wit had returned. Stella was musing about their favorite tales of the past mischief they’d gotten into. It felt like Charlie was about to embark on an exciting adventure with her closest companions. For a shinning moment, she was sure everything was well in the world.

Gallery Noel
 
 
In one very tiny storage closet, one enormous ocean away, a king had fallen ill.
	Sneeze, sneeze, sneeze. “Woah there, big boy! All good?” A man named Arnold dropped a large cardboard box at his friend’s feet. Another cloud of dust rose up from the ground and for a brief moment, the other man was unable to be seen.
	“Just peachy,” he responded, overcome by another fit of sneezes. “Never been better.”
	“Well, make yourself presentable Your Majesty,” Arnold laughed, wiping the dust off of his shiny shaved head. “They’ll be here soon.”
	Nice for Arnold. How easy it was for him to get presentable, with that easy manor that could make anyone comfortable. It didn’t matter if he was mad, or tired, or overjoyed. His expression would still put anyone at ease. Not to mention his astonishing height, deep skin, and suave smile never counted against him, either.
	Oliver wasn’t as lucky. At least that what he thought as he grumbled in front of an antique mirror that hung in the back room. He had set to work late last night, and then — after a failed attempt at sleeping — started up again early this morning. After moving box after box several blocks from the nearest parking spot and scrubbing the old floors, Oliver felt anything but clean himself. Preparing the small building had been nothing but grunt work, but painting walls and refinishing old furniture found at the thrift market weren’t below him. 
	Oliver tried to brush the dirt out of his hair, but the dusty powder just clung on, making the nearly black mess look like he was going grey. Flipping his head over, he shook it aggressively. It wasn’t as if his thick waves ever seemed to lay flat anyway. He ran his hands down his chest, attempting to smooth out the wrinkles in his shirt and hoping it wasn’t wet with sweat. The fabric unfortunately had that slightly damp feel but at least it wasn’t noticeable. Oliver was nothing if not humble about his appearance, but today was possibly not the best time to look a mess.
	What Oliver lacked in cockiness, he made up for, well, in every other way. Trying to preen in the mirror, even dirt covered, he was still decently attractive. The women thought so anyway, which made him just a touch uncomfortable but had its perks. He had that very dark hair, and those very blue eyes — fact that reminded him too much of a crazed Husky dog, but again was another point with the ladies. He was fit and athletic, but would much rather spend the day painting than out playing racket sports at a country club. He didn’t think he was tall, or dark, or handsome — at least not when compared to Arnold, anyway. But he got on alright. He was mischievous and quick tongued. Oh, could he make people laugh! He got along better with strangers than friends and  never met a dog that didn’t like him.
 	Oliver was a King. Before anything else, he was a King. 
	Oh no, not like that…
	“Sign’s here!” Arnolds voice boomed from the front of the studio. 
	Oliver ran out front, his long legs bumping into several boxes on the way. Arnold was ripping the tape off of a large, flat package. Too excited to wait, Oliver started to help tear the sign free. Soon, a sleek glowing white neon sign was plugged in and leaning on the floor against the wall. 
	Gallery Noel it read.
	Oliver King was the son of Noel King, perhaps the most wonderful woman in the world. She was kind, and delightfully funny. She didn’t have a mean bone in her body. Noel had done everything a single mother could dream of: she ran marathons, she had owned two successful non-profit organizations, she was a mentor to underprivileged kids. Everyone in Brooklyn knew her name. If you asked her though, she’d say her crowning achievement was none other than the son she raised alone. The one with eyes just like hers, who was almost as funny as her. 
	“There you go, man.” Arnold slapped Oliver on the back, the later only vaguely aware of the moisture that had sprung to his eyes. Wiping them discreetly, he met Arnold’s stare and pulled him in for the type of quick hug men think retain their masculinity.
	Noel King had a secret, too. Unlike the hidden spot in the back of the closet where she hid birthday gifts, this was a secret no child wishes to find out. For years, Noel had struggled with a very private battle with cancer. It wasn’t until Oliver’s last year at NYU that she shared the information with him. Unfortunately, she didn’t survive long enough to see her only son graduate.
	Oliver loved his mother dearly. She was the wickedest woman in the gentlest way. She was powerful and outspoken, but also romanticized every moment of life. One thing that they always shared was a deep love for art. When Oliver finished his degree, he had one wish, and that’s how Gallery Noel became born.
	A tiny hole-in-the-wall situated in the heart of the cafe district, Oliver found his home. It didn’t happen overnight. He had spent several years photographing weddings and sweet 16 parties for next to nothing. He had managed to turn an internship into a decent part-time photo-editing gig. Up until this year, he even spent his evenings mixing cocktails only to run home for several hours, pass out, and then wake up to mix lattes. Every last dime left over after rent went to the gallery. Three short months ago, he found this tiny building which was notably falling apart, but something about it just felt right.
	“I have to say, a Christmas opening was genius!” Arnold grunted as he moved a large, wrapped painting from the front windows.
	“Don’t thank me, thank that pain in the ass realtor!” He responded with a chuckle. “It does seem perfect though with Mom’s name.” Miss. King was born on Christmas eve, so the name Noel was only fitting, according to his grandmother.
	“So when is your show?” Arnold asked with a cheeky smirk as he jabbed a sharp finger in Oliver’s chest.
	It was a game long played and lost by Arnold. Oliver thoughts roamed to the thick stack of rough sketches that were hidden in the last filing cabinet in the office. Underneath the back-tax reports and even deeper that the Chinese takeout menus. The old menus. He thought of the tiny studio on the balcony of his even tinier apartment, perfect when it was sunny but totally useless in the rain. Oliver was a photographer by trade. He was great at it, too. But what he really loved was to paint. Something about the way paint behaved, almost as if you couldn’t truly manipulate it. Sure you could put it where you wanted, and make sure it was blended a certain way, but it still always seemed to have a mind of its own. He lived for that.
	But Oliver never showed his art. His photographs were fairly well known, but nothing so creative or artistic that he’d ever hang them in a gallery. He knew how to make people beautiful, but did a photo ever truly capture the soul?
	Speaking of souls... he happened to glance up as the most remarkable thing happened. A small pack of what could only be tourists — being born and raised in NYC gave you almost supernatural abilities to recognize such things — was making their way down the sidewalk across the street. Two of them  seemed to be trying to locate something, looking between a sheet of paper and the door numbers. But Oliver paid no mind to that. 
	Instead, his eyes were glued on the a young woman in front. She was simply a vision. She had to be, nobody had hair that red. It stood out as the only color in the otherwise grey palette of the city street. Nobody danced — yes she was actually dancing — down a Williamsburg sidewalk. There was a mischievous, but awe-inspired smile plastered to her lips. Her eyes darted to everything they could possibly take in. She skipped several steps ahead of her counterparts, walking backwards to shout back at them. Then, she even looped her arm around a post light and spun around it. 
	Oliver smiled to himself. It was hard not to. There was such a childlike energy to this small woman, and a spirit that was sure to be stolen by the city eventually. But right now she was perfect, and pure, and refreshing.
	It was difficult, but he tore his eyes away from the girl and lost himself again in conversation about gallery details with Arnold. He was in the midst of hopping up to sit on the welcome desk, when the bell atop the front door chimed and the door swung open. His elbows bent at a painful angle, his sneakers missed their target, and when he looked up to see the visitor, he fell flat on his ass.
	It was her.
 	And he simply could do nothing but stare.
	“Hello there,” Arnold greeted them, showing as much restraint as possible for someone who just watched their best friend embarrass himself. He was straining to hold back a laugh so hard that the vein in his temple was pulsing. “We always appreciate the interest, but we are unfortunately closed until the opening.”
	God just get up man, Oliver thought, realizing he had been sitting on the ground for the full interaction.
	“Oh, we’re not here to see the art,” the only male amongst the group answered, looking around cautiously at the box strewn floor. “Not that it is not... quite unique?” He rambled on awkwardly.
	Dude... Get. Up! Oliver gave himself a strong mental slap. 
	“Ah, might not look like much, but this artist’s pieces are the most coveted in the Northeastern market,” Oliver remarked, heaving himself off of the ground with as much dignity as he could muster. “This piece here was recently sold to the Met’s biggest donor,” Oliver flashed a cocky smile and the gentleman’s jaw dropped open, resembling a blond goldfish. He let him stutter a few seconds — he was humiliated after all, so taking out a bit of frustration on this lad was quite therapeutic. “I‘m teasing,” he finally admitted. “We are just unpacking and won’t be open for a while.”
	Cue the offended gasp. The dig was unnecessary, and he looked like the overly sensitive sort. But the blond cocked his brow and said sarcastically, “A lot of nerve coming from a man who just felt flat on his ass.”
	“I like you!” Oliver slapped a hand on the man’s shoulder and couldn’t help but laugh. He always gave credit where credit was due, and despite his first impression, this man was a great sport. The gentleman shook his hand jovially and introduced himself as Leo. He had a bit of an ancient that Oliver couldn’t quite place. “So what brings you into the shop then?”
	“Well, we are from...” Leo began. However, Oliver was distracted and only felt slightly guilty drifting his thoughts. The kids probably just needed directions after all, and he always had a bit of a short attention span. He allowed himself one moment of indulgence as he set his eyes on the girl.
	Well there was two girls: one with dark curly hair and catlike eyes. He felt like she was watching him a bit too closely. Girls usually did this. They seemed to be weirdly attracted to Oliver and it made him anxious as to why they did. But he never complained about it too much, for obvious reasons. But this one felt like she was inspecting him with X-ray vision.
	No, he was lost in the other girl. She had that bright, flaming red hair that now looked even more vibrant against her outfit of all black. She had the tiniest feet, shoved into thick, untied motorcycle boots that if anything made them look smaller. And her body… it was the type of body that drove men wild. In other words, she was beautiful, but that’s not what struck Oliver. 
	It was the way her eyes, unable to tell the color in the dim light, seemed to get bigger as she looked around. And she looked everywhere: the boxes, the floor, out the widows, at the few painting that were free of their packing, even up at the ceiling. Then she looked at him. Right in his eyes. Something deep in the pit of his stomach felt like it dropped into place. Oliver compulsively swallowed, hard. A second later, the corner of her pink lips curved into a little mysterious smile. Oliver wasn’t the type of man who smiled much. He always had something on his mind as brooding artists usually did, or the situation called more for a sly smirk, or his joy solidified itself in the crinkle of his eyes and a laugh caught in his throat. But something about her smile made him smile too. It seemed to please her because her own grew to show two adorable dimples. 
	Oliver was wrenched out of his moment by Arnold’s thick arm wrapping itself around his neck and nearly choking him. The gallery had seemed to have gone silent around him while he looked at the girl, but now it came rushing back. Booming laughter and cheers filled the air and the grip that Arnold had on him was almost painful. He laughed and nodded along because it seemed he should, though his bemused expression probably gave away his total lack of comprehension.
	Arnold started whooping and shaking hands with everyone in the group. As Oliver politely thanked the strangers and grasped the redhead’s tiny hand, he had a feeling his whole world was about to change.
 
***
 
	Leo had done well, indeed. While his father’s steward was credited for the trip’s impeccable scheduling, Leo had worked wonders on the experience itself. They arrived at a small, inconspicuous airport around dawn, then took their tired bodies to a run-down rail station and rode the train silently into the city, finally arriving at Grand Central Station as the early morning business men we’re getting off their subways from their Jersey commute. Leo’s father had provided him with a list of a dozen or so photographers to interview, so they paced across the city, meeting with photographers under the presence of working for the Monarchy, instead of being apart of it themselves. When they grew weary, they stopped to dine on hotdog cart pretzels and lemonades in Central Park between meetings. 
	It was the last spot on the list. Charlie had spent all day going from one stuffy photography studio to another in the heart of the city. Leo finally suggested cutting the night short, scratching the last name off of the list with a pen, pretending they were closed, and curling up in their fluffy down hotel bathrobes with a hearty buffet of room service. Leo always was a bit of a diva when it came to jet lag. And walking. 
	But Charlie wasn’t remotely tired. There was just so much to see! There was the touristy spots she’d only seen in books, kitschy little popcorn carts about town. Even the more sketchy districts were fascinating to her, though Stella — always the more worldly of the pair — kept reminding her it wasn’t safe to take off down seedy alley ways alone.
	With so much to do, so much freedom, Charlie felt like a new person. She could be anyone she wanted in New York. She could be a high class business woman off to make a big real estate deal. She could be a socialite going to a big charity gala at any of the incredibly ornate and a little intimidating museums smattered through the city. She could be a grad student in fashion design at Parsons, spending her lunch break chugging tiny cups of tea and cigarettes at one of the artsy outdoor cafes. She could even pretend to be a private school elite, reclining on the steps of the Met like a character in her favorite drama. It was all pretend, so she might as well make the most of it while she was here. 
	So even though she was exhausted, even though she hadn’t eaten since brunch and her stomach was screaming for a huge styrofoam box of grease, and even though Leo was complaining her ear off, she still felt like she could go on all night. Positively giddy, she skipping down the street. New York! With its lights and traffic and people yelling! With its mystery and romantic horse-drawn carriages and sparkly store windows! With its air that smelled like pizza and car exhaust and trash! She couldn’t even help herself from grabbing onto a lamppost and doing a little spin. The mood called for it.
	Gallery Noel, it was called.
	When they finally located the last building, the differences between this and the other studios they had visited that day were quite evident. Firstly, the trio had quite the time trying to even find the gallery. It was tucked away between a few dingy, old brick monstrosity and they must have walked past it several times. It didn’t have numbers on the door, so they had to physically count the storefronts as they walked down the street.
	Charlie couldn’t help smiling as she gazed up above the door. A crudely erected sign — she supposed you could call it a sign — was hanging crookedly above the lights. It was merely a slice of plywood with the words Gallery Noel almost illegible it in dripping white paint. The writing looked rather like a young boy had painted it.
	They opened the door and the warm tinkling of a bell chimed to signal their arrival. Charlie grinned to herself again. This was not like the other studios at all. Boxes littered the middle of the room, rows of paintings lined the floor, leaning up against the walls. Just then, she looked up at their greeter and locked eyes with a very, well beautiful man. Just as their eyes met across the room… he promptly fell on his bottom.
	Charlie tried to hide her giggle behind her fist. It was unbelievably impolite to show humor at the expense of another, but that was always a part of her etiquette training that she could never master. She managed to conceal the most of her chuckle but it came out as an embarrassing snort. It was apparent that he’d done himself no serious damage, except to his pride. The man’s face had turned a ruddy red color, the blush stretching from his cheeks to his neck. Charlie thought it best to look anywhere but his face to allow him, and herself, a moment to gain some composure.
	Luckily, Leo had unwillingly shouldered most of the responsibility of extending their purpose to the photographers. At this point, after nine other studio visits, his speech was impeccably rehearsed. Charlie allowed herself a few indulgent moments of curiosity while he gave them his speech.
	This galley was different, and not just because of its various levels of shabby disarray. It was how it made her feel. Similar to walking into your childhood home after you had been away for a long time, and yet still felt like you belonged. It also simultaneously felt so new and exciting, like setting out exploring a brand new adventure. Charlie thought it was marvelous. 
	The ceilings weren’t high, but had many metal rafters linked over the streaky skylights. The building was shorter than the others on the street, without all the top floors, so the windows gave a direct view of the sky instead of the skyscrapers around it. One could look up and picture the gallery being anywhere in the world, not in the heart of a big city. Below her feet, the floor was raw and unfinished — due to the state of the renovation or as a creative choice, Charlie did not know. She liked the texture and the way the wood played with the metal above her head and selfishly hoped they didn’t decide to cover them. The walls were white and new, but with one wall behind the desk still exposed red brick. It was a place for artists, she could just tell.
	Perhaps though, it was the feeling of warmth that hit her when she entered. After being out in an unfamiliar city all day, everything felt just that... unfamiliar, kind of cold. Did she enjoy her time? Yes, immensely! But everywhere felt a tad uncomfortable deep inside. But Gallery Noel felt like entering the space of an old friend. Maybe one you haven’t seen since you we’re children, but yet those fond nostalgic memories still come rushing right back. There was even a smell to the place that transported her to a very special memory, but she couldn’t quite place it, like it was hidden behind a veil. 
	Then suddenly, the man she was doing so well of ignoring came popping up off of the ground and started laughing with Leo. Curious, Charlie thought. Leo didn’t often laugh with strangers, let alone ones who had beat him at his own game. By the looks of Leo’s slightly rosy ears, he had just been mildly embarrassed by the man. The two grasped hands and Leo began his speech. “So anyways, we work with the Royal Court of Brindelle, and we are scouting out photographers for a contract for our upcoming Coronation. We had seen your work online and were very impressed by...”
	Charlie had heard the script so many times today, it was easy for any attention span to wander. At least that was the excuse she told herself to justify a quick glance at the man who he was speaking to. 
	Clean him up and he’d make a dashing prince, but it was the rough edges that made him beautiful. Charlie was very used to clean cut, pretty men. Sure, most would hate to hear that they were described as such at tea parties all over the countryside, but ask any of the society ladies and they’d agree. Royal men were sometime prettier than the women, with their perfectly styled hair and dentist-commercial smiles, their attempts at roguish charm disguising their gentlemanly manner for just long enough to seem dangerous.
	Not this man in front of her right at this very moment, though. He had a thick mop of wavy, almost black hair that grazed his collar and was badly in need of a trim. A light cover of unshaven beard scruff dusted his surprising sharp jawline. Charlie knew it was unbecoming of a young woman to stare, but her curiosity had just allowed her a quick glance down his body, when his eyes locked on her face. This man… this man was so handsome it hurt. For eyes to be as light and bright of a blue as his, it almost seemed comically unmatched with hair so deep. When they met hers, her throat started to tighten. Lost in their depths, somewhere beyond the unfairly thick black lashes, something magnetic wouldn’t let her pull her away. She felt very warm, yet at the same time a chill ran through her body. Then maybe it was a trick of the light, but she swore she saw the left corner of his mouth tighten. Had she been remotely coherent, she may have actually reached up to touch her own lips, because she was sure that they were turning up into a smile as well. The second of intense heat was gone, leave them both staring and trying to hold back identical twin grins. Whatever silent secret that they had, they were sharing it together.
	Suddenly, he was smiling and laughing in earnest. The other gentleman had slapped him on his back, and Leo was shaking his hand heartily. Charlie decided that the only thing better than a shared, hidden grin was his real, honest smile. By the room’s excited reaction, she was sure that Leo had just told him he was short listed. The man laughed along but he had this sort of far off flash behind his eyes, and Charlie was quite sure that he was just as distracted as she had been. He was ecstatic, but had no idea the reason why. 
	In the midst of the commotion, his eyes found hers again. Had they turned a darker, deeper shade of blue? A laugh was suspended on his face, like a movie reel paused at the height of the moment. His slightly crooked smile grew bigger and better than any smile she had ever seen. She didn’t fight the urge to return it back this time.
	A few moment of talk later, it seemed best to divert her attentions back to the task at hand. They toured around the modest gallery and traded contact information. Charlie was proud that she hadn’t once attempted to catch they eye of the handsome man again. It would just complicate things further. In her defense, she hadn’t noticed that she was analyzing the scuffs on his knuckles as he wrote down the gallery’s phone number, until she earned a sharp jab in the ribs by Stella. 
	Just as Charlie opened her mouth to protest, Stella raised her eyebrows in a very knowing way and said, “Well we really must be going. It has been a long day and the walk back to the nearest bus stop is quite far.”
	“Bus stop? No, you’re not from around here,” said the impossibly tall gentleman that had introduced himself as Arnold. “You should head up to the center and get a car.” 
	A quick and sarcastic retort about how they weren’t little girls was halfway out of Charlie’s mouth, when the other man she was trying so hard to avoid, looked her right in the eye and offered quietly, “We’ll walk with you.”
	Denying a gentleman his duty to chivalry was a sin, was it not?
	They locked the doors and headed out into the brisk evening. Charlie zipped up her leather jacket and dug her hands into the pockets, the fabric crunching. Leo and Stella were a few feet ahead, walking three-deep with Arnold, chatting and taking up the whole sidewalk. She instead fell in step with the other, loving how her tiny boots looked walking next to his falling apart high-top sneakers, and hating how she didn’t know his name.
 
***
 
	Luck was usually on Oliver’s side, and that was proven again when he found himself stuck next to the redhead on the trek to the bus stop. They walked in comfortable silence for a few moments just listening to the chatter of the others, but Oliver could already tell by the way the girl was biting her bottom lip that she was never able to hold her tongue. 
	“Sorry to intrude on your evening, sir,” she said finally, smiling but keeping her eyes straight ahead. “At least I hope it was a welcomed intrusion.”
	“Can you, um...” he tried to hide his embarrassment behind a hearty clearing of his throat. “Could you explain it to me... more in detail?”
	She smiled at him politely, but there was too much of a knowing twinkle in her eye. It was as if she knew his thoughts, and damn, it was a little disconcerting. 
 	“Well,” she said, looking out into the street and falling in step beside him. “We are from a small nation called Brindelle, a beautiful little country near France. We were sent to New York on very important business.” She left it dangling dramatically right in front of him. 
	“Oooh are you spies?” He retorted playfully. 
	She flattened her little hand against her mouth and stage-whispered behind it, “We have secrets!” Oliver couldn’t help chuckling. She was funny too. “Our monarchy is rather interesting. You see, we have a princess-“
 	“How very shocking!” Oliver gasped. 
	“Stop interrupting!” She laughed and shoved him with her elbow. It was so delightfully fun to tease her. But Oliver put up both hands innocently and mimed locking his lips with an invisible key. She waited until he pretended to hand it to her before continuing. “The thing is, nobody knows who the princess is. It’s a heavily guarded secret in our country, and sort of the biggest gossip as well. But the Crown likes privacy. We are coming up on her official Coronation, you see? So there’s all these balls and parties leading up to the main event at Christmas. So they sent us to the States to find a photographer… ergo how we ended up here. It’s up to us to find the best man, or woman, for the very important role,” she ended theatrically. Oliver was wondering how she took her position so lightly, but then the corners of her mouth turned up, and she bit her lip again. “But I assume you would have already knew that if you had been paying attention to Leo.” 
	“What? I...” Oliver bit off, but couldn’t help laughing out loud. “I may not know you, but I assume you don’t get nearly enough credit for your wit.”
 
***
 
	His laugh was infectious. Charlie hid her own smile behind her curtain of hair. He was right. Sure, Stella saw right through her dry humor and terrible jokes, and Leo was always quick to play along with her sarcasm, but if your best friends didn’t know the real you, who did? To the rest of the world, Charlie was polite, demure. Sociable always and of course, charitable. Nobody else in her life saw much of her personality. She was brought up to be likable, but not charismatic. Down to earth, but never too relatable. 
	At University, she was able to let her colors shine a little more. She had delightful friends who kept up with her antics. The professors were charmed by her intellectual banter and her peers looked up to her. But social life aside, she had to stay a bit of a recluse. She could never be the life of the party or get too close to any of her acquaintances. She liked her personal space, but she also desired company. Holding a secret as weighty as hers felt so wrong. Every time she got close to someone outside of the Royal Court, she felt as if she was lying right to their face. 	
	Eventually, someone would want to know about her family or ask about her accent. Who wanted to be friends with someone who never invited them to their hometown over spring break and changed the subject anytime they were asked about where she was from? There was a guilt living within her, one that was easier to ignore if she never put herself in the position. 
	But standing here with this man, his eyes alight, she had to admit that it was a grand feeling to have someone point out a piece of her soul. He made it seem easy, made her feel transparent in the most glorious way. Charlie burned to learn how he really saw her, a stranger meeting someone new. Just a girl.
	“So,” His voice was soft but it made her jump out of her moment of daydreaming. “What’s next on this very dangerous mission of yours?”
	Charlie watched him with that crooked smile, kicking rocks with his sneakers as they walked. A little scheme came to her. They were supposed to go back to the hotel, report their research to Leo’s steward, and email the decision to the photographer. It was simple and professional, and that’s exactly what she had intended to relay to the stranger.
	“Well, they really want us to get to know the artists, you know? To make sure we are making the right choice?” 
	What?
	Charlie didn’t know why she said it. It was untrue, unplanned, and more than a little unwise. But she had to know! She had to get to know this person and discover if he could get to know the real her. Suddenly he was raising his eyebrows and nodding encouragingly. Charlie didn’t… couldn’t… think that she made a poor choice.
	Leo whip around with near inhuman speed. Damn it, leave it to Leo to be eavesdropping on their whole conversation. He was scowling at her, his expression somewhere between anger and disbelief. Quite frankly, the way his jaw was laying on the ground made him look like a goldfish again. Quickly, and with as much discretion as possible without letting anyone else see, she shot Leo a I-am-just-being-polite-and-smiling-at-you-but-I’m-really-telling-you-to-keep-your-tiny-mouth-shut look that only best friends understand. Luckily, he got the hint.
	“Well, we will be in touch — tomorrow, maybe? To meet and discuss the matter further, of course. To… to get to know you all. Informal is fine,” she said professionally, turning to face her stranger on the sidewalk. Leo was making her stutter all over the place. “If that is quite alright with you?” She asked hopefully. 
	“Of course. But there is just one small problem.”
	Charlie’s heart sank. “What is it?”
	“Well if we’re going to be working together, I think it’s best if I know your name,” he said with an arrogant smirk.
	“Oh,” she answered, trying not to show her sign of relief. “It’s Charlie.”
	His smile turned genuine. “Oliver,” he responded, offering his hand.
	Charlie took it, trying to ignore that tingle of energy that shot up her arm as she touched his fingers. “Oh, Oliver is it? I figured as much.” Charlie cocked her eyebrow mysteriously.
	“Is there a problem with my name?” He teased.
	“None at all, sir. It is just that my Mother always said men with soft names often are the most devious troublemakers.” 
	“Oooh, and is it true?”
	“I guess that remains to be seen,” she responded with a daring smirk, only vaguely aware that she was still grasping his hand. Charlie pulled away quickly and started walking again.
	Oliver caught up to her, his hands shoved under his arms. He didn’t put on a coat. “You know, my mom said that you should watch out for cunning, redheaded strangers from far off lands. They have the most secrets.” He laughed. 
	“You have no idea,” Charlie hoped he couldn’t quite hear how loaded that answer was. If he only knew. “Do you have a last name?”
	“It’s King.”
	“Of course it is.” This time he didn’t hear her answer. It was too loaded to speak out loud. 
 

Secrets Over Stars
 
 
What were you thinking?” Leo could be heard yelling a split second before a fluffy pillow careened through the air and smacked Charlie directly in the face.
	“She was thinking she needed to spend a little more time getting to know a certain sexy artist!” Stella roared with laughter as Charlie hit her in the head with the same pillow.
	“What were you thinking?” Leo shouted again, pointing an accusatory finger at Charlie. She just rolled her eyes.
	They were back at their hotel after a silent taxi drive across the city. Charlie and Stella sprawled out across the king sized bed, trying their hardest not to roll around laughing at the serious way Leo was behaving. They had to admit there was a considerable humor in bearing witness to the sight of Leo, the man who was almost never serious about anything, pacing the length of the room, downright flushed, his knuckle between his teeth.
	“Oh come on, Leo! You look like your father!” Which was true, Leo did bear a striking resemblance to the duke. He sputtered for words, running his hands through his artfully disheveled hair until it was just plain disheveled.
	“You... you... you’re being irresponsible!” 
	Oh no, he didn’t. That lit a fire in Charlie’s chest. “Irresponsible, Leo? Really?” She raised her brows, ignoring the way he opened his mouth to interrupt. Leo was not allowed to chastise her over irresponsibility. “Oh, you mean like how you drained your personal bank account betting on the last derby race? Or how you had a fake I.D. made to pretend you were the Marquis Buckley? Or how you threw a burlesque party at your bachelor lodgings? Or...” 
	“Okay, okay!” Stella warned, pushing her way between them. Charlie was unaware she had risen from the bed and walked right up to Leo as she yelled at him. Even as Stella shoved between, they were practically nose to nose “Enough! Charlie, go cool off. Leo, give it a rest. It’s really not a huge deal!”
	It was immature, but Charlie gave him one good shove in the chest just for good measure. He growled, but was still a gentleman and knew it was disrespectful to respond with whatever immature thoughts were surely stewing in his head. “This isn’t sensible, Stella! It’s not a good idea to get close to these people!”
	She waved her hand. “It’s really not that serious, Leo.”
	“You’re not a Royal so you don’t understand!” He blurred out. 
	Stella, usually so unshakable, looked stung. Her eyes grew unnaturally large and her bottom lip trembled. It took her a minute to gather herself, but then she answered with as much searing dignity that she could. “And when did you become so pretentious?” She bit off, speaking through her teeth.
	Leo staggered back like he had been physically struck. He shook his head from side to side before sinking into the chair in the corner and placing his forehead in his hands. Taking a deep breath, he responded evenly,  “I’m sorry, that was unkind of me. But Charlie, you know we’re not supposed to get close to outsiders! Do I think his work is phenomenal? Of course! You’d have to be blind not too. But what good are some outstanding photographs if they find out? What if they betray the secret?”
	He was concerned, Charlie knew this. Leo had always been her fiercest protector. He wasn’t one to make light of anything truly important, but this was ridiculous. One day of normalcy, one evening of just being free couldn’t honestly be that risky. 
	“I thought it a fine idea to get to know the photographers on a personal level. Nobody is better at judging character than you, Leo. We can point out who’s a threat within a minute in their company, and figure out if it’s a good fit.” She crossed her arms defiantly over her chest in a poor attempt to settle the fire boiling inside her.
	“You just want to rebel,” he ground out, looking meaner than she’d ever seen him look before. That’s when Charlie exploded.
	“Leo, I trust you not to ever question my desires or judgment. I am an adult! I am your friend, and your cousin, and I am your Princess! You will respect me and honor my wishes at all costs. It’s my Coronation, my photographer, and my decision if I want to know get to know the candidate. I always take everything you have to say into account, but it is done!” She finished powerfully, her back straight and her jaw set. Stella was pinching her lips into a thin line, trying to hold back a massive grin. She looked a little intimidated, but Charlie knew she was battling with herself over if it was wise to start applauding. 
	Leo stared at her in disbelief. She had never used her position to get her own way, and usually it made her feel disgustingly entitled. That’s not even what she was doing now. She didn’t really care about meeting up with the photographers, all she really wanted was respect. She wanted Leo to start treating her like an independent and capable woman. 
	“Yes, Your Highness,” he answered quietly and without a single drop of sarcasm. He looked taken aback, but also beamed with what she could only assume was pride. They were silent for a solid minute, and Charlie reached for her water bottle to hide the self-satisfied smile that was attempting to creep its way onto her face.
	A sharp knock and a muffled call of “housekeeping” brought an end to the weighty silence. Leo’s head shot up, confusion clouding his eyes. Charlie made her palm flat and waved towards the door for him to open it. She, for one, was not going anywhere at the moment. He answer the door and the black-suited waiter handed him a plastic bag with a large yellow smiley face printed on it. It was filled with styrofoam cups and fat cardboard boxes. He closed the door and looked at Charlie with a sad, sentimental frown.
	“I ordered you Chinese,” Charlie pouted defiantly, staring at the wall over his shoulder. It was their tradition anytime they went to the United States: they’d order Chinese food from any nondescript take-out spot and eat it in the hotel bed. Leo looked conflicted, staring into the smiley’s dead-looking eyes, but crossed the room in two long strides and dropped a kiss on her cheek. It was a kiss of guilt and apology. That was the thing about Leo, he never actually apologized. He was too proud, but his actions showed it much more than an “I’m sorry” ever could. Charlie stubbornly tried to hold on to her anger. 
	“Oh! I hate you guys!” Stella wailed and flung herself on Charlie’s neck. The two girls roared with laughter and dug into the steaming boxes, all animosity forgotten in Moo Shu pork. 
	“You know,” Leo said uncouthly through a mouthful of two egg rolls. He winced and panted as he chewed the food that was clearly too hot. It was still shocking how gross yet good-looking he could be. “He was pretty hot.” 
	The room boomed with laughter. The front desk could be heard receiving noise complaints from the neighboring rooms until the wee hours of the night, but did nothing about it. In their lodging books, the name on the reservation was the Royal Marquis of Buckley.
 
***
 
	It was hard to sleep in the city. Charlie was so used to the peace and quiet of the lonesome country castle that she spent a good portion of the night tossing and turning, listening to the police sirens and car horns seventeen stories below. But looking out over the city as the sun was rising made a poor night of sleep worth it.
	6:30 in the morning seemed to be the only time that the city did sleep. She stood on the tiny balcony of their hotel room, watching as long strips of golden sun pierced through the gaps between the skyscrapers. A misty white steam wafted off the tar below. The earliest commuters already had made their way to the subways and it was a few hours before the rest of the city woke up. A few early risers peppered the sidewalks, rushing into taxis and off to coffee shops. So far, she counted two dog walkers — one with three Great Danes and one with a minuscule Yorkshire Terrier. In this in between time, the city was serene and peaceful.
	“Done and done!” Leo slid open the glass door and collapsed into one of the small bistro chairs on the deck. He had gotten up early with Charlie, wanting to be the first message on his father’s voicemail. The seven hour time difference was, for once, incredibly helpful. “Dear old Dad loved the idea! He thought it was very responsible of me to suggest interviewing the artists further.”
	“You?” Charlie asked, cocking her brow at his smugness. He waved her off, said the details were unimportant, and grabbed the espresso she’d pushed towards him. He threw it down his throat like a shot of liquor.
	“The point is, he gave us an extra day. It gives the staff time to set up the guest quarters anyway”
	“Good morning!” A sing-song voice rang through the door, followed by a very adorably sleepy-looking Stella herself. Her dark, curly hair was tied up in a disheveled bun and she had on a thin grey cotton robe. Charlie offered her her greetings and handed her the latte she ordered, extra foam and sugar. Charlie was amused to see Leo had stopped dead in the middle of his gloating and was staring at her with round, puppy-dog eyes. Oh, he had it bad!
	“I… I… um…” He stuttered, pushing out of the chair by its arms. “Better get to calling up our short list! No time like the present… ha ha!” He gave the girls a cheeky little wave that would have been convincing, had he not ran into the door frame with his shoulder on his way in.
	Stella chuckled without making a sound before turning to Charlie. She shot her a signature, knowing stare, biting her bottom lip and trying not to smile. “So,” She started, and Charlie knew what was coming. “Want talk about it?”
	“What?” She feinted confusion, waiting until Stella had put two more Splendas in her drink. She finally shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know.”
	“Sure, you do. Even if you don’t want to admit it,” Damn, Stella really was all-knowing. When it was evident that Charlie needed some pushing, she continued. “What was it about him? And don’t give me that bull about responsibility. It was a great excuse for the Duke of Doré but I know you better.”
 	Charlie slouched back in her chair with another affected sigh. This is what best friends were for, and if you couldn’t gossip about boys to your best friend, what were you even supposed to talk about? She couldn’t help smiling to herself and whispered, “He saw me.”
	“Uh, hello? Of course he saw you! You’re part of the 2% of the population with flaming red hair, not to mention you’re like, smoking hot!”
	“No, Stella. You know what I mean,” She still looked amused and it was infuriating Charlie further. “He didn’t know who I was!”When Stella’s expression turned from humored to questioning, she continued. “Everyone always sees me as a princess. Even if they don’t know me, I’m still a royal or an elite, or… a somebody. It’s all tradition and good graces, I can never just be myself around anyone except you and Leo. I know it sounds crazy, but for once it was fun to feel like a normal girl meeting a normal boy. I’d give anything to be like that, even just for a few hours, without all the glitter.”
	“I’d enjoy some of that glitter sometimes.” Stella’s face smiled but at the same time she looked crestfallen. Charlie felt a little guilty. If there was anyone who deserved to be treated like a princess, it was Stella. She was always cheering her on, never truly a part of anything, but she never once acted jealous of Charlie. 
	She grasped her friend’s hand in her own, honesty shining in her wide brown eyes. “Stella, I’d give anything to trade places with you, even for a day.”
	Stella grinned, picking up her hand and kissing her knuckles. “Then let’s get you dressed. You must be the cutest commoner in New York City!” She pulled her to her feet and ran inside. Giggling, Charlie thought that being a commoner might be the best thing she ever did.
	Twelve hours later, Charlie wasn’t so sure. 
	She wasn’t the nervous type. In all honesty, Princess Charlotte always knew exactly what to say. She had the perfect charming retort, and could make even strangers feel like friends. Even had an unmatched ability to know exactly how long to let a conversation drag on and the most gracious way to remove herself from those that overstayed their welcome. Today was like no other day, she was simply on. 
	But Commoner Charlie was new, and Princess Charlotte wasn’t sure she quite had her down yet. In an attempt to make the plan seem more legitimate, Leo had scheduled interviews and meetings with their top five choices. He strode out on the balcony looking uncharacteristically professional in a navy blue blazer while snapping a leather-bound planner shut. He hung up his phone with finality. 
	Brunch with Star City Photographers, a late lunch meeting with Mullier & Sons, afternoon tea with Abroad Photo Studio & Events (who were surprisingly British), and finally a casual happy hour in a trendy cocktail bar with Beau Street Gallery. Charlie felt more like Princess Charlotte again as she talked, laughed and persuaded even the reluctant photographers into enthusiasm about the contract. Her diplomacy surprised even herself at times, and honestly she enjoyed it! Especially when the conversation partners were engaging and intriguing, unlike the same bored faces at the same stuffy balls. She loved learning their stories without having to feint interest about lineage and estates that she had already heard dozens of times. 
	But as Charlie stood in front of the last stop on Leo’s impressively punctual list, she felt the buzz of adrenaline wan and nervousness take over. 
	It must be the jet lag finally catching up with her, she thought, rubbing her hands together. It had been a long 24 hours. She looked down at her shoes and was acutely aware of the way her eyeballs moved. It seemed a tad bit unwise to show up to Gallery Noel the slightest bit tipsy. The last stop — Beau Street Gallery — was owned by George Beau, a large and sweaty man who reminded her of the used car salesmen she saw on TV. Not that Charlie had ever experienced a used car salesman herself — she didn’t even have a real driver’s license — but this was exactly how she’d picture one would be. He was loud and boisterous, his face turning more and more red with every glass of gin he threw back. The only thing keeping Charlie laughing at his jokes and not rolling her eyes was slurping down her own cocktail when finally he directed his attentions to interrogating Leo. He seemed much more receptive to talking business with a man. The very second it was deemed polite to leave, Stella grabbed her arm and unceremoniously hauled her from the bar. 
	A little buzz, Charlie decided, wasn’t the worst way to show up to Gallery Noel. In the moment, she felt carefree and light, everything seemed to have a humorous edge. In fact, as she walked down the busy Brooklyn street, arm linked with Stella who was giggling along, it felt like a perfectly marvelous idea. Leo had loosened up too, having finally unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt and tossed his jacket over the shoulder. A pack of pretty girls stubbles out of a bar as they passed. He brought a cigarette to his full lips and winked at them as they passed in the opposite direction. 
	But as Charlie approached the door, a new sign glowing overhead, her stomach twisted and a chill ran right down her spine. Stella squealed and bounced on her toes, unaware to how Charlie was feeling. She hopped for a moment outside the door to compose herself before walking in like the confident woman she was attempting to be. 
	 Just as they approached the door, it swung open and Oliver stepped out, looking devilish handsome in a blue pinstriped dress shirt, faded denim jacket, and dark jeans. He nearly ran right into Charlie as he left the building. A huge smile lit up his face at the sight of the pack, his eyes looking even more blue next to his shirt. Charlie’s breath caught in her throat, but something in the way he looked at her, made all her nerves melt away. She smiled back, feeling instantly sober. 
	The group exchanged some brief greetings and fell into step, chatting as they walked down the street. Charlie knew Leo had strategically planned for the Gallery Noel boys to be last to interview so that they could have an excellent excuse to share in a dinner with them. She was pretty sure that Stella had something to do with it, having walked in on them whispering closely on the balcony and shooting fugitive glances in her direction. Leo seemed to be, like the best friend he was, completely on board with her little scheme now. Each time they plotted something they thought particularly ingenious, his mouth twitched and he started to happily twist his hands together. They were cut from the same cloth in reality. He thrived on mischief, too. 
	Since they were the quote “born and raised” locals with “NYC in their blood”, Oliver and Arnold insisted choosing the restaurant where they’d have dinner and discuss. Charlie teased them about it, realizing that they were both just so easy to talk to. Her hesitation faded into nothing more than adrenaline. Charlie accredited the comfortable company to simply enjoying the freedom of the evening, and nothing to do with how her palms started to tingle when Oliver caught her eye. 
	By time they crossed town to the Dumbo district, she felt completely at ease. It seemed like they were all friends already. The restaurant they chose was on a slightly less busy street, but none the less packed with night owls. It was late in the evening, but luckily there was no line leading into the trendy industrial looking restaurant. Inside though, it felt like an Indian palace. It was hip, funky, and if Queen Ophelia saw it she would faint. The thought alone made Charlie love it more. 
	“Anything on your mind?” Arnold drawled as they slid into a circular booth. With his black button down and high, dark cheekbones he looked distracting handsome tonight as well. 
	“Just taking it all in!” She answered quickly. 
	Talk turned to the gallery and photography as they ordered their food, something Oliver and Arnold insisted on doing as well, since they hadn’t much experience in Indian before. Charlie decided skipping on the cocktail for now. It was amazing how conversation flowed with them. The other interviews felt very much like... well, interviews. They asked questions and the photographers gave their most professional, rehearsed answers. Oliver and Arnold spoke like friends. They told stories and laughed about the past, and were open about everything, no matter how seemingly unimpressive. 
	Charlie found herself listening more than speaking for once in her life. She learned a lot when she kept her mouth shut, even though it was hard for her. She learned that Oliver and Arnold were best friends since childhood and that young Oliver was never seen without a gift shop disposable camera or a pack of crayons. Charlie smiled, picturing a little boy with a mop of curls being a nuisance by taking photos of everything. She learned it was his mother who inspired the gallery, and she pictured a beautiful woman with Oliver’s bright blue eyes and the kindest smile she ever saw. She learned about their pranks at NYU and their first jobs, anything that further confirmed they were excellent company. 
	“…and then this absolute genius,” Arnold’s arm wrapped around Oliver’s neck and ruffled his hair. “Actually tried to sell the photos back to the bride!”
	Oliver shoved his away with a slightly embarrassed laugh that juxtaposed the cocky way he coolly flipped back his waves. “What can I say? They were better! Plus, it was this guy’s bright idea to take the cater waiter job to get into the wedding and hide our cameras in the bus pans!”
	The hours had slipped by without knowing it. Leo and Stella shared their own stories of the Crown and the trouble it caused, conveniently leaving out key details. Oliver and Arnold laughed at the right times and seemed genuinely interested without a touch of judgment. This is how it should be, though Charlie. She could imagine meeting here every Thursday night to discuss salons and art openings, getting drunk on cosmopolitans and laughing the nights away with her friends. And the fact that throughout the night, Oliver’s eyes would occasionally lock on hers and the corner of his lopsided smile would shyly turn up on one side... that was a nice bonus, too. 
 
***
 
	Oliver found himself having a great time. It had been a while since he had a night out with total strangers. He got off on getting to know new people. Even if it was just an old man at a bar or a group of tourists, he had an ease with strangers and greatly enjoyed learning their stories. But tonight was especially enjoyable. How bizarre a situation? Conversing — interviewing, really — with a group of total phantoms from some far off land he had never even heard of. He was a man of few words, but he never enjoyed talking about himself before. 
	“So, what about the studio tour? You must have a fantastic studio,” Charlie added, tearing off a piece of naan and swiping it through her butter chicken. 
	Oliver choked on his cola and sputtered, “Studio tour?”
	Arnold clapped him on the back theatrically and Stella giggled. Leo looked back and forth between Stella and Arnold, and answered rather grumpily, “We’ve been doing studio tours. To get a feel of the artist’s process.” He crossed his arms tightly over his chest so that his biceps flexed in his short sleeved polo. 
	“Oh. Yeah, I don’t really...” Oliver stammered, nervously rubbing his neck. His studio wasn’t anything he’d want to invite even unusually cool strangers to. 
	“I’d love to see your studio,” Charlie smiled brightly and Oliver couldn’t help but melt. Her smile was so genuine and her eyes were wide with interest. “Oh, come on! Are you scared?” She teased daringly. 
	He felt his resolve crumble away at her innocent curiosity, but it was her challenge that gave him that final push. “I’m not scared of anything,” he retorted cheekily, raising a thick brow. He couldn’t look at Arnold. He could just imagine what his face looked like right now. 
	The group all agreed, Stella clapping silently. Through the general commotion of leaving the restaurant: paying the tab (something Leo insisted on, reaching over Arnold to slide an intimidating black credit card into the waiter’s hand), pulling on jackets, finishing the last dregs of their drinks and stretching their backs, Oliver caught Charlie’s eye for the second time in 24 hours. Their deep, molten chocolate depths looked pleased and determined staring back at him. Of all the new people Oliver had ever met, he wanted to know her secrets more than anything. 
 
***
 
	The walk from the restaurant to Oliver’s studio was long, but it’s distance from the gallery to the studio was quite manageable. Charlie could picture him briskly walking between the two in the morning, his hair still wet from the shower and a large thermos of coffee in his hand. It was really quite sensible living arrangements. 
	The night had taken a turn for the beautiful. The temperature had risen a few degrees since they entered the restaurant and she knew the following morning would be warmer than today. She was grateful, considering she has insisted on wearing a short tweed skirt that her mother would absolutely forbid. Paired with black tights and an oversized black blazer, it wasn’t entirely inappropriate for the season. Regardless she was thankful that she decided on her thick leather boots for the walk.
	The streetlights glowed orange along Oliver’s street of brick-faced buildings, browning ivy winding its way up their stoops. There was even a few stray trees growing up through flowerbeds in the sidewalk. They arrived at a nondescript building, not unlike the others in any way, and Oliver trotted up the steps two at a time, cutting them off. He look nervous. 
	“So I should warn you,” he cautioned, putting up his hands in an attempt to pause the situation. “My studio isn’t anything special. It’s not updated or modern or... or whatever you expect a studio to be,” He chuckled in an exasperated sort of way. “Quite frankly, it’s… my house.”
	Leo hopped up the steps and snatched his key from his hand. “Man, come on! We might be from some National Royal Court, but it  really is a very small country,” he teased. 
	Oliver put his hands up to show he was giving in and opened the green-painted door. They hiked up four flights of stairs, Oliver constantly apologizing for not have an elevator, and entered a small top floor apartment. It was indeed nothing special, but even though Charlie didn’t know this man well, she immediately felt his presence in this space. 
	Oliver gave a brief tour of the modest loft. It was an open space, with paint splattered concrete floors and one long exposed brick wall. The furniture didn’t match well: there was a ultra-comfortable squashy recliner, a vintage chase lounge, and a oddly Victorian looking velvet couch, but at least it was all the same color: a worn greyish blue. Mismatched rugs were haphazardly thrown across the cold floor. A funky wooden light fixture hung from the high ceiling and Charlie had a feeling it was handmade. The small kitchen was somehow both cluttered and spotlessly clean, with a retro aqua refrigerator and a stack of mismatched coffee mugs beside the professional-looking espresso machine. 
	Oliver stood back, watching sheepishly as they wandered about the room. A multitude of paintings and glossy black and white photos hung on the walls, salon style. He was almost running out of space. It was clear that his home was also his studio. Across the whole back wall, which was predominantly taken up by a line of windows, were several tables of all different heights. They were covered to the maximum with mason jars full of paintbrushes at various levels of decomposition. Thick blocks of paper, books and magazines, and many fresh canvases were stacked neatly along the floor. A large easel stood front and center and the wall in the corner was hung with many cameras and lenses. 
	The disarray spilled out through the shabby, open door that led onto a balcony. He led them outside, although five adults didn’t really fit well. Charlie squeezed out, having to slide along the rough brick to fit. Once outside she realized it was more of a large fire escape than a patio. But it too was filled with jars and brushes, several paintings leaning against the railing to dry. Another easel and stool stood outside, and Charlie had to physically shake her head to get the image of him sat there in the early morning, sun rising, painting with a cigarette perched on his lip, wearing nothing but some low slung jeans. 
	The space was intimate, a piece of this man’s soul was here. They told Oliver how great it was, and by the way he thanked them with a noncommittal shrug, they knew he thought they were just being polite. 
	Once back inside, Oliver graciously offered refreshments, and they decided on one drink before heading home. Arnold pulled a bottle of red wine out of brown grocery bag as Oliver reached up and grabbed five old crystal whiskey glasses. It appeared that he did not own any wine glasses. Stella collapsed into the velvet couch and courteously accepted the drink he handed her. 
	“Shall we toast to something?” She asked, covering her bare legs with a multicolored crocheted blanket that was thrown across the arm. 
	“What are we celebrating?” Arnold was already raising his own glass. 
	The trio exchanged identical, knowing glances across the room. After a moment of silent communication, they agreed. Charlie motioned to Leo to speak, dying to down the glass of warm wine in her hand. He cleared his throat and said, “We’d like to extend the contract to you, Oliver King.”
	Charlie and Stella clapped. Arnold jumped straight off the chair he was sitting in and started to whoop. Oliver’s muffled “What?” went unheard. His eyes went huge and a bemused, dazed grin lit up his face. He ran his fingers through his hair and finally grasped Leo’s outstretched hand powerfully. Leo smiled and sighed, resigning to fate. “There’s no question. We’d not have anyone else.”
	“Thank... thank you. Thank you so much!” He was humble, but he was also giddy with excitement. 
	The night aged on. Talks of the details, timelines, and travel itinerary gradually faded as more wine was passed around. Soon everyone was just chatting and enjoying the company of each other. Charlie was growing antsy and found herself wandering slowly around the apartment, just barely brushing her fingertips over things — the photos, the art on the walls, the crack in the thick old window. Soon, she found herself out on the fire escape. She had intended to just look at his art, but the skyline of the city left her dumbstruck. 
	“Enjoying the view?” The soft voice made her jump. She was unaware how long she was leaning over the railing, staring transfixed at the cityscape. The way Oliver looked right then, leaning cooly against the doorframe with his arms crossed and a debonair smirk, she realized there was no nicer sight. 
	Charlie turned back around with a dreamy grin. “I could stare at the lights forever.”
	He had come up beside her, his presence making her shoulder warm even though they weren’t touching. “It never gets old, I promise you.”
	“I’ve never really seen the city at night. Not this one anyway, not like this.” 
	He watched her face intensely. It couldn’t be true, could it? “I hardly believe it. You’ve been everywhere.” It was true, she had shared her travels with them during dinner. 
	“I have a very early bedtime,” she teased. 
	“You? I pegged you for the sneaking out your bedroom window type.” Charlie tried and failed to bite back her smile. Oliver saw it and laughed to himself. “See! I knew it!”
	“You’re not wrong, Mr. King,” she nudged him with her elbow. “But Brindelle doesn’t have very many big cities. Not like New York.”
	“I bet you got into all kinds of trouble as a child, regardless.” A wistful little quirk raised the corner of his mouth. Some memory, something warm and nostalgic, was brought to his mind. Even facing the city she could see it. “See that water tower?” Oliver finally said, nodding his head towards the stately silhouette of a structure what had to be several blocks away. He leaned towards her like he was divulging a great secret. “I climbed it as a boy. There’s a ladder up the back, so it wasn’t very hard or dangerous. My mum gave me the tongue lashing of the century though. When she finally got me down.”
	Charlie forced a laugh, because the image was adorable, but then fell silent. She felt off-balance. Oliver was looking at her, his eyes crinkled, expectantly waiting for her to share in what he assumed was mutual childhood mischief. That she could relate to. But his retelling was told with such reverence, almost fondness of getting into trouble. The memories of his mother’s lecture positively lit up his face. And Charlie just couldn’t pretend to know what it was like. 
	Charlie was always getting into trouble. For sitting with poor posture. For not enunciating her T’s enough. For forgetting the hierarchy of the House of Lords. Even for wearing green when “she knew it didn’t flatter her complexion”. She was always doing something wrong. 
	But when she tried to be naughty, nobody cared. 
	When she put bubblegum on her tutor’s chair, the ancient old woman never made her deliver a note home to her mother. In fact, she most likely never even notified the queen. When Charlie snuck into the kitchens at two in the morning to steal Cook’s famous lemon scones, the little biscuits magically reappeared before the morning meal. 
	In one of her most prided schemes, Charlie even let her father’s pack of hunting dogs into the castle. He always claimed that they were working creatures, bred to do a singular job and enjoyed every minute in the crisp outdoors. Not that he didn’t treat then like the champions they were, but the rugged canines never spent much time outside of the masculine sanctuary of the king’s private hunting lodge. And they surely never set paw in the castle. 
	But as little puppies, they were still irresistible fluff balls, all round and wiggly. The king’s favorite sire had recently fathered an impressive litter of twelve, and a six-year-old Charlie had the genius idea to sneak them into the drawing room during a tea party. Surely a dozen poodle puppies could reek a glorious havoc on the queen’s monthly meeting with the ladies of the peerage. 
	But alas, she wasn’t sure if her parents had even heard of the ordeal. By the time the Duchess of Coquette, notorious for her fashionably early arrivals, stepped foot into the cream drawing room, the pups had been herded back into the kennel and every last muddy paw print was mopped. Charlie was regarded with nothing more than a weary sigh… by the butler!
	Whether it was self preservation on the servants’ part, thinking it wiser to not disclose Charlie’s misdeeds to the king and queen, or that her parents knew but thought turning a blind eye would hopefully dissuade their daughter from acting out again, she never did find out. 
	Standing here, watching Oliver’s features soften and warm at the memories, a jealousy flared in Charlie’s chest. Never before had she wished more that she was yelled at as a child. She want to laugh as she retold the story, remember the vivid scowl on her mother’s face, to know that someone cared enough to care. 
	Oliver regarded her when she remained quiet after his tale. She’d laughed, a choked sort of sound. It was a small thing, but something shuttered behind her eyes. 
	“Let me show you something.” He wagged his finger for her to follow him and sat down on the ground. He slid off his shoes and let his feet hang over the edge of the balcony. Charlie followed his lead, unable to help giggling madly, until her own boots were safely out of harms way. Oliver leaned back and gestured her to do the same. “There,” he sighed, pointing up at the navy sky where a few stars were just starting to shine. “Since I’m not allowed on the water tower anymore, this is my new favorite view. The stars are never as easy to see in the city. It’s a shame really.”
	“The stars in Brindelle are the brightest I’ve ever seen,” she answered dreamily, raising her arm, too, not because there was anything to point out, just because he was doing it. “The nights are so deep black the sky looks like velvet and the stars… millions and millions of them! You can see all the constellations. They even look like they move. I know you’d love it.”
	He nodded, smiling, and turned his head to look at her. For the first time, Charlie noticed a freckle along the left side of his cheekbone and a faint, pale scar on the edge of his bottom lip. She caught him staring back at her, and they both quickly returned there gazes back to the sky. He cleared his throat awkwardly. “So tell me about this infamous princess I’m hearing so much about.”
	“Well, she’s a real secret,” Charlie said dramatically. “The Royal Family has kept her identity a mystery since her birth. It’s for privacy naturally, but it’s also the most popular form of entertainment amongst the country. She’s supposed to have bright red hair, like many of the Royal Family, so they are always hunting for redhead babies. Not much happens in Brindelle, so it’s really quite amusing for the community. They will release her identity at the Christmas Coronation, when she’ll be revealed at our annual Holiday Ball. There’s all these events leading up to it, called Society Season, where everyone socializes, even the mysterious hidden Princess. Imagine,” she finished theatrically, feeling a little strange poking fun at her very own history. “She’s supposed to be the most beautiful, intelligent, powerful, fantastical woman just waiting to meet her dear prince at one of these fancy balls before taking the Thrown.”
	“Charlie,” he cocked his eyebrow and raised up on one elbow to look at her. “Are you the Princess of Brindelle?”
	“Pffft,” Charlie scoffed and sat up, already prepared with an answer. She had been making excuses for not being the princess her whole life. “No, of course not. I do get that all the time though. Truth is, there’s a questionable amount of redheads in Brindelle. Genetic scientists should research it. Honestly, nobody even knows if she really does have red hair. I mean it’s possible she doesn’t, right? Wouldn’t that be the most ingenious cover up?” Her eyes lit up mischievously. 
	“I still say it’s you,” he teased. 
	“Ha ha,” she laughed, a little sadly. “I mean imagine me... a princess? It is ridiculous!”
	“I can imagine the very thing,” he answered thoughtfully. “I think you’d make a wonderful princess.”
	She was stunned into silence. Never had someone been so open with her, and she was touched. She met his eyes, a deep, dark sapphire that reflected the sky, and was lost for a moment. Before she could let herself get carried away, she quickly composed herself and stood up. “We should get back in there.” 
	As she laid in bed an hour later, Charlie couldn’t help grinning to herself as she looked up at the strip of moonlight that reflected on the ceiling. Maybe, just maybe, she finally did feel like a princess. And for once… she didn’t mind it in the slightest. 

Maple House
 
After a hasty escape from New York in the morning, Leo, Stella, and Charlie found themselves landing on the small private tarmac owned by Leo’s family. Except they were stepping out of the plane with Oliver and Arnold in tow. Oliver hardly believed his luck. Yesterday, he was a relatively unknown artist with a modest online following, struggling to pay the rent on his loft in the more unfashionable part of Brooklyn. Today, he was getting off of a private plane in a country he never heard of with three of the most beautiful and seemingly important people he had ever met. He had to pinch himself. 
	“It’s so green!” Oliver shouted excitedly, even though his eyes were glassy and red from the long, early flight. 
	Charlie chuckled silently, watching him take in the vast rolling hills with adoration. “Come on, there’s more to see.”
	They arrived at Maple House, the comfortable cottage that Stella’s mother resided in many years before. Stella had adopted ownership of the house during her time on her native lands, when she wasn’t off building houses in third world countries and protesting animal rights. Remnants of her presence littered the space: large, ornate tapestries and weavings decorated the stone walls, a collection of clay pots sat on the mantlepiece, and more leafy green plants dotted the room than there were outside. Even though the door squeaked with age and nobody had taken residence in the home in several months, it still smelled like warm sandalwood and pancakes.
	“Home sweet home!” Stella crashed into the wicker couch, unfazed by their new guests. She squeezed a pillow to her chest and purred like a cat.
	“I was expecting a hotel, this is too much!” Oliver exclaimed, feeling a little guilty at such special treatment.
	“Nonsense, you’re our guests! Plus, and don’t get offended now, but I’m sure the Royal Family wants to keep a closer watch on you,” Charlie said cautiously. 
	“None taken,” Arnold and Oliver responded at the same time.
	It had been decided that the photographers would be stationed on the grounds, housed in the cottage. It was convenient because it greatly reduced the commute time had they need them for a last minute event, or an opportunistic photo opportunity. It didn’t go unnoticed though that the grounds were highly secure and no press or media was given any sort of entry — detail which made it nearly impossible to sell photos to the paparazzi on their way home at night.
	The cottage wasn’t small, it had three bedrooms and a vast deck, meaning there would be ample room for everyone. Stella would be moving her lodgings into the castle for the time being though, in the guest wing. Most of the more important guests would be hosted by the Royal Family during Society Season. Normally, Charlie had to beg or sneak Stella into events — something she never took offense in. However since this was Charlie’s Coronation, Stella was her guest of honor. Her parents not dare tell her otherwise. As they say… it’s her party. 
	After getting settled in and viewing the bedrooms (Arnold surprisingly excited by the one with a bunkbed), they returned to the living room to chat with the trio. Charlie had brewed a strong pot of coffee and had it sat on the table with a tray of espresso cups, sugar, and breakfast biscotti. “We don’t really do afternoon tea in Brindelle. We much prefer coffee,” Charlie explained with a playful little smile, handing him a cup.
	“We also apparently don’t have any cream in the house,” Leo grumbled without bothering to look up, adding copious amounts of hazelnut flavored liquid creamer to his own cup.
	“I drink it black anyway,” Oliver responded, noticing the way Charlie hid a little smirk behind the edge of her own cup. “So what’s the first order of business? We are, pun intended, the outsiders here.”
	“Hmm,” Charlie pretended to rack her brain, stroking her chin for added effect. “The first event of the Season is typically the First Waltz Ball.”
	Oliver exchanged a look with Arnold, who raised his eyebrows and nodded agreeably, holding his cup with one large pinkie finger pointing out. “Fancy. I’ll wear my suit.” 
	Charlie snorted over her coffee, trying to keep it in her nose, and continued. “It kicks off Society Season and is usually one of the most anticipated. There is a very exclusive guest list of all the most notable families and our foreign dignitaries. There’s still a whole month of events, but is one of the most glamorous. Imagine every royal ball you’ve ever seen in the movies. It’s just like that.”
	“Charlie, you? A fairytale princess? I’m shocked,” Oliver said, pretending to be scandalized. 
	She shot him a surprised look, but recovered quickly. Of course it was shocking, in the torn up jeans her mother absolutely hated and her hair thrown up in an airplane ponytail. What threw her off was how offended she felt by it. She placed her hand over her heart and dropped her jaw. “How dare you!” She gasped humorously. 
	“You’d be surprised,” Leo stirred his coffee conspiratorially and smirked. “She looks dashing in a ball gown.”
	Charlie’s glare could have burnt holes in Leo’s flesh, but he just laughed out loud and dodged the napkin she chucked at him. The way Oliver’s face seemed to say “I don’t doubt it for a second” had gone completely unnoticed. 
	“Anyways... as I was saying,” she continued, scowling at Leo still. “It’s a regal affair. First impressions are everything, and the only thing second to unveiling the princess is meeting the most eligible bachelors and debutantes of the Season. So everyone comes dressed to the nines and hopes their Prince Charming will catch their eye and ask them to dance and blah blah blah. Roll credits.”
	Charlie always hated Society Season, or the idea of it at least. She never went to too many of the more intimate events, always glad that King Russell and Queen Ophelia thought it too risky. Instead, she preferred to watch from the wings. 
	But she had attended many large balls. They were big enough to hide her identity if she kept a low profile. For years, she watched as girls her age donned their most delectable frocks, spent days primping and mastering the art of conversation. It all seemed so exciting and magical until the ball itself, when she realized it was all for show — to make the best impression, to try to land the best match. It was about status and aesthetics, politics and review. It did not even matter if they found love, as long as their pairing was the talk of the town. Charlie never cared much what the men thought of her ensembles, or the vicious matrons, she simply loved playing dress up. 
	Oliver chuckled heartily. She wondered what he’d be like had he been thrust into this world, and entertained herself for a moment imagining it. He definitely had the easy grace and witty charm that could make the ladies swoon. Surely they’d be at each others throats to secure a dance with him. Plus, he had that cool, untouchable aura that made you feel honored to be speaking to him. Not to mention, the way his dark hair was always messed up so artistically and worn in the long, roguish fashion that most society men never dared. She imagined how he’d look, his blue eyes bright against the blackness of a tuxedo. Yes… Charlie was quite glad he was merely working the event. She didn’t think she’d be able to bear witness to the way he’d command a ballroom.
	Luckily, a sharp knock on the cottage door woke her from her daze. Leo and Stella both shrugged when she looked to them for answers. Nobody ever visited Maple House. Oliver and Arnold looked around at the door, and Arnold made a move to stand, but Charlie stood first and ran to the door, giving nobody the chance to get there first. Knowing her mother, this had her written all over it and was not a good sign.
	“Miss Charlotte,” Pierre, the queen’s footman, whispered through the crack as she opened it just enough to put an eye out. “An invitation for...” his eyes quickly scanned the room, where four sets of eyes were glued on him, dressed head to toe in his formal uniform of red and gold. Charlie opened the door even further and he held out a letter on a silver platter. “Mr. King and Mr. Adams?” 
	“Thank you, Pierre!” She said hastily, grabbing the letter. She attempted to thank him with her eyes before unceremoniously thrusting him back out the door. Pierre was a balding, but handsomely straight-edge man of an unknown, but no doubt advanced age. He took his job very seriously and had been serving the family long before Charlie’s birth. He knew better than to ever disclose any identifying factor of Charlie’s secret in company. He also knew when it was best for him to butt out.
	Charlie looked down at the invitation in her hand, it’s creamy white parchment and red ribbon fastened with a burgundy wax seal. In the stamp, the Royal Crest stood out elegantly. Her mother always did have a love for unnecessary details. She carefully tore open the envelope and saw Ophelia’s own neat, loopy cursive. For her to pen a letter, instead of passing the responsibility off to her steward, this had to be important. She cleared her throat and read to the room at large:
 
Dear Messers King and Adams,
	It is both a joy and an honor to welcome you to our home. I can only hope that the next few weeks give you the opportunity to enjoy our culture and the quaint beauty our homeland has to offer. If there is anything that we may do to ease your transition or aid in your work, please do not hesitate to ask and it will been seen to with utmost urgency. 
	In preparation for your stay, we would like to extend a dinner invitation to you both for this eve, the twenty fourth of November at seven o’clock. A small group of notable society persons will be gathering for a Welcome Meal, followed by an intimate cocktail reception. This is a lovely way to familiarize yourselves with many of the people you will be crossing paths with this season. We also hope to better get to know our young and upcoming artists, as we have heard many impressive reviews of your work.
	No need to bring your equipment, only your best conversation — this is a social call, after all. The attire is to be semi-formal dinner wear. A car will arrive at your residence at six-forty five to escort you to the castle and will return you home after. 
	Looking so forward to making your acquaintance, 
His and Her Majesty,
Queen Ophelia and King Rupert
 
	As if Father actually signed the letter, Charlie thought. He most likely had not a clue that there even was a letter… or a dinner party. He’d probably only realize when he’d come down to the dining room and find it full of guests. Charlie knew that her mother always included King Russell in her plans when she didn’t want them to appear to be too deviously underhanded. Which from the way she dotted her i-s to the way she signed her name, Charlie knew that it was. She did learn scheming from her mother, even if neither of them would ever admit it.
	But she couldn’t just as well tell the photographers to decline the invitation. Queen Ophelia made that impossible. Not that they’d know, but in Brindelle high society it was polite to offer the invited the option to decline, giving them leave to send their regrets instead. But Mother had conveniently left that golden rule out.
	Then there was the matter of how astonished and excited both Oliver and Arnold looked as she finished the letter. They immediately started asking questions, and were in disbelief that the king and queen had invited them to a meal. She didn’t have the heart to burst that bubble, but she’d be damned before she’d turn down the opportunity keep the closest eye possible on the situation all night.
	“I take it you’re all invited too?” Arnold teased. “Will there at least be a friendly face at dinner?” Oh no. Charlie was caught off guard. She never received invitations because she was always as much a fixture in the home as the plethora of poodles. 
	Just as she was about to start rambling, Stella pulled a folded up paper out of her back pocket and held it up. “Slid under the door when I unlocked it. I assume yours are on your welcome mats up in your guest rooms,” she said with a look to Charlie and Leo. 
	Charlie was impressed and relieved at her friends quick thinking. The paper was most likely a folded up menu from the Mexican food truck outside their hotel. The years of practicing lying with Charlie must have been rubbing off on her. 
 	The three took turns attempting to answer all the probing questions Oliver and Arnold had — everything from what does one wear to a dinner at the palace (they somewhat split decided that ties weren’t necessary but suits were a good choice) and what would be served at the meal. They got a crash course in etiquette and good conversation topics. After a while, they both look overwhelmed and a little intimidated. 
	“So...” Oliver deflected from the conversation they were having about the pros and cons of seating arrangements, with that mischievous hint in his eye that made his left eyebrow raise into an angular little arch. “If either of you were the princess, you’d be honest and tell us. Right?”
	Oh, silly little naive Oliver. Charlie was raised with the lie in her mouth. Though surprisingly, Stella was the one who answered. “The greatest moral sin in our land is asking of a lady’s lineage, sir!” 
	“You’d think it be theft or murder,” Arnold chuckled. 
	“I’ll tell you one thing,” Leo answered, propping his ankle up on his knee and looking like a devious prep school boy. He continued to stir his coffee, the action more for effect than anything else, considering his drink was quite mixed at this point. “The princess is definitely not me.”
	He earned roaring laughter from all parties, before taking their leave to prepare for the evening’s events. Charlie and Stella linked arms as they walked back to the castle, feeling very excited to dress for tonight and a bit giddy... as though she had something to dress up for. 
 
***
 
	Several hours later, Oliver stepped out of the sleek black car that was waiting outside the door at 6:45 sharp. The drive wasn’t long by drive standards, since it was only one winding driveway that separated the cottage from the castle. The driveway though, by driveway standards, was quite long. In the day, the castle looked over the grounds, a stately and ornate presence. Oliver even sketched it a bit when the early evening fog rolled in. But in the dark, with its tall turrets and gas lanterns burning in their mounts along the huge oak door, it was positively mystical. 
	Arnold stepped out behind him, steeled himself, and let his long legs carry him up the grand staircase. He gave the uniformed door attendant (was that a powdered wig?) their names, and felt oddly like a teenager trying to sneak into a nightclub with a fake ID. The man looked at them skeptically, his eyes scanning the long list in his hands, and Oliver felt himself compulsively swallow. Once he found their names, he was much more welcoming, opening the high door and bidding them an enjoyable evening. Oliver flattened his hands down the front of his white shirt, smoothing out any invisible wrinkles. He hoped he was dressed alright.
	The inside of Chateau du Noble, which Charlie had informed was its proper name, was much more inviting than its cold exterior. The decor was inspired by the Adams style, with lovely gold printed wallpapers and white molding along the walls and ceiling. Oliver had expected a more masculine style, with dark mahogany furnishings and perhaps a dungeon. But this was soft and pretty, impressive and expensive no less though. The rich, oriental runner cushioned their footsteps completely, making it even easier to hear the sounds of a party just down the hall. How many people could have been here already? They were just making their way towards the direction of the commotion, when a large and fluffy white ghost had galloped down the staircase.
	“Ooof!” Oliver barely had time to register the shape was a huge white poodle before it jumped up and pawed him squarely in the gut.
	“Dante!” A voiced cried after the dog. Oliver looked up from his crouching position and saw Charlie running down the staircase. He had to smile through the pain. Her red hair was falling out of its ornate coiffure, loose curls tickling her long neck. Her brow was all scrunched up as she held the skirts of an emerald green evening dress up to her knees to run down the stairs. She didn’t look remotely like a princess, but the look was all the more endearing. It didn’t seem like she’d seen him yet. 
	At the bottom of the stairs, chest heaving as she caught her breath, she finally spotted Oliver. Her small lips broke into a wide grin that made his stomach bottom out even more than the large dog’s body weight had. 
	“Oh, Oliver! You made it!” It made him oddly pleased that she hadn’t attempted to straighten her hair. She squeezed his arm in greeting before wagging her finger at the dog and saying, “Bad boy, Dante! This is a very important guest!” She turned back to Oliver and apologized, “I’m sorry, he has no manners at all!”
	“He’s your dog then?” He chuckled, scratching the dog’s cotton ball of a head. 
	“Yes. He’s supposed to stay in my room,” she blushed. Craning her neck to see over his shoulder, she said, “Hello Arnold, I’m so glad you both could come.”
	He waved a thanks then greeted Stella, who descended the stairs much more regally. She looked stunning in a navy blue velvet dress that set off her deep tan. A few partygoers were milling about the hall, all dressed to impress, and Oliver instinctively ran his hands down over his chest again. “I’m sure Dante’s manners will look exceptional compared to mine. Do I look alright?” He lowered his voice and asked insecurely. 
	She batted him on the arm and scoffed, “Nonsense! You both look wonderful. You’ll fit right in. I mean,” she expertly pulled the pins out of what was left of her hair and let it drop. Chuckling, she let her arms fall against her sides. “Look at me! I’m a mess!”
	And he did look at her. In her dark green silk dress that hugged her figure like it was it’s job, her bright hair shining copper in the low light and swishing carefree around her pale shoulders, it was impossible to imagine anyone wouldn’t think she looked anything less than gorgeous. She was caring herself differently tonight, too. He back was more straight, her jaw tense. It would seem unattractive on anyone else but on her it looked powerful. 
	“Lady Charlotte!” A loud female voice called through the hall. A woman Oliver didn’t recognize, although he didn’t recognize anyone in this room, hurried past on the arm of a man. “Come, come! Make haste!”
	“Oh, take my arm,” Charlie said, raising her elbow but Oliver just wrinkled his forehead. She rushed to explain. “All ladies are to be escorted into the dining room for dinner.”
	“Oh I couldn’t, Miss Charlie,” he bumbled. Her mouth twitched at his flub of her title. “You should be escorted by the finest gentleman in the room, not... not an... employee!”
	“Please? It would be my honor,” she smiled, and Oliver knew it was useless to argue. He’d bet money that nobody could resist this woman. He cautiously offered her his arm. With the tiny hand rested elegantly in the crook of his elbow, he felt very warm. She straighten her shoulders and plastered a demure little half smile on her face. 
	Somehow on her, it looked like she was preparing for battle. 
 
***
 
	Charlie always felt somewhat naked walking into dinner parties. At least at balls, when a mandatory entrance (usually requiring the attendee to descend a precariously large staircase in unpractically high heels), one knew all eyes were on them. Dinner parties though, when everyone mingled and loitered about as the guests arrived, were full of covert glances and disguised whispers. Everyone was still watching, judging outfits and choice of escort, but nobody was open enough to admit it. With Oliver on her arm though, she felt protected. 
	She should have felt like she was walking into war with the wrong weapons. It was a silly, unspoken competition amongst young women of society. Normally, a eligible lady should fight to walk in on the arm of the man deemed most desirable that year. The one with the highest rank, the most devilishly handsome, the most incomparable bachelor of the season... and bonus points to the lady if he was the man of the house hosting the dinner. It would be the talk of the town had she walked in with a photographer, especially one being paid by the Royal Family — not in a good way. 
	But as they entered the formal dining room, lavishly decorated for the evening, the air filled with a peculiar sort of buzzing. As a red uniformed waiter offered a tray of wine glasses to the arrivals, Charlie concluded that the energetic buzzing was indeed whispers. She graciously accepted a glass and took the opportunity to gauge the room as she paused to taste it. Around the low-lit room, small numbers of ladies stood grouped together tightly, pretending they weren’t whispering to each other behind their chardonnay. Each sharp, made-up eye scanned the guests as they enter, everything from their dress to the man on their arm, before covertly mumbling to their counterparts. 
	As Charlie passed a group of men who had managed to extract themselves from their escorts, they lowered their chins in greeting, grinning gentlemanly but also allowing their eyes to lustfully linger a moment too long. She’d learned that it was in their nature to do this only when the are jealous of someone they could not have. They puffed their chests as she passed, then she noticed that the women we also letting their gaze pause critically on her longer than usual as well. A blonde she had recognized nearby looked them up and down, letting her eyes settle steadily on Oliver. 
	It wasn’t her they were interested in. All the room was wondering who the mysterious stranger was! Oliver smiled down at her as she squeezed his arm, feeling oddly proud and protective at the same time. 
	Oliver looked back out, scanning the room wide-eyed and slightly overwhelmed. It was impressive how he was completely oblivious to the whispers and stares. Actually, he looked more uneasy about the grandness of the architecture. His eyes kept glancing up at the ceiling. Charlie couldn’t say she blamed the women, really. Slightly underdressed in his slim-fitting black suit, the jacket unbuttoned over a crisp white dress shirt with no tie, freshly shaven, his black hair tamed back in glossy, taunting waves, he did look dangerously handsome. Slap a title on him and he’d quickly become the most eligible bachelor of the season. 
	Charlie hid her amused smirk behind another sip of wine, relishing in her triumph before it all came crashing down again. 
	“Lady Charlotte!” A familiar, one might even say familial, voice beckoned to her across the room. Well, it was fun while it lasted. A few older men laughing loudly about a fox hunt parted, leaving a cleared path to the king and queen. 
	She steered Oliver towards them. He looked reluctant at her determination but was a good sport as she practically dragged him through the crowd. Queen Ophelia was dressed in a creamy white gown, heavily embellished with golden embroidery. The  Family jewels glittered at her neck and ears. Charlie noted that she had opted for her “informal” crown, much more understated but no less regal with its canary yellow diamonds and ornate gilded weaving. Charlie dropped into an elegant and low curtsy at her feet. “Your Majesty,” she said before bowing her head and willing herself not to laugh into her chest. It was something she’d done since childhood, having to greet her own parents like a commoner. She’d done it hundreds of times but even still, she’d get a playful glint in her eye and have to press her lips tightly together to suppress her laughter. No one else ever noticed a thing, but Queen Ophelia was still her mother after all... they always recognized their children’s antics. 
	When she arose, Queen Ophelia took her hand in both her own. “My dear, it’s been too long,” she lied. Charlie knew she was actually chastising her for going to New York, right here in public. You’ve been in massive trouble since the butler found your empty bed a week ago, she said with her eyes. 
	“May I present Mister Oliver King, Your Majesties,” she purred, perfectly ignoring the jab. Oliver stepped forward and bowed at the waist gracefully like they discussed. He really did look remarkable. 
	“Ah, the man of the hour,” she retorted, holding out her hand for him to take. “We went through quite an ordeal to get you!”
	“Your Majesty,” he grinned so warmly that even Ophelia had to be melting inside a little. “The pleasure is all mine.”
	“Did I hear you say ‘King’?” King Rupert chortled, unceremoniously cutting in. Oliver swept into another low bow in his direction, his hands clasped tightly over his back. A nice touch… they hadn’t even talked about doing that. “And here I was starting to like not having any competition! I’ve been waiting to meet you, son. Tell me, do you...” He clapped his hand on Oliver’s shoulder and steered him away in deep conversation. He glanced back at Charlie, but she just smiled helplessly and shrugged. 
	Charlie knew if it wasn’t horrendously bad-mannered, Queen Ophelia would have rolled her eyes at her husband. They both watched in quiet adoration as King Rupert and Oliver lost themselves in rapt conversation with a small group of gentlemen. Charlie had to admit, she was impressed. His genuine humor and suave demeanor controlled the room. Even her mother raised her eyebrows a millimeter and cocked the corner of her lips as if to say he’ll do. For the her, that was a win. 
	Oliver looked up from the tumbler of scotch that had been trust into his hand, caught mid-laugh, and locked eyes with Charlie. She smiled back from across the room. He fit in so easily, but was so out of place. His smile was real, his interest was genuine. He wasn’t the best dressed or the most remarkably handsome. His manners were decent at best, but his conversation was inviting. It was the differences that made him all the more magnetic. 
	A soft bell chimed, signally the guests to begin the procession to their seats. Charlie jumped, remembering she hadn’t informed Oliver that the escort was traditionally given the responsibility of leading their lady to the table as well. Before she could even catch his eye, he shook hands with the gentlemen with whom he was speaking and was at her side within seconds. 
	“Well, the king is a great sport,” he smiled and murmured quietly in Charlie’s ear. She tried not to shiver at the way his warm breath tickled her neck. “He’d actually fit in well with the New York Kings too.”
	But before Charlie could come up with anything witty to say back, a deep female voice rung out behind them. “And what, pray tell, are you two consorting about so secretly?”
	They wheeled around and Charlie stood face to face with Lady Sylvia Mortimer, one of her many distant cousins. She looked as  beautiful as ever. Her signature red hair was slightly lighter now, more of a aristocratic strawberry blonde and drawn up into smooth rolls. She had sharp green eyes and a pixie-like face that would look pretty and innocent if not for the scheming smirk plastered on her red-painted lips. 
	“Sylvia,” she greeted cheerfully and kissed her on both cheeks. “It’s been too long!” Or not long enough. 
	“That it has, cousin,” she retorted with so much fake sugar in her voice Charlie was surprised she didn’t have a single cavity in her perfect teeth. 
	The truth was, Charlie never really liked Sylvia. Even as children — they were nearly the exact same age — Sylvia was always the playground bully sort. She’d boss around the other kids and blame her own pranks and troublemaking on the innocent when caught. Age had only sharpened her tenacity, not matured her. It situated itself in her carefully crafted insults and her need to control her curated group of cronies. Charlie always believed that she was insecure about competing with whoever the princess was, since she knew it wasn’t her. In her blush pink gown and pearl earrings, she looked the picture of innocence, like a pretty, pretty spider. 
	“And whom might this be?” She look Oliver up and down like she was sizing up a meal. She didn’t even look at Charlie when she asked the question. “How very impolite to not introduce us.”
	“Lady Sylvia, this is Mister Oliver King,” she answered through gritted teeth. Much to her dismay, Oliver took Sylvia’s hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles. She never took her piercing green eyes off his face. 
	“Charmed,” she purred. 
	“I’m just showing Mister King around. He’s new to the Palace,” Charlie noted, completely aware of how Sylvia had straightened her shoulders so that the thin, delicate fabric of her gown stretched tight over her bosom. Her eyes lowered demurely so Oliver only caught her gaze through her thick eyelashes. 
	“Well, enjoy your evening,” she said rather bored and breezed away with a little whisk of her hair. “Charlotte,” she nodded as if she was acknowledging a particular speck of dirt on her shoe. “Mister King,” she said flirtatiously.
	“Who was that?” Oliver whispered to Charlie once the woman left. 
	She took his arm again and sighed, “A distant cousin. Oliver glanced back at the lady. There was a family resemblance, he supposed. The same square cheekbones and expressive eyebrows. But next to Charlie, she just looked less. Her hair was more muted. Her eyes lacked the chocolate depth. Her skin a perfect porcelain without any of the golden speckled freckles. Oliver supposed Sylvia was probably considered more classically beautiful, but Oliver preferred Charlie’s wild colorfulness. 	
	“Sylvia has always had... interesting charm. I assure you she’d not cause trouble, but she does put in quite a show.”
	“Really? To be honest… she’s rather scary,” he said. Charlie snorted with laughter, an unbecoming sort of hiccup escaped her mouth. She quickly tried to cover it with her lace-gloved hand, but the dignified looking woman in front of them had turned and stuck her nose further in the air, as though she was personally offended by the sound. Despite their best efforts, both Charlie and Oliver shook madly with suppressed giggles. 
	Once the precession had made it to their spot in line, Oliver deposited Charlie at her assigned seat around mid-table. He then walked it’s length before finding his own golden place card right near the head of the table. 
	Oh this was suspicious. 
	The formal dining room was one of the castle’s most grand. A long, dark oak table seating twenty or so people normally sat front and center, but tonight several long tables joined it, creating a sort of semi-square. Dozens of candlesticks and white roses served as centerpieces, drenching the room in a romantic glow. Each place was set with a golden monogramed place card, a stack of polished plates on golden chargers, and cut-crystal wine glasses of a variety of sizes. Many white-gloved servers pulled out chairs for the guests. King Russell and Queen Ophelia sat first, in the very center of the table at two ornate, thrown-like chairs.
	The seating arrangement didn’t surprise Charlie. It was quite common to not be sat anywhere near her parents as to not make anyone suspicious of her lineage. What was rare was to place Oliver, a commoner (not to mention, an employee) in a place of such honor. Normally, they sat foreign dignitaries and high-ranking members of the peerage closest to the head. Occasionally when a guest had a particularly exciting announcement, such as an engagement or a birth, they’d be granted an evening in honor. 
	Dinner began, but Charlie barely picked at her spring salad and chestnut bisque. By the time the seared scallops had arrived, her ears were positively straining with effort to hear their conversation. She didn’t have a clue what they were talking about, but she noted how Oliver smiled politely and nodded, answering each and every question with the etiquette of a true gentleman.
	Charlie was trying desperately to remain focused on her mission of eavesdropping, but kept getting jostled by the large man to her left. He continued to carry on conversation with the people much too far down the table from him, reaching over Charlie in the process. The closer he got, the more uncomfortable she was and the more she wanted to explode with frustration. As dessert arrived, the man was now sweating profusely after throwing back glass after glass of wine. She finally lost it. “Sir, it would be my honor to offer you my seat so that you may better converse with Mister Hornsby,” she said in the most diplomatic voice she could muster.
	“Thank you, my dear. You are the loveliest,” he responded and pulled out his chair to offer to her. She smiled congenitally and ignored the slight dampness of the upholstery.
	“So, Mister King, you are from New York City. A terribly overrated city, I hear. The people are quite rude.” Just as Charlie took her seat, she could hear her mother now, her signature insults sounding positively sweet.
	“Now love, I find New York charming,” her father responded. “I understand how it wouldn’t be to your tastes though.”
	“I disagree,” Oliver responded. Charlie didn’t dare look down the table but could imagine his eye twinkling with amusement. She had to physically grip the sides of her chair to prevent herself from intervening. She wanted to warn him, pull him back from jumping headfirst into shark infested waters. “I think our queen would absolutely adore a carriage ride around the Central Park duck pond in the springtime, perhaps with a chocolate croissant and an cappuccino from Paula’s Bakery, maybe take in a show of West Side on Broadway. And…” He paused a beat, stroking his chin as he considered her. “You strike me at someone who’d love the architecture of the Chrysler Building.”
	Charlie dared to glance down the table. Oliver smiled, somehow between a suave flirtatious smirk and a boy's embarrassed grin. Her mother sat in a somewhat stunned silence for a moment. Sure, it was easy to assume she’d be a chocolate indulgent by the way she delicately, but quickly cleared her dessert plate. And by the way the palace was decorated, one with a knowledge of architecture could assume she did enjoy Art Deco inspirations. But how on earth did he know her secret love of carriage sports and romantic theatre? The queen grinned shyly, dabbing the corner of her lips with her napkin before quickly changing the subject to address the gentleman and his wife on her other side.
	After dinner, the party moved to the formal parlor — a comfortable room decorated in rich dark wood and red velvet — for a nightcap. Charlie found herself standing with Leo in the corner craning her neck and nervously watching the room.  
	“Charlie! Are you even listening to me?” Leo wined just as she finally caught sight of Oliver. He was standing casually with a group of lords, with one hand in his pocket and the other loosely clutching another glass of amber scotch. He seemed so at ease that she didn’t want to interrupt, but also sort of wanted a moment with him. “Charlie!”
	“Sorry!” She firmly met Leo’s eyes and willed herself to keep following the conversation instead of pining after Oliver. This is what boring dinner parties did to her, craving the attentions of a single new face. She spent the next twenty minutes making polite niceties with people she hadn’t seen since last season and being introduced to various guests she had yet to meet. Finally the night was just winding down, and Charlie had lost track of Oliver completely. The last she’d seen of him, a pack of men had steered him and Arnold out onto the patio bearing a hearty stack of fine, thick cigars.
	“Held his own rather well, did he not?” Leo murmured lowly, catching Charlie’s eyes scan the room covertly again. Charlie opened her mouth to retort, tempted to gush by how well he had done now that she was sure he was gone for the evening. The car probably had taken them back to Maple House.
	“Leo, I’ve never been so impressed—”
	“Impressed by what?” Charlie leaped out of her skin. Arnold and Oliver ran up behind her, nearly sliding to a stop. Leo reached out to steady Arnold, who’s large shoes slipped on the carpet, then quickly snatched his hand back when Stella stumbled into the fray as well. They all were out of breath.
	“By how long the night is!” Charlie blurted out, cringing at the overly upbeat sound of her voice. Her heart was still racing at the sudden intrusion, and seeing Oliver appear as if she manifested him, she was sure it had skipped a few beats as well.
	“Agreed. Can we go?” Oliver smiled, in a dazed sort of way — from the overwhelming evening or the scotch he was consuming all night, she wasn’t sure. Hands grasped to tug at the collar of his shirt. His chest was heaving as he tried to catch his breath and one side of his shirt was untucked. What happened to them?
	“They were both getting accosted by the debs,” said Stella, rolling her eyes in amusement at Leo and Charlie’s confused faces.
	“Vicious!” Arnold mumbled, his face shiny, at the same time Oliver said in his most suave voice, “I knew I looked good tonight.”
	“Too bad we don’t have anyone to take a picture.” Charlie smiled at her own cleverness, refusing to meet his eye.
	“Ouch! You know exactly how to land a blow, Miss Charlie!” He laughed, placing a hand over his wounded heart.
	She just chuckled, steering the poor boys out of the castle and into the night. They looked as thought they just had the time of their lives, but also couldn’t wait to get a minute to breathe. It was hard to keep a head above ballroom waters, Charlie knew it well. As she trotted to keep up with their long legs, the night breeze changed direction and she caught the smell of Oliver’s cologne mixed with the subtle hint of cherry-flavored smoke. Suddenly, it was hard to breathe outside as well.

All in the Family
 
The next day, the second-largest dressing room in the castle and half the bedroom attached was buried beneath a glorious snowfall of beautiful silk. Some were shipped in straight from the runways of Milan and Paris, others were custom made by Brindelle’s own finest designers. 
	Who needs fashion week when you have the Brindelle First Waltz Ball? 
	“Funny, isn’t it?” Charlie tossed another priceless dress to the floor with the carelessness of disposing a used tissue. “Half of them came with a note stating that they ‘dreamt this up just for me’ and that ‘I can picture my princess in nothing else’.”
	It was disconcerting that they had taken inspiration from a person they had never met… or even seen. Ironically, Charlie hated dressing up.
	It wasn’t the clothes per se. Give her a whole closet of fashions and a mirror and she’d become her own dress-up doll for hours. In donning each new piece, a new character was born. She’d pick out outfits for the daring, rebellious night-rider Charlie in her tight little leather pants and thick motorcycle jackets. Other times the bookish, independent prelaw-student Charlie would come out, all casually thrown-on blazers and fraying sweaters that would give her mother an aneurism. On the rare occasion that she was actually embracing her future fate, she’d throw on the fluffiest ballgown in her collection and pretend for just a little while that she was the damsel waiting for rescue in the high tower.
	As if that would happen. She had a balcony.
	One with an easily accessible trellis. 
	Having a penthouse-sized closet at her disposal was one benefit that came with the responsibility of being princess that she never minded. Only one thing dampened that perk. Charlie was expected to look impeccable at all times. Everywhere she went, onlookers were always watching, ready to criticize every meticulous detail. Even without the title, they’d known she was a daughter of the realm, thus making her appearance of the utmost importance every moment of every day.  
	Like all little girls, Charlie grew up reading the splashy headlines and colorful photos in PopGirl and Teen Spirit magazines. The queen would never have approved of such pedestrian  texts, so she’d sneak to the grocery store and then hide them from the maids under her mattress. Falling in love with bright, funky colors and hot new trends, the pages of her school notebooks became flooded with clipping of the outfits she wish she had. They were so unique! Every look seemed to scream that certain girl’s personality much more than her own prim little dresses and custom-tailored skirts. 
	That was when she was a preteen, coveting looks she could never actually wear. It wasn’t until Charlie started university that, to her ecstatic disbelief, she was required to dress normally. 
	The Crown had appointed a team of serious intelligence personnel to guard and protect Charlie’s identity at her birth. When Charlie got accepted into college, plans had to change. The team had not anticipated the angsty child would go and apply herself to a public university without even discussing it with them. It wasn’t a surprise that she’d managed to get accepted. Charlie was clearly too smart for her own good. Rebellion was easy to avoid at home, but it was exceedingly difficult to blend a princess in with fraternity boys and the theatre club. But the school was excellent, and the Crown prized achievement and education,  so after long nights full of stressful debate and bleary-eyed focus, the men emerged from the room they’d locked themselves in and sat the family down. Grimly, they informed her that she could attend the university, but only if she could adapt to college life.
	Including a whole new look.
	Charlie would have hugged each of the stoic old men around the neck and jumped for joy had they not looked so solemn.
	They referred to it as “collegiate appropriation” — a term that Charlie and Leo sniggered at every time it was said. The team had planned her transition into a normal college student down to every minute detail. They’d presented her with a clothes rack full of outfits they had meticulously contemplated over for a month. It was hilarious that a group of five elderly men with private investigator clearances had researched teen trends for hours, only to present her with stacks of torn light-wash jeans and sweatshirts with huge Ambercrombie & Fitch logos. When the third pair of Ugg boots had been delivered to her door, Charlie took matters into her own hands. The fashions they had chosen were several years out of date. Maybe they had to wait until there were peer-reviewed articles on modern young adult style. With a stack of Vogue and InStyle and a limitless credit card, she took to the malls with reckless abandon, buying everything she had always craved. 
	Her modest kitten heels never had the bad-girl appeal of her new favorite black boots with the thick high heal. Her old pastel skirts didn’t give her the same comfortable hug as her tight fitting jeans. 
	Charlie had stollen into a thrift store in London during a school trip with Leo, trying on a crunchy old jacket as a potential Halloween costume piece for a trashy last-minute theme party they were going to. The second she put it on, Leo’s jaw dropped. It fit her like a second skin. She had so many tailor-made pantsuits and dresses, but nothing felt like it was made for her more than that vintage leather jacket. Leo liked to call it her “evil twin character”. Charlie was raised to believe she shouldn’t ever be caught dead in the same thing twice, but the jacket had long outlived Halloween that year and soon became the most worn item in her closet.
	Life during those days was grand. Charlie could wear anything she wanted without any repercussions. Since returning to Brindelle, each day her outfits were scrutinized first by her maid — who rather liked Charlie’s own personal style but was paid handsomely, and thus, contracted to make sure she left the house looking presentable. Adele always offered a kind, “It looks amazing on you, but don’t you think…” So Charlie would toss off the garment, slipping instead into whichever beige tweed skirt and sweater combination Adele had laid out. 
	Her maid’s gentle suggestions were a welcomed alternative to her mother’s sharp tongue. If and when Charlie managed to sneak from her dressing room before the mandatory check, the queen did not hold back with her own criticism. She may have been a woman of grace and good manners, but she was an ace with an insult.
	Holding the nearest dress up to her body, Charlie turned to the left and then to the right, inspecting herself in the mirror. She tried to keep her face as passive as possible, but couldn’t help scrunching it all up. The gown was overly fluffy with a skirt full of ruffles. Wasn’t it already big enough? Charlie was tiny. It would make her look wider than she was tall. 
	The dress was tossed unceremoniously onto the black chase lounge in the center of the enormous dressing room in her suite. Her own private wing consisted of a comfortable bedroom, a luxurious bathroom complete with a claw foot tub and a walk in shower, a powder room off of the dressing room, a wet bar stocked daily, and a small adjoining room for guests. Outside, she had a spacious balcony terrace with an impressive view of the palace gardens and the blue mountains in the distance. Should she ever feel so inclined, Charlie could probably hole up in her own suite for at least a week. She did try it once, the autumn she turned fourteen. The little stint only lasted a little over a day. Even the best suites didn’t feel so nice when you easily go stir crazy and the butler stops bringing you breakfast. 
	Right now, the plush oriental print rug and heirloom furniture was impossible to see. The rolling hills outside the windows were still brown and crisp at best, but inside, it looked like a blizzard had hit overnight. Mountains of fluffy white fabric sat in heaps all over the floor, covering nearly every inch in tulle, satin, and crinoline. Here and there, an errant glimmer of a crystal sparkled like new snow. Stella sighed and took a running leap onto Charlie’s unmade bed, the gowns puffing up all around her. She waved her arms back and forth, making a snow angel in the mess. 
	“I love your life,” she groaned, her voice muffled by the garments. Charlie sauntered lazily out of the closet in an empire-wasted number with a long train. Her eyebrows furrowed in disgust as she stripped back down to her underwear. “That one wasn’t so bad,” Stella mumbled without even looking up to see it. 
	“It was horrid.” Charlie waved away the comment. Easy for Stella to say. The first gown she tried on fit her like a glove. It was one of those bizarre wedding dress stories where the  dress is so perfect a gaggle of emotional mothers to crawl out of the woodwork and start crying. Charlie ignored her and pulled another off the rack, grumbling to herself. “I look like a storybook character.”
	Stella laughed and rolled on her stomach, her feet kicking the air above her bottom. “Isn’t that the theme?”
	Charlie growled in frustration and let the dress slip from her shoulders. It hung limply at her hips. The thing was covered in lace and large, gauche flowers and resembled a communion dress for the world’s largest baby. “This makes me look like a child bride… which, may I remind you, I pretty much am!”
	Stella cackled. “Charlie, you’re not a bride yet, and by the looks of you now, I’d say you’re hardly a child either!” Charlie flushed bright pink and covered her mouth, unable to stop the bark of embarrassed laughter escape her. She was still standing with the voluminous dress bunched around her waist, leaving her top completely exposed in just her strapless bra. Her hair had fallen and was cascading in a wild mess over her bare shoulders. 
	Not very pure and innocent, are we?
	A sharp knock shook the door. Charlie giggled, quickly yanking the dress back up to her chin before calling out to enter and wiping the tears from her eyes. 
	“More dresses, Miss,” Adele peeped sweetly, looking disembodied with just her head poking in the door. She pushed in another metal rack full of garment bags. The young maid's eyes grew huge at the sight of the hurricane that hit the room and scurried out the very second Charlie bowed her head in dismissal. It was best to flee before she was asked to help clean anything up. 
	Charlie tore into the closest bag without pause and started changing at rapid speed. “I’m just saying, this whole tradition is ludicrous! Every lady of marriageable age has to endure an entire childhood of getting our toes stepped on by snotty little boys in ballroom dance lessons, learn etiquette from the same terrifying and ancient teachers that rapped our own mothers’ on the knuckles, wear dresses we can’t even breathe in, and for what?” She huffed, only stopping because she had run out of breath. The slinky white gown she had squeezed into slipped to the floor around her feet. She tossed on another without even zipping it up. “And, on another note… why does it have to be white? They line us up and announce our best achievements, all powdered and polished in the same pure white dress. It’s like they are shopping for brides!”
	“That’s it!” Stella called, jarring Charlie from her impassioned raving. She was right, and it was good to hear her point acknowledged, but Stella’s enthusiasm was surprising. She was always such a voice of reason. But Stella was beaming and pointing at her belly. 
	Charlie looked down at her body, only just now realizing she was wearing a gown at all. On her frame, a gorgeous taffeta ball gown clung to her curves like it was made for her. It’s boned corset wrapped her torso so tightly it could have been painted on, but then flared dramatically at the hips with two thick pleats in the shimmering fabric. The bodice was square in the neckline, showing off her chest in an elegant yet flattering way, and hundreds of randomly sized pearls and crystals scattered down into the skirt. It was just traditional enough from afar, yet whimsical and a tad eccentric up close. The beads weren’t sewn in any particularly organized pattern, they scattered down into the skirt freely. Nobody would have a dress like this.
	“Oh,” Stella frowned, squinting tightly. “But it’s not white.”
	No, it wasn’t. On its own it would have looked white, but the difference was clear next to the sea of identical gowns. The heavy silk was the palest silver. 
	“Does it matter?” A devious smile spread across Charlie’s face. She could wear this dress. It would cause a whisper. It might cause the talk of the town for a week or two. But she could wear it. A single auburn eyebrow raised up, daring her friend to retort. 
	“Yes,” Stella sighed as she walked over to stand next to her friend in the mirror. She linked her arm through Charlie’s affectionately and rested her head on her shoulder. “But lucky for you, nobody cares what I think.”
	Charlie kissed her cheek, a wave of admiration for her dearest friend warming her heart. It was always a little sad to hear Stella use her lack of status as an antidote. She always smiled so genuine and laughed so deeply. If good humor was a virtue, this woman would be a saint. Charlie knew she meant nothing by her self-deprecating quips, but they still made her feel the faintest bit guilty. 
	In that same guilty way, Charlie did love having a friend who’s opinion had no affect on her future other than adding the subtle sting of criticism. Everyone else in her life had such an impact. Whatever they felt, they shared with no filter and none of the tact of Stella's well delivered teases. Her mother, years of passed tradition, Parliament… there was always some air of finality in their suggestions. Her freedom of choice was always marked with the condition that if she didn’t lean towards what they wanted, the outcome wouldn’t be one of positivity. 	
	Stella’s friendship came with no strings and no pressure to be swayed into a decision. Charlie was stubborn, and should she wish to do the exact opposite of her friend’s advice, she could. That never seemed to make Stella’s fashion advice any less brutally honest. 
	Charlie smoothed the satin of the gown’s skirts against her waist. To absolutely nobody’s surprise, the pearly gunmetal fabric looked even more intriguing knowing that it was the type of subtle rebellion that she lived for. Charlie had to admit that what she couldn’t wait to hear was the society mothers crowing on about her behavior.
	Oh to be young, beautiful, and spiteful.
	“It’s so ridiculous,” she mused while dreamily staring at her reflection. “Here we are, about to take the first steps out into the world. But what are we embarking on? A terribly outdated custom, forcing young women to peacock around for the attention of men. Plenty of us outrank them. We are successful. We are powerful. Yet here we are… pitted against each other for dance partners.” 
	Charlie was angry. She’d studied pre-law in school was was introduced to the injustice of the professional and personal world for women. It was a commonly known fact that monarchies that ran in the paternal line were hopelessly outdated. Hers ran in the maternal, so one would hope it would have been different. There were clearly more important things to be fighting for, yet the most she was allowed to do was smile and look pleasing. She had so much power, but could do nothing with it, and sometime it just had to be said no matter how hard she tried to suppress it. “Then there’s me, expected to choose a husband in some weirdly sexist ritual… and all they care about is the shade of a dress.”
	“Oh, cheer up!” Stella cried. Her eyes rolled into her head as her hand pinched Charlie’s cheeks. “I adore your rants, I really do. And you are absolutely right, but come on! You’re a princess! There has to be some loophole in there about getting to have a little fun.”
	Swatting away her friend’s hand, Charlie couldn’t manage to put her heart into her scowl. She needed Stella in her life to remind her that she was allowed to just be herself. 
	Another staccato knock rattled the door. Charlie groaned loudly but called out, “Come in, Adele!” But instead of the maid’s cornsilk-blonde head, the bald, much more serious head of the family’s head butler poked in between the doors.
	“Your Highness. Miss Stella.” Ives nodded his heavily-lined face to each woman in unison. He paused to admire the two ladies, looking radiant in their white dresses, and just a hint of a proud grin shadowed his old face. Ives had been with the family since King Russell was just Lord Russell, and was highly loyal. He’d watched little Princess Charlotte grow up and was rather charmed by her wit and defiance. Though it was unbecoming, the little mischief added a new light to the castle. Her dogs on the other hand… he could do without. Seeing her all grown up, well, even a stuffy old man like himself could be sentimental. 
	He cleared his throat, which sounded a bit more croaky than usual. “The family is gathering for the portrait.”
	“Oh, shoot!” Charlie exclaimed loudly, causing Ives to jump in indignation. It had completely slipped her mind that today was the Callaghan-Montgomery family portraits. Each year, their whole extended family gathered together before the start of each season to pose for a massive group photo. Though several dozen people of all ages and ranks gathered, Charlie’s absence would be very noticed indeed. “Thank you, Ives. We will only be a moment!” Ives bowed his leave and stepped out, waiting just on the other side of the door to ensure their timely arrival. 
	Charlie looked to the one rack full of multicolored gowns that stood out in the sea of white. A few non-white dresses had slipped into the deliveries and Adele, being the efficient and slightly compulsive organizer she was, had sorted them all together. With an indulgent smirk, Charles snatched up the brightest of the batch — a vivid, buttery-yellow gown. The fabric skimmed close to the body and fanned out dramatically at the knees. Stella’s eyes grew wide and opened her mouth to argue, but Charlie laughed, running from her and sliding into the dress. 
	Who needs a scandalous silver gown when you can turn every head in yellow?
 
***
 
	“Ughhh, I’m going back to sleep!” Oliver declared, accompanying it with a distasteful groan and grabbing his stomach for added effect. 
	“Bet you’re not missing cold ramen for breakfast,” Arnold chuckled. He was equally spent, lounging across a squashy armchair. 
	Oliver did kind of miss shoveling forkfuls of leftovers into his mouth as he ran around his tiny apartment, trying to pull on his coat and look up the subway schedule to his next gig at the same time… purely for nostalgic, creature-of-habit tendencies, that is. He gazed at the copious spread of offerings laid out on the low table between them, barely able to stomach the sight any longer. The tray had arrived at the door by way of red-suited footman at seven o’clock. The timing was serendipitous, or possibly divine intervention, because the friends were about to come to blows over how to use the high-tech espresso machine in the kitchen of Maple House. 
	Oliver tossed another plump raspberry into his mouth, just because it was there, and chewed for a moment in silence. He leaned back on the comfortable leather sofa and stared up at the wooden beams of the ceiling. “Can you believe this is our life?”
	“Best gig I’ve ever gotten, that’s for sure.”
	“Bizarre though, isn’t it? This whole world is something out of a different time,” Oliver contemplated out loud. So far, the people he had met were perfectly lovely. They were not at all like the ostentatious, out of touch royalty that was portrayed in the movies. Yet a certain air of importance hovered over them, like a veil separated he and Arnold from the rest of the company. Except for when they were around Charlie and her friends. 
	“The three though, Leo, Stella, and Charlie… they seem almost normal,” Arnold echoed, as if reading his mind. “You don’t think one of them could be —?”
	“No, no way,” Oliver laughed, sitting up to pour himself another cup of coffee. It was his fourth and he’d feel guilty having so much, but the cups in Brindelle were positively miniature. Plus, it was delicious. He busied himself tending to his cup and mulling over Arnold’s question. 
	The trio? As royalty? Now that he considered it, he could definitely see Leo as someone of importance. He had the look, with his expensive haircut and fancy clothes. But he was far to irresponsible for that, somewhat like himself in his young buck, hyped-up bachelor years right after college. He’d assume a prince, or lord, or earl or whatever they called them here would require a bit more initiative. Stella was definitely pretty enough to be a princess, but even he had learned that usually shielded under the veil of gossip, was a shred of reality. If rumors were true, even though she was beautiful, Stella was no redhead. And Charlie…
	“There’s no way! They’re too normal, and nice, and — hey!” Oliver warned. Arnold was giving him that shit-eating grin that made him look like the Cat in the Hat. “I’m just saying, it’s not possible,” he confided. “And especially not Charlie!”
	“Mhmm,” Arnold mumbled skeptically but loyally changed the subject. Oliver was not, not, not blind. He knew Charlie looked the part, but she was the complete opposite of a princess. In a good way. “That cousin though…”
	“Oh god, now she could be the princess!” Oliver agreed with great feeling. What was her name? Sylvia. That was it. She carried herself with an air of righteousness and self importance that he automatically associated with royalty. Maybe it was wrong to stereotype but he considered himself a good judge of character. “I didn’t like her,” he said grumpily, crossing his arms over his chest. “Gorgeous little thing, sweet too, but I just get an odd feeling about her.”
	The doorbell rang and Arnold stood, stretching his back. “Ah Ollie San, thou shall never judge thy book by thy cover,” he teased. 
	“You do know you mixed what, four references just now?” 
	Arnold just chuckled as he walked away. “Gentlemen!” A balding, stern man greeted when he opened the door. Seeing his tightly buttoned, black wool coat and heavy accent, Oliver leaped up. Embarrassed my his casual position on the couch, his humiliation grew as he attempted to dust the crumbs from his pants. 
	“S-sir?” He stuttered, parroting Arnold’s own bewildered greeting. Oliver cleared his throat and tried to smooth the wrinkles in his t-shirt. The very one he slept in. Looking down, his socked feet looked awkward. “Sorry for the… lack of hospitality”
	“No need.” The gentleman introduced himself as Ives Barron-Fortworth Liebold, give or take a few other surnames, the Grand Dom for the Royal Family. Oliver gulped but was relieved to see the old man grin. “My apologies for the unannounced intrusion, but I do have an assignment for the photographer in residence.”
	“Will you come in?” Arnold offered. White mist swirled around the butler’s head as he spoke, yet he didn’t seem the least bit cold. 
	“Thank you Sir, but I must be getting back. I do apologize for the late notice, but we are quite private about such things. We’re do for the Callaghan-Montgomery Family and Friends Portrait in an hour’s time. More details will be waiting for you at the castle. The grand meeting room, first floor, fourth entryway on the left. Eleven o’clock sharp. And do try not to be late,” the butler rambled off at impressive speed before bowing curtly and walking off, leaving the two men staring at each other with their jaws hanging slack. 
 
***
 
	The race to the Grand Meeting Room ended in much heaving and breath-catching. Straightening back up from bending over her knees, Charlie hiked up the straps on her lemon-yellow dress, even though they weren’t going anywhere. Luckily, the dress fit her like a dream. The smooth fabric felt luxurious on her skin and had a beautiful halter neckline that, as it turned our, was quite serviceable. Knowing Ives was not one to keep waiting, she quickly undid the braids in her hair on her way down the stairs and her flaming locks fluffed into waves as she ran.
	“Ah, excellent timing, Your Highness,” Ives whispered with a discrete wink. “Your entourage awaits.”
	Charlie linked arms with Stella, looking lovely as well in a borrowed chocolate brown sheath. “This way, ladies,” a huge, burly man in a tight black suit and black wrap-around sunglasses ushered the girls inside. Behind them, he muttered something into an earpiece and radio static crackled over the black box tucked into his lapel. 
	Normally, the Grand Meeting Room was too large, empty, and ghostly quiet. The ceilings were two stories high and adorned with dozens of gold-gilded frames of family portraits, long-forgotten ancestors, and generations of Callaghans, Montgomerys, Fleurs, and so on. There was even a finely painted oil of the family’s poodles. Dante and Hades had not been immortalized in paint yet, and it was no great wonder why. Charlie herself was depicted in the place of honor, the very one that hung in the center of the wall, in a tiny pink dress full of frills and ruffles. She was seated on her mother’s lavishly dressed lap while King Russell stood proudly behind them. She was all but several weeks old, and the faint whips of hair on her head were still an indistinguishable color. 
	The furniture was laid sparse along the rooms edges, but every piece was of great age and held some sort of heritage. On both opposite walls, great windows reached up to the ceiling, letting the bright and hazy light filter into the cavernous space. The centerpiece in the room was a raised dais where two stately velvet thrones sat side by side, sparkling silently with jewels.
	It was typically an unused and unremembered space. The royal family was very busy, and born diplomats. They enjoyed to be involved in their work and never wished to waste away their days lounging on their thrones and fanning themselves. For most of the year, the room remained locked, the furniture hidden beneath dust-covers. Only for very special occasions did they utilize the most lavish room in the castle. 
	Days like today, for example. 
	Silent and forgotten no more, this morning the room hummed with the sounds of smalltalk and friendly chatter. Fifty or so guests milled about, sipping tea and shaking hands affably, discussing the morning paper and the last evening’s musicale. It was much less intimidating filled with many relatives and close personal friends. 
	Even now, the two great thrones remained unoccupied. Charlie caught a glimpse of her mother, playing hostess with the mostest, kissing the plump cheek of a rotund little baby in the arms of Charlie’s aunt. Her steely pale eyes fell on Charlie, and though her smile did not falter, she flicked her gaze up and down in the telltale way that meant she did not approve of her daughter’s choice of attire.
	Charlie turned to a neighbor to hide her self-satisfied smirk, loving the way that something as simple as a yellow dress could drive her mother into insanity. She carried on, smiling sweetly. “How are you!” she gushed happily, realizing that she did know the nearby guest she’d just scapegoated into conversation. Though she was still not “out”, and wasn’t permitted to talk of her parentage, a hearty portion of these guests were her own flesh and blood. She’d be seeing them at all the upcoming events, but to protect her secret, she was never allowed to engage in more than polite greetings. Anything more, and the others might start to question her affiliation to the monarchy’s elite. So alas, her cousins never discussed their favorite memories on their vacations to Greece and her Uncle Frank wasn’t her father’s brother, he was instead His Grace, Francois Jean Montgomery.  
	It was taxing, and the gathering for the annual portrait was a welcome respite from the great ruse. Charlie made her rounds, trying her best to deflect the more prying questions from her nosy aunts. Of course, like most families, they had the hounds who never seemed to stop asking about your old high school boyfriend or passing around what they felt was extra juicy tidbits of information about the neighbors. But this year, they kept pushing for a marriage proposal, wedding dates, and even when to expect the next heir. An heir!
	Within ten minutes, Charlie was exhausted and about to seriously consider disappearing into the lady’s lounge for a moment of peace, when a familiar golden head poked over her shoulder.
	“Oh, Leo!” She hugged him tightly. “Let’s get out of here!”
	“Ah, just my idea, Charles,” he said as he  tapped the side of his nose cheekily. His sharp jaw was freshly shaven and made it easy to see the muscle flexing like it was itching to escape the fray as well. “But it looks like we’re about to start.”
	Leo was sadly correct. The staff, led by a skinny man with a fantastic and artistically cut purple suit, were ushering the crowd towards the dais. Several guests stayed behind, pulling up seats at the spindle-thin tables around the room’s edges, and watching enviously as their friends took their places. Stella smoothed her dress over her knees and grinned with the kind of amused sparkle in her eye that made Charlie laugh, like having to complete her princess-ly duties was nothing more than being the star in a slightly embarrassing school play. 
	Charlie strutted through the mess, feeling confident in her loud gown as her hips swished, and ascended the three carpeted steps towards her parents. The king and queen took their seats on their thrones, looking impressive in their formal garb. She went to take her usual place just off to her mother’s side. King Russell squeezed his daughter’s hand, his brown eyes the tiniest bit misty. Even Queen Ophelia gave her daughter a proud smile despite her previous disapproval of her dress. Needless to say, in the sea of modest greys and beiges, she’d surely look stunning in paint.
	“Uh, Charlie…” Leo whispered in her ear from behind.
	“Not now, Leo!” Charlie hissed, straightening her hem and fixing her face in a placid smile. It was a process to prepare herself to look the part of a princess, no matter how naturally it came to her mother. But Leo was now pinching the back of her arm and cussing under his breath.
	“WHAT, LEO?” She whirled around angrily. Leo was blanched white and trying to point at the front of the room while hiding his hand behind the shoulders of the teenage boy in front of him. 
	“Look!” His voice cracked and finally Charlie saw. Shoving his way through the heavy oak door and impatiently waving off the team of guards attempting to assist him, was a young man with a shock of black hair. He lugged several heavy bags into the room. 
	Oliver.
	Here.
	Oh no, oh no. If ever there was a time to panic, it would be now. Oliver couldn’t see her here! Not with, be it a large, but still exclusive group of the royal family’s closest confidants and relatives. Surely he would catch on that she was tied to them a little too closely for her comfort. What if he started asking questions? What if he followed, or tried to befriend her to get closer to the Crown? She like to think that they were becoming something of friends. Selfish as it was, that budding friendship was something she wasn’t willing to risk. She didn’t think she could bear it to have him turn into a fortune hunter. 
	The room was indeed full of young ladies just like her, most of which were to make their bow at the ball tomorrow night. He might assume that she was one of the few lucky enough to be acquainted with the family. It wasn’t ideal, but the lie had potential. Charlie's mind worked furiously. She could always feed him a sham story later about how the real princess was known to never show up during the annual portrait. No… that wouldn’t work either. He might then exclude all the women in the chamber as possibilities and narrow it down to someone else entirely. Someone who twisted a tale and lied to him…
	Time to get out the news clippings and red yarn for the suspect board.
	Just then, Stella caught her eye from across the room, smiling encouragingly. She hadn’t yet spotted Oliver. Before she could think of what she was doing, Charlie leaped from her spot, grabbed Stella by the arm and yanked her up on the platform with her. “What are you —?” Stella struggled, but Charlie just slapped her in the abdomen with the back of her hand, forcing her to look towards the door. “Oh!”
	“Just pose,” Charlie whispered through her teeth. Stella flushed with embarrassment, but smoothed her dress and mirrored Charlie stance awkwardly.
	“What. Are. You. Doing?” Queen Ophelia leaned ever so slightly towards Charlie and hissed out of the corner of her mouth.
	Charlie slapped on the smile that could win over the hearts of any number of subjects. The one so ironically just like her mother’s. “What everyone else is doing, posing with the people I love,” she demurred silkily.
	“She’s not family!” Ophelia practically screamed out of her teeth, never once letting her own perfect grin drop. Charlie had an odd feeling that somehow the sound only reached her own ears and wondered, slightly impressed, how she could learn such a skill.
	Charlie waved her hand casually. There was nothing to worry over. “She’s as good as family,” she purred. Had it been anyone other than the mother she so defiantly had inherited nearly every trait from, it might have worked.
	The queen opened her mouth to retort, but Oliver was a quick worker and had already begun taking test shots. The room began flashing with white light. She was forced to close her lips and purse them regally, forcing her anger somewhere deep inside until it disappeared entirely. Charlie was never such an ace at hiding her emotions. Nevertheless, she angled her slender shoulders in the way she knew was poised and flattering, and grinned through it.
	Then began the next twenty minutes of paradoxical suffering. The crew hopped and bobbed around the room while the subjects didn’t dare move more than absolutely necessary for breathing and blinking. Every second that the photographers zoomed in, Charlie could feel her heartbeat quicken. 
	“Okay, we got the shot. Well done all!” The director clapped his palms together and raced off to bow to his King and Queen. Charlie exhaled tremendously, her whole body collapsing with relief. Taking advantage of the director’s incessant need to impress her parents, she raced down the steps and into the crush at doorway. 
	Stella had left the riser and was already sitting on one of the loveseats, her arms and legs both crossed tightly. Charlie approached her friend with a flourishing wave of the wrists, about to take a little bow at her own cleverness, when a sharp pain hit her in the elbow.
	“Ow! What was that for?” Charlie cried out as Stella stood and twisted her arm the moment she was close enough.
	Stella let go but looked a blaze of beautiful fury. “What was that?” 
	“What? The photo?” Charlie giggled at the ridiculousness of the events that unfolded that morning. But Stella’s face remained unchanged and without humor. “Oh, you’re serious?” Stella crossed her arms again and raised her eyebrows, silently demanding explanation. 
	“Well… I had to!” Charlie burst out. She winced at how her frustration made he sound like a child. How could Stella not understand? “I couldn’t let Oliver and Arnold see me alone in the photos. They might catch on! So I figured if I pulled you in, at least we’re all still on the same level. They’d be no more savvy to it all than before.” The defense sounded lame. It was so much easier to make sense of the hows and whys when she didn’t have to say it out loud. 
	“How could you do that to me?” Stella’s voice was no more than a whisper, but the betrayal was clear on her face. 
	“Stella, I had—“
	“Yeah, I get it. You ‘had to do what you had to do.’” Stella’s fingers curved through the air as she drew quotes around the phrase so often used to justify her friend’s actions. Charlie defiantly balled her fists at her sides. She wasn’t wrong about this! “You can’t just use me for your little schemes!”
	“But we were in this together. You always help keep my secret!” Charlie cried out. She could feel she was on the very precipice of frustrated tears. It was guilt, she knew that in her heart, but it was easier to convince herself it was hurt and anger. Charlie knew she was being selfish, but there was no gravity in the realization. That was how she’d be living her life for the better part of twenty odd years. 	
	Nobody had ever taught her not to be selfish. 
	They taught her grace and charity. Not a soul could look at the Royal Family — who so often visited shelters and helped to build houses with their own hands, scooped mashed potatoes at soup kitchens around the holidays, and donate exuberant amounts of funds to all sorts of organizations — and call them selfish. Charlie herself had dedicated a good portion of her free time to philanthropic acts of service. But her life, not what she did with it, but her whole world was centered around herself. The need to protect her identity, the need to look put together and behave a certain way, the way that everyone around her had to be thrust into the same duty… it was selfish. For her best and truest friend to feel resentment for her because of it… it felt bad.
	“I’m not the witness protection program!” Stella hissed, her eyes darting around to the suit-clad group of gentlemen standing nearest to them. None of their gelled heads turned, but Charlie still lowered her voice and stepped closer to her friend. 
	“I meant everything I said back there,” she answered truthfully. There was no use defending herself when the acid in her stomach was burning such a guilty hole. She reached out to place her hand against her friends arm and whispered, “You are my family.”
	“I appreciate the sentiment, Charlie, but I’m not!” Stella pulled her arm away but sighed. She was tired of this, but also exhausted. “As much as you want me to be, they’ll never see me that way. I’ll always be the outsider. A charity case. The one who’s spent their whole life living on handouts and the kindness of those more fortunate. And I accept that.”
	She did accepted it, and her voice was completely devoid of ice. It was devoid of any emotion. She was angry, but numb.
	“Stella…” Charlie whispered, ignoring the salty burn of tears at the corners of her eyes. 
	“I know you wish it were different.” Stella smiled sadly. She’d accepted her fate long ago. It was always easier to give Charlie what she wanted. She would end up getting it anyway. The second time Stella sighed it even sounded happier. Feeling some of the tension leave her body, she let her shoulders to drop like she remembered her mother teaching her as just a child. Did she learn that from her hours spent befriending a certain queen? “But you can’t use me like that.” 
	Charlie nodded furiously, her head bobbling as she angrily swiped at her tears. Stella realized that she got no satisfaction in her friend looking so ridiculous. All she felt was endearment. A small smile worked its way onto her face, and Stella embraced her friend in earnest. 
	“Oh, don’t look now, but I think it worked,” she whispered in her Charlie’s ear. Over her shoulder, she spotted the very same raven-haired photographer making his way across the room. Hopefully the trouble he’d caused was worth it. Stella let go but gave Charlie’s arms one more reassuring squeeze to let her know the air was perfectly clear. “That’s my cue to leave,” she murmured.
	Charlie watched her go, feeling her admiration for the girl swell. As she passed Oliver weaving his way through the lingering crowd, Stella dropped into a playful curtsy. He returned her greeting with a little nod and a wide smile.
	Then suddenly, he was at her side.
	“You look… radiant.” The man smiled in that boyish way of his, grazing her body with his eyes in a very non-boyish way as he took in her yellow dress. Charlie felt hot in his gaze, and she was sure that those ocean blue eyes could somehow see right through her dress. Perhaps to her very soul. She opened her mouth, ready with a clever retort, but he cut her off. He stood open-mouthed and looking like he was one the precipice of some very important declaration, the wheels turning in his mind. Just as suddenly as the moment came, it was gone. Something shuttered behind his eyes and just the corner of his lip twitched.  “Could I — could I photograph you? The lighting is just so perfect, and the golds in this room, what with the paintings and whatnot… and the dress… I mean, you in the dress… like a sun goddess or something—”
	“YES!” Charlie laughed. She had to stop Oliver’s rambling before he said something truly crazy or kept talking until he lost his voice. It was rather flattering for him to want to photograph her, but even more how the idea of it made him a stuttering fool.
	They waited for the room to clear, in which time the pair had drunk two cups of tea each. If the crowd lingered any longer, she’d have to excuse herself. Finally the doors closed behind the last guest, and Charlie awkwardly spun in a little half circle, letting her arms flap around. “So do I like, pose or something?”
	“No,” Oliver grinned through the lens. “Just be you.”
	Be yourself. What an ironic request.
	Unsure of what being herself even meant, Charlie goofily pouted her lips and put her hand on her waist. She thrust her hip out and rested the back of her hand on her forehead. Oliver laughed and snapped away without watching the viewfinder. Charlie started to get into the charade, feeling like she might actually be being herself as she evoked every character she’d seen in the movies. Something was lightening in her, giving her permission. 
	She sucked in her cheeks and pranced around the room like a runway model. Struck by a moment of genius, she’d even ran to the open window and let her dress blow in the breeze. The whole time, Oliver chased her around the room, shooting whatever he could. The sound of his laughter, deep and cackling at her antics wasn’t embarrassing like she thought it would be. She was so free! So uninhibited by any of the etiquette and traditions he’d bear witness to in the last couple of days. It was inspiring! She collapsed into the velvet sofa, leaning back dramatically. Oh, how delightful it was to—
	“WAIT!”
	“What?” 
	Oliver’s shout had popped the moment like a pin in a balloon. Charlie’s heart raced and she scrambled to rise from the sofa, but then she saw his face and froze. 
	Oliver’s eyes were two huge orbs in his face. He had barely looked at the camera during the whole shoot, but now he was deeply focused on the lens. His fingers worked so fast it was dizzying, turning the many dials and knobs on the camera so that the lens extended then retracted like a single-eyed snake. Charlie wouldn’t dare to move. Something about the way his brow was set, she knew that if she so much as wiggled an ear that he would shatter on the spot.
	And she couldn’t even wiggle her ears!
	Accompanied only by the sounds of their breathing, they sat that way for a what could have been seconds or hours. Oliver chewed on his bottom lip when he concentrated, and something in knowing this small fact about him made Charlie’s insides warm. As the bottom lip slid from his teeth and back into place, pink and raw, her insides burst into flame. 
	“There,” he practically whispered, backing his hand away from the camera slowly as to not ruin the settings. “Now just stop doing everything. Don’t speak, don’t move, don’t even think.” 
	Oliver did not smile when he heard Charlie choke back a laugh. His seriousness was overpowering. She humored him though, unsure of what he meant by “don’t do anything.” Charlie was of the mind that she always had to be doing something, anything. She never could clear her mind in those silly meditation classes Leo dragged her to. She never had a free moment to herself in her entire life, always being dragged to activity after activity. When she did have the odd moment to relax, she was anxious and antsy. 
	Nevertheless, she did what Oliver instructed. It helped that the sofa was particular soft in this room and was easy to sink into, and that the sun was beaming in through the window in hot, fat bands that warmed her face. Charlie closed her eyes against the rays and could almost picture being alone in a quiet meadow behind the stables, silent but for the soft snorting of the horses, or beside her favorite rocky shore where she vacationed as a child, the waves lapping the sands and the hot summer sun tanning her cheeks. The hard wooden arms of the loveseat on the back of her head could have been the weather-worn rocks. 
	She was alone in her mind’s own little concoction, but not lonely. There was the soft shuffling of Oliver's shoes on the floor. She could even picture him, just on the other side of her red-orange eyelids, his face growing more lopsided when he smile. Just then, he was sitting in that very meadow, perching bird-like on those rocks. The corners of her own lips pulled up involuntary.
	“That’s it,” he murmured gently. Charlie didn’t know how, but she could actually hear him grin. 
	“You’re distracting me,” she scolded, still basking in the sun’s warmth even though the world itself felt like it had just turned on its axis. Oliver chuckled and kept on clicking.
 
 
 

The First Dance
 
	Just twenty-four hours later — it was nearly unbelievable that it happened in only a day’s time — the palace was transformed. The room in question was grand, but yet claustrophobic. Hundreds of bodies crushed into the cavernous ballroom, leaving the lucky couples to feel intimate in their own corners and the unfortunate guests who came stag feeling uncomfortable and hot.
	Above their heads, an enormous, gilded chandelier hung dripping in crystals and flanked by several other smaller replicas. Their wax candles cast ghostly gold circles on the ceiling, flickering against the faces of the etherial cherubs on the painted sky. Their plump grins looked menacingly down upon the dancers. The buffets were lain exuberantly, though none of the slender guests dared to pick at their delicate delights, opting instead to accept tall glasses of champagne. Even the waitstaff had changed their attire for the occasion, outfitted in fine cranberry silk.
	Oliver stood in the corner, tugging on the tight collar of his shirt. He came to Brindelle a bit underprepared and had forgotten one to match his suit. He hadn’t even known he needed a suit! Borrowing one from Arnold had seemed like a decent solution, though it felt like it was crushing his throat. 
	They had arrived before most of the attendees. Even in its empty state the ballroom was the most opulent thing they’d ever stepped foot in. It was larger than most of the giant venues back home — not that they were often invited to such soirées, but they were always pictured in the paper the next day. 		
	Oliver had two rolls of film full and already tucked away into his bag before the room began to fill in earnest. With each entrance of impeccably dressed guest who either resembled celebrities or politicians, the room began to feel smaller and smaller. 
	As he prepared for the night, Oliver was a bit worried over what it would feel like to be a quiet nobody in a wild new country, full of people he would have never even been invited into the same room as back at home. But so it seemed, Oliver was quickly learning, that he could easily become invisible.
	It was more like he wasn’t there at all. Thus far on his trip, his only interactions had been with the Royal Family directly — lucky guy — or Charlie and her circle, all of which were beyond pleasant and welcoming. In this swirling ballroom, he wasn’t an outsider. He was a veritable ghost. He wasn’t even the hired photographer. Just like the waiters, who easily could have been replaced by a well-dressed side table, he didn’t exist. 
	The simple string quartet quieted when a white-suited butler nodded his head in their direction. Overhead on the balcony, an orchestra of trumpeters blasted a stately anthem as a team of footmen swarmed to open the double doors. First walked King Russell, wearing a tux that shinned with many badges and ornaments. Queen Ophelia was dutifully at his side, hand resting tenderly in the crook of his elbow. She positively beamed with elegance and grace, a demure Mona Lisa-type smile on her red lips that matched her elaborate jeweled ballgown. 
	The room erupted into applause as they descended the stairs. It was clear that they were very well-liked by their people. Oliver clicked away at the entrance, and was a little embarrassed but happy when Queen Ophelia caught his eye and offered him a polite and genuine little curtsy.
	This was a nice family, he thought. They had to be to offer so much as a glance at their staff, let alone an acknowledgement that they did indeed see the invisible man. But Oliver had deduced over his short stay that the aristocracy of the Crown was rather different than he imagined. The aristocracy of the rest of Brindelle was yet to be seen. 
	Though he was graced with pleasantries from the queen herself, the rest of the guests were still indifferent to his presence. It was almost laughable. They cared not if they got into his shot. At least several good frames were ruined with random heads and blurs of dresses. Of course, this infuriated Oliver. Across the room, Arnold met his eye and thee his own arms up in frustration. 
	In a mere twenty minutes, his shoes which cost him more than he had ever spent on a pair shoes, had already been trodden on four times. He’d been ran into twice, and more than once did someone ask him where the bathroom was. 
	It was baffling. He didn’t look like a waiter. He didn’t don the family colors or the livery of the footmen. Sure, his suit may not have been perfectly tailored and his tie was from the discount rack in the tux shop in the mall, but he still look just fine. Somehow the rich had a way of sniffing out the lower class. Like bloodhounds. 
	It was insulting to be ignored, but shockingly it was more so when one did settle on his person. If eyes had jobs, their’s was solely to make him feel even more like he didn’t belong. It was different than when they looked at the help. They stared right through them. Oliver’s great uncle was a bell hop at a swanky Manhattan hotel and before he passed, he’d get drunk on schnapps and ramble on to all his cousins about how a sign of good help is that they blend into the wallpaper. 
	Oliver always hoped that his family legacy was destined for bigger and better things that growing up to be the help, good or otherwise — not that he’d ever mention this to his punch-drunk uncle.
	Just as he was trying to shake the stale peach smell of his uncle’s breath from his mind, he was rudely shouldered by a man with a long, wrinkled face and so much product in his hair that it looked glued to his scalp. He sneered at Oliver, the universal sign that said it was his fault and expected an apology, even though he’d been the one to run into Oliver. Already so wound up that he was ready to burst, Oliver was just opening his mouth to grace the man with the national language of a disgruntled Brooklyn native, when the trumpets sounded again overhead. Every head turned to the staircase. A distinct hush hung over the room, with anticipation even greater than at arrival of their King and Queen. Oliver realized that though the floor was full of people, it lacked one thing. 
	Beautiful young women. 
	The band reached a crescendo and began to play a delicate, tinkling, rhythm. A long line of ladies paraded out of one of the hidden doorways and promenaded slowly down the staircase. They were Brindelle’s legacy. The women too had clearly had waited their whole lives for this. Beneath their perfected smiles, they looked a little strained. 
 	The presented ladies descended the stairs until the first in line — the poor dame looked less than thrilled to be the leader — reached the bottom. Each debutant took her respective step and bowed identically. Oliver thought it was a tad bit creepy how they all looked like sisters, clones even, in their gowns of white. It was hard to differentiate between them. They all had the same smile, practiced religiously to achieve that bored, sophisticated look. All of their hands grazed the rail at the same time, raising the other to wave sycophantically. 
	Oliver pulled his camera from his eye as the crowd whooped and hollered in appreciation. The night had finally gotten interesting. As he flipped through the photos, he realized the women weren’t actually wearing the same dress and that they each had different hairstyles. But as a group, they were nearly interchangeable. 
	A tiny footman with a surprisingly loud voice stood at the banister and shouted out the names of each lady, who had to then step onto the dance floor, dip into a dramatically low curtsy, and then float off to the side for the next lady to take her place. It seemed that extra points were offered for looking as innocently pink-cheeked as possible, because nearly every woman left the floor rosy and smiling brightly.
	Oliver snapped away, trying his best to capture each girl in a unique way in attempt to make them stand out. It was difficult work, what with their innate ability to replicate each other. Yet he liked the way a low angle made the height of the tallest girl look extra impressive and the way the glow of the candles made the strawberry blonde hair of the next reflect the color of pink silk. 
	Midway through the lineup, he recognized the cousin that Charlie so disliked. She swept into her place quickly, forcing the lady in front of her to cut her entrance short. The girl stomped off the floor as Sylvia dipped into the lowest curtsy of them all. Her head bowed softly then snapped up with a flourish, looking the epitome of perfection. The room applauded profusely, earning a smug yet stunning grin from the woman. Oliver thought the show was a little overdone, but the crowd lapped it up.
	Busying himself with his second roll of film as the first group made their last bow, Oliver snapped his eyes up quickly to gage how far along the second row’s progress was. His fingers fought with the latch, and he tore his eyes away from counting stair-to-seconds to tame the problematic clip. This was his favorite camera, but it was finicky. He flashed his eyes up again, he did not know why because nothing would be happening until the film was tackled, but he quickly did a double take. The latch flipped open again and he didn’t even notice the film roll make its escape across the floor. 
	He was completely in awe of the fifth woman in the line. She was stunning! She was different! She put the other girls to shame…
	She was Charlie?
	Nothing particular differentiated her from her counterparts, same pure white gown, same ladylike, toothless smile. Yet she stood out… and Oliver couldn’t take his eyes off of her.
	Finally tackling the door on the camera with all the finesse of a professional, he let his finger capture photos habitually, not daring to look away. He knew she’d look gorgeous on film regardless. Fifty of so of the most eligible women in Brindelle were currently in this ballroom, but Charlie radiated on those stairs. He’d just noticed that her dress was the softest pearly grey, a color that made her flaming red hair glow with copper and gold. Every way she turned, the ornate crystals that sprinkled down across the square neck of her gown caught the light and made little rainbows on her pale chest. Or perhaps it was her ease that was most awe inspiring. She wasn’t unsteady or anxious like some of the other ladies. She walked with the grace of a dancer, her smile genuine and just a little amused, like she was in on a secret joke and no one else in the room knew the punch line. She looked perfectly at home.
	Around the room, a charged sort of buzz erupted as Charlie bowed elegantly, a sound not heard quite so loudly with the other ladies. A few men to Oliver’s left were whispering lowly to each other. Somewhere on the other side of the floor, jealous debutants and gossipy mothers were already tittering away, eyeing her dress for loose strings and any other faults in her appearance. 
	Oliver could stop himself from smiling. Ironic it was, that Charlie looked most natural when he just knew that she was secretly making fun of it all in her head.   
 
***
 
	Charlie was hot, uncomfortable, and at her wits end.
	The debut wasn’t as bad as she had imagined. It was rather comical to watch the other girls, girls that she knew had undergone rigorous etiquette classes since birth, flounder around like it was the biggest moment of their life. Which, of course, they thought it was. She knew what was being drummed into their heads in those classes. She had the same etiquette teacher.
	Granted, being flaunted around like a prize show dog didn’t do wonders for her. She thought the annual debut of all the eligible bachelorettes at the start of the season was a tradition that had aged very badly given the current state of women’s rights. But… it was a little fun.
	For most of the women, this was their shining moment, the singular evening that they were raised for. If they didn’t catch the eye of a titled, wealthy, or at the very least handsome bachelor that night, then they had failed. History may have pressured their matches, but rumor had added a new goal to achieve greatness — to be, even for just one night, recognized as a potential princess.
	No wonder they looked so stressed.
	Charlie concealed her gloating grin and tried to fix her face into a mysterious smile. Her cheeks pulled up without making thee corners of her eyes crease and she bit the inside of her lip to stop herself from smiling to broadly. No matter how many private tutors she had or the blood that ran through her veins, she’d never been able to master the aura of sophisticated banality. Charlie’s smile always looked like she was up to something. She wasn’t pressured to present herself as a potential princess. She already was one. There was a sort of grim satisfaction to watching the others playing dress up like they were in some sort of twisted, cut-throat Halloween contest while she — the real deal — was laughing away at them. 
	She’d wondered often if she’d be the same way, growing up just far enough out of the inner circle to want in so desperately. She always assumed she wouldn’t care enough to bother, but seeing some of these girls: the edgy, the uncaring, the independent, suddenly turn into monsters all fighting over who got to stand in the best positions and who knew the most roguish brothers. And they all secretly hoped the trashy tabloids that they pretended not to read would write about them tomorrow.
	She’d not wish that on her worst enemy. 
	But tonight, Charlie was gifted the opportunity  to be just another girl, in another dress that was just a shade darker than acceptable, with no familial guilt or responsibility to rest on her shoulders. All she had to worry about was making it to the bottom of the stairs without falling over her own two feet.
	“God, stop it!” Charlie hissed in the ear of a lanky blonde in a bright white gown. This was quite enough! She was stuck in the throws of women who’d just debuted and were sticking to their fellow bachelorettes like a life line.
	“Shhhhhh!” The girl sputtered back loudly, as if being quiet would help her see better. The blonde was craning her neck unnaturally long and trying her hardest to look over the heads of the other guests. Long nails cut into Charlie’s upper arm to balance herself. “I thought I saw…?”
	Before she could finish, Charlie was shoved into another acquaintance who she had entered with. Making their bow must have been so traumatizing that they vowed never to be singled out again. Charlie hated jabbering girls and perky, fake conversation more than anything, so this was about all she could handle. 
	It was fine as they wandered about the floor in a pack, pretending they weren’t trying to catch the attention of any one of the many groups of available men. Dancing hadn’t yet started, but nothing was more embarrassing than opening the night as a wallflower. Lucky for Stella, Charlie grumbled in her head. She hated interacting with debs even more than Charlie, and had been swept off by a finely coiffed Leo to the buffet table just moments after the final bow. He grinned cheekily at Charlie’s huff, with the dishonest promise to come back for her next. Two more of her friends were snatched up by a pair of gentleman brothers, much to the chagrin of the other girls. Charlie was alone with the bachelorettes once more. Since it was beyond acceptable to wander off at a party alone, she was stuck for the foreseeable future.
	“Is that?” Another young lady gasped, pointing wildly at the door in the same general direction.
	“It is! It’s the prince!” Within seconds, the development had spread clear to the outskirts of the floor, sending mothers hauling off their daughters and women abandoning their dance partners. The girls in Charlie’s group packed together even tighter, like they needed shielded for protection. 
	Across the ballroom, a sinfully handsome man had just entered, but he didn’t make it far before he was swarmed by admirers. He was taller than most men in the room and clothed decadently in a perfectly tailored navy blue evening kit. At his lapel, many badges and pins glittered in the light, each important in their own way. Smiling warmly at his flock of old friends, it was quite obvious that he was aware of the swooning women but remained pleasant nonetheless. 
	Of course. It had to be Prince Edward. 
	People didn’t just like the prince for his title — though what a title he had! They liked him because he was Edward. Prince Edward Laurent Toussaint IV was the first born son of a long line of first born sons, all of whom inherited the land of Belleville. 
	Belleville neighbored Brindelle to the north, another small but lovely country. They had united with Brindelle in crop trade decades before, but never mind wheat and whatnot whenever the chief export of Belleville was princes!
	What Brindelle made up for in gossip, they lacked in attractive, dashing, real Prince Charmings. They themselves had not had an available prince in years — what a sad, sad predicament! Of course dukes and earls, even a baron caught many a bachelorette’s eye during the social season. Yet nobody remembered those worthy suitors when the stakes were raised to royalty. 
	Belleville, on the other hand, had turned out several perfectly perfect princes in recent years and luckily they always made time to grace Brindelle with a visit.
	“Oh my word. He has grown up,” Collette said, tucking her bangs behind her ears, a compulsive habit she had developed to hide the edge of her hairline. Collette was one of the girls who never spoke of her lineage in company, even though her father was a popular high-profile parliamentarian. She even snuck into a very discreet little salon to touch up her brown roots every two weeks, where slipping the shampoo boy an extra fifty ensured her confidence. 
	It was actually quite hard to tell if Prince Edward had grown up from where they were meandering, with so many party-goers milling about. Only the very top of his head was visible, his brown hair styled classically, but with that same signature bit of a wave at the sides. 
	“Ladies, I was right next to him coming back from the powder room!” Serena shouted at a whisper, reentering their group. “I almost ran into him! And guess what he said?”
	“What did he say?” Charlie asked sarcastically, trying very hard not to laugh in her face. It looked as though running into a man was the highlight of her week, not something she’d normally flush in embarrassment over.
	“‘Pardon me,’” she responded, screaming silently like a star-struck preteen. Unlike Collette, Serena was more than comfortable being known for who she was. The pinnacle of an army brat, she was the daughter of their highest ranking general. Combined with her sunny personality, wide smile, and mane of gorgeous golden blonde hair, she had no need to hide, let alone fall all over herself in the presence of a normal human being.
	Only a princess has the right to think of a prince as being “normal”.
	“It’s just Edward!” Charlie laughed for real this time, highly amused by the craziness of it all. The other girls ignored her, chattering on and pretending not to look his way. The crowd parted enough for Charlie to glimpse Edward fully for the first time, and was momentarily in agreement that he did look irritatingly good.
	Prince Edward was lean and tall, with a collected elegance that one can’t be taught. His angular cheekbones and straight nose were inherited, just like his title. He wasn’t the dangerous, dark prince type, but he sure as anything could fulfill a storybook fantasy. 
	Charlie was just catching a first look at him through his queue of admirers when his own eyes, soft and warm and very, very grey met hers… and he smiled. Charlie smiled back, mouthing a friendly “hi”.
	“Ow!” Charlie cried, as Collette’s tiny hand griped onto her arm like a vice. 
	“He’s coming this way!” Collette stuttered, digging in so hard that Charlie was sure she’d have red half-moons in her arm for a week. The group of seven or so girls all began gathering closely around, trying desperately to be front and center when he approached. 
	“Good evening, ladies,” Edward demurred in his calm, easy voice. Charlie was getting jostled this way and that, stuffed squarely in the center of the pack. She rolled her eyes dramatically, and the corners of Edward’s lips rose in amusement. She was almost positive he had walked over to greet her, but that was a bit hard now that there was at least five women sandwiched in front of her. 
	He made his rounds, ever so courteous, asking about families and summers abroad. Edward always remembered names, even of those people he met only once. It was one of the reasons he was so popular — he made everyone feel special. Occasionally, his eyes would meet Charlie’s over the heads of the women as they curtsied and fluttered their lashes, and they’d share a knowing look of amusement. Just as he had managed to procure Charlie’s hand for a kiss on the knuckles, her arm was batted away before his lips made contact. 
	“Excuse me, ladies.” Sylvia pushed her way in between the wall of women, her bony elbows digging into their ribs “Your Highness, charming to see you,” she purred as she held out her hand in front of his face. 
	Much to Charlie’s dismay, he was too much of a gentleman to refuse bending over her fingers for a light kiss. “Lady Sylvia. It’s an honor as always.”
	“I’ll never forgive you for taking such a long leave,” she teased, her lips curling up in the way that always reminded Charlie of a cat. Leave it to Sylvia to chastise a prince. 
	“It’s has been a minute. The annual yacht race four years ago, wasn’t it? Lady Charlotte and yourself nearly beat the Duke of Roanobe and I.”
	“Who could forget Lady Charlotte falling into the sea!” Sylvia laughed meanly. 
	“I’d like to,” Charlie mumbled under her breath, not really intending for anyone to hear. But Edward bit his lip to suppress a chuckle and Charlie’s cheeks blushed a flaming red. 
	“The rescue mission was more fun than the race,” Edward said quietly, his soft grey eyes meeting Charlie’s and sparkled playfully just for her. 
	Charlie blushed again. She was tempted to shake her head to clear the image of a younger Edward stripping out of his shirt and diving headfirst into the warm Atlantic water to pull her to shore. His skin was tan and glistening, dotted with water drops, when he’d checked to make sure she wasn’t drowned. She was a fine swimmer, and the rescue mission was more of an act of youthful fun, but he looked so damn good that she briefly considered pretending she needed mouth-to-mouth. Once he was absolutely positive she was well, they laid in the sand and laughed until tears streamed down to their ears. 
	“The deck must have been slippery,” Charlie said as she smirked back at Sylvia and raised her eyebrow knowingly. Her cousin’s chest flushed with embarrassment. 
	Of course she hadn’t fallen from the yacht. She was pushed. 
	Her moment of shock didn’t last long. Sylvia composed her face into a completely placid mask and smiled. The type of smile that could make a grown woman’s blood turn cold. 
	“You know our Charlotte,” she hummed to Edward, placing a friendly hand on Charlie’s bare shoulder and allowing her long nails to dig into her skin. Seriously, did all debs need too have such sharp nails? “She’s never been known for her grace and poise!”
	Then she laughed. A chummy, knee-slapping laugh meant to rile a whole group of people. The rest of the girls stood awkwardly quiet at the dig, but once Sylvia’s sharp eyes shot them a look full of daggers, they too joined in. Charlie opened her own mouth in retort, but found that the harmonic sound of their mirth seemed to have stolen her voice. Heat rose in her neck and anger started to bubble in her stomach. Sylvia was a bully, nothing more. She always had been. From pushing her off that boat like a child when they were both at home from university, to the immature way she’d stomp and seek revenge when her schemes didn’t work out. Still, it infuriated Charlie to no end that she always managed to get to her. 
	And she couldn’t bear to look at Edward. Beautiful, steady Edward who only got more irresistible with age. She didn’t want to see the humor there. Oh, he’d try to hide it. He was much too respectful to openly laugh at a lady’s expense. But they had decades of history, scores of shared jokes, and she would be able to tell he was mocking her. From the way his nose crinkled just slightly to the way the muscle in front of his ear tightened. 
	Curious as ever, even if it killed her, she looked up at the planes of his face and was pleased to see he snorted once through his nose in an attempt at a noncommittal chuckle, but the humor didn’t meet his eyes. They were cold and shuttered. 
	Charlie could practically hear her cousin’s teeth gritting from across the room. She braced herself, knowing a scorned Sylvia was a dangerous animal. 
	Like clockwork, Sylvia placed a dainty hand on Edward’s forearm and laughed. “Oh you must remember, Your Highness! Always blundering around, a danger to herself and others. Why even as a child—”
	“Lady Charlotte,” Edward said right over top of her sentence. A shocked little “hmmf” escaped her lips. His steely eyes looked down at her hand, which laid still on his arm. He looked away, his lip curling in a rather disgusted sort of way. “Would you care to dance?”
	Dance? With her? This had to be a joke. Charlie tried to pretend she didn’t hear the murmurs of surprise circulate the group. She knew her eyes had grown round with surprise and her cheeks were warm, but Sylvia’s stunned silence and the offended way she clutched back her hand from his arm made it even more satisfying. Plus, she was going to dance with Edward!
	He bent at the waist with his palm outstretched, the picture of storybook perfection, and looked up at her through his golden-tipped lashes. Even Charlie wasn’t hardened enough to resist his sly smile. She placed her hand in his elegantly as he took her out onto the floor, making sure to give Sylvia a winning grin over her shoulder when he wasn’t looking. Edward bowed to her as the first bars of a waltz had begun, which she returned with a pretty curtsy. Charlie loved to dance and was actually very graceful on the floor, unlike what Sylvia had claimed. It was easy to twirl and dip and spin when there wasn’t a jealous rat waiting to trip you. Edward was busying himself by watching her intently. An expert himself on his feet, he didn’t even need to concentrate on the steps. He was a phenomenal dance partner.
	“I’m onto you, Your Highness,” Charlie whispered when the choreography brought them close. Edward knit his brows, pretending he hadn’t the foggiest what she meant. Charlie took advantage of a well-timed step to lean closer to his ear. “I know you only asked me to dance to get me away from Lady Sylvia.”
	“I did not, Lady Charlotte.” He shook his head, but Charlie cocked hers and smirked. She didn’t believe him at all. He exhaled hard through his nose and caved. “I do not tolerate bullies,” he said simply, tearing his eyes from hers and staring into space over her head. 
	His response both touched and annoyed Charlie. She twisted expertly away from him, reaching the very tips of his fingers before using his arm to reel back into his chest. A little thrill ran down her spine as it barely pressed against his front. “I do not need rescuing, Your Highness,” she said defiantly while she gazed over the crowd. 
	Edward spun her so they were faced to face. “I’d never be so foolish to assume you did,” he responded honestly, looking just a touch angry. Why couldn’t she see he had no ulterior motives? Charlie tried to hold back the traitorous smile that was fighting its way on her face. She was amused by the exchange, not offended, and the realization was heady. He hadn’t changed one bit. 
	“Ah, there it is!” Ed teased, bending down to eye level when he caught the tiniest of grins. He laughed and her grumpy facade melted away. “Plus,” he said, dropping his voice and leaning in close. Not so close that it would cause whispers, but his fingers tightened secretly at her waist, sending a shiver through her while body. “I wanted to dance with you,” he whispered. 
	She looked up at him, unsure of why she was suddenly so taken aback. This was Ed for God’s sake! Her Ed. He must have seen her doubt because when the dance allowed for it, he pulled her close enough to murmur, “You have always been a sight for sore eyes. And I must admit, I am still completely charmed by you.”
	Charlie couldn’t see his face, but she knew he was smiling. Sweet, good Edward. Years and years had passed, yet he was still so predictable. Even flirting with her, he was so gentle and kind. Charlie knew his cheeks were creased around his mouth and if she looked up, she’d be able to see the slightly crooked bottom row of his otherwise perfect teeth. 
	If she took the time to think about such things, she supposed Edward was her first love. Sure, he was gangly then, all teenage energy and goofy smiles. Always looking a little bit amazed that he was so fortunate to be in his position beside his sophisticated mother and powerful father when they’d enter a room together. His soft grey eyes would widen in shock when their subjects would bow to him, even though they had been since he was just a baby. That’s what drew Charlie to Ed in the first place — he never took his position for granted, and never abused it.
	He was blonder then. His hair darkened to a gold-tinged chestnut with age, most likely due to the limited time he had to ride his gelding or roll down hills in the summer sun. Still, she knew the angles of his face, the way his jaw tightened when he was upset in an attempted to self-sooth himself before responding evenly and collected like a good man does. He shook hands better than anyone and left every room better than it was when he got there. He’d make an excellent king one day.
	Nearly twenty years earlier, Edward chased down the Earl of Celestia’s son for pulling on Charlie’s hair at a christening. He pushed him down in the mud but never got in trouble for it because it was in defense of a lady. Charlie was sure then and there that it was true love. 
	The pair had become fast friends after that day, growing through the awkward stages of short pants and braces, before Edward had gone off to boarding school. When he returned, his rough edges had been polished and refined and he had fully embraced his duty to his country. All the while, Charlie was still back at home trying to figure out how to get a tattoo with her lady’s maid’s forged signature.
	She swore she hated him then, still the ever rebellious spirit going through the pains of teenage angst. Edward was quite possibly the only other person who could even begin to understand how she felt inside. She never told Ed, but since quite a few of the aristocracy’s children were close in age, they’d ran in the same circles practically since birth, bonding over the normal things children bonded over and not caring in the slightest of the titles they couldn’t yet spell or understand. Even though he’d never known the extent of their similarities, Charlie sought comfort in the secret that they were just the same. 
 	The night before his return from school, she had concocted a wildly spontaneous plan. 
	She was going to tell him who she was. 
	It was the one tidbit of information she held from her crush. Upon seeing him for the first time though, her train was quickly derailed.    Ed was so mature and dignified now. He spoke softer but with more authority. He greeted her with the grace of a born leader, kissing her knuckles and bowing and suddenly making her feel very, very young. Her companion in perversity, her loyal sidekick, was gone. 	
	Though she’d never admit it to a single soul, her first love turned into heartbreak. She held herself together through that silly dinner party, feeling well and truly alone through each forced smile. She turned down his diplomatic proposal to stroll the gardens the following afternoon before collapsing onto her bed in tears. When she was all cried out, she stumbled out on her balcony, feeling so very bad and grown-up, and lit her little pink diary full of girlish musings about her prince on fire with a candle lighter.
	“Hmm?” Edward hummed the question into her hair. Reminiscing about their childhood had made her chuckle cynically to herself. It was funny to remember how very hurt she’d been now. She’d soon realize that the same responsibility that Ed had returned home with had instilled itself in her shortly after he had left again. They must have taught them lessons in it at his exclusive all-boys school, because his coming of age came a few months earlier, but hers came all the same. Sure, she still loved to test her freedom, but she also knew her duty.
	When the dance required her to look up into his face, it was exactly how she pictured. Nostalgia washed over her, and she was surprised at how comfortable and content she felt in his arms. How lucky was she to have her first love be a real Prince Charming?
	“Your Highness?” A gentleman’s voice jarred Charlie from her woolgathering. She looked up from her daze and was startled to see their feet had stopped moving and the orchestra was winding down to the dregs of the waltz. A waltz wasn’t long — five minutes at the most — but she’d completely lost herself with Edward. A young man with an angular jaw and welcoming green eyes was standing at the couple’s side with his head bent amicably towards Ed. “May I cut in?” He asked politely. 
	Edward bowed to Charlie, giving her one last friendly smile before taking his leave, but not without quirking his eyebrows playfully. It was astonishing how such strong, straight brows could transform into such a devilish arch. She smiled. He always used to raise his eyebrows when they were kids. They concocted the silly idea one balmy summer. It was his secret way of winking at her without anyone knowing. God was he adorable. 
	The man cleared his throat, and she jumped, suddenly remembering her suitor. How embarrassing! But the gentleman didn’t seem to mind. He was looking at her with round, pining eyes, so awe struck it almost made her laugh. She placed her hand in his and he whisked her off to the floor. 
	 
***
 
	She was enigmatic. Transformed, but yet somehow still herself. If Oliver had met the rest of these perfect, prim debutants on a dirty New York street, would he be able to still feel that same spirit even when they were coated in the glitters of a ballroom? 
	The problem was, Oliver smiled grimly, he couldn’t picture any of these women in New York, let alone on his outer-borough street. 
	Only Charlie. 
	Across the ballroom from where she spun, Oliver was trying his hardest to aim the camera anywhere besides the enchanting woman. Like his eyes, the lens was drawn to her like moth to flame. 
	He just loved watching her. For artistic purposes of course. 
	When the orchestra crescendoed, Charlie’s whole body rose and fell with the swell of the music. Probably taught in those fancy-shmancy dance lessons they gave all the girls as soon as they could walk, he thought. Her feet were light as air. Must have been the expensive designer shoes. 
	But riches and status couldn’t be credited for the way her whole face lit up with a smile when her partner twirled her around or the magnetic way she attracted eyes to her. 
	He was quite sure she hadn’t a clue, but Oliver wasn’t the only one who couldn’t keep his gaze away from her. The point was noted with a begrudging pang of jealousy. The gentleman she was currently honoring with a waltz was grinning like a besotted fool. 
	A very lucky fool. 
	It wasn’t hard to identify the man. According to the little black leather-bound book that Oliver carefully jotted the names and titles of his artistic endeavors, he was none other than Prince Edward of Belleville. Prince Edward. 
	Even if Oliver wasn’t meticulous to a fault, it would have only taken two minutes in the presence of the feminine whispers that set the room abuzz to figure out the man’s identity. Within seconds upon his arrival, every conversation had turned from foreign affairs, the criticism of the canapés, and “who-wore-it-betters" to one singular thing. 
	“Is that really him? The prince?” A society matron gasped. Before anyone could answer, she had plucked her gaggle of unmarried daughters out of the crowd so quickly that he was sure the mother had four pairs of arms. 
 	“I heard he’s been gone so long because he has a mistress and baby hidden away in the country,” another haughty woman claimed at a loud whisper. The accusation was delivered with so much sincerity that Oliver wondered if it was true. 
	“No, you dunce! He’s getting the affairs in order. His father is not doing well.” Her friend raised her thin eyebrows so high into her hair that it could only suggest she thought the king’s apparent ill health was the cause of the infamous son. 
	“Shit,” Oliver cussed under his breath, pulling his eye back from his camera to look at the tiny playback screen. These women were talking so much that their mouths blurred in every shot. 
	Without a second thought, he wiped the memory clean and sought a new angle. He’d be taking snapshots of nameless partygoers for over an hour now. Whoever this prince fellow was was clearly a more desirable subject, so maybe he should follow their lead. 
	He didn’t look that bad, Oliver thought when he finally managed to spot the prince across the room. He surely didn’t look like the type to bump off his own father. Actually, and Oliver checked his trusty little book to confirm, the powerfully built man standing with his hand on the prince’s shoulder was none other than the King of Belleville. They were engaged in a spirited conversation with a group of jolly-looking gentleman, silent because of the distance but still animated. With the proud, beaming smile that colored the king’s face ruddy and the way the prince chortled along like a typical embarrassed son, he didn’t look in anything but the best of health. Oliver snapped away at the exchange quickly, liking how it captured their relationship. 
	He didn’t even look the type to keep a mistress, if he was being honest. Prince Edward was too clean cut. His suit was classical in style, not a trace of the roguish kits that seemed to be in fashion at the moment. His smile was polite and genuine, and devoid of devilish flirtation. 
	No, Prince Edward seemed like a stand up chap. Probably someone that Oliver would find quite affable. 
	And suddenly, he hated the man. 
	Distracted by the way the couples had begun to pair up around him, he lost sight of Edward in the crowd. The candles blurred into starbursts as their dresses wizzed by and he just had to capture the moment on film. That’s when through the eye of his camera, he spotted the prince again, looking even more dashing with the coy grin on his face and unable to take his eyes off of his partner. 
	In a surprise moment of clarity, which really shouldn’t have been surprising considering it was a choreographed dance, she twirled her under his arm and Oliver’s own heart leaped into his throat. 
	Charlie was his partner. 
	Even though every tangible fiber of his being — and his soul, should he succumb to more poetic ways — was electrified, he couldn’t stop capturing shot after shot. His fingers flexed on the shutter like a rhythmic devil, solidifying the moment in time, even though he was screaming inside. He could delete the files, tear up the film, but the image was burned into his memory.
	Oliver didn’t consider himself a jealous person. Hell, he never had much reason to be. The girls who were interested in him never had eyes for anyone else and he had no desire to chase anyone who wanted another man more. But this evening, he was shocked to see the room hadn’t gone red around him.
	He should be happy for Charlie. 
	His friend. 
	He supposed they were friends. They surely had gotten somewhat close over the last few days and he’d be the first to unashamedly admit there was some comfort in having an ally in this situation. Plus, Oliver genuinely liked Charlie. 
	Yes. They were friends, he thought defiantly. And friends were supposed to be supportive when their friends found someone good for them. Nobody — in this room at least — could deny that a prince was the most exquisite match a girl could make. 
	A white uniform waiter stepped awkwardly past, bending at the waist, clearly trying to avoid Oliver’s camera. He looked down at the device still held in the air. It had become an extension of his arm over the years, but he was rather surprised to see it there. Oliver swiped a crystal glass of scotch off of the waiter’s tray. The poor man took his tightly clenched jaw as a sign he was angry about the ruined frame and quickly scurried away the long way around him. Yes, he supported Charlie in all her endeavors. The smooth burn of the fine whiskey made it incrementally easier to swallow. 
	He was just a lowly photographer, surely nobody would mind if he had a drink. 
	“Oliver!” Behind him a voice shouted excitedly. He turned to find the very same woman rushing towards him, flushed and out of breath from dancing. Oliver swallowed hard and shook his head to clear the way it made his mind spin. “How are you? Are you enjoying yourself?”
	“Very much so. Did you know it is possible to use the wrong fork for cake?” Oliver chuckled sarcastically. A little piece of his envy was left on the waiter’s tray with his empty tumbler of ice. And seeing Charlie was a welcomed sight. He couldn’t help feeling ridiculously happy that she had sought him out.
	“It’s the littlest one.” She shook her hand like she might brush away a pesky fly. Oliver fought very hard to refrain from writing her tip down in his book. It was actually helpful information to someone like him, who mostly owned forks wrapped in plastic cellophane. “Really though. Isn’t it wonderful?”
	Wonderful was not exactly how he’d put it, and from what he knew of Charlie, he was rather surprised she thought so. “Are enjoying yourself?” He asked, pretending to be returning the question, but genuinely wanting to know if he’d mistaken her all along. 
	“Oh, yes!” But his surprise must have showed because a wall went up. It was impressive how easily it was to watch her shit him out. “I don’t get to come to these often,” she said defensively. “I’m usually working, or my parents don’t approve. It feels good to just… I don’t know… live?”
	Oliver nodded thoughtfully. So maybe he’d judged her prematurely. It was a bad habit of his. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, it was hard to feel so incredibly out of place here and he was in a foul mood about it. Plus, he selfishly liked the way her chest flushed and the muscle in her bottom jaw flexed when she was angry. He smiled, leaning in to ask playfully, “And all the suitors helps?”
	Instead of laughing along, she folded her arms over the bodice of her dress and grumbled. She actually grumbled! “They only asked me to dance because Prince Edward did and now they think I’m the princess.”
	Oliver wasn’t sure why that was a bad thing. Wasn’t that the point? Two hours in the ballroom had taught his as much. But Charlie was brooding, looking beautiful and scary. “Men are like sheep,” she elaborated, grinding her teeth in annoyance. A bark of laughter escaped her mouth sadistically. “Where one goes, the rest follow.”
	“So the prince?” Oliver picked at his fingernails to avoid meeting her gaze. You couldn’t blame him for asking.
	“One of my oldest friends,” she chuckled at the irony. “But they think I ‘caught his eye’ so here we are.”
 
***
 
	At first, Charlie liked the excitement of being desired. It was thrilling to be asked over and over to dance, even though her feet hurt and she was perpetually dizzy from spinning so much. She’d never been a wallflower per se, but also had never had the honor of being the season’s prize. If she fancied herself in the mood to dance, which admittedly she did enjoy immensely, there was never a lack of willing partners. However, they weren’t lining up to take her to the floor from the moment she entered a ballroom. It usually took the prying eye of a nosy society matron who made a sport of pairing up the singles, or a bolder friend to give his mate a shove. 
	Most women were right content to be in her position.
	But as soon as Edward escorted her to the floor, a bevy of gentlemen followed suit. One after the other lined up, taking her hand before the final bars of her previous dance. It was exhausting. Once she’d practically beat off the gaggle of suitors all vying to retrieve her a glass of champagne, and she retired to the ladies room for a rare moment of solitude, she started to hear the whispers. 
	“Prince Edward has set his cap for Lady Charlotte!”
	“Lady Charlotte? I’m sure I do not know of her!” 
	“Oh, but you will! If the prince wants her, soon everyone else will!”
	“Lady Charlotte is this season catch!”
	After that, all she could see was the amount of men she had known for years and barely looked at her twice. She was their friend, a confidant, and to some just another face in the crowd. 
	“Lady Charlotte, may I?” A vaguely familiar man, Marquis of Something or Another, approached her confidently with his elbow in position to lead her to the floor. He didn’t give her the appraising once over that men often do. He didn’t even look at her at all, just offered her his arm like she’d already agreed. 
	“No,” she said simply. She was angered that they were suddenly so interested in her just because another, more important man had decided she was worthy. Marquis of Somewhere stumbled back, an indignant expression of disbelief on his face, which made him look far less attractive than he had when he was offering her his arrogant smile.
	Charlie knew it was rude, but she was already off through the crowd, trying not to watch as Serena and Collette danced sweetly with a pair of gorgeous twins who looked dazed by the sheer luck that they had ended up with such a beautiful pair of women.
	Charlie sighed, trying and failing to hide her dramatics. She didn’t want to have this conversation with Oliver, but there was no one else in her world that would understand her and ranting to a stranger was shockingly cathartic. “They wouldn’t even look twice if he hadn’t danced with me.”
	“Every man in this room would kill to dance with you, prince or no prince.” 
	Charlie’s eyes widened, and was momentarily confused by the compliment. It had completely caught her off guard but she wasn’t sure why. She waved her hand dismissively. “They’re just princess hunting,” she chuckled, smiling shyly. They stood in silence for a comfortably long minute, both grinning dumbly.
	Oliver inclined his head slightly towards Charlie and quietly murmured in her ear. “How do you not know who is who?” He whispered incredulously. “I mean, it seems impossible to hide a princess.”
	She looked up at him, his quizzical eyes scanning the crowd and looking throughly put out by the whole thing. It was rather funny. 
	“Oh, some people know. Family and close allies apparently have known forever,” she said, smirking conspiratorially. She knew by the way he was looking at each guest with suspicion that it would peak his interest. Glad to have a change of topic, she pushed on. “It’s impossible to hide a princess since birth. But they’ve been sworn to secrecy.”
	“On penalty of death?”
	“Something of the sort,” Charlie said mysteriously. Oliver made a dramatic little gasp. It was so easy to indulge her playful side with him. She stroked her chin, and tapped the side of her nose, signaling that she wouldn’t be the one to confirm or deny the accusation. He chuckled to himself and gazed back out over the floor. 
	The pair stood shoulder to shoulder, though not quite touching, in companionable silence. In front of them, the party swirled in an etherial blur of white gowns and violins. It was a traditional Brindelle dance number, one where each partner switched and swapped with the others in an elaborate pattern, hopping and trotting until they made it back to each other again.
 	Even with the annoying patriarchal displays and fortune hunters of tonight’s experience, Charlie still enjoyed each dance immensely in the moment it happened. She realized though, even as the music reached an all time high volume, her wallflower spot with Oliver seemed unusually peaceful. 
	“It’s something of a tradition to keep daughters’ identities a secret once they come of age, especially within the gentry.” The words rushed unexpectedly from her mouth. She suddenly had the overwhelming urge to be honest with this man. He turned to her, surprise etched onto his handsome face at the sudden urgency. “And it’s decidedly uncouth to ever ask a lady for her rank at a social function,” she added, turning back to the crowd and fixing the teasing smirk back on her face.  
	“Thank you for making me aware, Lady Charlie,” Oliver said, acting most sincere. A boyish smile fought its way onto his face. “It would have been most embarrassing of me to make the mistake!”
	She tried to hide her own silly grin, which was forcing its way onto her face with viciousness. “Most women who are comfortable and confident in their rank have no problems making their titles known. Some even take a great deal of pleasure in holding it over every other ladies’ heads,” she answered, waving her hand as if the motion could prove her point. “The men…well they’ve never needed to hide their identity. Rather they peacock around, flaunting their positions and freedoms. The women though…”
	“Are mysterious creatures?” 
	“I do declare! I believe you understand women.”
	“I’d never pretend to even know where to begin,” he answered and Charlie giggled. She couldn’t tell if he was being serious or sarcastic. The crystalline light that sparked behind his blue eyes only made it harder to tell. 
	They were like ice — no water. No that wasn’t it either. They weren’t cold like ocean  depths. Swimming pools? No, even those had a refreshing kind of chill on summer days.  His eyes were soft. Endlessly blue and yet still warm.
	The sky.
	A sunny, summer blue sky.
	But then he coughed. 
	Charlie hadn’t realized it was her turn to speak. She’d been contemplating colors for over a minute until he’d cleared his throat, and was embarrassed when he looked her deep in the eye and finally said, “It must be hard.”
	“It’s rather liberating actually,” she mused. A shy smile spread across her lips and she looked at the floor, apparently lost in thought but really just trying to put some distance between their gazes. But once she was staring without really seeing at the polished floor, thoughts flooded her brain. She’d never spoke it before but…
	Charlie looked up so suddenly that she found him once again confused. It was an enjoyable thing, confusing this man. His eyebrows, so animated, pulled down to shadow his eyes and the corners of his lips tightened. It wasn’t a smile, wasn’t even close, but he looked pleased to be so out of the loop and even more pleased to figure it out.
	“Think of it this way: mid-ranking women are open with their titles. They haven’t the need to hide. But it’s the girls with unknown identities that you must watch. They are either so unbelievably powerful and high-ranked that they simply must protect it, or… they are commoners,” she waxed, shrugging her delicate shoulders in resignation. “A societal party does not discriminate. Anyone could be a princess in Brindelle.”
	“Even you?” He teased. It was a flirty, benign line. But it still struck something in her.
	“Dance with me, Mr. King.” The words surprised her. She hadn’t mentioned it as anything more than a distraction. It was just a way to change the subject, because for once she didn’t have a prepared answer to throw his way. Answers came to her naturally, so rehearsed and practiced that she could recite them as easily as telling someone her phone number or her daily coffee order. Answers she had been learning since she had spoken her first words. They all seemed to have gone missing from her mind. 
	“W-w-what?” Oliver stuttered, his eyelids blinking so rapidly that it made her dizzy. “But I’m working!”
	“I believe your shift was over at…” Charlie checked her wrist where an invisible watch would sit if she wore one. She tapped the spot a few time for good measure. “Ten, sir.”
	“But I’m an employee!” Oliver’s shout was quiet, whispering on the word and glancing left and right to see if any guests in the vicinity had heard him utter such an unsavory word. 
	Then it occurred to Charlie, dawned on her as if a revelation, that she wasn’t merely deflecting his prying questions. No, she wanted to dance with this man. He was looking at her with a bemused expression, his mouth half open in the most endearing frozen smile-frown-hybrid, like he was wondering if she had gone quite insane. She bit her bottom lip to hide her laugh and grabbed his suited arm, yanking him back to the crowd and feeling quite insane. 
	“Look, do they look like the type to worry about the whereabouts of an off-duty photographer? No?” She pointed at the king and queen — her parents — off in the center of a very impressive, important looking group of guests. They were sipping champagne and laughing heartily, clearly occupied for the rest of the evening. 
	“I-I-I’m just—”
	“Making excuses?” She ground out, pride in her own cleverness warming her face in the most pleasant way. “Good eye, Mr. King. I was just about to say the same thing!”
	“I don’t know what I’m doing.” He sighed but grinned resoundingly, and Charlie knew she had won. 
	“How very lucky for you,” she said, grabbing his arm and leading him confidently onto the floor as the orchestra wound down to the last few bars of the current song. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”
	Oliver didn’t doubt it for a second. 
	If there was one thing he was sure of, it was the Charlie was undeniably sure that she knew who she was and what she wanted. It was refreshing and stirred a part of him that was so prone to question every single decision he made in his own life. 
	The band had just started to make those ear-splitting squeaky noises that signaled the start of a new dance, so Charlie grabbed Oliver’s hand and directed him. She took two steps back so that he stepped forward, then one to the right, showing him the basic steps. It was an easy dance, but he did step on her feet once, wincing and apologizing profusely while trying to suppress his laughter. His face had gone pink. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’ll lead.”
	Then the dance started in earnest and Oliver took up her hand in his and placed one at her waist, just because it felt right to have it there. Charlie gasped at the contact, unsure why she was so surprised. It was proper form.
	She began to lead and realized just a few steps later that Oliver was an amazing dancer! She was leading, directing him where to go with her own feet, but he followed with confidence. Their bodies began to move as one, his mirroring her own so closely that she let him take over, taking her on a sweeping journey into the rhythm. His hand at the small of her back was possessive and demanding, holding her into his frame with natural grace and power. She let go of his shoulder and twirled under his arm elegantly, just because it felt right, and he guided her through before taking her up into his arms again. She looked up into his face and saw he was staring right at her, so determined and intense that it nearly took her breath right out of her lungs. 
	It was hot. Too hot.
	The air was sucked right out of the room.
	When the moment couldn’t get any more charged, she felt his shin bump hers as he stepped on her toe. They both stayed staring into each other’s eyes while trying very hard not to burst into laughter. 
 
***
 
	“No I’m serious!” 
	“You, the poised and proper Lady Charlie, are telling me that your dog actually peed on the leg of the Prime Minister?” Oliver’s cheeks hurt from smiling and he was gripping his stomach, aching with mirth. 
	When Charlie popped upright, her face was colored magenta. She was bent double with laughter and was breathless, but managed to answer. “Former Prime Minister. My father never likes him anyway.” There was a pause as the pair stared at each other, shaking with suppressed giggles until it finally burst forth. It felt good to laugh!
	They started walking again and Charlie wiped her face with her fingers. Her cheeks had to streaked with grey stripes of makeup, but found she didn’t really care though. Her whole body felt like it exhaled. She was exhausted but her limbs felt light as air. Coming down from the high of body-quaking, joyous laughter, she felt incredibly calm. 
	The two continued on, making the trek from the castle to Maple House. Oliver had a moment of chivalry and insisted he walk Charlie home after their second dance, which happened to close the evening. She refused, demanding that he was the guest and that he might get lost in his own way across the grounds. Plus, she pointed out, her own lodgings were just two floors above. They settled on walking halfway — Oliver would continue on to the guest house and Charlie would reenter the castle at the side entrance where her suite faced. 
	Charlie breathed deeply, feeling the cold night air expand her lungs before snuggling into the tuxedo jacket that Oliver handed to her. 
	Oliver was completely charmed. The satisfied little smile that hadn’t left her face, the way she hiked her skirts up to stomp indelicately across the crunchy grass. She didn’t look anything like a royal, but was all the more endearing.  
	“I think we’re here,” Charlie yawned and Oliver couldn’t help but grin. She looked younger, like a little child clearly ready for bed but still determined to play a little longer. She slipped his jacket from her shoulders at the same moment that the moon slid out from behind the clouds. 
	“Wait!” He shouted, catching her hand to stop her as she turned to depart for the castle. A ring of perfect, silvery moonlight encircled her form. In the background, the majestic mountains reflected blue but were completely outshined by the woman in front of him. 
	“What?” She looked back at him, but he’d already taken out his camera and lifted it to his eye. He waved his hand, still hidden behind the lens, to signal her to roll with it. 
	Embarrassed, Charlie shook her head but he just captured her hair as it fell into her face. She stared at him, a humorous smirk on her face like she was at least a little amused by his spontaneous creativity. 
	Oliver didn’t care. He hopped around her, and she laughed. He bent on his knee, getting his pants damp but not even noticing. Each shot she got more into it, first turning from the camera shyly and hiding behind her hands, then spinning cutely around until her skirt fanned out. She was a fairy among the forest, a nymph of the night. 
	Oliver was ruined.
	Did she not see? Did she not realize her beauty, the way her limbs fell impossibly between a quirky awkwardness and born-with-it grace? The movement of a dancer. The joy of a child. The wildness of… something really wild. 
	And all he could do was watch her through the tiny square of glass and mirrors of the camera, clicking his finger in the routine way he’d grown accustomed to, and hoping that he somehow captured her essence. It terrified him that when he dipped them in the soapy solution in the bathtub of his makeshift dark room that the magic might wash away.
	His fingers tingled. He wanted to capture the energy that danced in the air. He’d turn it into butterflies, or glittering sparkles, stars even…
	“I want to paint you.” 
 	What?
	Charlie stared at him, her eyes slightly dazed and misty after being pulled from her own reverie. Oliver was flushed and pacing. He looked caged, biting his thumb so hard it might have bled. “I have to paint you,” he said again, determination evident in his voice. He took several steps towards her and smiled. “Don’t say no.”
	“Okay,” Charlie answered breathlessly. She turned away, beginning to trek back to the castle again. She needed to somehow regain control of the moment, because a mere second ago, she was sure the ground was falling away right from under her feet. “But it will have to wait.” She took a few more steps, only turning when she felt the distance between them was safe. “In the country. We’re going there tomorrow. You can paint me then.”
 
 
 
 

Host Duty Calls
 
 
	Knock, knock! Are you decent?” Charlie’s voice, still a bit raspy with sleep, twinkled through the door. There was no answer, but she heard footsteps inside and was too  impatient. At least she gave him a chance to say no. 
 	“Always decent in the presence of ladies,” Oliver chuckled when she opened the door anyway, covering her face with a playful hand. 
	It was early. The sun had risen only an hour or so before. Oliver knew this because he rose with it. It was physically impossible to sleep the night before, after watching Charlie disappear into the castle’s side door. Even though the bed was deliciously soft, he’d found himself tossing and turning for hours. Finally, just as the sky was slipping into a velvety navy blue, he’d given up on rest and instead climbed up on the frosty roof of Maple House with a thermos of hot coffee and watched the sun rise. 
	Charlie held up a brown paper bag and two small takeaway cups. “Thought you’d like some breakfast before the long drive.”
	“A bit of company wouldn’t hurt either.” Oliver smiled, a warm, honey-filled one as he patted the barstool invitingly. Charlie noticed how he looked younger in the morning. Maybe it was that he was still sleepy, or that the small living room of Maple House was so cozy and comfortable, but his smile was large and sheepish, his hair absolutely refusing to lay flat. Charlie looked at him shyly, handing him one of the two cups in her hand.
	He took it graciously, bringing the drink to his lips. Over its plastic top, his blue eyes locked on hers. Charlie’s stomach bottomed out. She swallowed involuntarily, trying to gauge how exactly she was feeling. It was a bizarre sensation. 
	Since last night, when she left Oliver’s side, she was struck by the overwhelming desire to run as far away as she could. As she laid awake in her bed, and then finally gave up on sleep and drew a hot bath, all she could picture was his handsome face as he spun her around. It terrified her. Finally raising from the bath when the water grew temped and her mind was made up, she had vowed to stay far away from the dangerous man.
	Yet at six in the morning, she found herself knocking on his door.
	“So, I thought I should brief you on the on-goings of the weekend.” The words felt disjointed. They sounded like they came from anyone other than her own mouth. She hadn’t actually considered meeting with him to discuss the trip, but found she wasn’t quite ready to pull herself away from the adorably tired Oliver. He nodded in agreement, his chin bobbing against the cup as he sipped. She tried not to stare at the way his neck flexed when he swallowed or let her eyes dare follow the single drip of coffee that had snaked its way down his chin. 
	Dear god, she thought. Its just a drop of coffee! 
	Still her eyes watched it, almost startled when his shoulder reached up to while it away. She swallowed. Hard.
	“So, um… anyway… we’re heading to Brindelle South,” Yes, a business like tone and sense of purpose would get her mind back into safe waters. “The Lottfords, Duke Lottford, will be hosting a house party.”
	“Lottford?” Oliver's dark brows furrowed. “Like Leo Lottford?”
	“The very same.”
	“Wow. A duke’s son?” He asked, his head nodding and looking pleasantly surprised. Leo didn’t seem like a noble duke’s son, but what did he know? “So he will inherit?"
	“A fourth son,” Charlie said, somewhat bitterly. She hated that he was impressed by a title, hated even more that it wasn’t hers he was impressed by, and mostly hated how it made her feel. “He doesn’t get on well with his family.”
	Oliver responded with a knowing “ah”, still nodding though he didn’t really understand. He shrugged his shoulders shyly, looking almost tiny in his overly large grey sweatshirt.
	“But anyway,” Charlie pushed, not liking that she sounded impatient. She quickly turned her attending to pulling two bagels out of the brown paper bag that she’d laid on the counter. She took a minute to fuss with the cream cheese to buy some time to fix her face into a cheerful mask. She handed one over to him, amused when he grabbed up the container and packed on some more spread. 
	“Brindelle South is lovely, really,” she sighed, impossible to continue to be annoyed at him when he looked so very much like a small child perched on the counter munching his bagel contently and absentmindedly swinging his socked feet. “It’s usually unbearably hot in the summer seasons, and even now it’s rather comfortable. They’ve had a warm winter so far. The Lottford’s will be hosting a weekend full of country fun.” Oliver smiled tightly and raised his eyebrows in acknowledgment for her to continue, his mouth too full to answer. “They are hosting me and Stella as well.”
	He mumbled, sounding something like hoshin. He covered the sound with a cough and a loud, gulping swallow. Once he’d forced the dough and cheese down his throat with a beat of his fist against his chest, he asked again. “Hosting?”
	“Mhmm,” Charlie nodded, trying to desperately figure out how to go about phrasing it. She was being hosted by the Lottford’s as a guest of honor, a position only trumped by the host family’s actual children. These words had to be carefully considered. “Certain families host special guests to give them time to socialize and impress. It’s somewhat important for a debutant,” Charlie said, cringing at the word. It didn’t go unnoticed that he chuckled at her disgruntled face. “They are like the VIPs of the event, to show their eligibility. It’s a bit elitist, to tell you the truth, but it does bode well with the society sleuths.”
	“And you wanted this?” The question was asked gently, but Charlie believed he could see right to her very core. 
	She considered him a moment, considering herself too. What exactly was it that she wanted? 
	The whole thing always rubbed her wrong. If you don’t have a family in the position to host their own child, you have to hope that a close friend or gracious relative is willing to throw a party in your honor so that suitors know how well-connected you are. Indeed, explaining it to a stranger made it sound even worse. 
	Yet she didn’t necessarily want to be grouped in the category of girls who weren’t fortunate enough to have a host either. 
	“No,” she answered thoughtfully, gazing at a spot on the carpet. “I don’t really want it, but it is very important no matter how silly it all seems. I am grateful that Leo’s father thought to have me.”
	Oliver just smiled and bobbed his head, mulling over her words. He regarded her with a curious expression, not quite disappointed nor agreeable, sliding off of the counter and landing on the floor beside her with a deliberately confident smack. “Then I’m glad you have it, too.”
	What was she supposed to say to that? Luckily, at that very moment, his long and lean body had vacated the counter and her eyes fell to a scattering of paper that must have been sitting on the other side of his body. Curiosity had always been her weakness, so she slid down the island just enough to take a peak. 
	There in front of her were several beautifully captured photos printed on thick, fine paper. They all showed the same gorgeous model. One was taken across an opulent velvet couch, her dress fanned out like a pastel wave across the floor. Another was a blurry shot, intentional she’d assumed, dressed in black and racing down a grungy street. There was another in the same location, her had gripping tightly to a lamppost as if she were mid-spin. The next was a dark pose, she was gazing up at the night sky while the moonlight reflected white and glowing of the curve of her neck—
	“Oliver,” she asked, gingerly lifting the last photo. “Is this me?”
	Oliver immediately went to grab for the photo, but instead an embarrassed smile fought its way onto his face. He shrugged his sweatshirt-covered shoulders. “Yes… don’t be creeped out.”
	But Charlie was the farthest thing from humiliated. She was aw-struck, and the only response she could manage was shaking her head. She’d looked and felt attractive before — but these were different. She looked free, as if the camera had captured a piece of her soul, a happiness she’d never seen there before. A light. It was like Oliver’s camera was showing human emotion.
	“No, no,” she stuttered, her voice cracking slightly. She looked up at him, his eyes clear and crisp and as penetrating as ever. “They’re lovely. They… you… oh! The cars are waiting, though. We should go.”
 
***
 
	“Yes, Leo! I swear, you should have seen them. They were marvelous!” Charlie gushed, the large stained glass doors swinging open noiselessly on their well oiled hinges. 
	“I don’t know, Charles. I’ve watched enough crime documentaries to know that only psycho—”
	“Lady Charlotte!” A booming voice echoed through the large sitting room of the chateau, stopping Leo’s jab mind-sentence. A handsome older man, still fit in his age, crossed the space. He embraced Charlie with masculine finesse, kissing both her cheeks loudly. 
	Muah-muah!
	“Your Grace!” She grinned broadly as the gentleman took her hands in his own. “It has been too long!”
	“Ah, my son!” Duke Lottford waved his hand dismissively in the general direction of his youngest. Leo’s lip curled in annoyance. “He doesn’t bring you around enough. He doesn’t come around enough. Makes this old man cry. He does, yes?” 
	Antonie Lottford was the twelfth Duke of Doré, all old money and dry sarcasm. Though his relationship with his youngest of four sons was reasonably strained, the relation was undeniable. Lottford men were all fit, fine, and seemed to only get more handsome with age. Even though he was on the waning side of 60, Antonie Lottford still had a sharp eye, defined jawline, and the same golden brown hair as Leo, though now streaked with grey at the temples.
	Leo, who was trying to busy himself with an armload of bags, though the servants of Lottford Hall were nothing if not exceptional, grumbled something inaudible from under his breath. “Father,” he demurred, fixing his features into what passed for an exasperated smile. “You know how hard it is to just up and travel to the South in the middle of the season.”
	“Ah, yes with all your responsibilities?” Antonie gently patting his son’s cheek. His accent sounded good-humored but Charlie knew there was a note of seriousness hidden in the words for Leo, and Leo only, to hear. Leo had never been the bane of Antonie’s existence, but his father never missed the opportunity to remind him that he was less than pleased with his life-choices. 
	Leo was the fourth in line for the dukedom, and therefore not much of a use to his father’s traditional ideals. The duke spent the majority of his time grooming his two eldest into becoming men befitting of the title; doting on his third — the war hero; and expressing his innate disappointment in his young, troublemaking fourth. Not that Leo was ever neglected or mistreated. He was just rather ignored until he did something to upset his father, which as a young boy craving attention from his papa, he tended to do on purpose quite frequently. Even as an adult, it was hard to outgrow such habits. 
	“Yes, Father. I do have responsibilities,” Leo ground out, still smiling but gritting his teeth.
	“Eh? I know you were at Southern House last week. Don’t lie.”  
 	“Duke Lottford, thank you so much hosting me this weekend,” Charlie drawled, all good manners and grace. It was best to get the duke off of the topic of Leo before things got too heated. Charlie had known the man most of her life, and his son even longer. She knew how to manage him.
	“Ah, no need, no need! You know I wish you were my daughter,” Antonie purred, his demeanor quite changed from just a moment before. His smile was warm and fatherly, and had she not already had a father she absolutely adored, Antonie would seem be a good option. “Please, make yourselves at home! Dinner will be served at six.”
	Leo patiently waited until his father took his leave before turning to Charlie with an indignant huff. “He likes you better than me!”
	“Oh, Leo, hush,” Charlie brushed off, tucking her hair nervously behind her ears and looking down to bury her head in her luggage. 
	“I will not hush!” Leo exploded, though his voice did drop to a gruff near-whisper. “‘Make yourselves at home’? This is my home!”
	“Leo, come on. You’ve been living in your bachelor lodgings in the capital since graduation! You know what he means.”
	“Charlie, I’m his son. Therefore, I do know exactly what he means! And he means he’d rather have you than me!” 
 	The duke loved his son, Leo was certain of it, but he did seem to prefer Charlie. The old man had always held a special place in his heart for the little redhead, and Leo suspected that he always secretly wished for a daughter no matter how much he insisted that four boys was plenty. Charlie was a gas at their dinner parties and always knew how to hold her own with the boisterous man, which never ceased  to ease his temper. She made him laugh, and it didn’t hurt that he was well aware of her birth status.
	As one of the highest-ranking men in all of Brindelle, and a distant cousin, he was one of the king’s closest confidants. From the time little Leo became a playmate of little Charlie, the parents knew it was a matter of time before Charlie was to crack under the pressure. Young Leo was so observant that he might just find out himself first. Knowing the pair well, the scene where Charlie shrugged her tiny shoulders and Leo beamed so hard his fat cheeks grew round, was not hard to imagine. 	
	So at Leo’s fifth birthday party, the Royal Family sat the the Lottfords down and told them everything. His Grace was overjoyed at the news, even signing the nondisclosure agreement with a hugely indulgent flourish. His dear wife had teared up and doted on the little princess. 
	And Leo… well Leo stuck his tiny fist in his birthday cake, enraged that his special day was overshadowed by Charlie’s secret. He’d already known, of course. So he didn’t understand what was so important. 
 	“I still love you best,” Charlie consoled, patting his mopey cheek and giving a mocking pout. He slapped her away but still smiled. Leo loved to be told that he was important. “Plus, I have to be nice to him. He is hosting me for the weekend.”
	It was important for debutantes to attend gatherings at their familial homes during the season. Many opted to lead events or balls hosted by their families in groups as to not reveal their identities too obviously, but it was pertinent to appear well-connected to particularly important influences. Since Charlie wasn’t out to many, if any other, noble houses, she couldn’t appear on any lists as a host. 
	Duke Lottford had graciously offered to entertain the guests at their summer home, adding Charlie, Stella, as well as his own children and relatives as guests of honor. 
 	The friends got settled into their respective rooms before reconnecting on the back terrace for an afternoon drink. 
	“Looking forward to your rose ceremony, dear Princess?” Leo demurred cockily, prancing onto the patio with renewed vigor. There was something about the South that set Leo at ease and made his demeanor all the more insufferable.
	Charlie groaned in a very unladylike manor. Leo just made a little tisk-tisk cluck with his tongue, even his goofy smirk disgustingly charming. “You’re really quite annoying when you’re here, did you know that?” Charlie quipped, though secretly glad they could finally speak freely now that they were outside of the fray.
	“Always a delight, I am,” Leo responded, ignoring that the question was rhetorical. He sipped his iced tea with an unsophisticated slurp. “May I remind you that today is a vacation. Tomorrow we will be in the lion’s den.”
	He was right and Charlie hated when Leo was right more than anything. 
	Tradition told that whomever was honored as host of an event usually entertained a whole slew of suitors. There was nowhere to hide at a house party, and with inhibitions lessoned in the relaxed country air, everyone felt more at ease. 
	All the better for making a match.
	While the attentions were flattering, they were also misguided. It taught the young men and women to look for status, and the host list only confirmed it. The best connected got proposals and roses, and those unfortunate enough to be a simple guest got ignored. Not that there wasn’t fortune hunters and those looking to marry up in their midsts already… it just made them easier to spot.
	Charlie highly doubted she’d play host to many of them on this trip anyways. Their schedule was jam-packed with exciting excursions out of doors and day trips across the countryside. Duke Lottford went out of his way to make sure his sons were seen as nothing if not painfully available and well-endowed. Even with his older three off living their respectable lives, he’d never miss an opportunity to flaunt his riches.
	And deserving of a good flaunt they were! 
	The Lottford Estate, situated in the still-warm South of Brindelle, was a large and lovely place. It was the ancestral home of the Lottfords, dating back through uncountable generations. With its sun-washed rough stone facades, delicate ironwork, and corridors that guided the walker through winding tunnels, into glass-lined halls, right out into hidden courtyards and back inside like some perverse hedge maze, it was truly a perfect place to host a house party.
	The two sat on the expansive terrace now, surrounded by fountains — the Lottford architect had explicit directions to include as many water features on the grounds as possible. The furniture was all of an Italian style, elegant white cloth chaises and tiny cafe tables scattered about with numerous flower planters. They were wilting slightly, their stems thinning, since the weather was turning cooler, but they still held most of their blooms.
	Charlie sipped her cool drink, a complicated yet delicious concoction the Lottford kitchen prepared for day visitors. It was a bit like a berry tea with the hard punch of a strong red wine from the personal cellars. She closed her eyes and signed indulgently. “I wish someone would just come sweep me off my feet and put me out of my misery.”
	“Ah, euthanasia… a charmingly romantic sentiment if I’ve ever heard one.” Even with her eyes closed, she could hear the smirk on his face. She rolled her own beneath her eyelids and he chuckled. “You know, we could always form an attachment.” 
	Now that was enough to get her to open her eyes. Much to her dismay and a little bit relief, Leo was shaking with barely concealed mirth. His eyes were watering as he chocked out, “You and I, we’d make a handsome couple!”
	“Ew, Leo,” she grimaced. “We’re practically related!”
	“Just because your father is my mother’s what eighth cousin?” He laughed, rolling in his chase like a wet puppy. “That’s hardly incestuous and not even moderately scandalous, why we could —“
	“Gross, Leo stop! You’re disgusting.” But she smiled behind her glass, trying not to let him see. She couldn’t imagine a life without Leo, but she couldn’t imagine one with him either.
	“Complain all you want, Charles, but you won’t be tomorrow when you have a bevy of suitors at my humble abode! Why, I’d wager that by three in the afternoon you’d be begging for my hand!”
 
***
 
	The next morning, Charlie woke well-rested and groggy. She’d always slept best in the country. Padding barefoot across the manor’s cold wood floors, she rubbed her eyes as she expertly found her way to the breakfast room. Even half blind, she knew Leo’s home almost as well as her own. 
	But when she opened her eyes, she was sure this wasn’t the breakfast room at all. In fact, it looked more like the orangery. Hundreds of flowers of every hue and variety covered just about every surface in the bright, sunny room.
	“What is this?” Charlie turned to question  one of the young, eager butlers.
	“Gifts, ma’am,” he answered, positively trembling with excitement to help. “From the gentlemen.”
	Charlie walked over to the buffet table along the wall. Breakfast had been moved to the center of the dining table to make room for the bouquets. She snatched up a piece of bacon and munched as she scanned the many cards that came stuck in the arraignments. 
	Lady Charlotte. 
	To the lovely Lady Charlotte. 
	To Charlotte with love. 
	She smiled when she saw a few of them were addressed to Stella. Of course, her flowers were far less grand than the gaudy selections addressed to Charlie, but hers were more intimate. A simple vase of miniature white roses. A lovely posy of lavender and asters. Multicolored wildflowers and a potted pink orchid. They weren’t grand, but more personal, like the gentleman sending them had really paid attention to Stella and stood in a shop considering what flowers she’d like. 
	Charlie sniffed at the blooms, one of her own large and impressive arrangement. She sneezed at the potent smell of the orange lilies and gagged at the pathetic poem attached comparing the color to her hair. One thing was certain, Leo was right. 
	And again, Leo should never be right. 
	“A caller, ma’am!” The young butler all but shouted, so eager to have a task to complete that he completely ignored that Charlie was wearing her silk robe and nightgown. With a shocked “Oh!”, Charlie dashed up the stairs and returned in record time, finding none other the Prince Edward sitting on the morning room’s loveseat and sipping tea. 
	“Lady Charlotte,” he murmured. He bowed politely, producing a bouquet from behind his back of elegant, perfect burgundy roses and some unique cranberry bud. It was large and expensive looking, but she couldn’t deny that this one was exceptionally beautiful. She accepted it and cradled it in her arms. Edward took a moment to just look at her, biting his lip before leaning in like he was about to share a huge secret. He looked around the room and whispered loudly, “I wanted to be your very first caller.”
	“History repeats itself, Your Highness.” Charlie smirked, suddenly reminded of all the times Edward had shown up the morning after a party, attempting to be the dashing prince though he was but a child. “Though I somewhat miss you sneaking up to the servant’s entrance door with a handful of flowers pulled from the flowerbeds,” she teased. “But I do not miss the extra dirt.”
	Edward chuckled. “I can try again. Let me have a do-over?” He pointed to the glass doors with his thumb, where the withering gardens lay beyond.
	“Sir Sacha Sinclair for Lady Charlotte!” Trying-too-hard-for-butler-of-the-month announced loudly, his silver fillings flashing in the morning sun as he shouted to the room at large. 
	Charlie looked up, not all that surprised to see another young man standing in the doorway. She was surprised to see he was blushing impressively while being introduced. In his large hands, a bunch of pretty and terribly out of season yellow sunflowers stood out against his grey morning suit. 
	“Lady Charlotte,” Sir Sinclair bowed, smiling so large and honestly that Charlie couldn’t help but return the motion. She looked to Edward, who nodded respectfully and held out his hand to offer his chair. Edward went off to sample the buffet as Sir Sinclair attempted to fold himself into the small seat. His knees nearly bent to his chest. “They never make furniture big enough for me,” he joked. “Or perhaps, I wasn’t made small enough for the furniture.” Charlie laughed, remembering to cover her mouth properly with her hand. Sacha was funny, and his awkward height was endearing. Plus, he had the biggest smile she’d ever seen, so much so that it took up most of his face. 
	She could get comfortable with a shared brunch with Edward and Sacha.
	
***
 
	Was it too late to take up Leo’s offer?
	“M’lady, have you been to Milan? You’d love it.” Lips brushed her knuckles and Charlie quickly retracted her hand with a nervous chuckle. She’d plastered the fakest smile she could muster on her face, desperately trying to conceal the fact that she was sweating through her cardigan. The owner of said lips grinned slyly, inching closer on the sofa. 
	 “Yes, my lord. I have,” she said shortly, hoping the answer would provide a sufficient end to the conversation. She discreetly scooted her knees farther away under the pretense of pouring more coffee. She already had lost count of the number of cups she had this morning and was feeling shaky, but she’d take trembling fingers as long as she had something to do with her hands. 
	The gentleman wasn’t easily shaken, leaning forward and looking much like a predatory cat as he rambled on. Charlie zoned out the dribble — something she quickly realized the man didn’t mind — and instead stared in disbelief at the scene that was the morning room. Across the seating area from her, one Sir Reginald Winthrop, Earl of East, caught her eye and bowed his head with a devastating grin. 
	Leo was right. And laughing. 
	Charlie was barely through the standard set of polite introductions with Sir Sinclair when that already-surpassed-enthusiastic-right-into-annoying butler rushed in shouting another gentleman’s name. Soon, a handful of callers entered the house, each with offerings more impressive than the next. Before long, the staff had to move in more chairs. Even Barnaby had to be moved into the backyard when his droopy nose started trailing snot across the carpet from the overwhelming perfume of the flowers. 
	It was an hour past luncheon and yet the room still hadn’t cleared. Charlie cursed the country vacation for giving these typical workaholic types a perfect excuse to do nothing. She was feeling sorry for their business reports because she knew exactly how it must feel to be their sole center of attention. An ungodly rumble echoed from her stomach, silently counting the men she’d still had yet to speak to. At this rate she’d be here until dinner!
	Finally coming up for air had gave her a new clarity to her hive of love interests. A trio of bachelors she’d already addressed were grouped together, mumbling morbidly over the Sunday newspaper. Several more were sitting in chairs lined up against the wall, dozing and bored like they were waiting in the dentist’s office. Here and there, someone caught her attention by doing something horrendously embarrassing like recite a poorly written line of prose, but for the most part they fawned over her for several moments and then spent the remainder of their visit puffing their chests and staring each other down. 
	But Charlie smiled and nodded like she was interested in their poorly veiled attempts to outshine each other. She took compliments that were vague and generic, feinted interest in their summer homes and fancy, impressive job titles. Just like now, as she wearily faked listening to this man describing his fifth imported convertible. She was bred to withstand this. 
	By some chance of fate, Leo entered the room quickly wearing dirt stained riding clothes. It took a moment for him to figure out what was happening in his drawing room. At the same time, the butler leaped into the doorway to announce his arrival. Their lanky frames collided, sending them both toppling to the ground. The room of men jumped up, each attempting to aid in the chaos. 
	This was her chance!
	She was unsure what demon had possessed her in that moment. Charlie took advantage of the distraction, bolting to the door while their backs were turned. The butler had regained his balance on the doorframe, though not his composure. His hat sat tragically askew, but Charlie couldn’t help grabbing his skinny shoulders and planting a kiss on his cheek. “I couldn’t love you more!” She mumbled as she fled, the young man turning a bright fuchsia and fainting back to the ground.  
	Too preoccupied to care that the heels of her feet had completely parted ways with her shoes, Charlie scooped her pumps up in her arms and stumbled clumsily around the corner. Shoving herself into the tiny alcove, she bent double, heaving as she tried to catch her breath. All she had to do was breathe and wait. Once she had forced some cleansing oxygen into her blood, she dared to peer around the corner to check if the coast was clear. 
	“Looking for something?”
	“Oh!” Charlie shrieked, clamping her hands over her mouth as she spun around so fast  that she knocked a paper thin spun-glass lamp off of a small table in the hall. It fell to the floor with a deafening shatter. Behind her, in the shadows of the hallway, a dark haired man had appeared like a ghost. It took her a split second to realize she recognized those thick eyebrows, raised amusedly into his hair. “Oliver!” She actually hissed! “You scared me!”
	“Fancy meeting you here,” he said, the corners of his lips twitching like mad as he tried to steady his laughter.
	“Oh I’m just…” she answered, trying to sound nonchalant. Oliver looked down at her bare feet standing awkwardly flat on the carpet. 
	“Hiding?” The eyebrows disappeared into his fringe again. 
	Charlie sighed and crossed her arms over her chest, her neck and ears flushing the color of her maroon painted toes. “It’s them,” she mumbled, nodding towards the room. 
	“Pardon me?” He cupped his hand around his ear, clearly relishing in her discomfort.  
	“Them! Them!” The frustrated Charlie flapped her hands in the general direction of the parlor and the plethora of gentlemen within it. “They won’t leave me alone!” 
 	Oliver peered over her head — an easy task in her bare feet. He towered over her and the size difference was oddly intense. Taking a minute to pretend he was sizing up the group, finally he said sarcastically, “Ah, well they do look like an intolerable bunch.”
	Charlie smacked him on the shoulder but smiled. “Stop it, you know what I mean.”
	“Actually I don’t.”
	With a little eye roll and an embarrassed sort of sigh, Charlie spilled. It wasn’t as if he did understand, plus it’s not like he’d have anyone to tell. “As it turns out, I appear to be the ‘most desirable’ of the season.” It was impossible to stop her nose from wrinkling in disgust. 
	Oliver considered her thoughtfully. “You don’t seem pleased? That’s a good thing, isn't it?”
	“Yes, but—” 
	“Well, I’d say Lord Barbershop Quartet looks friendly enough,” he said with enthusiasm, eyeing up the man in an unfortunate red and white striped bow tie. 
	“Stop!” Charlie hissed, laughter coloring her retort. 
	“Well, Miss Charlie, I believe I have only one option.” He stood proud with his hands on his hips. Charlie eyed his mischievous smirk. She already knew that this man’s smile never led to anything good. “I think it only wise that I act as your brave soldier, vetting the contenders with an unbiased perspective. It’s, of course, what an honorable man in my position would do.”
	Just as Charlie was about to counter on his childish plan, Earl Winthrop had appeared in the hall as if by magic. He pushed in front of Oliver rudely, producing a single red rose from behind his back. “I must return home. Until next time, m’lady?” He bowed over her hand, kissing her knuckles with an oily smile. 
	Charlie watched him leave. Oliver whispered, snatching her rose, “Red? How unique! What originality! I don’t know about you, but I think we have a winner!” 
 
***
 
	The next morning, the pale yellow sun that rose over the grounds was not yet warm, yet a thick layer of steam drifted off of the surface of the chateau’s massive pool. It was too chilly to swim, but the Lottfords kept their water heated all year round. Charlie wasn’t dressed for the pastel morning. She wore her favorite pair of black silk pajamas and a large black sun hat, but the colors matched her mood just fine. Barnaby the basset hound lay sprawled at her feet, giving her flashbacks to a few weeks earlier, wearing black, sitting by a beautiful pool, and feeling like damsel in distress. 
	And Charlie hated feeling like that particular character.  
	She sighed tremendously. Apparently the warm air hadn’t done much for her insomnia. Sleep still hadn’t come to her in the guest suite. She’d gave it her all to fall back into dreamland, but found it impossible to turn on the part in her mind that allowed rest. Instead, she decided to make use of her restlessness and started comparing the men. Some made her laugh: a plus. She’d never be able to withstand the monotonous life of a royal without a bit of humor. 
	Only royals can complain about how boring royalty lives. 
	Yesterday she felt desired and lovely, and had more than one decent conversation. In the moment, the men seemed perfectly acceptable. The issue was, all the suitors seemed to blur together only hours later. She didn’t know if the comedian of the group was the brunette with kind brown eyes, or if the entitled marquis who lead with how many sports cars he owned was the man with the most irresistible full lips she’d ever seen. They’d all had the same face in her mind, and worse yet, the image of the future with any of them look terrifyingly similar. 
	She didn’t want to admit it, but the only unique face or interaction she’d remembered was those stolen few moments with Oliver. After Earl Winthrop left, Charlie turned to Oliver and immediately dissolved into giggles at his aghast expression. He demanded that he judge each and every suitor, if only for her own good. They’d spent countless moments tucked away in hidden corners, laughing until their stomachs hurt at her prospects expense. 
	“Beautiful view,” a voice boomed from the patio behind her. Charlie turned, then grinned. A weary, but cheerful Edward was padding across the damp grass. In his hands were two steaming mugs. 
	“Great minds,” she quipped, looking at the proffered drink and holding up her own half-full cup of coffee. 
	Edward chuckled, setting the delicate cup and saucer down next to her anyway. Charlie gazed hungrily at the steaming, dark liquid and then her own lukewarm cup. With a shy smile she grasped up the new drink, satisfied with the comforting warm weight of it in her hands. She took a long sip, eyeing Edward over the rim and wondering what had woken him so early. 
	“I wanted to apologize for yesterday,” he said smoothly, a serious look settling on his features. Charlie said nothing, furrowing her brow and motioning for him to continue. She had barely even seen him yesterday. “The gentlemen? I’m sure that couldn’t have been comfortable for you.”
	“I’m more than capable of handling a few overzealous bachelors, Your Highness.” Charlie wasn’t quite able to hide the irritation in her voice, and sipped her drink again to avoid pressing the point further. It was almost sweet of him to worry, but she was perfectly fine holding her own around that particular group of men. 
	Edward stared out over the lawn, oblivious to her witty comeback. The dotting friend act was a nice gesture, but a little overbearing. Did he always have to be so serious? “I can’t help but think it’s my fault,” he mumbled, still in his deep reverie. He absentmindedly chewed on the edge of his thumb as he thought. “The rush, the demand of it all… I can’t help but think if I had not asked you to dance, or called on you later, that they—”
	“I can assure you, Your Highness,” Charlie scoffed, her eyes narrowing into cold slits. Of course he’d attribute her popularity on his own  tasteful eye. “You shouldn’t overcompensate with the mount you choose to ride. You’ll find that horse to be a bit too tall for you.”
	“Charlotte?” His face contorted. Confused but still talking in that painfully charming way of his, it sounded annoyingly irresistible when he said, “I just mean that… I had not been able to resist being near you. I didn’t think of the consequences for you, and for that I truly feel most selfish and guilty.”
	“Oh, the consequences?” Charlie crossed her legs, then arms, and if she had anything left to cross she would have crossed that too. Her brown eyes narrowed, faking a surprised sincerity. “And what are those? Do please enlighten me.”
	Charlie burned with satisfaction as he squirmed. Edward twisted his fingers and ran his hand through his hair, clearly unsure of what to make of her reaction. It was a long moment before he spoke, trying to choose his words carefully before answering. “The gentleman callers, they were clearly motivated by my uh… attentions at the ball and also here in Duke Lottford’s home. I’m sure that it opened up a plethora of unwanted attentions for you.”
	“So I see. You deduce that these men are only interested in me because you, a prince, paid me mind?”
	“Well, not necessarily—“
	“And you, a prince,” she continued, right over top of Edward’s words. “Believe that had you not acted of interest, that I would not have any callers?”
	“Wait! Charlotte, of course n—“
	“And YOU, a prince,” Charlie knew it was time to stop, but could not bring herself to. “Are looking at a capable and successful young lady, one you have known for most of your life, but yet take credit for my successes?”
	How dare he? How dare this man who she had known for so long grow into such an ignorant fool? As Edward sunk deeper into the chair, hoping to somehow disappear into the ironwork, she felt a sort of sadistic satisfaction. For so long, she’d always been taught to value herself based on a man’s approval. Kings, fathers, Parliament… boys at balls and parties. How many gentleman had come to her drawing room the morning after a feté, competing over who brought her the most expensive flowers? Charlie hadn’t even realized how tired of it she was until it exploded forth with Edward’s statements.
	Edward opened his mouth, but was stunned into silence. Once kind and loving grey eyes looked heartbroken. It took him a moment before he finally spoke. “Charlotte, please, you misunderstand me,” he pleaded, his deep voice cracking like he hadn’t yet spoken that morning.
	“I understand perfectly well, and I sincerely hope that these gentleman are not the sheep you consider them to be, Your Highness,” Charlie said, standing up from her chair and curtsying with a sarcastic, tight-lipped smile. She turned on her heel to leave, feeling Edward’s hand grasp her finger gently.
	“Lady Charlotte!” He shouted her name, sounding angrier than he looked a moment before. When Charlie turned, purely from surprise at the tone of his voice, she saw him sitting still but with a blazing sort of stare and the muscle in his jaw jumping. “Let me explain,” he demanded.
	Charlie spun fully around to face him. His seated position below her gave her a boost of confidence. She fixed her face into an impassive mask, and said sadly, “You need not show me your favor again. I can assure you I can’t fend for myself quite well. Surprised?” And with a little tweak of her eyebrow, she turned back around and strolled into the house.
	
***
 
	“What about him? He’s got a presence.”
	“The only thing Count Westonby has got is an extensive range of estates, and if the rumors are correct — and ladies, you know they usually are — the future countess must put up with the company he keeps at them.”
	Charlie smacked Leo with the back of her hand and assessed the sandy haired gentleman down the pier. He looked much too honest to keep a bevy of mistresses in the country, but Leo’s bitter scowl made it clear he’d known from first hand experience. And she really didn’t want to find out how at the moment. 
	Leo twisted away from Westonby with a sneer and pointed out another man. “Now Ashtony! There’s a man I’ve never seen disappoint the fairer sex. Although I’ve also never seen him court a suitable lady.”
	Stella and Leo had been entertaining Charlie with their game of “The Most Worthy” for thirty minutes now. It was a good laugh, but after the last few days, all of the men on the bay looked disconcertingly similar. 
	“Oh, look there’s Prince Edward!” Sure enough, a glossy chestnut head and perfectly tailored grey blazer had stepped onto the busy dock. 
	“No! Hide me!” Charlie groaned, ducking behind Stella’s lithe frame. Instead of allowing her friend to use her as a human shield, Stella spun with her, staring her down with that “explanation and now” face she made so well. Resistance was futile. “Okay, okay. I may have went on a bit of a feminist power trip and he was my target,” she mumbled, linking her arm through Stella’s and steering her towards the far side of the dock. 
	Stella stared back, open-mouthed and eyes alight with amusement. She coughed into her fist, taking a moment to fix her face into a placid mask and smiled like a true lady. “Well, did he deserve it?”
	“Yes!” Charlie was beyond thankful for her friend’s loyalty. She explained the whole story of Edward and his egotistical conversation. Now that the dust had settled and she was replaying the exchange, maybe just maybe, she was beginning to doubt whether or not Edward was at fault. It was, she admitted to herself, quite possible that the parlor full of flowers was due to Edwards attentiveness at the ball. The men she’d grown to know collectively lacked creativity and few went out of their way to lead the charge. Where one went, the others followed. True, that fact positively infuriated Charlie. She didn’t want to be the center of attention just because a man deemed her worthy and now everyone else didn’t want to be left out. But all Edward really did was state that fact. The fact she had been ignoring this whole season because didn’t want to believe it.
	“Hmm,” Stella hummed, considered her friends story for a moment. “Well, I agree with you,” she said amicably, but gazed over her friend’s head, smirking. “But you better figure it out because he’s coming this way.”
	Poise be damned. Charlie dove behind Stella, peering around her shoulders like a child playing hide-and-seek while all Stella did was laugh. She’d lost sight of Edward and desperately scanned the crowd for his telltale height. 
	“Hiding from responsibilities again, cousin?” Charlie jumped so violently that she almost toppled into the water. Sylvia giggled, her eyes slowly panning from the top of Charlie’s head to her toes, then back up again. “Then again, I wouldn’t be caught dead in that outfit either.”
	“Sylvia,” Charlie seethed inside, but smiled maliciously. “Remember the last time we were together near the water?” She asked, staring distractedly over the gently lapping water, then to Sylvia’s shoes, giving off the air that she was gauging how far away she was from the dock’s edge.
	Her cousin was, if nothing else, a master at artful take-downs. It wasn’t so easy to catch her off of her game. She took one deliberate step towards Charlie, embracing her with her skinny arms. She patted her back lightly but whispered in her ear. “Dear Charlotte, don’t let the drawing room full of suitors go to your head. They’ll catch on soon enough. Even the dimmest of men can recognize a fraud when they see it.”
	“Lady Charlotte?” A male voice interrupted. Sylvia jumped, immediately letting go of Charlie as if she were diseased. Standing between the two women was Edward, and on the other side, a bemused Stella who’s head was bouncing back and forth between the three like it was a tennis match. 
	“Your Highness,” the women said in unison. Sylvia angled her body just enough to subtly place herself in front of Charlie. 
	Edward looked between the women, an awkward sort of smile resting on his clean shaven face. He’d rid himself of his blazer, now in a simple grey polo that enhanced his eyes and showed of his impressively tan and toned arms. “Lady Charlotte?” He asked shyly. “A word?” It was then that Charlie finally noticed the single white daisy in his outstretched hand. 
	“Of course!” Stella answered for her, enthusiastically linking her arm through Sylvia’s. Sylvia screeched at Stella liked she’d gone quite mad as she attempted to haul her off. “We’ll just be over at the boat!”
	“Oh, Lady Sylvia?” Edward called. Sylvia turned demurely, offering him her most impressive grin. Edward grinned back, a mischievous sparkle in his eyes that Charlie hadn’t seen since they were fifteen. “Do watch your step. We wouldn’t want a repeat of our last boating trip, would we?”
	Sylvia gasped, a scandalized palm slapping daintily to her chest. The look of horror on her pretty face was going to give Charlie beautiful dreams for a month at least. Taking Edwards arm and forgetting to be mad with him, the pair strolled off and said nothing while conserving their energy into concealing their silent snickers. Finally, Charlie took a deep breath to calm herself, wiping away a stray tear and meeting Edward’s eye.
	“I want to apologize,” he said seriously, a sheepish smile still shadowed on his features as he handed her the single flower. “I was a Neanderthal.”
	Charlie took the bud and held it to her nose. “I may have overreacted.” She crinkled her nose, embarrassed and hating to admit she was at least a little wrong. Damn it, that was hard! “You just put my fears into words and I took my anger out on you.”
	“You don’t apologize much, do you?” He teased, watching her face continue to make pained, twisted expressions. He sighed, squinting at the hazy sun and shielding his eyes with his hand. “It’s alright, a lady shouldn’t have to. For the record, I wholeheartedly believe that you could have any gentleman you wish, without my interference. Your favor, Lady Charlotte, is far more important than mine.”
	Charlie couldn’t think of anything to say. Her cheeks were burning, and the sun wasn’t hot enough to be the cause. 
	Lucky enough, a whistle sounded in the distance and Duke Lottford took his position on a makeshift podium of several stacked lobster crates. He introduced a rugged man, with a ruddy tan, gold-streaked hair, and even better arm muscles than Edward. Jones VanKirk was the young owner of the marina they were currently visiting, and one of the many reasons the Doré boat races were so popular. It was always a treat to have the handsome sailor help tie down your sails. 
	Jones smiled brightly, his leathery face wrinkling as he started to pull names from the velvet sack the duke held. One by one, teams paired off. 
	“Lady Charlotte!” Jones called to the crowd in his raspy voice. Charlie perked up and held her breath, praying for at least a semi-decent sailor. She’d always been a strong boater, but no captain was good enough to make up for a poor first mate. Jones dug in the bag, finally holding out the tiny slip of paper. “Lady Sylvia!”
	Seriously? Charlie squeezed her eyes together, suppressing the immature groan that was threatening to escape. Edward gave her a sympathetic smile, patting her hand. 
	Good luck. 
	Sylvia was already stomping up the dock, her outdoor-inappropriate heels clacking against the weathered wood. Charlie fell into step, ascending the plank that connected the dock to their boat, christened The Golden Girl in glittering gold cursive on its side. Charlie tried to focus on the rhythmic clunk of her well-soled boat shoes and ignoring how Sylvia was jostling her bony shoulder into hers attempting to walk in the lead. 
	A gun fired, signaling the start of the race. The start of the day went as decent as one could hope. The women remained silent as they hoisted the sails and tied the lines. Sylvia was a fairly experienced sailor as well, and they had an unspoken agreement to work as a unit to get the boat moving. It wasn’t until their sails caught a favorable breeze and was plowing steadily forward through the open water that either lady spoke.
	Sylvia plopped herself down on The Golden Girl’s tan leather seats, as far away from Charlie as possible. She’d rid herself of her nude patent leather heels to prep the boat, but primly slid her feet back into them the moment they were in the lead. Charlie tried to busy herself by watching the other sailors, gliding freely through the navy water like perfect white knives. She adjusted the sail to catch an even better wind and pushed their own past the fleet of other competitors, but it still didn’t distract her from feeling the hot burn of Sylvia’s eyes on the back of her head.
	“If you have something to say, just say it,” Charlie growled after the third time she turn around and Sylvia refused to look her way.
	“Fine,” Sylvia crossed her arms and lifted her nose high in the air. “Don’t let the attention this weekend go to your head. As soon as those gentlemen realize that you are only taking advantage of lucky circumstances, they’ll be gone. It’s easy to see who you really are.”
	“And who am I, really?” Charlie drawled the words, rolling her eyes at the water. Sylvia hated to be ignored, and giving her her back was the perfect insult. 
	“A freeloader. A gold-digger. Look at the trash you associate yourself with. A fourth son and commoner with no real status. It’s no wonder you dance with the help!” Sylvia tittered on, chuckling musically. “Oh, and stay away from the prince. He’s clearly out of your league and I wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself.”
	“Hey Sylvia?” Charlie asked, leaning over the edge of the boat and wagging her hand behind her to get her cousin’s attention. She pointed to a nondescript spot somewhere in the distance, right as she steered the boat towards the dock, still in the lead. Boat races were uneventful. Once a favorable wind was caught, there was little anyone could do to take the front spots from their respective sailors. At least in these boats. The game was more about bragging rights than actual competition, and winning would be a topic to be boasted for the year to come. On the shore, fifty or so guests had gathered, waving and cheering as they approached. Sylvia walked to the very edge, trying to see what had caught Charlie’s concern. Charlie waited until her position looked most precarious, bent at the waist over the edge, and then hip-checked her hard in the side. 
	The shriek that followed would put banshees to shame. Her arms flailed desperately, trying to grasp onto the ropes, but failed. Into the water she tumbled with a huge splash. The crowd on the dock yelled with surprise, a few great barks of laugher roaring from their midst. Sylvia popped out of the water, her hair plastered to her face and those terrible shoes floating away.
	“Next time you insult my friends, you might want to watch your back,” said Charlie, stepping her foot up on the bow and grinning down at her drowned cousin. Her white linen blouse billowed in the sea breeze, taunting her further with its pristine dryness. “Oh, and who’s outfit isn’t a good look now?” Charlie smirked, waving to her admiring fans on the dock while Sylvia slapped the water angrily with her hands.
 
 
 

Thoroughbred
 
The high from cousin dunking only lasted until dawn the next morning. Charlie sat in the sunny alcove of the Lottford orangery for longer than usual, basking in the uncommon warmth and her own satisfaction. After an hour though, her face was growing hot and her tongue uncomfortably dry. 
	Much to her dismay, when she came down the stairs in search of a cappuccino, she found the drawing room once again full of admirers. Her recent win at the Doré boat races — or possibly it was her enterprising nerve — did nothing but attract the men to flock to her residence like moth to flame. With renewed vigor, they returned to offer their congratulations. Whether it was her exceptional sailing skills or strong hips that they were impressed by, was still unclear. 
	The worst of it was, Oliver wasn’t even there to make it bearable. 
	The annoying man couldn’t be found in any dark hallways or inconspicuous corners. In fact, the annoying man couldn’t be found at all. And it wasn’t from lack of trying. Charlie found herself more than once tuning out the suitor’s conversation when she thought she herd his barking laugh over the noise. A tuft of black hair occasionally caught her eye in the doorway over the heads of her men. But every time she turned to the door or listened closer, she found it wasn’t the annoying man in question.
	No, Charlie begrudgingly admitted to herself that that was wrong. Oliver wasn’t annoying. She’d already grown to know that the rouge was cunning and funny, thoughtful and interesting. In other words, he was quite lovely to be around. What was annoying was how aware Charlie was to his presence, or in this case, lack there of. Even while she sipped her drink and smiled prettily with two dozen men, her mind was wandering to what could have possibly kept him from her company that morning. 
	He didn’t appear all afternoon, nor when luncheon was set. After some arm-twisting, Leo reported he hadn’t shown himself when the men went off on their hunting expedition. By the time dinner was cleared, Charlie had made pleasant conversation with every eligible man of acceptable age and rank, without once seeing hide nor hair of Oliver. The most disconcerting realization was, her thoughts had rarely strayed from why. 
	Thankfully, this morning allowed no time for visitors or contemplation. 
	Charlie closed her eyes against the wide beams of light and let the smell of hay and damp grass fill her lungs. Dust motes dance in the weak sunlight. She couldn’t help smiling, it was her favorite place in the world. 
	“You look happy,” Leo teased. It was a light thing, all good humor, but Leo grinned knowingly. He was standing with her in the isle of a stately stable. No witty retort came to her mind. There was nothing to say, so she just nodded blissfully. She was happy. 
	Marshall Downs, the state-of-the-art equestrian facility just a few miles away from Southern House, was a beautiful place, with sprawling green pastures dotted with horses of every color. If one were to walk to the farthest end of the property, not a building could be seen, just acres of meadows and horses. The facility was just as impressive. Beautiful brick pathways snaked around the property: to the expansive tack rooms and jockey lodgings, to the indoor arenas, the paddocks and the masculine sportsman’s club where visitors drank the best scotch and shouted at the televisions, hoping their mounts won them stacks of money on the racetrack. In the very center stood a regulation race track. 
	The Snowflake Derby was as much a tradition as any ball on the annual Brindelle holiday calendar. The guests were ushered down to the country, loading their best thoroughbreds into their trailers, and prepared for a weekend drowning in mint juleps and loosing hearty amounts of cash. 
	“I still don’t know why you’d rather race. Shouldn’t you be floating about, making eyes at the jockeys in some god awful hat?” Leo laughed over the backs of two horses that stood between them. 
	“I’d rather feel the wind in my face than that particular embarrassment in my stomach.” Charlie scoffed, scratching her own horses shiny black neck. She kissed the one white snip at the end of her nose. 
	“Are you sure you’re a princess?” He struggled to tighten the girth on his saddle. His large chestnut gelding huffed stubbornly, finally letting out the belly full of air that kept his middle round enough to keep the strap loose. “You’re an enigma, that for certain.”
	Charlie just laughed at his sarcasm. Sure, most of the ladies liked to use the Snowflake Derby as a way to flirt and act coy in some silly outfit, usually involving feathers and big headpieces. She loved a good derby party as much as the next. Who didn’t like good natured trash talk, flowing spirits, raucous gambling, and the fashion? But she loved riding above all else, and her social schedule rarely allowed for even a leisurely ride these days. After weeks of stuffy parties and good manners, pretending to be interested but not too interested in bachelors, and being seen in the right company, she couldn’t wait to finally let her hair down and do something. 
	Once brushed and leathered, they untied their mounts and walked them out into the sprawling courtyard. Caspian, Charlie’s own thoroughbred, was brought down from the Royal Family’s personal collection. She was her most favorite horse and getting her to the estate was a logistical nightmare, but worth every penny. Leo was struggling to lead his own horse, Marcos, in a straight line. Since his estate was just a few miles away, he boarded his horses at the facility full-time. Marcos seemed to be taking his recent absence personally because he was yanking Leo this way and that. 
	A whistle sounded somewhere in the distance. “That’s my heat. Good luck!” Leo mounted quickly. Marcos threw his head a few times before cantering off in the direction of the track. 
	Charlie took her time walking to the stadium, enjoying the way the manicured turf squished below her boots. It was impossible not to smile as her mare followed at her shoulder on slack reins. She loved feeling Caspian’s content trust in her. It was something special to feel at peace with a horse. If she moved right, Caspian followed. If she stopped, Caspian already had her hooves planted in the ground as if she knew what she was about to do before she made up her own mind. Their brains and bodies worked as one. 
	Just down the track, a group of riders were standing at the rails. It was hard to see who was gathered, so Charlie lifted her hand to her forehead, acting as a visor against the harsh sun.
	Of course. 
	Ten or so riders were milling about on the turf with their horses while an equal number of debutants hung over the fence, attempting to make titillating conversation behind their little gloved hands. Charlie was still several yards away and took the opportunity to roll her eyes while still far enough to be unseen. 
	“Well, well look who’s underdressed again,” Sylvia drawled as Charlie approached. Her pride had obviously fully recovered since her loss at the docks. Two of her companions giggled under their breath, and it was clear that Sylvia was holding court once again. 
	The ladies, in Charlie’s opinion, were overdressed for a horse race. Even though they were down south, the undeniable chill in the air reminded them it was still December. But the nippy breeze didn’t stop the other’s from donning form-fitting skirts and colorful dresses. A few braver souls even opted for traditional whites. And much to Charlie’s dismay — because Leo was never supposed to be right — they each completed the look with a ridiculously large hat. 
	Greetings were in order so she nodded to the few girls she was aquatinted with well enough. Didn’t any of the women want to ride? Not a one had a helmet. 
	Or a horse. 
	“What a pretty horse, Lady Charlotte!” One of the girls quipped. Charlie vaguely remembered her name was Violette. Typically, she would have been on edge at the comment, knowing the company she kept, but it was delivered with a smile that seemed genuine. She wore a slim lilac dress with a skinny white belt and little lace gloves. Charlie rather thought she looked like a lovely person, and offered her compliments. It was worth it to see Sylvia sneer. 
	The group fell back into conversation. The women simpered, trying to both avoid and attract the gazes of the male riders. The bolder ones even dared to gently stroke the soft noses of their horses, their mouths making tiny O’s at their touch. Charlie had to scoff. These girls were riding show ponies since birth, yet they were acting like they’d never even seen a horse before! 
	The men could have been easily interchanged with a flock of peacocks without anyone noticing a difference. They were flexing their muscles in their polo shirts and rambling on about how expensive the exclusively-bred horses they kept at their country estates were. 
	“Lady Charlotte!” She looked over her shoulder as young Mister Philippe Marshall joined the swarm, leading two more horses behind him. He handed one set of reins to one of the gentlemen on the ground. “Did you enjoy your ride?”
	“Thank you, Philippe. I’m sure it’ll be a delightful ride. Your facility looks beautiful even this time of year.” He was lithe and agile, though rather short — which was ideal for a jockey. The Marshall’s were well known thoroughbred breeders. It was in the papers last month that Philippe was a finalist for the Brindelle National team. He had pleasantly sunburned cheeks, and they went a shade pinker when he grinned shyly. It was rather endearing. “I cannot wait to get on the track!”
	“Well, you’re going to have to wait until later. Our race is about to start.” Charlie turned to the gentleman who had taken the second horse from Philippe. Charlie shot him a puzzled expression. That was precisely what she meant? 
	He studied her confusion, then his own face slowly melted into a shrewd smirk that made her insides squirm. “You’re not thinking of racing are you?” An uncomfortable silence had fallen over the group. His sly eyes crinkling in amusement, and a second before he spoke, Charlie knew he was enjoying it. Then he broke out in laughter, punching one of his cohorts in the arm. “By George she is! The lady wants to race!”	
	“And what, pray tell, is so comical about that?” Charlie demanded, while trying to settle her mare. The noise was causing her to paw the ground and snort. 
	“Ladies don’t race,” a different gentleman offered as if she were simple. She recognized him as Lord Gasten. He was currently untitled, but being an heir to his father’s earldom did no small favors for his ego. 
	Suddenly, it dawned on her. Every person wearing riding silks was a man, and every lady in the group was wearing lace. All eyes were on her with equally pitying expressions. She had the urge to crawl into her skin and never come out. 
	“I realize it may be unfashionable, but—” 
	“It is not only that it’s unfashionable,” Sylvia cut in, then shot a look at her minions as a silent doubt that anything Charlie did could be considered remotely fashionable. “It is not allowed.”
	“Not allowed?” Charlie scoffed back, hoping her glare said explain yourself before I loose my patience. 
	“Racing is a men’s sport,” the blonde who started it all said back with jaunty honesty. She realized then that it was Lord Claude Beauregard, a long-standing member of Sylvia’s crew. He took a step towards her and the pair of snakes shared the same knowing smirk. “That’s just the rules.”
	“Well that’s enlightening,” Charlie challenged, crossing her arms. “Who made that rule?”
	He shrugged, but did not answer. It taunted her. Sylvia placed a tender hand on his sleeve and the ladies followed the exchange with rapt interest over the railing. 
	“It would be an unfair disadvantage,” another man, this one with a neatly trimmed beard, offered. She had the impulsive urge to tell him a beard would unfairly ruin his aerodynamics, but she held her tongue. 
	“A disadvantage? To whom, you or I?” A little murmur vibrated the air and it gave Charlie a touch of satisfaction. 
	“It’s just how it is,” someone else cut in. “Men race, men hunt. Women dance and have tea and do that sort of thing.”
	“We all ride! We’ve all been classically trained!” She waved at the girls in the stands exasperatedly. She had the sick urge to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. A few barely nodded their heads in agreement, though clearly too afraid to get caught up in their arguments. 
	“In dressage, and jumping, and riding for pleasure. This is racing! A nobleman’s sport,” Claude smiled and raised his hands as if to say there’s nothing I can do. “I’d never put a lady such as yourself in danger.”
	“Actually, there’s plenty of women who race the circuit…” Charlie whipped her head around so fast that Philippe form tilted and spun before her eyes could focus. She’d almost forgotten he was there. He attempted to explain, but some of the effect was lost in his stutter. 
	“Shut up, Marshall,” Claude brushed off, not even bothering to look at him. Clearly he didn’t think he deserved that much acknowledgment. Even though it was a cut direct, Philippe withered back in line. 
	“Come on, Beauregard. She’s more than capable. I rode with her earlier,” Sacha Sinclair drawled impatiently. The impossibly tall brunette who called on her that weekend looked godly sitting atop his stallion while the rest of the men remained on foot. It was true, Sir Sinclair had called on her late in the afternoon, when she was weary and on edge. Thankfully, the man had sense enough to look her in the eye and suggest they take a respite from the stuffy drawing room. Impulsively, they went for a spirited ride in the nearby park, ending in an impromptu race. Sir Sinclair was always an undoubtedly attractive man, but in that moment Charlie could have kissed him for his singular defense. 
	“Rules are rules, Sinclair. Where’s your honor?” Beauregard retorted over his shoulder, but Sacha had already swung his leg over his horse and taken a few intimidating steps towards him. They growled at each other, all puffed chests and gritted teeth. Beauregard may have had an inflated ego, but only an idiot would dare to challenge a man of Sacha’s stature. Beauregard put some distance between them but still continued to stare. 
	“Come on, Lady Charlotte.” Prince Edward gently took her arm to remove her from the impending altercation. Edward? He had been awful quiet the whole exchange, so quiet in fact, she hadn’t even noticed he was standing there with his dappled grey gelding. 
	“I’m just trying to help,” he whispered, cautiously raising his hands, still sporting the bruised pride of the last time he’d been so foolish to assume she needed a rescue. She nodded once but still was stung by his lack of defense. 
	Suddenly, and to everyone’s surprise, a soft feminine voice pierced the bickering male din. “Charlotte is right, I should think!” Every face turned to Lady Violette. She seemed to be trembling head to toe but her doe-like eyes had taken on a steely determination. 
	“See, even the lady agrees. Satisfied now?” Thomas, another of the more quiet gentlemen, cut in quickly, eager to put an end to the endless argument. Elegantly, he swung a leg over his glossy bay, done with the debate. 
	“No!” Claude demanded, looking flustered at the retreating defenses. His cronies muttering dumbly in agreement. 
	“I agree,” another lady spoke up, a little more confidently than Violette. Charlie’s heart soared. “It’s unfair and sexist to deny a lady to race.”
	“It’s tradition!” Both Sylvia and Claude shouted in unison. 
	“I’ve been riding my family’s prized Arabians since the age of four.” Sylvia spun so fast at the comment, she nearly fell into the dust. Angrily shaking off the helpful hand of Claude’s friend as he reached out to steady her, she screeched when she saw that Leslie, her own friend, was the solo voice. The comment may have been snobbish in nature, but the sheer nerve of it made Charlie swell with pride. 
	Now that the ladies were speaking freely, the gentlemen were all the more willing to agree with them. Charlie smirked, failing to hide that she was quite pleased with herself. Several of the men caught her eye and honored her with encouraging smiles. One even winked. 
	“Silence!” Claude called, stomping his foot like a child. “Be that as it may, this is still my family’s sponsored event and what I say goes. It’s too late to change.”
	Even Charlie couldn’t contradict him, remembering the gaudy crest emblazoned on the invitation. The Marshalls may have offered up their home and livelihood for the festivities, but the Beauregards wrote the check. They’d rented out the Downs for their leg of the sponsored tour. Charlie wouldn’t dare disrespect a prominent family, no matter how bad of a job they did raising their spoiled son. 
	A bell rang thrice in the distance. 
	“Come on, we are starting,” Thomas muttered reasonably, kicking his horse into motion and apologizing with a meaningful look at Charlie. 
	His twin Maurice mounted his own horse, an identical chestnut. “I’m sorry, Lady Charlotte,” he said honestly as he trotted past.
 	The rest of the men mounted to follow the twins’ red riding jackets as the lead the procession down the track. The guilty offered their frowns of condolence and optimistic promises of next year, while the others blew past at a canter. Charlie was left standing — fuming really — in a cloud of dust. 
	The ladies, on the other hand, were reeling from their brief defiance. As they made their way to their seats, they congratulated Charlie or else continued to chatter endlessly about the exchange. “Next year I think we should all race,” one whispered. “Better yet, let’s have a race exclusive to the women of society. That’ll show those stuffy bores!”
	Charlie couldn’t enjoy their uprising for long. Any satisfaction she gained was forgotten when Sylvia floated past on her way to the stands. She pulled her lips close to her ear and whispered so softly nobody could have heard her. “Good game, Angel. Maybe next time you’ll be allowed to play the silly games with the boys. You clearly will not find a match this year if you keep scaring them off like that.”
	With a mean giggle she took leave. Charlie stood frozen to the spot until a thundering of hooves forced her from her rage. 
	“What’s wrong?” Leo rushed to her side and dismounted in one swift move. His eyes clouded with concern the moment he saw her face. “You look like you’ve been punched.”
	“I may as well have!” A low growl grew in her throat but caught at the lump stuck there. She didn’t want to cry, but the frustration nearly brought on uncontrollable tears. “That absolute ass Claude Beauregard said ladies couldn’t race. And they agreed, Leo! They agreed!”
	“Dear god… all of them?” He scoffed indignantly, staring down the track. “Wasn’t that Prince Edward’s grey?” He lifted his hand to run through his hair and was momentarily distracted when it touched the cold plastic of his helmet. 
	“No. But enough.” She chose to ignore the comment about Ed. 
	Another bell sounded and Charlie threw her leg over Caspian, forgetting she usually needed a leg up to get high enough. She fully intended to return to the stable, sneak out back and have a heart-racing gallop through the fields. Her legs would be on fire, her lungs so full they’d burn. Then she’d return to her room and relish in the way soreness consumed her body. Maybe she’d even close her eyes and picture Claude’s poor, unfortunate gelding throwing him into the lake. But her daydreams of violence would have to wait. The gates had closed as the horses lined up in the starting row just down the track. Now she’d have to stand helpless on the sidelines, forced to watch in humiliation as the riders passed her by. 
 	How dare they? Didn’t anyone see the injustice of it all? Leo stood loyally in his saddle next to her, having lost his previous race and unable to join this heat. His color was high and his jaw tensed in anger. But the others… who were they to decided the confines of a season event? Dowries were banned five decades before, and nobody seemed to be trading sheep for brides. There were women in Parliament. Few, but still some. Women had rights! Yet horse racing was held in a firm, masculine grip of patriarchy   
	Anger bubbled and boiled through Charlie’s veins. She might have half the freedoms of the women of Brindelle. She’d be damned if she was loosing her rights too. 
	The men lined up in the stalls, the familiar sounds of pawing hooves and readied whinnies heightening Charlie’s anxiety. Then suddenly, her body didn’t belong to her. One moment, she was simply imagining the wondrous feeling of kicking Caspian into action. The rush of her belly bottoming out as she jumped the fence separating the sidelines. The familiar high of adrenaline. 	
	But the revery felt too real. 
	She hadn’t meant to signal Caspian, yet miraculously she was moving smoothly beneath her. She hadn’t planned to actually jump, but she soared over the fence and landed like a phantom, galloping towards the herd. Charlie couldn’t hear Leo’s shouts or the surprise calls of the crowd. She couldn’t even hear her own laugh. 
	The pack had already passed so they hadn’t noticed the commotion or the uninvited participant. Once caught up, she effortlessly entered the fray without suspicion. With a pedigreed black mare and a androgynously-cut jacket, she blended right in. Her thighs burned with strain and her arms ached as she edged Caspian through the herd. Charlie hadn’t even needed to direct her horse and she wondered, rather insanely, if Caspian really could read her mind. 
	She truly did not mean to race!
	Easily passed was the twin’s ropey chestnuts and the unidentified clowns of Claude's crew. Sacha’s bay and Edward’s grey were then outstripped with a little more effort. Through his fringe of dark hair, Sacha turned his head just slightly. Just enough to glimpse her. Did his eyes meet Edward’s over her back? Did his mouth drop open? Did he throw a fist in the air with a whoop of excitement? She couldn’t be sure because she was already leaving them behind, her advance placing her behind only two riders. 
	Claude was just up ahead and Charlie had to give him credit. He was an excellent rider. He stood stock straight, barely moving as his fine thoroughbred ran on. The horse’s mahogany coat shined with sweat as it’s hind legs strained. In saddle, he was much more impressive than the angsty, cocky character he was on the ground. But Claude didn’t notice her horse’s nose was at his own’s flowing brown tail. He was was too distracted by a heated exchange with Philippe, who rode his dark stallion like the champion he was. 
	They were lost in their own world, stealing furious glances at each other, then edging their horses on. First Claude was leading, then Philippe pushed forward. Then Claude nosed ahead. The fight had turned personal, and most captivating to watch, with the intimate dance of Philippe’s perfectly practiced technique and Claude’s natural athleticism.		
	Charlie nearly pulled out, hoping that Philippe would emerge victorious. He was a sweet kid, but needed to learn his own worth. No matter his family’s immense wealth, people like Claude paid him no mind. To them, that wealth was still earned from selling livestock, thus less impressive than his own birthright inheritance. 
	Someone shouted an insult, and then Claude veered his horse so it’s side nearly brushed Philippe’s. Their stirrups were clinking and one wrong move and they’d both go flying. Oh, forget it. The race was getting dirty and Charlie had it with their immature sportsmanship. They were too preoccupied to even noticed when a black horse passed on the left. 
	The race ended exactly how Charlie envisioned in her mind. She was still surprised that it happened at all. But the crowds roaring screams and applause rang out all around her the moment she crossed the finish line. She cantered to the makeshift winner’s circle at the end of the track with both fists raised in the air. Caspian hopped and bobbed on her dropped reins, joyously celebrating her own success. Charlie was still punching the sky when the stable team grabbed ahold of her bridle and led her to a stop, throwing a banner of flowers over her horse’s neck. 
	The rest of the herd trotted to a stop in front of her, Philippe beamed like a good sportsman. Even Claude nodded curtly in her direction, acknowledging his loss, but looking a bit peeved regardless. 
	Edward catered through the crowd, pulling his mount to a sloppy stop and looking unhinged. “Charlotte! Lady Charlotte, what the h—” But Charlie found herself biting back a giddy grin, finding it immensely funny that she’d driven him to almost cursed in her presence. Sacha skidded to a halt seconds later that caused his horse’s back hooves to slide. 
	It appeared that Sacha and Ed were alone in realizing her identity. The rest of the pack caught up, all dazed and breathing heavy. Ed dismounted hastily, leaving his horse to the hands of the stable boys, and ran towards her without looking back. His face was contorted and his eyes flashed with animation, but Charlie got no satisfaction in his worry. Clearly, she was fine. Ecstatic, even. She ignored his pleas for explanation, instead unbuckling her helmet and shaking out her mane of long red hair. She smiled broadly and waved to the crowd, which was still roaring. Leo was fighting tooth and nail to get onto the track, shouting at two employees who were attempting to hold him back. 
	Realization dawned on the rest of the men then. Sacha shook her hand from horseback, like respected competition, then kissed her knuckles because… well, she was still a lady. He looked beyond pleased with her and she got a rush of pleasure from his wide smile. Huge, bemused grins spread across the twins faces, and they punched each other in the shoulder before rushing at Charlie. With one on each side, they took a hand and held it up in the air. Even a few of the men who heckled her earlier tipped their helmets and offered her a gracious nod, and it was vindicating. 
	But the absolute climax of the moment, when Charlie thought her heart might burst, was watching the change in Claude’s face as she shook out her hair. He wasn’t the quickest on the uptick and it was he who realized last. His jaw quite physically hit the ground. 
	As did the rest of him. 
	He was mid-dismount when he’d understood. His outburst of surprise spooked his horse and caused it to take a large shuffle-step sideways. He toppled to the ground, the track dirt staining his pristine white breeches while humiliation ruddied his face. He tossed his helmet across the lawn in frustration, somewhat like a very large toddler. 
	Nobody else seemed to notice the tantrum. Charlie planned to watch him for a full minute longer to burn the memory in her subconscious, but Philippe was bringing out a shinny gold cup. Handing it to her, he smiled so broad you could see every one of his teeth. He then looked down at Claude, still sitting on the ground, and offered him a hand. He frowned at it, then reluctantly grasped on and pulled himself up. He bobbed his chin in Philippe’s direction once in that noncommittal way that men do, and stood side by side like teammates. Philippe was trying very hard not to smile. 
	Leo had apparently fought off this captors. He ran onto the track as they followed, at a safe distance behind, breathing heavy and clearly exhausted. Leo looked furious, his jacket undone and his cravat crooked, but Charlie swore she saw a little proud glimmer in his clear eyes. She knew he’d tell her off later, a lecture of biblical proportions to be sure, but then he’d settle in and have a great laugh about the whole thing. 
	“Sorry gentleman, better luck next time,” she said as the cameras flashed. Her brown eyes met Claude’s hazel ones, so handsome had he done something about his ugly personality, and he nodded. He even started to clap. The others joined in and it grew into a roaring applause that echoed around the track. Then the most bizarre thing happened. Claude’s face cracked and he started to tremble, shaking his head and choking on his laughter as he stared at his dirty pants. 
	“To Lady Charlotte!” He yelled and the men parroted in unison. The girls raced onto the track once the men followed Leo off, hugging Charlie from the ground and musing on how brilliant she had done. 
	She had done very brilliant indeed. 
 
***
 
	The next morning when Charlie entered the dining room for breakfast, she still hadn’t managed to wiped the goofy grin off of her face. Not that she actually put much energy into the effort. She was happy. Happiness shouldn’t be contained. 
	In her bliss, the urgent note demanding a private audience that arrived at five in the morning had went unscrutinized. 
	King Russell and Queen Ophelia were staying in the exclusive penthouse in the Marshall’s block of guest suites. To not draw unwarranted attention, Charlie had to sneak in early. In her years of learning the finer details of a successful escape at home, she’d learned stablehands wake at an extremely early hour. 
	Charlie was perfectly content to spend the morning in her own suite, sitting by the sunny window and watching the boys exercise the spring colts. But her mother insisted on breakfast. And now.
	Still thinking nothing of the missive, she floated into the room where Queen Ophelia was already seated at the heavy-laden breakfast table. The space was overdone in dark wood and leather furniture. It was far too harsh for the feminine sensibilities of Queen Ophelia. Charlie noted the lacy placemat under her plate and was sure had never made an appearance in the room before. The queen did not look up from her tea when her daughter entered. Charlie eyed her cautiously, but she didn’t move. She twisted her tongue out of the corner of her mouth and crossed her eyes and waited, just to see if her mother was faking disinterest. 
	The only movement was her dainty hand flipping the page with surprising force. 
	“Where’s Father?” The question was unnecessary, but the air was heavy with silence. A footman, one of their own, materialized to start to serve breakfast. Charlie cut into a delicious looking tower of eggs Florentine and licking the yellow yolk off her thumb. 
	“Inspecting a new horse,” Ophelia muttered, but didn’t look up from her lap. She didn’t even comment on Charlie’s intentionally bad table manners. Instead she flipped another page in the paper. “He saw a particular mare he enjoyed in Sir Sinclair’s ownership.”
	“Oh, a new horse? That’s rather exciting,” she responded carefully. Her mother hated riding and hated discussing the propriety of horses even more. She wouldn’t have cared to know the difference between Sir Sinclair’s exceptional chocolate thoroughbred and the mule that pulled the fruit cart in the village. 
	Instead of responding, she continued staring at the copy of the morning news. Charlie attempted to edge closer to catch a glimpse of what article held her interest so intensely. The queen lowered the paper and looked Charlie dead in the eye, suddenly making it quite clear she was both angry and disappointed. A few pieces of china rattled as she smacked the paper down onto the table and slid it in front Charlie.
	It wasn’t the morning paper, rather it was a scandal sheet. The top of the magazine read “The Royal Inquisition” in bold, intimidating font. The page her mother had had open to showed a full page spread of a colorful photograph. A black horse, mid-jump. Atop the mount sat a rider slightly blurred from the motion, but still undoubtedly petit with long flaming red hair. 
	The heading sliced across the photo in large, white letters: 
	
	“Bred to Run: Could it be the mysterious Princess fleeing from the public eye?”
 
	“Running From Responsibility”
 
	“Why were there only eight ladies dancing? Because this ones off with the lords a leaping!”
 
	Charlie chuckled. “I guess they have to get it right sometimes.”
	“This is not a joke, Charlotte!” Her mother's shout rattled the china again, her head whipping around looking towards the footmen, but they were too busy with the buffet to notice. She lowered her voice and continued. “This is a very serious situation! Do you know the gravity of if this should get out?”
	“Mother, the tabloids have been reporting a different girl as the princess every week for years!” Charlie looked down, picking at her eggs. It was all a bit blown out of proportion. “They had to point out me eventually. They’ll find someone else to harass in a day’s time.”
	“What if they do not, Charlotte? Then what will you do when the whole world knows your identity without protection? And all for what, a silly horse race? Five minutes of fame?”
	That stung. She didn’t go out looking for a photo op. They merely caught her in the wrong place, at the wrong time. “What are you doing reading a gossip sheet anyway?” She rather thought that her mother always read the rags but would never call her out on it before, but desperate times call for desperate measures.
	“It is not of concern,” she brushed away. “But apparently I should get a subscription. These trashy magazines know more about what my daughter does than I do!”
 
***
 
	Later that evening, Charlie was still recalling the exchange in great detail. She’d defended herself in her mind, laughed it off, even tried to just forget the whole thing happened but she still felt guilty.  She wasn’t really sure why, but an odd knot settled its way into her stomach and laid there like lead. When the rest of the guests went out to celebrate their last night in Doré, she curled up under her thick knitted throw and pondered why the sun had to set at 5:30pm.
	A gentle hand rapped on her door, awakening her from her daze. “Come in,” she called from her bed. Her mother opened the door cautiously. Charlie frowned but still nodded graciously at Her Majesty.
	“May I come in?” A little smile graced her face. A polite request? She pushed open the door just enough to reveal a tray laden with a french press and a plate of cookies. Charlie eyed the tray in her hands, gazing over mother's shoulder. She hadn’t even brought a servant to carry it for her. This was proving to be most unusual. Charlie reluctantly grinned and patted the bed next to her.
	Ophelia looked relieved by the welcome. She quickly straightened her dress and laid the tray precariously on the covers. “Here.” She smiled nervously, handing her a cup of the sweet smelling coffee in a crystal cut mug. Charlie realized that they hadn’t done this since she was little. They sipped their drink for a moment in complete silence.
	“I realize I was a bit harsh on you earlier,” Ophelia finally said. She laughed nervously and Charlie rather thought the whole exchange took a lot of anticipation and eating crow beforehand. She eyed the cookies suspiciously for feathers. “And I apologize.” 
	Well that was unexpected, she thought, hoping shock and surprise wasn’t etched on her face. 
	Charlie offered her a cookie off of the plate. The gingerbread were particularly delicious. Her mother waved it off with a polite “no, thank you”. Must have been too full of all that crow. 
	She stared intently at the embroidery on the bedspread, refusing to meet Charlie’s eye for a long moment. Finally, with a steely determination, she exploded. “It’s just that I must protect you!” 
	“From what though, Mama?” This was her excuse always, since birth. She always demanded that her misguided strictness was only protecting her daughter, but when asked why, a certain unsettling emotion clouded her eyes and she shut down. She’d mutter something of duty and honor and then briskly flee the room. “You always say that, but how will I know how to protect myself if I do not even know what from?”
	Ophelia abruptly turned to face her, the tray wobbling but she ignored it. “Oh Charlotte, I wish I was more like you when I was your age. I know what it could be like if… if it were to get out. Oh, dear I grew up in it…” And tears collected on her lashes.
	“Mama, please! I must know,” she begged, taking her mother’s hands in her own and squeezing. This was the moment. She finally was about to learn the truth. “I can handle it, I assure you.
 	Ophelia nodded absentmindedly for a solid minute, as if assuring herself. Finally, she spoke. “We could not have grown up differently, mi amore. No great lengths were taken to conceal my identity. I had brothers! Two of them! No one ever actually believed I’d inherit.” She laughed without a trace of humor. “So I grew up along them, always visible, always the ‘little princess’. They took the blunt of the worst responsibility, but growing up in the public eye… well, it was very difficult. Society was not enraptured by trying to solve the mystery like with you, but it did nothing to stop them from finding their entertainment elsewhere. They were ruthless in their criticism.” Ophelia took a shaky breath, as if the memory itself was draining. 
	“Everyday, they’d go great lengths to ferret out my friendships, then analyze whether they were of the right sort. Any hobby I took up, even just for pleasure, was scrutinized to see if I had any talent. They’d even match me with potential gentlemen before I was out of the schoolroom! Then when I did turn of age, it only got worse because that’s when young ladies begin to actually care about such things,” Ophelia paused, smiling sadly at the bed, lost in wistful thoughts. 
	“An available princess who will never inherit a thrown is even more sensational than one that will.” Charlie knew this. She’d seen it happen all over the tiny country. The ladies who were in possession of a curtesy title were at the very height of society. Care not that there was nothing to the name, there was a fortune, and it was most entertaining to follow every move of an heiress. Who made the most advantageous match. Who was in it to have their fortunes triple, and who’s marrying for love. There’d be no better catch than an unattached daughter of the king. 
	“I was quite used to the attention, to be frank. I grew up learning how to navigate my type of celebrity and by the time I met your father, I was already deemed a veritable success. My people loved me, and I made sure to love my people. When your uncles had lost their lives, and I did inherit, the tabloids just had a whole new slurry of content to run with. But by and by, I felt it a rather fine, if not a little overstimulating, upbringing for a Royal… but then I saw the files.”
	“Mama!” Charlie cried. Ophelia stood so fast that the french press teetered. Dark coffee spread out on the tray, confined to the sides. Charlie tried to mop up the flood with the cloth napkins, but she was more worried that her mother was standing in the middle of the floor with her hand pressed firmly over her mouth, gasping for air through her nose. Ophelia took a moment to collect herself before sitting back down and taking up Charlie's hands. She squeezed so tightly that her knuckles crunched together, but Charlie didn’t care. Slowly and deliberately, she looked in her daughter’s eyes. 
	“The raid on Miss Campbell’s house was not an isolated incident.” 
	“There were others?”
	“Oh dear, there were many!” She laughed hysterically, the reality so terrible it was almost funny. Charlie had a hard time seeing even macabre humor in the stricken, disassociated panic on her mother’s face. “That was just the one incident I was made aware of immediately.”
	The seconds ticked by in silence. Charlie felt her mother turning into herself and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. After a shuttering breathe that rattled the room, she continued. “After the murder, I was quite the mess. But I could never be seen as a mess. And, well, if you didn’t know,” she looked up through her eyelashes at Charlie, a little embarrassed blush coloring her cheeks. “When I’m overextended emotionally, I like to straighten things.”
	Charlie decided the moment didn’t call for a comment. Of course she knew her mother was a compulsive organizer. How else could she explain absentmindedly resetting the table when her and Russell got into heated debates over the most recent affairs of Parliament during breakfast? Or when Charlie would get into trouble in school and find her closets organized by season and color the next day? Even when the new puppy developed a habit of soiling the rugs, all the dogs were sent to the groomers for fresh cuts and baths, returning home in a pristine, bow-adorned line. 
	“Well, I had already redecorated every room your father would let me touch, and there wasn’t much weeding to do in the gardens, being as it was winter. So I decided I might audit some of the accounting. I was looking through the offices, but must have gotten the wrong files because I happened upon the security incident reports instead. 
 	I shouldn’t have, but I read them. There were dozens, my love! Dozens. Plots and schemes, dirty plans and treasonous attempts. Then, when I thought it couldn’t get worse, I found a whole thick folder with my name printed on it. They were reports of blackmail attempts… they had photos of me and your father, doing nothing but sharing a sweet kiss in the garden but it looked like much worse with the headlines they had attached. They even doctored photos. But by far the worst was the threats received directly to the castle and intercepted by security. There were plots to kidnap me! To hold me for ransom… even plans for murder…” Ophelia was crying now, openly and unapologetically. Charlie was crying, too. She didn’t want to hear anything else, but she simply must finish it, to put an end to the secrets. She had to know.
	“Well, after that… Well, I was scared. I had never been scared to be a royal. It was my entire life. We have a great security team, the very best and I owe them everything.” Ophelia chewed her lip as she contemplated what to say next. By the way she was holding herself very still, it seemed like she herself was trying to figure out what exactly it was that lead her to this moment. “But I suppose I just thought how lucky I was to not grow up as the future queen. I had my brothers to take the blunt of it all, and after that, I had dear Russell by my side when I ascended. I thought, what if you could just skip it all, stay neatly hidden and tucked away safely until you were old enough? Wait until you had your own Russell? I couldn’t give you elder brothers to help protect you. So I swore to myself I would not let you grow up in the kinds of danger I could have been in if my cards were dealt differently. I know you’ve always had a flair for theatrics,” she chuckled lightly. “I know you like a spot of danger, but Charlie you have no idea what dangers being a princess can be.”
	Charlie threw herself on her mother’s neck, holding her tight. It all made sense now. Ophelia was clearly taken aback by the affection, sitting ridged for a moment, before finally holding her daughter tight to her bosom and petting her hair. She whispered softly into the top of her head, almost apologetically. “If it’s suspected now, mid season, we cannot have a full security detail to ensure your protection. It would give your identity away. I promise you that they are always watching, alway ready, but it’s just not safe. I had hoped by the time you come out, you’d have your own husband to act as your rock, to protect you in private. He kept my mind and heart at ease.”
	“Mama, I am stronger than some man,” she said, muffled by the embrace. It was a debate she had spent half her life giving, but this time was less passionate. A safe, capable husband looked mighty reassuring right now. 
	“I know love, there’s no denying that,” Ophelia laughed, a real, beautiful laugh that Charlie had only heard on vary rare occasions. It was a shame. It was indeed a beautiful sound. “But a mother can still hope.”
	Charlie hugged her mother again, just enjoying laying in her arms. “I promise, Mama. I’ll never put myself or you in that situation. I didn’t know.” Her mother kissed her on top of the head. Charlie had never expected this, any of it. She thought it was a traditional, annoying family expectation that was outdated in the extreme. But kidnapping? Blackmail… murder? It was all too much and all very, very real. Suddenly, to Charlie, the world seemed like a very big and very scary place.

Lunch and Learn
 
 
The next few days were hell. They were spent traveling much to Charlie’s dismay, but the entire time, she had the uneasy feeling that there was some extra baggage that she had to drag with her. The tale clung to her, sticking to her very bones.
	There was no denying that Charlie was her mother’s daughter. Her coping mechanism of choice may not have been reorganizing closets or old accounts, but she desired to fill the time with action. To throw herself into work or get engrossed in a task of any magnitude… quite literally anything. But when one was stuck in the back of a car or situated next to the window on the train, there was nothing to do but think. 
	Charlie hated days like these even in her most sedate state. They hopped from one village to the next, the men off doing god knows what in god knows where, and the women ushered around from expensive shop to expensive vintage shop. Most of the ladies were thrilled to spend a few days in excessive bliss, spending copious amounts of their fathers’ funds. The shop owners eyes lit with ecstasy and they snatched up the closest thing to use as a makeshift fan the moment they saw the gaggles of beautiful women charge Doré’s streets. They were the perfect customers, the kind who fit in sample sizes and toted limitless credit cards. 
	But shopping just gave Charlie’s mind more permission to wander. She caught herself constantly looking over her shoulder, suspiciously eyeing each unfamiliar face. It was the conversation she had with her mother. If she didn’t do something about it… or at least tell someone about it… she’d explode. 
	After they spoke, Ophelia allowed herself to sit in silence with Charlie for a few minutes before composing her face in that same subtle smile that radiated elegance, dust the wrinkles from her skirt, and quickly float from the room appearing unaffected. That evening they had shared a large formal dinner where the queen toasted and Charlie simpered, then the next morning they were shooed off into a fleet of black cars that took them off on their journey. 
	And Charlie didn’t have a clue what she was supposed to do. 
	She hadn’t even deduced if she wanted to tell anyone what she’d learned. Leo would think it thrilling that Brindelle had such a dark history — the boy was hopelessly addicted to crime documentaries. Stella… well Stella would listen intently and say all the right things, but Charlie thought it would hit too close to home. Her own mother was killed by the same aforementioned schemes and forcing her to be supportive as she vented profusely about the details was too much to subject her best friend to. 
	So she kept her mouth shut, as she’d been doing her whole life. If she opened it she might actually vomit. 
	Charlie groaned and pushed the chocolate croissant she was picking at away from her. The thought of vomiting never ceased to turn her stomach. Instead she picked up her noisette cup, a tiny cream-colored bauble adorned with miniature sage-green vine patterns, and sipped it. The city was gorgeous today, all golden light and fresh air, people busting about. She tried to drown out the other ladies’ feminine chirping, pulling pieces from their shopping bags and daintily nibbling at their brunch. They were sitting at an inefficiently small cafe table outside of a tiny bistro that, luckily, was situated on the busiest street in town and provided ample people-watching opportunities. 
	Village Doré, Charlie decided, was an exceptional city indeed and the perfect place for Leo’s ancestral home. Streets crisscrossed like many skinny snakes between crooked stucco building that looked to be only precariously standing. Their beige stone facades were host to many little balconies full of blossoming Christmas flowers. Clothes-lines of colorful garments spanned overhead. The aged village was centuries old but meticulously preserved. Even in the December chill, the sun hung bright and yellow as always. 
	In the summertime, natives fanned themselves haughtily as they complained about the heat over glasses of rapidly-warming rosé. Charlie spent many a summer doing just the same, laying in the park bored and overheated, frolicking in the lakes when it got too balmy to handle. But in winter, this sun felt exquisite. It illuminated and warmed the pavement and sparkled off of the many fountains that decorated the square. 
	That’s where they were this morning, in the enormous square that pierced Dorè’s very center. The historic districts remained as well-preserved as their ritzy winter-home residents, and the cultural community boomed here. Dozens of elegant and unattainable designer shops lined the sidewalks, the reservation lists at the restaurants were several months long, and a beautiful theatre played host to the most exclusive operas. Retired jazz musicians played on the street, right along with buskers spitting freeform rap. The best part was that nary a tourist or travel blogger ventured through the hidden treasure. 
	Charlie chuckled lightly to herself as she remembered some of her more memorable summers here. She took it for granted then, hopping on any train currently available to sneak off to meet Leo. She’d do nothing more important than sit in the middle of the park, wearing her most ragged cotton slip and floppy straw hat, complaining and sipping illicit wine. The city clearly affected her friend’s upbringing, from his sun bleached hair to his devil-may-care attitude. One this was certain: Brindelle might not know Charlie, but Doré definitely knew Leo. 
	“Hey!” A loud male voice sounded right in her ear, startling her out of her woolgathering. Her body would have jumped clean out of her chair had her knees not hit the underside of the table. The man she was just picturing materialized before her, looking very pink in the cheeks and slightly out of breath. 
	With a lazy swagger, he lumbered around and plucked a chair from the neighboring table. It would have been a rude gesture, but he shot the occupants a dazzling grin that said You don’t mind, right? The moment he turned his back to them, the older women dissolved into rapid whispers. Leo spun the chair around backwards, flopping into it with even more suave carelessness than usual. With a quirk of his eyebrow, he pulled her plate towards him, the chirping women behind him already forgotten. Leo thrived in Doré and it showed. 
	“Goof morgin!” He slurred over a mouthful of dough. 
	“Dear god, Leo. Gluttony is a sin,” she quipped, hoping that the dainty hand she held over her heart was taken as mock indignation. Really, she was just trying to steady her pounding heartbeat. 
	“So is lust, dear Charlie, but did that bother last night’s hot little—”
	“Stop! Point proven. The point in question is that you’re a pig.” Charlie thanked her lucky stars that she could insult Leo on autopilot because she couldn’t even think straight. His greeting hadn’t been surprising. They had said they’d meet at this exact location at this exact time. Regardless, her blood felt thick in her veins and she hadn’t yet regained normal breathing patterns. 
	Reeling from her conversation with Ophelia, she’d been in mental anguish for days, but the physical effects on her body were most disconcerting. Charlie reached for her cup but quickly set it back down when her shaking hand rattled the saucer. 
	Across the table sat the man she’d know the longest and the deepest. It was almost unbearable to watch how lovely happiness sat on his features. Leo was never going to be the dangerous, mysterious hero. He simply couldn’t do surly, and never even tried. It didn’t matter if he could never satisfy a dark knight fantasy, joy suited him so much better. Just a few nights in the village he called home painted him so radiant that it was no wonder why the middle aged women behind them were still staring. 
	She could tell him. He’d understand. He grew up surrounded by security and…
	Instead of speaking, Charlie’s lips press tight together. So tight she was sure she was trying to force the words from pouring out. 
	No, Leo went everywhere without security. He ditched them at the first chance he got. The duke got so tired of paying a king’s salary to people who couldn’t even find his son, that he stopped employing them altogether. It was highly probable that he’d still get daily reports on his son’s whereabouts and always have some guard on the lookout, but Leo didn’t know. Or if he did, he didn’t care. He was the youngest in a long line of able heirs, therefore  sought danger on the regular, never truly knowing it’s meaning. Surely her admission would prompt a most dramatic and sympathetic response, but it would not guilt him into a life of quiet reflection and responsibility. 
	Charlie laughed as he launched into a detailed recalling of his evening escapades and tried not to feel guilty that she’d just withheld information from her best friend for the first time in her life. 
 
***
 
	Several hours later, Charlie was wearing a new satin tea dress and had her hair done up in soft, romantic twists, but she couldn’t have felt less put together. She fumbled with everything she touched and the tight bodice of her dress felt like a straightjacket against her ribs. In her mind, she wanted to blame her nervous state on Leo, so she did, just because assigning fault to someone else made her feel a little better. 
	Willing her pointy nude heels to not betray her, she made her way onto the manicured lawns of Southern House. The clear blue sky was pierced with the white spires of tents that were strategically placed around the property. Polished guests mingled, flirted and took delicate bites out of tiny sandwiches all around. Charlie found herself smiling in spite of her nerves, remembering the uncountable times she’d been to Lottford garden parties. The family had an affinity for them — a fact that Charlie always thought was in silent memorandum of the late duchess. Though a masculine and stable bunch, the Lottford men kept the gardens she planted in her lifetime in impeccable condition and always hosted their affairs in the beautiful space. They never truly stopped mourning her. 
	The gardens were in full winter bloom, meaning they were only half as beautiful as in the summer but still grand regardless of season. Perfect trimmed grass played venue to yard games and mysterious walkways snaked into deliciously romanic hideaways for the more adventurous of couples. White gloved butlers offered trays of canapés and fruity champagne from the families private reserves. Charlie chuckled taking a glass with a gracious nod, the memory of Leo’s first time getting drunk poking into her mind. They were but teenagers then, at a party nearly identical to this one. Three glasses in, sneakily drunk from behind a particularly large tree, they found themselves laying at the banks of the lake with the noon sky swirling above them.
	A few minutes spent recalling how they laughed until their faces hurt and the grass stains on Leo’s white suit had temporarily chased away Charlie’s anxiety. Maybe if I just keep thinking of these things, she thought, I will be just fine. She took three deep cleansing breaths and entered the heart of party, a winning smile plastered on her face and Leo vomiting into the coy pond in her mind.
 
***
 
	He’d known her presence before he even saw her. As much as Oliver would have liked to claim it some poetic declaration of romance, it wasn’t. He had only been at the party for a handful of moments and already heard the whispers. It seemed that every attendee at the fete was either talking about, or searching for Charlie. Heads craned over the crowd, a rather ignorant attempted, he thought cynically. She was barely five feet tall. He’d catch her name in a conversation as he passed, all heads spinning so fast he was surprised they didn’t suffer whiplash. 
	What surprised him most though, was how bizarre it made him feel.
	The murmur of the crowd turned in to a full-on buzz of excitement, and that’s when he knew she’d finally arrived. Men began discreetly edging away from their conversation partners, angling their bodies towards the new attraction. A hot ball of something, jealousy maybe, started to bubble in Oliver’s stomach. 
	The crowd parted through his camera lens and he saw her, looking every bit a vision. She wasn’t alone though. A tall and annoying noble-looking man was standing with her. That hot liquid inside his blood boiled over. It was some consolation, though, that she looked terribly bored with her company. 
	Oliver hadn’t meant to approach her, so it came as a surprise to see his legs had taken him several feet in her direction. Kicking himself for his loss of control, he turned on his heel to leave, but Charlie’s head snapped up at the exact same time. When her eyes met his, a smile spread across her face and she hurried towards him. 
	“Oliver! It is good to see you,” she said breathily, sounding rather relieved. The gentleman who just moments ago was hanging on her every word, nodded his chin once respectfully and hastily took his leave. 
	They remained in the same spot for a rather awkward beat. His mind seemed to have taken a leave of absence. 
	“Ah, sandwiches. I thought they were only this small in the movies,” he teased, noting the miniature things that sat on many ornate trays on the table beside them. He cocked a brow, offering her a goofy half-smirk. “I do wonder what they do with all the crust.”
	He waited expectantly, proud in his mouths ability to carry him when his heart was feeling so unsteady. He even knew exactly how Charlie would react. She’d make a dry, sarcastic retort about societal standards of sandwiches, or maybe she’d tease him with a mysterious remark about their secret recipes he’d never understand. Her eyes would glint mischievously, his pulse would quicken. It made him smile self-righteously to know her so well, and so soon. Charlie was and open book. 
	But the snarky retort never did come. He didn’t double over laughing at her dry, dry sense of humor. He did, however find himself chuckling awkwardly because she did nothing. Absolutely nothing. She wasn’t even looking at him. He thought she wasn’t even looking at the cucumber and Brie either, even though her eyes were trained on the stack. 
	“Charlie? Are you alright?” Oliver gently placed a hand on her bare elbow. He didn’t think she’d hear him otherwise. 
	“What? Oh!” Her chin snapped up, registering for the first time that he was in front of her. She looked at his hand on her elbow. It felt incredibly warm. Oliver must have taken her silence for something more because he snatched his hand back quickly. Charlie ignored the sinking feeling in her stomach. “Yes, yes they are.”
	“You look a million miles away,” he said so quietly it was barely audible. 
	Charlie played with the lace of the table linens, sticking her fingers through the weave. “Wish I could be a million miles away,” she mumbled with a small smile that didn’t meet the eye. 
	Oliver watched her. He didn’t know what was wrong, but maybe he could fix it. A deep need to know the answer was nagging him as well. “What if you could be?”
	Her eyes met his, looking wistful and sad, but somewhere in their deep brown depths a little hopeful light still sparkled. “What do you mean?” He gulped down a hard knot that formed in his throat, a bit unnerved by the way she looked right now. So distressed and delicate. It didn’t suit her, but he wasn’t sure why. 
	“Come with me, m’lady,” he said, her need somehow boosting his confidence. He offered her the crook of his arm, smiling jauntily, all charming rogue again. He was reassured by a hesitant grin that played it’s way onto her mouth, her dimples deeper and more pronounced when she was trying not to smile. She took his arm and he lead her away, but not before grabbing a whole handful of sandwiches. 
	Several minutes later, Charlie felt a massive weight lifted off her shoulders, odd considering her stomach was full of dense bread. The day was sunny and warm as Oliver strolled her around the elaborate gardens just far enough away to stay at the fringes of the party. To Charlie, it did feel a million miles away. 
	She hadn’t even needed to talk much, thanking her stars because she hadn’t felt much like talking. Oliver told her stories that made her laugh with wild abandon. He made up silly names for the bizarre flowers and plants he knew nothing about and acted out dramatic monologues like some sort of stoic horticulturist. He walked backwards in front of her through the maze of low hedges, with a Devil-may-care grin, tossing grapes into the air to catch in his mouth for her entertainment. Their sandwiches had long disappeared. It was an impressive feat that he still maintained that signature swagger even backwards. 
	They retired to a decadently laid picnic blanket a while later. Enterprising event planners had strategically scattered the soft sheets across the lawn, stocked with classy tea services and baskets of snacks, in hopes to create a casual and relaxing atmosphere. A short ways away, a group of men were playing a game of croquet. 
	Charlie let out a deep exhale, enjoying the moment in spite of herself. It was comforting to have Oliver lead the conversation, but she had noted when exactly she started to participate. It was when he mentioned his family, his mother precisely, and he got a shuttered look in his eyes. She was simply too curious of a person to keep quiet then, when eyes that resembled the most perfect summer sky filled with sadness. 
	When she started laughing and actually enjoying herself, however, that rather crept up on her without notice. 
	The sun was blazing above now and many of the ladies had donned their frilly parasols. But she didn’t, she angled her face towards the sun’s rays and let the heat soak into her skin. Half the country was barking about the lack of snow this winter. They were mad. This weather was perfect. With a satisfying sigh, Charlie looked back down at Oliver lounging on the other side of the blanket. He wasn’t looking in her direction so there was no harm indulging in the sight. Just for a moment. 
	His hair was somewhat tamed today, but still a wavy lock escaped and danced tantalizingly across his forehead. In the bright light, it reflected almost mahogany red. In a thin white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of tan slacks that were only slightly too-worn in for a party, he looked delicious. Even the way he leaned back on one elbow made her feel at ease. A wave of pride washed over her.
	Stop it, he’s not yours. 
	Oliver chose that moment to look up and catch her staring at him. A hot blush was surely burning it’s way up her cheeks, but Oliver ignored it. He didn’t try to embarrass her, just offered a silent sly smile that creased the corners of his eyes. Any sane person with half a personally would have used the opportunity to tease, so it surprised her. 
	Only a handful of moments ago, she was on the verge of a breakdown, and now… well, now she was happy to have came. She still heard the whispers and felt the burn of eyes on her when she wasn’t looking, but it didn’t bother her any longer. With Oliver, this man she barely had a right to even entertain, the world and her worries melted away around her.
 
***
 
	Oliver hadn’t known what relief felt like until approximately twenty-eight minutes in when Charlie finally smiled. Something was bothering her, he knew the second he laid eyes in her. He decided right then that distress should never touch her eyes in that way and made it his goal to make her smile again. And not the demure little lift of the lips that she so often plastered on for these parties. Her real smile, the one that was sunshine and soul. 
	The one he saw on the street in Brooklyn. 
	The one she was looking at him with right now. 
	He had just caught her checking him out. The second their eyes met, he quickly looked away into the grass, but had to bite his cheek to stop from snickering. She gasped without making a sound and her face flushed almost as red as her hair and he couldn’t hold back. Laughter burst from him, and he hoped dearly she wasn’t offended. Maybe it made him a hypocrite, but he’d been looking at her the same way. 
	She just hadn’t seen him. 
	“You’re a beast!” she quipped, smacking him playfully on the shoulder. He roared with laughter again and Charlie fell back onto the blanket.
	Oliver swallowed—gulped really. The moment of carefree humor had sobered surprising fast. Loose curls had escaped her intricate hairstyle, falling imperfectly along her collarbones. Her lips, painted a bright rose, pursed in an attempt not to laugh then settled into a content tilt. She looked at him, her brown eyes the color of honey in the sun. It looked as if her whole body exhaled. The puffy skirt of her  dress had fanned out around her and the soft floral print blended right in with the flowers all around them. 
	Suddenly, he grabbed his camera and jumped up on his knees. “What are you doing?” she asked, trying to sit up straight.
	“No, don’t,” he said softly. There was something strange happening to his voice and he cringed at the way it cracked. His hand gently touched her bare shoulder to tell her to stay in place. “Stay exactly how you are. It’s perfect!”
	She rolled her eyes but didn’t move. He hopped around her like a crazy person, surely getting the knees of his light pants grass stained. She looked so beautiful, like a flower herself, and a surge of creative energy shot though his body like a jolt of electricity. 
	He adjusted slightly, but how natural the moment was felt just right. The sun was catching her face at an odd angle so he reached out to tip her chin down. The lighting was all off, but still, his hand stopped before touching Charlie’s skin. Instead, the pad of his thumb brushed her jaw without moving her position. Her breath caught at the contact, the soft rush of air blew over his wrist, sending a bolt of unexpected desire directly to his stomach. If not a little hushed, she giggled. “Are you always so…” 
	“Am I always so charming and good looking?” Oliver met her eye through the camera lens. The tension between then sparked and then crackled away as fast as it had came. He turned the lens so it expended out towards her, zooming in teasingly.
	Then she laughed. She just burst out laughing, head thrown back like a maniac. Oh, he had to capture that! Oliver jumped around her, getting right up in her face, which only made her cackle harder. He snapped away, filling his memory card until the camera flashed with the angry red light. Finally, as she was gasping for breath and wiping the tears that had formed in the corners of her eyes, she responded. “Weird.”
	“Weird?”
	“Are you always so weird?”
	He gasped with mock offense. She pulled out a handful of grass from the ground and threw it in his general direction. Oliver picked up the camera to shield himself from her floral onslaught, but sent off a series of shots in the process. He had to capture the childlike defiance on her face as bits of turf flew at the screen. 
	Neither bickering, totally mature adult even noticed when another unit of well-dressed guests plop down on their blanket. 
	“Well, this looks much more fun than this stuffy party!” Stella ripped out her own handful of grass and chucked it at Leo, who’d sunk to her side like a rag doll. He didn’t even bother to brush the bits off of his lap. He did, however, stick his tongue out at her — a moment too late to suggest that he was his usual, lucid self.
	“Leo, are you drunk already?” Charlie whispered the word and darted her head around for party-goers in earshot. From the looks of it, half the party was on its way to a similar state. 
	“Dear ol’ Earl of Brothers is back in town,” he drawled, slurring his R’s. He lifted his tumbler in mock-salute before pointing the rim towards a group of men shaking hands by the fountain in the center of the grounds. There, his eldest brother and the heir to the dukedom, was holding court. He had a surprisingly humble smile for an reigning earl and a future duke, though their father was animatedly rambling on and on to the rest of the men. His hand tightly gripped his son’s shoulder to hold him in place. Leo threw back the remaining amber liquid in his glass and belched  unattractively. “Bragging of his achievements, no doubt.”
	Arnold, who was lounging back on his elbow, sat up and threw his arm over Leo’s shoulder. He gave him an affectionate squeeze. “Hey, man. He looks like a stick in the mud! We’d much rather be here with you.” 
	Leo literally growled at the attempt at friendship, lip curling at the offending arm with distain. Arnold snatched it back.
	“Oh, Leo!” Stella scooted towards him and rested her hand on his sleeve. “You’re my absolute favorite Lottford,” she purred soothingly, gently stroking his forearm below the unbuttoned cuff. Puffed like a peacock, he looked out over the party with renewed vigor, allowing Stella to ease the scotch from his fingers without noticing.
	Oliver clicked away with his camera, catching her pour the liquid into the mulch behind Leo’s back and raise a finger to her lips in silent conspiracy. The party raged on without incident, all juleps and good cheer. He took a few shots of Charlie and Stella together, looking a perfect pair is similar dresses, but with such different coloring. He even got a few shockingly artistic shots of an intoxicated Leo, still so handsome even while splayed out in the field, lost somewhere between the brooding and downright silly with inhibition. 
	“Lady Charlotte?” Charlie looked up, lost in her own little world, to see someone eclipse the noon sun. “May a borrow you for a brief moment?” The figure was still too in silhouetted to see, but she knew the voice immediately. Edward looked every bit a gentleman, even in his daytime attire — a lavender dress shirt and well-cut grey vest. The vibrant color jogged a memory. He had been one of the men she’d seen playing croquet earlier. Funny, she didn’t immediately recognize him then. He used to be the first face she sought out in a crowd like this. The years since boarding school must have dulled the habit. He offered her his hand, which she took delicately, and rose to her feet.
	“Edward,” she smiled, just because how could you not smile at Edward? Their tiff from earlier long forgotten. “May I introduce you to my friends?” She motioned towards the rest, who also had risen at his arrival. He smiled and nodded. “This is Leo, you are acquainted already, I believe?”
	Leo had stood too fast for his current state and took a moment to right the top half of his body. His arms were outstretched to the sides to steady his balance. He shook Edward's hand, Ed bobbing his chin kindly as if he weren’t speaking to a drunk. “Yes, I know your brother Frederic quite well! He is here and we had an excellent catch-up,” Edward said, not catching on to the longstanding lack of affection Leo had for his eldest brother. Leo dropped his hand quickly, turning his head to mumble something no one heard. Edward frowned, opening his mouth to ask him to repeat himself.
	Well, that was not a can of worms Charlie wished to open today. “And this is Miss Stella! You wouldn’t have met formally before,” she pushed a nervous looking Stella forward before Ed finished his question. He took her hand and kissed her knuckles.
	“Your Highness.” She bent her knees in a feminine curtsy. Edward beamed at her, his smile radiating warmth in that way that made the ladies feel they were the only woman in the world.
	“And this is Arnold and…” Charlie trailed off slightly, turning to locate… “Ah, Oliver,” she finally said when she caught him lingering in the back of the group. Odd. Was he hiding? She introduced them as the photographers. “Everyone, this is Edward. My apologies… Prince Edward of Bellville.”
 
***
 
	Prince Edward of Bellville. 
	What a dumb name for a country, Oliver thought sagely. Still, he plastered on a stiff, toothless grin when the prince gripped his hand. And what a weak handshake.
	Oh, forget it — he had a perfectly acceptable handshake. As he crushed Edward’s fingers in his own, Oliver vaguely hoped he was making him feel like his handshake was weak. Or better yet, thought his fingers were breaking. By the way he nodded jovially, that was likely not the case.
	Screw it all.
	Prince Edward was a perfectly acceptable man. He was debonair without being the slightest bit a rogue. He was kind and sweet with the women, respectful to the men, not to mention he looked like the lead in the latest spy movie.
	Not that Oliver noticed these things… he was every bit a man himself.
	He event treated Arnold and himself like welcomed guests. “Ah, Oliver King! I saw the the family portraits. Right good work you do, sir!” Edward laughed, reaching out to shake his hand again and clap him on the back. “By some act of magic, you managed to make everyone look like they weren’t the stodgy bunch we usually look like!”
	This time Oliver did shake it back. He thanked him. He laughed along like they were old pals. It was still somewhat forced, but he was distracted by the guilty bubble growing in what felt like his stomach. 
	Prince Edward.
	Charlie didn’t strike as the type to fawn over a title. It was easy to become enamored with a prince — look at Stella. Oliver prided himself on his ability to read people, and he had a feeling that Stella would fit in perfectly with the Greenwich Village crowd, all slam poetry and mismatched earrings. Even she was reduced to a lovely, stammering mess in his presence. 
	But Edward was good. Edward was noble. Edward was…
	Masculine pride be damned. Edward was beyond good-looking. All men recognized a threat when they saw one. But what did Oliver have to be threatened about? Charlie was an elite society woman, and he was… on payroll.
	Oliver decided that he was getting far too involved in those sticky, complicated things called feelings. Stella bumped his shoulder, jarring him out of his mental turmoil. He shook his head like a wet dog and realized with some sick clarity that Stella had lightly shoved Charlie forward. He saw Edward’s mouth move, something like the words “stroll” and “honor”. The damned man was so eloquent that you could read his lips perfectly, even if your ears had defiantly stopped receiving information. He saw Stella nodding her head encouragingly from behind Edward’s back, and Charlie reluctantly — but not unwillingly — took his proffered arm. As they walked away she turned and her eyes, clouded with something, looked back at him. The silent monster in his stomach uncurled again and continued to snarl.
 
***
 
	Some of the carefree comfort that Charlie had enjoyed over the last hour had evaporated when she took Edward’s elbow. It shouldn’t be like this, she thought bitterly. It made no sense. 
	Yet, it did. Oliver wasn’t from her world. When she was with him, she could play pretend and make believe that she had no concerns of this life. And Ed… Well, Edward was everything that reminded her of their world. Her world. 
	He was — and the thought rocked her to the core — the male version of herself.
	They walked casually around the party, chatting about the weather and the food and of nothing of substance. It was some relief that Ed had always been so easy to converse with. Charlie had to keep reminding herself of this whenever she felt the anxiety creep back into her veins, repeating it in her head like a mantra. 
	Ed was steady and strong. He was unflappable and had the kind of regal ease that demanded respect but not without safety. They had been the best of friends once upon a time… two unruly youths given far too much fortune and not nearly enough supervision. Walking with him, reminiscing about life and poking fun at the others around them, it was all sweetly familiar.
	Ed had grown up exactly how she did.
	“Edward… Your Highness!” She corrected, but he brushed off the dropping of notoriety with a modest wave of the hand. “Edward,” She smiled at him in thank you. His name felt good on her tongue. She hummed a moment, trying to make the question she was about to ask make sense. “Do you ever wonder what happens that we don’t know about?”
	“What we…? I’m sure there’s plenty we don’t know, Charlotte.” He regarded her with a curious expression, almost like he didn’t know whether to laugh at her insanity. After all, her question was terribly vague.
	“What I mean is,” she continued, feeling a little more shy now with the idea out on the air. “I’ve heard things, Edward. Frightening things.”
	He stopped on the path and turned to face her, looking deeply concerned and paternal. “What have you heard? Are you in danger?”
	“I, well no! I mean… I suppose we all are. In danger, that is. Isn’t that part of the territory?” She huffed, frustrated by her confusion of thoughts. Charlie took a long, cleansing breath and started again. Edward waited, though it looked like his patience was wearing thin. “I just mean that I have heard things. Rumors. Plots and schemes to take titles and fortunes. Crimes and… things.”
	He sighed, shielding his eyes from the sun as they resumed their stroll. He looked weary, older than she’d ever imagined he’d look. “I have heard the tales too. Terrible things. The notion that some petty criminals could ever think to destroy a family for money and infamy disgusts me. It makes me want to hunt the bloody villains myself for Bellville. My apologies,” he said, guilt coloring his grey eyes. 	His passion was honorable, but not to the point. “No need to apologize. But Edward?” She knew she shouldn’t, it was clear she’d already asked too much, but she still had to push on. “You’re a prince. Don’t you get frightened that… that you could be a target? Aren’t you scared?”
	“Oh, dear Charlotte,” he took he hand in both his own, releasing some of the tension in her fingers by rubbing slow circles. His answer was never meant to be malicious, but she felt very small regardless. “That’s why we have security. They’d lay down their lives for the crown and the people associated with it. I have faith in them, and frankly I’d lay down my own for any of their families as well.”
	In that moment, Charlie realized Edward, Prince of Bellville, had a very good heart.
	“Why, Lady Charlotte are you worrying about such troubles?” Then he was gently touching her chin and inspecting the lines that furrowed between her brows. His eyes, the color of the clouds that drifted over the sun, darted over her face in such detail she thought he was trying to read her thoughts through her skin. “You’re far too lovely to look so very sad.”
	Her hands quickly moved to his forearms, pulling him away, but not because she didn’t want his affections. No matter how good-intentioned they were, she suddenly felt rather silly. “I was just thinking,” she brushed off with a little chuckle, waving her hand in the air in a dismissive sort of way.
	“Thinking of tragedy so early in the morning? You must be a poet,” he teased, gazing off into the distance and grinning. “You are a hard one to understand, Lady Charlotte.”
	Whatever clever retort she had planned was lost in an instant. They’d just passed the place on the walkway that snaked along the outer wall of a hedgerow maze. Suddenly, the evergreen parted with a crash. A Doré waiter leaped from the bushes, leaving a large hole in the branches behind him. The escape was clumsy but he landed deftly in front of their path. Charlie screamed, her body knocked backwards into Edward’s front.
	“Lady Charlotte! Lady Charlotte!” The waiter was yelling, approaching her with a crazed determination. Who on Duke Lottford’s staff was this man? He was wearing the Lottford house colors of navy and burgundy, even donning the white gloves all the waiters at the party had on. “Do you have a comment on the Derby incident?”
	Charlie gasped, trying desperately to make sense of the scene as he continued towards her. His face was red and he waved a notebook wildly through the air. “What do you have to say about the race? Attention seeking or more?” The man started writing. “Are you trying to impress one of the riders? The queen?” 
	She had no choice but to stumble backwards, smacking into the the front of Edward again. Instinctively, two strong arms wrapped around her like a protective cage. “Do not approach the lady!” He yelled at the man, holding out one arm towards him while the other clung to Charlie’s body. She was shaking from head to toe.
	But the man was relentless. He ran at her again, calling out a flurry of more questions. “That’s the prince, is it not? Are you together?”
	“I said not to dare come closer!” Edward’s voice boomed, reverberating off of Charlie’s eardrums and echoing throughout her bones. She burrowed deeper into his shield of an embrace. The last thing she saw was the man diving at her before she turned into Edward’s chest, hiding her face and praying everything stop. “Security!” She could barely hear him now. The scene was fading away through the end of tight black tube. She squeezed her eyes as tightly closed as she could.
	Footsteps, several of them, came thundering. By the weight of the pounding beats, it sounded like they were large and ideally threatening. There was a scuffle and a few shouts, the sound of flesh connecting to flesh, and in the end she didn’t miss the muffled call back to her from the mouth of the faux waiter, in one last feeble attempt to unmask her identity.
	“Get this scum out of here!” Rage filled Edward’s demand at the guards as they hauled him off. His strong arms had wrapped around Charlie tightly. At some point, she realized that she was crying. Her tears left dark spots on the front of Edward’s vest as she whimpered hopelessly. “Shh, shh. It’s okay, it’ll all be okay.” His coos were whispered soothingly into her hair, but the tight cocoon of his body suddenly felt claustrophobic. It was impossible to breathe. The day felt too hot. She shoved him away, needing out of his embrace… needing out of here. Now.
	Charlie fled, running at a full sprint away from him, ignoring his worried shouts pleading for her to stop. She knew he wouldn’t follow, he was too respectful to deny her her solitude and to not honor her rejection. He wouldn’t be hurt by it. Even if he was, she didn’t care. He might have just saved her, and for that she was forever grateful, but escaping from the scene alone was the only way to feel like she was saving herself.
 
***
 
	Oliver stomped out of the woods looking like a thunderstorm on legs. It was at least an improvement from when he stomped into the woods, looking like a full hurricane. He had given himself a figurative time out, a literal lecture, was just about finished with his pity party when he figured it best to return to the garden. The rich people weren’t going to photograph themselves. Just then he heard a faint moaning up ahead, and wondered what type of odd birds Brindelle had that could make such a noise. 
	Curiosity got the better of him. Growing up in the urban jungle, he never fancied himself a bird man. Why not take a few extra moments to indulge in avian pursuits? It was definitely not an excuse to delay his return. 
	Of course not. 
	As he rounded a large tree, he noticed a swatch of lilac and pink fabric draped over the ground. A very familiar lilac and pink fabric. He’d known it well, having spent the better part of the day admiring it. Charlie leaned with her back against the thick tree, deeply in her own thoughts. As she raised her face to the canopy of leaves, he realized she was crying.
	He was at her side within seconds. “Charlie? Charlie! What happened?” He didn’t want to frighten her, but still he begged. He grasped her arm, which was trembling unimaginably fast.
	“I was… and he… he did…” Coherent words weren’t coming out of her mouth. She was gasping, her face streaked with tears. She seemed too in shock to even startle at his unexplainable presence in the woods. 
	Oliver gripped both her arms and resisted the urge to shake her. His blood ran cold all the same. “Who, Charlie? Who did this?”
	“He… He…” she choked out. “He attacked m-“
	“Who attacked you? Was it Prince Edward? I swear to God…” He let go of her in disbelief, his pulse pounding in his ears. Anger grabbed his whole soul and squeezed. He was already turning away, intent to go hunt down and murder the man, prince or not.
	“No!” She barely muttered, her speech in gasps. Suddenly, her eyes bugged and panic filled her face. “I can’t… I can’t… breathe!”
	And then he realized. She was breathing fast and shallow as if she couldn’t get any air. Her hands were clamped together but shaking like mad. She wasn’t just weeping, she was in the middle of a full panic. Quickly, without really thinking about it, he took her face in his hands and gently, but steadily made her look at him. “Charlie, look at me. Right at me,” he whispered with enough force to break through her terror. She shook her head side to side, eyes still tightly shut. “No, I know you can do it. Do it for me. Look right at me, right in my eyes.” A a moment her stricken eyes slowly pried open and met his. She looked hunted and haunted and broke something inside him that felt vaguely like it might be in the vicinity of his heart. 
	“That’s it, Charlie. Don’t look away from my eyes, okay?” He took his hands off her face and she started to breathe faster again at the loss of contact. “No, no it’s okay. I’m just putting them here see?” His own voice was unsteady as he moved his hands to hers. It took some effort to peel them apart but once nestled in his own, he felt them relax. “Still look at me, right at me,” he commanded more forcefully than his shaky heart felt. “Now I need you to breathe in for me.”
	She didn’t take a breath, but her pattern of hyperventilating changed ever so slightly, and  Oliver knew she was trying. “Here.” He took her hands and laid them against his chest with his own firmly over top. He breathed in deep. “Just like this. One… two… three.” He exhaled, mirroring the breathing on his own chest. “There. Good. Let’s go again. One… two… three.”
	He hadn’t looked away. Something deep inside him thought that if he tore his eyes from hers he’d somehow loose her forever. Finally, all the energy released from her exhausted body, she slummed against the tree. Words, though, still wouldn’t come.
	“I want to show you something!” Oliver wasn’t sure why the idea came to him, but it seemed imperative that he distract her. He took out his camera and opened the screen. He wrapped one arm around her and held it in front of them, so she was looking at the camera just as he was. In his delicate embrace, he flipped through the pictures from the day. 
	He let her get lost in the images of flowers, all types it seemed. A close up of a fuzzy bumblebee on a champagne glass. Silly photos of guests looking like well-dressed frat boys as they played their yard games. Pictures of her and Stella posing on the picnic blanket. Arnold eating a tiny cake in one bite. Then it was a montage of the photos he took of her. Painfully gorgeous images that made her look like a mystic woodland fairy as flowers danced around her, the sun doing that sort of magic thing photographers went crazy for. Her smile and her joy somehow breaking and mending his heart at the same time. “You’re beautiful,” he hadn’t meant to say it, but he whispered it into her hair as he held her. 
	Just as a photo of Leo with a dizzy, loopy grin lit up the screen, she spoke. It was a quiet, broken sort of sound, but she sounded determined all the same. “A man attacked me.” He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze to encourage her, but kept silent, thanking any god anywhere that she was speaking at all. “I was walking, in the middle of the party, and a man dressed as a waiter jumped out at me. He tried to attack me and was shouting questions. I think he was a reporter. Edward protected me and they got him away, but it was terrifying.”
	Her voice broke with hoarseness. Gratitude for Edward reluctantly bloomed inside Oliver and he vowed to make up for his past misjudgment of the man.
 
***
 
	By the third rise and fall of Oliver’s chest, Charlie could take her own labored breaths. By the fifth, she felt the air return to her lungs. By the tenth, she realized just how much Oliver’s eyes reminded her of the ocean when it calmed after a storm. Charlie felt a relief wash over her, but an uneasiness still sat heavy on her chest. 
	Oliver. 
	He would never truly understand. But maybe he would try. She felt so connected to this man in this moment. 
	So she told him everything.
	“… and murder. They plan that too. And I’m terrified,” she finished weakly, sometime later. She had told him everything, how she had discovered the hidden and terrible threats that so often target the important families. She was glad she hadn’t actually told him who she was because the story alone had reduced him to sliding down the tree onto the ground midway through. He was sitting with his hands on his knees, looking out blankly at the field. He sighed deeply after a long and loaded silence and turned to her.
	“Charlie, you have every right to be terrified. I’m terrified and I’m just an artist. I live in Brooklyn,” he admitted, a mild shadow of humor played on his lips. “We are all allowed to be scared of something. Even if some of our fears are much more grand and dramatic than others.”
	She giggled, and he laughed. It was a melodic sound. This amazing man was somehow making her laugh about her deepest terrors and she couldn’t be more grateful. “But Oliver,” she asked, grasping his hand like a lifeline. “What am I to do?”
	Oliver looked at her small hand on his. He was scared for her. God he was so scared. But he knew in his heart that she’d be alright. It was the same faith he had knowing the sun would rise tomorrow and that his favorite baseball team would never win a World Series. “You live. You go on with your life knowing that the world is scary. But also know this: You’re going to be just fine because you are the damn strongest person that I know.”
	And Charlie, though she was stubborn and hard-headed and practically screaming inside that he couldn’t possibly know that, actually felt that maybe she was.

All Press is Good Press
 
	Fresh Faced and Red Headed Stranger!”
	“Princess Spotted!”
	“Brindelle Princess Confirmed!” 
	“Princess Finds Her Prince!”
	“Mystery Match Threatens Monarchy!”
	“Too Many Men, Not Enough Time!”
 
	But the headlines were nothing compared to the subheadings:
 
	“New face, and hair, emerges on Brindelle social scene… princess suspicions fly!”
	“Suspected red-headed beauty out enjoying Royal society again. Convenient or something more?”
	“Scene stealer equestrian spotted twice confirms princess whispers!”
	“Insider catches potential love match between Bellville prince and Brindelle rumored princess!”
	“Affair with unidentified stranger threatens Royal wedding!”
	“Promiscuous princess can’t handle her affairs!”
 
	And the subheadings were nothing compared to the photos. 
	With a china-rattling thwack, Charlie slammed the most recent glossy tabloid down on the table with surprising force. Rage boiled in her chest and she felt the flush of red hot hives creep up her neck. 
	“Why were there ten lords a’leaping but only nine ladies dancing? Because one of those rebellious misses thinks herself above the unspoken rules of the crown.”
	Really, once you threw in holiday song puns, you’d gone too far. And they use this one twice!
	24 hours… it had only been 24 hours and already the magazines were stacking up on every surface. Deeming the day eventful enough, Charlie left Doré immediately after the Lottford Garden Party. She sat with Oliver in the tree line for a long moment in companionable silence. Once they saw the party thinning, he offered her his hand and pulled her to her feet. With a reassuring squeeze, they reentered the throngs of the crowd and parted ways with a small bond that would tie them together forever. 
	Her body ached from exhaustion and her head was pounding. Even the thought of forcing interaction was unbearable. Mercifully, the first guest she ran into was Leo. He was on his way to sober, cranky, and thoroughly done with being compared to his recently returned golden brother. Thrilled when she suggested leaving early, they jumped the first train north. As the landscape grew more grey and foggy, Charlie closed her eyes and let the cold train window sooth her headache, blissfully unaware of what was happening on editors’ desks all over the country. 
	The rest of the guests weren’t set to leave Doré until late that night, so they weren’t to interrupt her thoughts until later this afternoon. When Charlie arrived at the castle, ready to sink into her own bed for a nice long nap, she was surprised to see a note slid under her door. It wasn’t odd that her mother had taken advantage of the peace to requested a private luncheon with her daughter. But her premature arrival was a bit odd. 
	Charlie assumed it was to gain intel on her prospects, or to comment on a formidable match she’d concocted while she watched her daughter dance and simper and do all those things young ladies were expected to do as a guest of honor. 
	When Charlie first arrived home, she had been so tired and hell-bent on catching up on sleep that she hadn’t noticed a shift in the energy of the palace. She didn’t hear the concerned whisperings of the staff or the flurry of deliveries accepted at the door. 
	Not until she sat down in the deserted morning room did she notice any sort of disarray. 
	The lace covered table was laden with stacks upon stacks of shiny magazines. Any regards for order and tidiness had clearly been ignored, because the table, though laid for lunch, looked like a newsstand when the stocks changed. She curiously picked up the first in the pile, and then dropped it like it was on fire. 
	“Well!” Ophelia stormed into the room, her face devoid of any of her usual dignified grace. In all honesty, she looked quite hysterical and it  was unnerving. “You… what…” she stuttered. Finally giving up on words entirely, she threw her hands in the air desperately. “Explain!”
	Charlie eyed her mother, feeling sympathy for the older woman. Her usually perfect coiffure was falling down, though it was morning and she’d probably just gotten ready. Her dress was rumbled and she had deep, purple shadows under her eyes. Never before had Charlie seen her mother look so at ends before. Even when she was born, Ophelia left the hospital in a crisp linen shirt, buttoned primly under a strand of pink pearls - the press’s first clue that she’d had a daughter. 
	They’d been prowling around Charlie since the very start. 
	But now, now her face was ashen and her eyes tired and bloodshot. She crossed the bridge of disappointment long ago, breezed right past angry and crashed firmly into emotional rage.
	An odd chill settled over the room. It creeped up Charlie’s neck and down to each fingertip. Was it dread, horror, an ominous feeling of doom? Her bottom lip started to quiver on its own accord, her throat tight and dry. 
	She fought for the right words — any words really — even the wrong ones. She couldn’t bear to witness the pain she’d caused her mother. She sunk into the blue damask chair in the corner, the one that was cozy and comfortable, facing the back gardens and dappled with sunlight. She tore her eyes away from Ophelia as she fought for the words, focusing her gaze on a single spot on the small stained glass lamp that sat on a table by the chair. The shard of glass reflected a bright, marine blue in the sun. A blue that reminded her of Oliver’s eyes.
	Oliver.
	Suddenly she wasn’t in her morning room anymore. She was back in that lonely field with him holding her, reassuring her of what she knew was inside of her the whole time. He believed in her. She believed in her.
	With a deep breath, she steadied herself and turned to her mother, who was pacing the room like a caged cat. “Mother, this isn’t my fault.”
	Ophelia ceased her pacing at once, starring at her daughter as if the assured voice had not come from her. “Whatever do you mean?” 
	Charlie threw one of the magazines onto the low table between them. “I mean, I didn’t do this.”
	“You were compromised!” Ophelia’s shriek echoed off the walls, waving her hand wildly at the offending publication on the table. “They know!”
	“Mother,” she answered reasonably. Maybe if she took the calm and collected route, this would go easier. “The party was compromised, not I. I am very sure that you are already aware of the paparazzi that accosted me?” She knew the answer already. The security team was nothing if not punctual.
	As she anticipated, her mother answered with a curt nod.
	“They don’t know it’s me. It’s all speculation,” Charlie said as she picked up a magazine and walked to her mother’s side. “Look, see,” she pointed to the colorful image of her chatting animatedly to Leo and Stella, backed up by a group of their friends. “They don’t even name Leo, and he’s quite well known.”
	Her mother seemed to deflate slightly, nodding in agreement for her to continue. 
	“And see this,” she quickly flipped through the pages, stopping only briefly at each photo. “Picture after picture of me in groups of women, all just as elegant and appealing. It could be any of us. They can’t even pinpoint it to me!”
	Ophelia head was nodding faster now. She grabbed up another article and flipped to a series of photos taken of Charlie with various different men. Most showed her just chatting, or just strolling about, smiling occasionally. One — who happened to be nearly forty years her senior — bent over to place a polite kiss on her hand. “But this! This! It makes you look scandalous… a wicked woman!” she muttered anxiously.
	“No, Mother! It was a party!” She pointed to a huge picture, clearly deserving of top billing, that spanned across the page. It showed her turned into Edward, his hand protectively at the small of her back. “This was right after the reported attacked me. Ed was fantastic and he was just protecting me. I know the papers will already be planning our wedding, but Ed is a good man. And a very connected and esteemed prince. Anyone who truly knows of him — which everyone does — knows that his actions were nothing more than honorable. If anything, they’ll be calling him a fairytale hero.”
	“I always liked that Edward,” she mumbled, staring intently. Charlie turned the page again before her mother starting picking out their wedding crystal.
	For several minutes they faced their fears and perused the photos. They weren’t as incriminating as they could have been. Sure, Charlie was seen talking to all the right people, but so was everyone else. It wasn’t like the Lottfords even knew the wrong sort of people. She was nearly always photographed with a group of ladies, Stella herself was at her elbow in almost every photo apart from the brief series with Ed. Her mother stopped and asked questions on pieces that were particularly harsh, but took the review rather well.
	“Him,” she suddenly said, a low growl escaping her throat.
	“What?” Charlie jumped as her mother jammed her finger so hard into a photo that her manicured nail punctured the paper. It was a shot of her and her friends, sitting on a picnic blanket. She was looking down, presumably at the glass of lemonade in her hand, but Oliver was staring at the side of her face. She didn’t have to analyze his expression. It was one of intense endearment, bordering on love-sick. “Mr. King?”
	Ophelia scrambled to gather up another magazine, flipping through it so fast the pages blurred. For several moments she didn’t speak, she just flew through tabloid after tabloid, turning the pages back to hold them open and lining them up and muttering under her breath. Soon, the small breakfast table was overflowing with photos, dozen of glossy stills of her and Oliver, each one looking as if they were madly in love. She opened her mouth to say something, anything, but no sound came out.
	“It was him! He sold the photos!” she shrieked. “I cannot believe I gave him a chance — the worthless nobody — and he went and betrayed me! Betrayed you! How much does he know?”
	“Mother!” Charlie tried to cut her off. “He didn’t! I know he didn’t! He’s in the photos! How could he have done?”
	“He must have tipped off the press. Probably consorted with his little cohorts to frame himself as your suitor!”
	“Mother!” she yelled, but it was no use. Ophelia was up again, pacing the room and looking mutinous. She chewed on her bottom lip, clearly plotting how the whole scheme played out in her head. Reason was lost on a Callaghan-Montgomery when she was scheming.
	Suddenly, it all felt hopeless. Charlie knew in her heart that her mother wouldn’t let this go. Not when she was dead-set that she was right and that her daughter’s safety was endangered. Her throat choked up, but she knew she had to say something, anything, to protect Oliver. “It’s not him. I know it’s not!” she whispered behind her tears.
	Ophelia turned to her daughter, a flash of sympathy at her wet cheeks shined in her eyes for just long enough to give Charlie a glimmer of hope. But the glimmer was gone as quickly as it came, for Ophelia steeled her shoulders until her back was ramrod-straight and spoke in a wise and steady voice. “How do you know that?” Charlie opened her mouth to answer, but she cut her off. “Love? Is that what you think this is? My dear, even if you fancy yourself in love with the boy, love does not conquer all. It doesn’t make commoners see our ways. It doesn’t protect you from the people who will very well see an opportunity and take every single ounce they can get from it. You do not know the boy,” she said softly, touching Charlie’s cheek gently before dropping her hand and it was back to business. “Go wait in your room.”
	Ophelia turned and stormed out the door.
	“Wait!” Charlie wailed, running after her mother. She reached the door and was stopped by the butler. He gently held her back, but he was strong and large, and easily stopped her in her tracks. She half heartedly smacked against his chest, trying to duck under his arm, but all was too late. She’d already seem her mother walk out the front door, proud and determined. 
	She had to get to Oliver. Her feet paced across her bedroom. He had to know she believed him. She paced back to where she was. Her mother must be stopped! She was wasting time! Pace. He wouldn’t be punished on account of her. Pace pace pace.
	“Ugh!” she huffed. It seemed like a good idea at the time to kick her bed frame. It was not.
	Love. How could her mother think such nonsense? She was thinking that her daughter was the flighty, hopeless romantic that she never had been. She made up her mind that Charlie was acting on impulse because she had a silly infatuation. Whatever she felt for Oliver… well… it wasn’t love. 
	Charlie chose to forget the undoubtable affection that was so clear in the photos. Oliver just had that look about him. He could look at a fire hydrant and look enchanted. He didn’t love her. Still, he didn’t deserve to be publicly humiliated for it. 
	This was Charlie’s mess. She had to clean it up. But she couldn’t do anything though. Her mother had instructed that her butler remove Charlie directly to her chamber, lock her inside, and leave the door guarded by two of their most burly security details. Seriously, the audacity! There was no chance of escape, and every second that ticked by, she was loosing her chance. 
	Charlie flopped into her desk chair, knocking the contents of the writing table off onto the floor. Her bowl of crystals, pens, and various trinkets scattered across the carpet, which she didn’t even bother to pick up. Maybe he wasn’t yet home, she thought. Maybe he’d gone off with Arnold to mingle with the guests or maybe he stayed in Dore to socialize more.
	No, she thought dishearteningly. She knew him. He’d never disrespect the job he was given by explicitly disobeying the outline. He had more honor than that. She was certain as well, that he’d never stick around a society function to make small talk with dull company. 
	Just as she lost all hope, the sun glinted off of something on the floor that nearly blinded her. With her hand shielding her eyes, she picked up a key. Her terrace key! It had fallen from its hiding spot underneath her favorite rose quartz crystal. How silly she’d been to forget. What good is a lifetime of sneaking out if you don’t even remember when it’s a matter of life or death. Or life or fired. She jumped up and jammed it into the lock.
	With one quick glance at the locked door, she threw her leg over the railing like she’d done uncountable times. “Idiots,” she muttered with a little smirk, and then she was gone.
 
***
 
	“What do you mean he’s gone!”
	“He’s gone. I’m sorry, but he just left,” Arnold said in his easy, reassuring voice, but there was a hard edge to his demeanor. Arnold was pretty intimidating when he was upset. 
	Charlie stood at the door of Maple House, bent over heaving for breath from her sprint across the grounds. She’d raised her hand to knock, but Arnold opened the door before she made contact with the wood.
	“He said he couldn’t stay. I’m sure you’ve heard why?” It wasn’t a question. Charlie decided to ignore the suspicious way he eyed her, clearly wary of how she’d know Oliver was fired so soon. She had more pressing matters at hand. 
	“Where did he go? Why are you still here? What happened? Is he okay?” The words tumbled out of her mouth, sucking even more of the air from her lungs and causing her to sway on the spot.
	Arnold helped her to sit on the cold stoop, but stood in front of her. “The queen, can you believe it? She’d come right to the door, knocking. I swore I was seeing things. She took him aside and made him a deal. She offered for him to own up to it and leave, no questions asked, or she’d see to his dismissal. But he wouldn’t do it,” Arnold paused to shake his head, a rueful smile spreading across his features. “Oliver is proud… too proud to be scapegoated. I said I’d leave with him, tomorrow like the she had asked, but he refused. By the time I made it back into the house, he’d already packed his bags.”
	“But he didn’t do it… I know he didn’t,” Charlie whispered to herself. Disbelief, rage, denial maybe, it all filled her up and hot tears poked at her eyes. Finally, she said loudly and assured, “I know it wasn’t him!”
	“Then you need to tell him that, Charlie,” Arnold said a matter of factly, shrugging helplessly. “It’s doing no harm, nor any good, staying here.”
	“Arnold!” A blur of teal streaked past the pair, making them both jump. Arnold caught it and set the mass back on it’s feet. Stella stood there heaving, her colorful coat hanging off her shoulders as she clung onto Arnold upper arm for support. “Charlie! Good, you’re here! I just heard— ” She gasped as she tried to catch her breath. “I just heard that Oliver is being accused of selling the photos!”
	“It’s too late, Stella. He’s gone.”
	“Gone?” Stella scoffed, waving her wrist at Arnold without looking at him. “Nobody’s gone in Brindelle until their plane leave the airstrip!”She turned to Charlie. “What happened? It’s not him, right?”
	“No. I’m positive it wasn’t.”
	“Of course. There’s no way it could have been. Hell, he’s in most of the photos! If it were a scheme, don’t you’d think he’d take the opportunity to promote himself? Do you realize how much attention he’d get as an artist to be dating the potential future queen? But they didn’t even list his name. He’s just another bystander, as am I and Arnold, and a million other guests!”
	“It doesn’t matter!” Arnold nearly shouted over the tittering. He looked ready to loose it, even though the words escaped his mouth in a humorless laugh. “The queen thinks it was him. It’s done.”
	Stella silenced him with one hand, shooting him an annoyed glare that caused him to actually back up a step. “Oh, please. You haven’t the first idea what gossip in Brindelle is like. Nothing is ever as it seems and this is certainly not over, so I’m going to need you to not loose your head on me now.”
	Arnold’s grunt came out more like an actual cry of frustration. Stella impatiently took his arm and yanked it near out of the socket as she turned him away and started bickering in hushed tones. Charlie didn’t even bother to follow. It didn’t matter if the world believed him, it didn’t matter if the queen or the court or anyone believed him. She believed him and she had to let him know. It dawned on her like ice water poured over her body, awakening her senses, igniting her impulses. 
	She turned back to Stella and Arnold, ignoring that they had ceased their argument and were now whispering conspiratorially with their heads bent together. “I have to go! I have to find Oliver and stop him!” She tugged on Stella’s coat, but Charlie suddenly stopped. She didn’t know how to fix it.
	“Go! Go! We have a plan,” Stella smiled and looked up at Arnold expectantly. He gulped a noncommittal answer, still looking put out, then nodded along animatedly. Something that had everything to do with the sharp elbow in his ribs. She shooed Charlie away, before dragging Arnold into Maple House with a determined scowl.
 
***
 
	Thirty three minutes. It was only thirty minutes to Brindelle International. Thirty three minutes wasn’t long. Oliver couldn’t be gone if he’d only left thirty three minutes before her. 
	Charlie kept repeating the mantra in her mind. It was the only thing keeping her sane. She’d hopped in her driver’s car, cursing that it was the only way. Had she taken her bike, she could have woven through the streets as the cars sat in their holiday stalemate. But the road conditions were far too precarious to allow a safe trip, forget that had she been at the wheel, there was no way her adrenaline would have made for a calm nor collected ride.
	“Come on!” Her hand beat against the armrest in frustration as the cars around her once again came to a halt. Davies, her driver, politely acknowledged her request as if she had offered it with unmatched grace, and tried to switch lanes. She felt a little bad for shouting at him. It wasn’t her habit to disrespect her staff and dearly hoped he’d take her agitation for stress.
	Moments later, they pulled into the lot of the airport. It was the only one in Brindelle, aside from the various private airstrips she’d usually travel, but all the better. Oliver had to be here. Best to not chase him around from airport to airport. She’d watched enough made-for-tv movies to know that never worked out in the actor’s favor. 
	She jumped out of the car before Davies had come to a complete stop and jogged towards the crowded front of the building. Cars lined up to drop off passengers and luggage lined the sidewalk. Much to her immense relief, Oliver’s midnight hair was the first thing that came into view. He was bent over, his worn denim jacket pulled tightly up to his neck, as he lifted a beat up duffle from the taxi. With the way he aggressively threw the bag over his shoulder and slammed the door, Charlie was forced to stop dead in her tracks. He just looked so angry.
	“Oliver!” She cried over the crowd, too stubborn to succumb to the moment of fear. He didn’t hear her. She kept calling until she was a few yards away, and with a rather labored shout she finally got his attention. 
	He turned to the sound, and she didn’t know him. For one shining moment, as his blue eyes met hers, she saw it. The briefest hint of relief, as if his whole body exhaled, as if he was glad to be right at the edge and have someone there to pull him back. But then it was gone. It was like a storm settled, cold and imminent, over his body and his eyes froze over. He frowned. 
	But Charlie ran for him, wrapping her arms tightly around his torso. She’d wore her flattest riding boots, so he towered over her. Relief flooded her body as she pressed her cheek into the cold wool of his sweltered chest. He was rigid in her embrace. His arms remained at his sides, save for the hand that cupped the back of her head without actually truly touching her. 
 
***
 
	Oliver expected this. He’d rushed from the grounds of the palace, shoving his things into bags without folding them and jumping into the waiting taxi. But once he got the the airport, he was almost… waiting. Not precisely stalling for time, but also not rushing anymore either. He’d known she’d come. Charlie wasn’t the type to sit around and let the world spin without her permission. 
	So when he heard his name on the wind, he didn’t question if he was hallucinating. When he turned, he wasn’t surprised to see her. What did surprise him though, was how angry it made him.
	Charlie pulled from his chest, still holding onto his sides and the look on her face sent a chill through his body. She looked so innocent, her cheeks flushed pink from the cold, and her brown eyes were filled with relief while he felt nothing of the sort. 
	She must have noticed his stiff, unreciprocated stance, or maybe his distain showed on his face, because she dropped her hands from him immediately. “What happened?”
	“You don’t already know?” He mumbled, looking over her head because looking in her eyes would only make it harder to keep his stoney facade.
	“Oliver, I know it wasn’t you!” Her eyes grew wide and hopeful, her smile placating. There was so much assurance in her voice that it almost made him laugh.
	It did make him laugh. 
	He barked, a loud and chilling laugh that left her standing there looking confused and mildly offended. 
	“It wasn’t me, Oliver,” her voice cracked, but he ignored it. “You have to know it wasn’t me!”
	“Why’s it matter, Charlie?” He snapped, annoyed so much that it scared him. He was never one to be greatly in control of his emotions, mostly because he hadn’t any practice. He’d never been overcome in public, rarely was he even more than the vague annoyance that was required when living in New York, and everyone seemed to find his barely suppressed joy to be charming. But now he sounded shrewd and cruel. He felt shrewd and cruel. Maybe placing blame on this girl was undeserved but he couldn’t help it. She just kept pushing him. “Why’s it matter that your entire country thinks me a villain? That I was all but fired and humiliated today?”
	“No, Oliver! You don’t understand, you’re not from here. Brindelle takes gossip very—“ 
	“I don’t understand?” He exploded then. The rage that bubbled under his skin boiled right over and he found himself stark, raving mad. “I don’t understand… of course, it’s that again! Poor little Oliver, just a dumb, lowly commoner! He’ll never understand our ways. What ways are those, Charlie? The ways that you can throw someone out on the street because of a rumor? Without any opportunity to defend themselves?”
	She opened her mouth to say something, but shut it again quickly as he cut across her. She thought he had a right to explain this to him? That he couldn’t deduce it himself? “I may not be from here. I may not know your customs or your streets, or god knows whatever else I will fully admit to being ignorant on. You think I can’t figure it out on my own? I may be your charity case, I may be a peasant,” he swept his arms out to the side with a humorless grin like some sort of sick magician about to perform his final trick. “But don’t insult my intelligence.”
	“I’m not,” she whispered. He noticed the tears threatening to spill over her bottom lashes as hurt flashed across her face. “I’m here for you. I came to get you!”
	“Hell, Charlie, you’re here for you!” She jumped like he’d hit her. Never would ge lay a finger on this woman but it felt good to blame her. She was everything that had sent him on this ridiculous journey just to insult him. Savagely, he prowled closer to her. She held her own defiantly, just like he knew she would. But not this time. “So that you can have a clear conscious that I might get out of this situation and not hate you! That’s selfish… that’s for you. Not me.”
	“But Oliver,” she took a shaky breath and tried to continue on. In an ironic way he admired her audacity, she just couldn’t leave well enough alone. “I don’t want you to hate me!”
	“No, Charlie. I don’t hate you. I don’t blame you,” he huffed, rubbing his eyes so hard with his knuckles that for a moment he saw nothing but white. He didn’t hate her, and he hated that she thought that he could, but she just didn’t get it and it was killing him. He growled in frustration. “But forget about me. Me, remember, who is here for a job! Someone who might actually need this job! But you wouldn’t understand that, would you?”
 
***
 
	It hurt, oh it hurt so bad to hear him say those words. She thought she knew this man, knew him more than she knew herself, which was always a bit too much of a challenge to take on. Now, her heart was breaking and he was the last person she’d ever think could make her feel this way. But it mostly hurt because she didn’t understand. She hadn’t even spent one moment understanding how he felt, considering that he needed this. Never did she realize that this was an opportunity of a lifetime and it was stollen out from under him. 
	She’d always seen Oliver of a bit of a enigma. An unattainable and dangerous look into a life she’d always wished she could have, even for a day. He was foreign to her, so untouchable because of their differences. But he wasn’t a god, he wasn’t on a pedestal. He was just a man, a man struggling his whole life to make something of himself.
	And in that moment, she was absolutely certain he was also a mind reader, because he looked right into her eyes and said in a deep and deadly calm voice, “I’m not here for you to use as as as some sort of escape. Someone that you can air out your dirty laundry and poke fun at the others without worrying who’s going to rat you out. Didn’t you ever even consider that I may be capable of saying something? Just as capable as any of them.”
	“What are you saying?” But she didn’t want to know the answer.
	His eyes changed and she swore she saw some sort of devil overtake his body. 
	“So intuitive. So clever and curious,” he hissed, then took a step towards her and drawled hotly in her ear, bringing his hand to her face to rub the back of his fingers against her cheek. His touch seared her flesh and she brushed him away, but all he did was let out one grim chuckle. “But you never stopped to think. You were so sure of who I was that you never even considered that you might be wrong. Did you, Charlie?”
	She looked him straight in the eye, anger burning at her throat but she asked. 
	He tore his eyes away, the fire of fury in his gaze replaced by a cold wall of ice. He looked out over the crowd, her presence barely acknowledged. “Yes, Charlie. It was me. I sold those photos to the press. I saw an opening and I took it, and honestly can you blame me?”
	And then he turn and walked away, too disgusted with himself to even look at her one second longer.
 
***
 
	Thirty three minutes later, Charlie was back home clutching a pillow to her chest and waiting for the tears to come. But they wouldn’t. She’d even tried to cry, just because the anticipation of waiting to be overcome by emotion was almost worst than actually getting it over with. 
	But each time she tried, she was consumed by the nagging memory of his words. 
	He lied. He lied right to her face, turned into some sort of grim horror before her eyes and then took all the blame.
	Forget that the facts just simply could not add up, that logistically he would have been wholly unable to actually sell the photos to the press. He’d been with her until her departure, then immediately would have had to leave Doré to return to the palace in time. She’d known that in order to get in contact with the press and have publications put out so quickly, he’d never be able to take such liberties with his time. And in the tree line, Oliver seemed to not be in a rush to do anything other than hold her. 
	Then there was the fact that she quite simply could not believe that it was him. He didn’t have it in him. Consider it a sixth sense or some fated knowledge, but she just knew deep in her soul that he’d never do that. He might be a rogue and a flirt, but he wasn’t a bad man. He’d never put her life at risk just hours after sharing her deepest fears with him, no matter the payoff. 
	So why? That’s what stopped her from crying. It was an obsession that consumed her thoughts, settled over her like a fog. Why would he blatantly lie to her?
	A careful knock punctuated the silence of her room. Looking up from her perch on her bed, her mother poked her head in, looking furious. Of course she’d known already what transpired. When Charlie returned to the house and burst through the front door, running up the stairs two at a time and ignoring the shouted concerns from all the staff members, she knew they’d immediately send the bravest among them to inform the queen. It was no surprise that no more than fifteen minutes later, here she was, craning her elegantly long neck in the room like a goose.
	“Charlotte,” she muttered, taking in her daughter’s disheveled appearance. She must have looked quite a sight because instead of anger, her face quickly composed itself to one of maternal concern. She bustled over to the bed and sat on the edge next to Charlie. “What happened?”
	Charlie shook off the hand she’d laid on her knee. No matter how much her emotions craved the sympathetic touch of her mother right now, her mind hadn’t forgotten that is precisely what got her into this situation. “I went to get Oliver,” she mumbled into her pillow.
	Ophelia opened her mouth, presumably to start on a lecture, but one look at Charlie and she closed it again. She’d floundered about for a moment, before finally giving in and saying, “You really don’t think it was him, do you?”
	It was completely out of character for her mother to ask her opinion on a matter she’d already seen to. “No, I do not,” she answered cautiously.
	“Why?”
	“I don’t know who it could have been. It was technically impossible for him to do so, but that’s not what matters,” she sat up and squared her shoulders. It was over now, too late for anything, so she might as well be honest. “I’ve gotten to know him, and for the life of me I cannot explain why, but I just know that he’d never do that to me. He’d never do that to anyone.”
	“What did he say?” Ophelia asked quietly, all traces of the stoic ruler gone. Her soft eyes were filled with some emotion Charlie had never quite seen her wear before.
	She looked off into the distance and muttered, “He said it was.”
	“But you don’t believe him do you?” It was odd that she kept asking, but regardless, Charlie replied with complete certainty. “No, I’m absolutely positive it wasn’t him.”
	Her mother looked to the same spot Charlie had fixed her gaze to, an unimpressive pleat in her white bedspread. She seemed to be thinking quite hard and it was a long, pregnant pause before she spoke again, her voice level with importance. “It takes a very noble man to own up to something he’s not to blame for to protect another, to sacrifice himself instead of resorting to placating his wounded pride. It is an honorable thing to do.”
	“Mama,” she asked, forgetting it had been years since she’d drop the informality. Charlie felt years younger. A slip of a girl asking about the unhappy mysteries of life’s unfairness, like why crushes didn’t write letters from boarding school or why cats had to go to heaven. “Why would he lie?”
	“I do not know for sure. I certainly would not have if I were him. But I am sure that it was easier to walk away than to be forced to endure the shame and reproach. Easier to leave with some shred of decency. Easier to make you believe him to be at fault and hope you figure it out on your own later.” Charlie gave her a look that showed she didn’t understand. “I think it was probably better, well not better per se, but easier for him to leave with you hating him than for him to leave while you still pine for him. Maybe he thought it would be better for you to move on if you believed him a powerful villain instead of an unlucky hero.”
	Charlie was quiet for a long moment, just thinking. “He was right about me.” Ophelia just raised her perfect eyebrows, urging her to continue. “He was right. I was a consumed, selfish-important person. I didn’t really stop and think of life outside of the palace door. I got to know him, but not in the ways that matter.”
	Ophelia wrapped her thin arms around her daughter and squeezed. “I think you did get to know him in all the ways that mattered. I think you got to know yourself.” 
	Then just like that, she lifted herself off the bed and hastily walked towards the door. “What? Wait! Where are you going?”
	Ophelia spun around in a most impressive arch and stood looking down at her daughter. She’d never looked more regal than right now. “To do something I should have done a long time ago.”
 
***
 
	It was supposed to be easier. 
	Lie. 
	It was so simple. It was the cure-all solution. So why did he feel so absolutely ashamed of himself that he couldn’t even stand his own company? It felt like he was burdened by an unwelcome guest, one who’s presence nauseated him and yet they refused to just go home.
	Oliver didn’t know why he did it. Before he’d stop and thought, really thought about it, the words were already tumbling forth from his mouth and sounding eerily like someone else’s. Maybe it would be easier for Charlie to walk away from him thinking that he was corrupt and traitorous. God knows she was better off without him.
	He’d thought he was better off without her. Truly it was why he was so angry. He was humiliated, completely crushed to be turned into a criminal without a second thought. Did he really want to align himself with such people? His pride was wounded, sure, but when he stopped to consider it — something he was desperately trying to avoid doing, but he had a delayed flight, so here he was — it dawned on him that he was ashamed. 
	He’d never once been ashamed of who he was, never apologized or tried to be something else in his whole life. But Charlie… her world… he was intimidated. He hadn’t wanted to admit it, but realized it right as the words slipped from his turncoat mouth, that he’d fallen for her hard.
	But whatever her alliance with the crown, whether she was a princess or a society woman, a daughter of a duke or who knows what else, this was her home. Her life. She didn’t belong with a struggling, all but failed, artist from the least fashionable neighborhood in New York. She belonged with a prince, a king, and regardless of what surname he was given by the father he did not know, he was no king.
	Somewhere in the distance, his flight was called to board in fifteen minutes. It may be cutting it too close, but he decided rashly that a quick breath of air before twelve hours in a stuffy plane cabin sounded next to heaven. He jogged through the automatic doors and into the darkening night before he could change his mind.
	The cold air filled his lungs so deliciously that he couldn’t help but turn his face toward the sky and shut his eyes. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. A low rumble approached, a moment later his eyelids tinted orange as a car pulled along the sidewalk in front of him. Oliver lifted his hand to shade his eyes from the headlights. Fog and exhaust swirled through the night, colored yellow from the lights. He couldn’t see much, but the driver got out, opening the rear door as a figure removed themselves from the back seat. Oliver thought nothing of it, another wealthy aristocrat. But then it approached him.
	Still shielding his eyes, he deduced it to be  a middle-aged woman. She walked confidently right up to him. Confusion muddled his thoughts, then it hit him like a ton of bricks.
	He hadn’t recognized. He wouldn’t have, in her simple long, black coat tied tightly at her waist and her hair swept back but left down and loose. But when her petite body eclipsed the blinding glare of the cars, his blood ran cold. Because the eyes that looked up at him, though not the same color, were the exact shape and size of Charlie’s. He froze on the spot, fearful or perhaps overjoyed that she’d never had the ability to leave well enough alone. Then she came more into focus and his silly fantasies disappeared, because he wasn’t looking at Charlie.
	Queen Ophelia?
	She stood in front of him, and if she was surprised to have found him so easily, it didn’t show on her face. His mind flew back to the plane that sat delayed on the tarmac and the crystal clear skies. No one would be surprised to find out they were connected. 
 	“Mr. King,” she greeted him, her voice clear in the din of the holiday travelers. She nodded once and arranged her long wool coat. Oliver was not surprised that it swung about her legs as elegantly as a ball gown. He was at a complete loss of what to do, but he bowed to her nonetheless.
	“Your Majesty,” he stuttered, still in disbelief. “Pardon my lack of manners.”
	“No, dear Mr. King,” she said confidently. “You must pardon mine.”
	She said nothing else, just smiled solemnly, and Oliver was forced to question what she meant. Not before a long, awkward pause though, in which he just stared at her. Queen Ophelia looked less intimidating, not at all the picture of haughty grandeur he’d come known her to be. He realized she was really quite petite. Perhaps it was her casual loafer or maybe that he’d always envisioned her in his mind’s eye as a statuesque, powerful ruler. It only seemed fair that a woman to make laws and change lives as she had would be tall. But she wasn’t, the top of her head was several inches below his eye level, her cheeks an almost girlish pink. 
	She wasted no time on niceties. Instead, her crisp eyes found his and stated, “My shrewdness in my decision to remove you from your position has hurt you.”
	“Yeah, well I won’t pretend it didn’t,” he grumbled. He knew he was being nasty, and to a member of royalty, but he couldn’t help the venom that leaked into his voice. Luckily, he was relieved to find her look at him with a knowing, almost uncomfortably maternal little grin.
	“I am an old woman, and as hard as it is for me to admit it, I am a bit set in my ways,” she frowned, thinking on her words a beat. “But that does not mean I am without fault.”
	“I beg your pardon?”
	“I was wrong about you, Mr. King.” 
 	This was difficult for her, he realized. She probably never had to apologize for anything before, and she was clearly trying her hardest. “I will, and with great humility, admit that I was biased. I was blinded by what I know and all I’ve ever known. It is no excuse, but as you probably realized more than I, I live a wondrously charmed life and always have. I know not of people outside my world, know not of the world outside my world. I have always been cautious to a fault. The mere thought of one of my subjects being endangered on my watch… well it is my deepest fear.”
	She paused just long enough to smile ruefully at the cement. He thought he saw her eyes glaze in an almost moist way, but when she returned her gaze to his, they were quite strong again. “And I was wrong,” she finished, so assured in her words that he was taken aback.
	“You believe me?” She couldn’t actually be saying this to him, could she?
	“Without a doubt. I am to believe you, am I not?” She raise her perfectly arched brows. Humor wasn’t in her practice, but the attempt was endearing. 
	“Yes. Oh yes,” he murmured, not wanting his reluctance to show as guilt. “But why? Why now?”
	“It’s clear to me that you are an exceptional man. If I am a fool to not see it from the start, then so be it. I’m sure I’ve done foolish things in the past, I’ve just never had someone have the courage to hold me accountable.”
	“I’m not… that’s to say, I wouldn’t…”
	“No, please do, Mr. King!” Then her lips turned up at one corner and she crinkled her eyes mischievously. It was a devious look, the kind that both thrilled and frightened Oliver at the same time. The queen definitely had a bit of a rebellious side. She leaned in and whispered, as if he was the keeper of a dearly held secret. “I rather enjoyed it.”
	He laughed, a nervous chuckle that soon met her own delicate one. They were just words after all, but something in the bizarreness of the whole exchange was an intimate moment of clarity. He had to know. “Your Majesty… why exactly are you here?”
	“To bring you home, Mr. King.”
	He paused. The acknowledgement was nice, as was the gift of one of her only given apologies, but he didn’t think it would go much further than a mutual “goodbye, good luck”. How could he return now? Return to the prying eyes of upper-crust society who by now would surely think him an untrustworthy scumbag? Gossip was this country’s chief export, they were sure to know all in the last few hours since he’d left the grounds. Worst of it all, he’d be headed straight into the aftermath of what transpired between him and Charlie?
	Doubt must have shown on his face because at the sight of his slack-jawed astonishment, she turned to him and said, “One thing you must know, Mr. King, is that with the crown comes may advantages. One of which being the handy ability to silence a rumor with unmatched speed. I assure you that no one but the affected parties have been notified of your resignation, nor will they ever find out should you desire it.”
	Oliver nodded, scanning out over the parking lot. That solved a massive problem, but not the one he was dreading most. And by god, maybe Queen Ophelia really was telepathic because she turned to him with a motherly air and said softly, “Lady Charlotte is very dear to me. I know that you’ve gotten to know her almost as well as I can imagine another person ever bothering to know her. She’s complicated, that one—”
	“She’d not complicated to me.” 
	The queen didn’t quite smile but he got an uneasy feeling that he’d passed some sort of test. “Yes, maybe you are right. In that case, you’d know that she is stubborn and self-sufficiently, and insufferably independent. Most importantly, she knows when a heart is in the right place. Your heart’s in the right place, is it not Mr. King?”
	Oliver stared at her in disbelief, wondering what on earth just transpired between queen and commoner. In a blink of an eye the moment was gone. She’d nodded to him to follow her to the car. Oliver was stubborn, he was proud, but he got in that car and followed her back to the castle anyway.
 
 

Ride Or Die
 
You didn’t!” Charlie’s mouth hung open over the top of a thick edition of The Brindelle Harbinger as it flopped back limply. Stella, who was sitting across from her in a black damask chair, pursed her lips over her teacup to try to conceal her guilty grin. “You did!” Charlie squealed, hurling the magazine at her.
	It landed with an ominous thunk at her feet. They were sitting alone in the black-and-cream drawing room — a favorite of Charlie’s. It’s decor was feminine to a fault, adorned in shades of soft cream and pale nude. Her mother detested the space with it’s imported furniture outfitted in black velvet. She always thought it was in poor taste to host guests in a room adorned with black, even condolence calls. It was morbid and unwelcoming. One would think it was a funeral parlor for how she described it. 
	But the black and cream wasn’t even close to her descriptions. With its classic prints and intricate moldings, full wall of windows that made it look larger than it was, and the constantly refreshed arrangements of flowers, it was positively cozy. Charlie had deemed it her own personal drawing room, for the sheer fact that it bothered her mother so. That and that her grandmother Fleur had fallen in love with the style and demanded it was incorporated into her home. If a back pillow made her less than a woman of class, she’d like to see her mother tell Grandmama Fleur that. 
	They never entertained suitable visitors in the room, mostly because it was on the second floor, so Charlie chose to use it primarily as her own space to host her friends. She’d spent many afternoons chatting with Stella in this very room. But looking across the rich oak coffee table, she’d had no idea who the woman sitting across from her was anymore.
	Leaping from her chair, she picked up the thrown magazine off of the carpet and plopped beside Stella on the loveseat. Her fingers flipped to the offending page and leaned in so that they both had an optimal view of the article.
	“‘Seeing Red? Not Any Longer!’” Charlie read aloud, poking her finger into the page to emphasize each word of the large headline. “‘Has the public been so busy looking to catch the princess red handed that they’ve missed the one right under their noses?’ Stella!”
	Even through the tan of her cheeks, she blushed a riotous shade of fuchsia. “Nothing,” she shrugged.
	“Yeah, right!” Charlie squeaked giddily, shoving the paper right into her face. A large photo covered the page of Stella herself in a aquamarine silk gown looking more like a princess than anyone could look. Charlie quickly flipped to another page showing her friend on the arm of the eighth Duke of Ferria, the poor fellow looking the picture of devotion as he hung on her every word. Stella remembered that moment. He’d been a lovely man, but his lovesick expression was not directed at her. He caught the eye of the painfully beautiful Lady Faraday, his affianced soon-to-be bride, over her shoulder as they shared a moment of polite conversation. She’d laughed at the photo later because, though Lady Faraday was hazily blurred just behind her, the angle really made it look as though he was making puppy eyes at Stella. 
	On the front cover of the magazine, Stella was caught in an excruciatingly gorgeous shot mid-waltz, her gown floating around her feet like she was suspended in time. “Stella! Tell me!” Charlie begged, actually poking out her bottom lip and clutching her hands in prayer under her chin.
	Why oh who was every publication suddenly printing photos of the ever-beautiful, never known Stella?
	“It was my idea,” Stella answered finally in defeat. “I had figured that if we released photos of me to the press, they’d pick up the story right away. Forget that I’m obviously not the princess. I’m still a nobody, a fresh face. And I do look quite sophisticated in the photos, not to brag or anything. They are so hungry for a lead that they jumped at the opportunity and printed without question.” She shrugged daintily at her own cleverness, which Charlie had to give her credit for as well. 
	“You are gorgeous, Stella!” She answered excitedly and because it was true, grabbed her hand in friendship. She had to know the details. “And the smartest person that I know! Why?”
	“They’re rather dumb, the press,” Stella laughed, waving her hand dismissively at the complement. “I mean, it’s true the princess might not have red hair. Plus half the people at these balls have red hair, half of the half dye it. But one thing is certain… the princess would absolutely not have my coloring!”
	Charlie felt rather uncomfortable agreeing, but it was undeniable. Stella, with her smooth light brown skin and curly chocolate hair, simply could not have been a product of the king and queen, both as pale as could be even in the hottest summer season. It was rather funny. Even if Stella was a biological product of the crown, her mother would have some very serious explaining to do, all requiring her to engage in behavior especially unbefitting of a proper, committed, happily married Queen Mother. And considering the absolute firestorm of photos taken of the expecting queen, adoption was surely not an explanation at that time. 
	But the press, bless them, were too ambitious to consider such details. A shame really, because it would have made for a very scandalous affair story. They were eating up Stella as a princess, and from the pictures, she looked the part to perfection.
	“How, though? You released them, didn’t you?” Charlie whispered, leaning in with interest. 
	Stella bit her bottom lip, a habit Charlie had grown to know meant she was nervous but a little bit proud of herself. Her thin shoulders shrugged. “I did.” Charlie stared back at her friend in awe. This was simply too good. “I got the idea from you. From the photos. You said it yourself that I was in almost every one with you. I was always in the background, always there. I just thought, well what if I put myself in the foreground for a change?” She shrugged again for the fourth time, but smiled. Charlie felt momentarily ashamed. Stella was always in the background, not just of photos but also her life. 
	Stella was unlike anyone she’d even known. Charlie wasn’t the first of her upper-crust friends to befriend someone unranked. Though it had always seemed different, strained in a way. The pedestrian friends either acted with the utmost insecurity, feinting disinterest in the delights of fine society, as if they didn’t care when their friends went off to parties and suppers where they were not allowed to attend. It was easy to see right through the act though. A certain sadness followed them, knowing that they would forever be on the outside. 
	Then there was the ones who quickly developed the charity-case guilt that slowly ate them alive. It was the worst, most uncomfortable thing to see those few who felt that it was an honor to have such an impressive friend. They’d hang on to their every word, acting like they were something to worship rather than an equal friend. And sadly done of the noblemen treated them like they ought to. 
 	Stella, put frankly, fit not into a single category. She was never envious, never guilt-ridden or enamored with the glimpse into the lives of Brindelle’s elite. Charlie had a feeling that if she’d lost her title tomorrow, move to some remote island and never set foot in a ballroom again, Stella would be right there with her. They just loved each other.
	Charlie grasped her friends hands back tightly, a wave of sentiment washing over her. Stella smiled warm and humble. “I knew that it was a natural progression. The people would recognize me, even if they didn’t know me or ever paid attention before. My face was still out there next to yours. I sent a few announcements via a faux email address to the smaller publishers, and soon the large ones bit on the story, too.”
	“But the photos! Where did they come from?”
	“Arnold,” she answered with a little chuckle. “He’s been taking photos of me this whole time. Like Oliver had been to you.” 
	Charlie bristled at that, not wanting to think of him. It had been a full day since he’d left her alone on the proverbial tarmac and not a word had been shared between them. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to hear from him, but she also wasn’t sure that she didn’t want to hear from him either. 
	Sensing her appreciation, Stella quickly diverted. “They were lovely photos. It didn’t take too much arm twisting to get him to agree. We gathered the best ones to send off as soon as you left. I just knew that we had to get your name out of the papers before they dug too far.”
	Charlie was flooded with admiration for her best friend. Even in her five minutes of fame were dedicated to their friendship. Nobody deserved the spotlight more, yet never sought it. It was, Charlie realized as she absentmindedly looked out the front window, something that Oliver would have done.
	“Oh my word—” Stella’s whisper woke Charlie from her thoughts. 
 	The best thing about the black and cream drawing room was its ideal position situated right over the front door. It was the most opportune spot to watch visitors as they approached the front door, something Charlie always had a bad habit of doing. Except right now, the view simply could not have been accurate. 
	Queen Ophelia was entering the front door, devoid of an escort, not even waiting for the butler to open it for her. But the strangest of all… she had a tall man with notably tousled dark hair in tow.
	Stella just stared at Charlie, both open-mouthed and too dumbfounded to speak. Muffled voices floated through the floorboards as her mother spoke to an attendant in the front hall. Then there was the musical din of her laughter. Laughter? Charlies eyebrows came together so tightly it was a wonder they hadn’t yet touched. Her pulse quickened to an almost hazardous beat as she heard the sound of padded footsteps — still two sets — silenced slightly by the plush carpet of the stairs. Finally, after what had to have only been seconds but felt like weeks, the cracked door of the room opened. Framed in the doorway stood her mother looking rather amused and the form of Oliver King, impressive and shifting awkwardly from foot to foot.
	“Ah, Miss Stella!” Queen Ophelia greeted, managing to twist her girlish smile into a lovely, classy shadow of a grin. “Just the lady I had been looking for!”
	“Your Majesty!” Stella immediately rose, dropping into an elegant curtsy. “Is anything amiss?”
	“Heavens no! I merely require an audience with you. Shall we take tea in my parlor?” Stella nodded politely, shooting Charlie a befuddled look over her shoulder as she followed her out of the room. Just as Ophelia got to the door, she nonchalantly poked her head back in and off-handedly quipped, “Oh Lady Charlotte, Mr. King requires an audience with you.”
 
***
 
	Stella followed Queen Ophelia down the hall, barely keeping up with the woman who did nothing with laze. Why do something with slow and careful deliberation when you were perfectly capable of speed and deadly accuracy?
	Instead of moving down to the first floor where the queen held her private parlor, a feminine and classic space decorated in rose and white, she veered Stella into a room not five doors down. Looking around she realized it was her own room, the one that they’d assigned for her to stay for the season’s events. It was standard, like all the other guest suites, but her personal affects littered the space and it felt more like home.
	Confused and curious, Stella walked to her bed and draped her favorite quilt over her legs. The queen, Charlie’s mother, was still an intimidating woman, full of strength and power. No matter how long she’d known her, how many times she’d seen the woman with curlers in her hair or giving a passionate lecture on why frogs couldn’t be brought into the house, she’d still always held a certain respect and fear for the woman.
	But when she turned, that woman was gone. Ophelia slumped against the door as she closed it, her hand at her bosom, looking very pale. “Your Majesty?” Stella cried, running over to the woman who looked like she might swoon on the spot. 
	“Ophelia,” she gasped, tightly grabbing onto Stella’s outstretched hand and allowing her to lead her to a seat on the bed. “You must call me Ophelia.”
	Stella nodded in agreement, even though she had no plans to disrespect her authority by dropping the formality. She was quickly regaining her strength and even though she still held on to her for support, Stella was sure she’d recover in just a moment. After moments waiting in concern, the queen’s breathing steadied and finally said, “Why did you do it?”
	Her voice was small, almost painful. Something flashed in her sharp green eyes that Stella had never seen there before. “Whatever do you mean?”
	“The photos! The photos!”
	Stella sighed, looking down at her lap. “I did it for Charlie. I had the idea that I could protect her. If I got the press off her back then they would leave her be.”
	“Oh, Stella,” Ophelia whispered so softly it could have been a breath. “I wish you wouldn’t have done so.”
	“I am sorry, Your Majesty.” The queen shot her a very serious look. “Ophelia,” Stella smiled shyly. The word felt foreign in her mouth, but she wasn’t about to dare disrespect her wishes. “It was wrong of me to go to the press, I know that. I just thought that if I made myself a target, it would keep Charlie safe.”
	Electricity seemed to crack through the air. 
	Never before had Ophelia looked more furious. But there was something else there, a barely concealed terror. She looked hurt, physically in pain, so much that it forced Stella to pause. When Ophelia spoke, it was with measured gravity, each word punctuated with seriousness. “I refuse to let you put yourself at risk for my daughter.”
	Stella didn’t speak, the moment clearly didn’t call for her response. Ophelia looked to the bed, rubbing her hand longingly over the old quilt. “Your mother made this.”
	A tiny, sad smile inch its was onto Ophelia’s face. Stella nodded, smiling too. The older woman didn’t look her in the eye as she spoke, just continued to delicately outline the intricate and frayed stitching with her fingertip. “I miss your mother a great deal, Stella. I have never forgiven myself for what happened to her.”
	“Oh, ma’am,” Stella peeped, not more that a whisper. Of course, she was talking of her mother’s death. “It is not your fault!” And she meant it. She’d never blame Charlie’s mother for the death of her own, even if she easily could have. 
	“But it is. There is nothing I can do about it, but what transpired was a product of my life… and my choice to get your mother involved in my life. I put her in danger.”
	“My mother wanted you in her life. I was young, but I still knew. You were the closest thing that Mama had to a friend. I am deeply sorry how things turned out. You gave us a life, gave me a life after hers ended.” 
	Tears sprung to Ophelia’s eyes. Stella thought she heard her mumble unhumorously, “Not always the best one, I’m afraid.”
	“The very best! You let me be a friend to your daughter.”
	“I just can’t,” Ophelia whispered, it was all she could do while choking on her own breath. “I can’t lead you into danger. I can’t let you risk it!”
	Stella wouldn’t have attempted it before, but she had to cover the older woman’s hands with her own, trying to put as much unsaid forgiveness into her touch as possible. She’d never been a mother to her, never tried to connect on the level they had in the last few minutes. But she was there. She never turned Stella out on the street when she wanted companionship. Never shunned her presence in the palace. If her guilt mislead her into thinking that in order to protect Stella she had to be distant, well at least it hadn’t been cruel. 
	The sat in comfortable silence, eyes not straying from the other’s, crying silently but still smiling.
	“You look so like her… so lovely, you know that, right?” Ophelia chuckled proudly through her tears, lifting her hand to brush one off of Stella’s cheekbone. “Perhaps that is why I always advised Charlie to keep you at a distance. It was to protect the both of you.”
	“I’d do anything for Charlie. It would kill me to stay away,” Stella whispered, rather sure that the realization had just dawned on Ophelia herself. Her own true intentions for keeping their friendship so controlled was because she didn’t want Stella hurt, or to see Charlie hurt by the aftermath. 
	“I’ve always had your best intentions at heart. I know I am misguided in my fierceness—” But she trailed off and they both knew the time for words was past. Instead, the queen wrapped Stella in a tight hug, one of maternal warmth and hope.
 
***
 
	In a very similar parlor, just five doors away, someone else’s life is about to change as well.
	She flounced — there truly was no other word to describe it. Her mother flounced from the immediate area. Charlie rather thought her mother was enjoying herself immensely. The wonderment over her mother’s unusual antics quickly evaporated in the air though, because in her room — barely, seeing as he’d only taken two strides past the threshold — Oliver was standing.
	Who was to speak first? Who actually needed to apologize? Charlie, though not always the best behaved student, had been passing her etiquette classes since toddlerhood and still hadn’t a clue what was proper right now.
	Oliver looked tired and weary. He had dark blue circles under his eyes and he looked travel worn in his fading grey sweater and jacket. But his eyes were intense, determined, icy. For the first time since they met, Charlie was uneasy in his presence. 
	But why not poke the bear when you have a perfectly adequate stick at hand?
	Chary stood quickly before she could change her mind, but Oliver was already approaching her, having broken out of his trance at the same moment.
	“You’re back?” She hated how small her voice sounded. 
	“Yes,” he answered, practically on top of her words.
	“The queen?”
	“Found me.”
	“Oh.”
	Oliver was jumpy and nervous. Each word was clipped and there was a squirrelly quality to how he nodded his head, his arms clenched tightly to his sides and his hands in fists.
	Oh this was torture! She had to say something. This was unnatural, not right, and any other adjective that could describe how unbelievably awkward this felt. Her blood was chilling her veins and Oliver looked ready to burst from his skin.
	“I’m sor—“
	“I’m sorry!”
	They’d both sprang forward, blurting apologizes at the same time. Surprise etched itself on Oliver’s face, his blue eyes growing hugely round. Charlie laughed at that. Not laughed precisely, but squeaked. Oliver smiled shyly back. The tension in the room broke.
	“So it wasn’t—” Oliver shook his head grimly. He still lied. For the life of her, she didn’t understand why he’d lie, but she could get past this. Right?
	“And are you?” He raised one brow in question. 
	“Yes, I’m fine,” she answered baldly. They hadn’t spoke a single full sentence before the other cut them off with an answer. It was both comforting and unnerving. 
	“There’s a ball tonight.”
	“Will you be there?” Oliver asked, as if the purpose of this whole month wasn’t to go to balls, as if Charlie’s whole life purpose wasn’t to go to balls. She’d have joked about it, teased him for his question, but she found herself nodding instead.
	Oliver nodded too, his chin bobbing comically. He muttered something along the lines of I’ll see you there, before turning and quickly taking his leave.
	Charlie had just started to contemplate what just happened, how she was to make sense of this complete chaos, when the wind was knocked from her body. Oliver strode back into the room with a passionate determinations and wrapped his arms around Charlie in a rib crushing hug.
	For a moment she froze, too surprised by the speed and ferocity of his embrace to do much of anything. Then she felt the power of his jagged breath in her ear, the weight of his chin on top of her head, and there was something so reassuring in it. She melted against him, her arms coming to rest against the soft wool of his sweater, her hand gripping the fabric because some of his urgency had seeped into her own self.
	The embrace lasted not more than a brief, fleeting moment, but when Oliver pulled away, his eyes were softer and warm. The barest hint of his boyish smirk touched his lips cautiously as he held her gaze for a second, before turning and taking his leave in earnest. 
	Charlie stayed there standing for a long moment more, watching the deserted door he’d left through. If everything did turn out alright, she wouldn’t have been surprised at all.
 
***
 
	Later that night, it a ballroom, because really where else would we be on a Friday night?
	Even though he’d only known her for a short time, Oliver felt a sort of brotherly pride for Stella. It was impossible not to smile watching as her suitors spun her around the dance floor. The wide grin plastered on her face since the moment she walked in was one of wonderment and uninhibited joy. He knew she wasn’t the princess. Arnold’s recollection of the tale earlier today was entertaining but unnecessary. He could tell by the way she carried herself as if she couldn’t quite believe her luck, that she wasn’t of noble birth. And it was charming. 
	“You’re smiling a lot.” 	
	The person he’d been most aware of the entire evening appeared before him. Charlie, grinning broadly, had floated to his side without his notice as he watched her friend dance. She fitted into a spot along the crowd next to him, gazing out over the dancers and looking remarkably content. “She’s enjoying it,” she said as she looked at Stella and beamed.
	“Arnold told me what they did. It was an crazy thing,” he answered. “Wild, impulsive, honestly shockingly amazing it worked—”
	“It was wonderful!” They both laughed. “I’m happy for her,” Charlie said matter-of-factly. Oliver turned to her, having conducted most of the interaction while both watching Stella. She had floated away, from the arm of a dashingly handsome man to one Oliver had noted in his last photo log as being an actual prince. Her lavender skirts lifted off of the ground as she rotated to show a few inches of long caves. “She didn’t even think of herself when she did that. She was just trying to protect me. But look at her now! She’s happy!”
	“She looks it.” Oliver smiled. She looked it — Charlie. The pure, selfless pride on her face as she watched her best friend have her night to remember left him breathless. She positively glowed with admiration, her color high and her eyes sparkly. 
	“Do you know how many men have asked her to dance? Twenty-two!” Oliver held his hand to his chest and gasped. Charlie giggled, smacking him playfully. “Seriously! Stella never gets that kind of attention, which I mean, how could she not? She’s gorgeous!”
	If it was said by any other woman, it would have been the type of statement meant to force men contradict to test their devotion and loyalty. But not Charlie. She meant the complement with every fiber of her being, and Oliver had to agree. 
	And Oliver did agree, Stella looked every ounce a princess. Charlie just looked it more. To him. 
	He’d been struck dumb when he saw her enter, even though he’d mentally prepared himself and known exactly when her name would be called. The footman who announced entrances was very organized. She walked down the staircase in her scarlet gown, all light and dreamy tulle layers at the bottom and a heart-shaped neckline that was both romantic and meant to tantalize at the same time. Her red layers were pinned back in the front, making her high cheeks even more angular, but fell in soft curls down her bare back. She was a vision to everyone who saw her entrance.
	Then she was next to him, looking so damn happy. It was in the way she carried her body in an almost childlike way, never allowing herself to stand still. She was constantly in motion, from the way her fingers twisted the mesh of her skirts to the little expressions the creases on the sides of her eyes made when she laughed. Her lips, painted red tonight to match her dress, pursed. Her nose, freckled even in the dim candlelight, scrunched. 
	It was then, with her at his side, that he decided forget propriety and forget opinion. He wanted Charlie. He’d have to plan of course, he’d have to make it a grand and romantic gesture. But tonight they’d dance and they’d tease, and maybe at the next ball or the next party or, he thought with a devious smirk, or maybe even tomorrow… they’d kiss. 
	“She’s always been here.” Oliver realized, pulled from his woolgathering, that she was still talking. “She’s always at these balls and parties but never quite gets the attention the other girls do. She’s different — in a good way, mind you. I think she just feels out of place most of the time. Tonight though, tonight she’s —”
	“Having her princess moment?” Charlie’s eyes snapped up to his and she looked lost. Somehow, all the joy that glowed from within her was gone. Her large brown eyes seemed hollow.
 
***
 
	It struck Charlie harder than she had imagined it ever would. Yes, Stella was getting her princess moment and she was overjoyed, ecstatic, superbly happy for her. And yet… as soon as Oliver, who was looking at her right now very concerned indeed, had used those words, her heart broke. 
	She’d never have that.
	She was a princess. It was real, and not at all like how the fairytales described. Half her life was work and training and making sure she always did the right thing. The other half was a lie. She’d never know what it was to spin around the room with a charming man and be whisked away into romance. She’d never get the magic of a stollen kiss, to feel admired like a queen. She’d always been hidden, or if not, contemplating whether she was being hawk-watched by the press. No, being a princess was nothing like it was supposed to be. What cruel irony.
	“I wish I had my princess moment,” she whispered, unaware the words had slipped from her lips. Oliver was looking at her with a mix of concern and confusion. 
	“I know it’s silly of me.” What was she saying? Oliver watched as she rambled on, looking at a spot beyond his shoulder.
	“I know I’m not supposed to like this sort of thing,” she laughed, a huff from the back of her throat laced with bitterness. She couldn’t believe she was actually saying the words. “It’s my fault, I wanted it this way. Always poking fun at the way society works, always a little to good for it.” By god, was she really listing out why it was ridiculous to want a to feel adored?
	“I’m sure I’ve really done myself a disservice. It’s funny really. I’m sure I’ve scared them all away,” she said as she waved her hand impatiently. “I’m not saying I need a prince charming. God, no. But I just wish I’d get that moment once in a while, you know?”
	Oliver didn’t know. But he couldn’t imagine her, Charlie, hadn’t ever got that moment. He’d assume she’d have those moments all the time.
	“Charlie, stop!” He shouted, pulling her by the hands towards him. She looked up, looking rather disoriented as if she’d just noticed he was there. He brought his face just an inch closer so that his words were heard by only her ears and said seriously, “I can’t bear you to blame yourself.”
	Charlie shrugged her shoulders, a gesture that looked odd considering she hadn’t let go of his hands. 
	“I can’t help it.” She met his eyes for the second time, just a hint of amusement there. He was exasperated, maybe just a little concerned for her sanity, but still those devilish blue eyes didn’t mock her. They didn’t tease. She knew she could be honest with him. “I’m so happy for Stella. But it wasn’t until tonight that I realized that I want to feel that way. I want to be that way. Even just for a night. I know I am a terrible person. I shouldn’t feel this jealousy. It’s unfair of me to want—”
	Her words faded out as she looked to the ground, tearing her eyes from his. He could see the resentment fill her up and it hurt him. Oh, did it hurt him. He soothed her with soft shushing sounds, wondering if it was alright to reach out and touch her. 
	Oliver switched her two hands into one of his own so that he could brush his fingers along the delicate skin of her cheek under the pretense of tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. Her eyes snapped up, startled by his touch, but didn’t pull away. He let his hand linger for a beat longer. “I can’t bear for you to speak that way,” he whispered seriously. “You want to feel love. There is no crime in that. And at the end of the day, that’s really all we have. Love. The kind you feel for your best friend. The kind you feel for your home—”
	“Oh, but I do!” She cut him off and he warmed with adoration inside. It was such a Charlie move. The future, foggy and unsteady, flashed in his mind where he hated to be interrupted, but it was so distinctly her that he didn’t think he could fathom her staying quiet too long. “I do have all that! And I’m grateful for it. I just want that moment, even if it’s too much to expect.”
	“It’s not!” Red hot anger took him by surprise, but at who? He didn’t know. Maybe at her for saying such self-deprecating things, maybe at every man who didn’t ask her to dance when she so obviously wanted it. Maybe at himself for not doing something about it in the first place. “Charlie, you are the most caring, lovely woman in this room. You love with a fierceness I can only aspire to one day feel. You know exactly who you are and don’t need to apologize for a bit of it! You deserve to be adored and admired and have that perfect princess moment a dozen times over, and damn it all,” he laughed. “If these men don’t see that, then they are fools.”
	A riotous blush colored her freckled face bright red. Her lips parted in surprise, but she didn’t say a word. She couldn’t. Her brown eyes had darkened to a new, velvety chocolate and he wasn’t sure if it was because of his impassioned display or simply because he’d never seen them so large and up-close before. 
	One of her warm hands slipped from his grasp, reaching up to touch her face to hide her embarrassment. He’d taken her off guard, maybe overstepped, but he didn’t care. Her eyes dropped to the floor and it was a moment before she smiled. She didn’t believe him, but liked it all the same. 
	“Thank you,” she finally whispered, her brows furrowed as she looked back up to meet his own eyes again, which he hadn’t been able to take off her face. There were questions there. She was dying to say something, anything, but she stayed quiet. Something clicked within Oliver in that moment. It felt like a part of him finally fell into place after all this time and he hadn’t even realized he hadn’t ever felt quite right before.
	“Charlie,” he whispered, her name not a question or a plea, but because he couldn’t imagine not saying it. She looked at him with a longing, something that she’d been holding back for who knew how long. “Charlie,” he said again, this time it brought the corners of his mouth up into a smile as if tasting the word. She smiled too, taking a step closer, just now becoming aware that they hadn’t dropped hands. His felt warm and demanding in her grasp. Suddenly, there was pressure on her hands, pulling her forward as Oliver stumbled backwards. 
	“Charlie,” he said one more time as he began walking backwards, this time just because.
	Forget the next party, the next ball. Forget tomorrow.

An Offer From a Gentleman
 
Where are we going?” Charlie laughed. Though she knew she didn’t care. It didn’t matter where they went. All that mattered in that moment was that Oliver King was sweeping her away. 
	Oliver had taken her hand and was nearly dragging her along the candle lit hall towards the coat room. He turned around, trotting at a brisk but not-too-fast pace. Run from any ballroom too fast and they assume you we’re off to consort in ill-bred affairs. 
	The anticipation was crackling. 
	He didn’t answer her question. Instead, he grinned in that devilish way where the corner of his mouth rose to expose one tempting dimple. With the teasing cock of his thick eyebrow, he met her eye for a quick wink, then turned back around and continued to lead her along like he owned the place. Charlie felt that look the whole way to her toes. She looked down at her tiny hand, dwarfed inside his own. A secret little smile was hidden behind her hair as he continued on in front of her. 
	They were greeted by a kind attendant at the coatroom: petite and blonde and in other words perfect in her tight black suit and pearl earrings. But Oliver didn’t offer more than a curt, gentlemanly nod in her direction as he led Charlie inside. Quickly he found his things, camped out in a private cubicle with the spare equipment he and Arnold used. He threw off his tuxedo jacket and Charlie looked away, feeling the hotness of her cheeks when his black dress shirt rose slightly to reveal a taught sliver of his side. In one swift motion, he readjusted his tuck and hid his camera in his bag, making sure to first slip the memory card out of its slot.
	“Shouldn’t tempt another scandal now should we?” He dangled the thin card in front of Charlie’s face before snatching it up. She laughed as he made a show of hiding it in the inner breast pocket of his coat, patting it for good measure. 
	“You’re a mess,” she breathed, tempted so desperately to swipe the escaped black wave from his forehead. Why shouldn’t I? She reached out, closing the space between them to adjust his tie. She slid the imperfect knot up tighter, his own hand rising to help her but left hovering in the air just above hers. His light eyes met hers and grew round with surprise in the dim glow of the coatroom. His Adam’s apple brushed against her knuckles as she laid down his collar, swallowing hard. 
	“Thank you,” he whispered and he sounded affected, but a touch of the sarcasm she’d grown to know slipped in. Those blue eyes darted to look at his shoes and it was clear — he was struck shy. 
	Oliver abruptly turned, covering his reaction with a cough. He reached up to the racks to pull out his own worn leather jacket and held it out. What is he doing? He shook it at her with a teasing smile and opened the lapels wide. Oh! It is for me? The gesture was shocking to Charlie. No man had ever offered her his own coat before — it seemed like such cinematic thing, written into songs and cheesy movies. Maybe this was a common thing for men from New York to do, but in her world — full of etiquette and careful, calculated actions — men didn’t give their own tuxedo jackets for their dates to cover their gowns. It simply wasn’t done. 
	Charlie turned to slip her bare arms into it, trying to hide her own awkwardness. She never wore a coat and somehow she had an odd feeling that Oliver just knew she didn’t have one waiting for her. 
	Slowly, as he rested the seams against her shoulders, the very tips of his fingers couldn’t help but brush along her neck. Charlie’s breath caught in her throat. His touch lingered for a second, or maybe several, more than necessary but the world could have stopped right there. She heard him swallow hard again, felt his presence so close behind her. 
	“I want to show you something,” he whispered, his soft breath tickling her ear. Charlie nodded and let him take her hand, dropping it reluctantly when the door reopened.   
	They snuck back towards the ballroom, ducking along the wall of doors leading to the terrace. Not a soul noticed them though. With a glance towards the dance floor, Charlie noticed that the swarm of men we’re still peacocking around Stella. She briefly wondered if she should tell her best friend where she was headed, but wanted to keep this moment for herself. 
	Sliding through the edges of the crowd was quite easy, almost too easy. It was either meant to be, or a lesson to be learned. 
	Charlie had to admit she was just a bit unnerved now. Oliver hadn’t bothered to take his camera, something that had been a permanent fixture on his body since the plane landed. Whatever he was showing her was private, more private than a covert photo location or his most recent film roll. They were completely alone. She should have been worried, but the way Oliver’s deep voice shook in her ear, she knew he was nervous too.
	At the edge of the ballroom, Oliver cracked open one of the terrace doors just wide enough to sneak his body through. Charlie did the same. She couldn’t help but smile when he put his finger to his lips to hush her, a silly wink making her giggle. On a warm evening, the terrace would be buzzing with enamored couples stargazing and overheated ladies seeking a cool respite. Tonight was chilled though, and if there was life on the terrace, one wouldn’t even assume a party had been happening just inside the doors. The gardens were beautiful and black just off of the grounds, a maze of withering trees and tall shrubs. Charlie fondly remembered hearing stories of the older girls sneaking off to tempt scandal in their darkened corners. A midnight stroll with Oliver sounded just as magical and tempting as those stories did in her youth. But before her jeweled heal could even leave the path towards the beckoning garden, Oliver was sweeping her off towards the side of the manor. 
	Now she was confused. “Oliver, wait!” She demanded in a whisper. “Where are we going?” 
	“To show you something,” he responded baldly. Such an infuriating man. She pulled his jacket around her tighter as his hand lingered at the small of her back. Warmth spread from where his hand was protectively nestled, and she nearly forgot it was December. Nearly forgot she was stupidly sneaking off with a man into the night.
	Fifteen minutes later, they were speeding towards the village in a rickety old pickup truck. Heaven only knew how Oliver managed to procure the vehicle from some generous farmhand. Not that it was impressive in looks — it’s peeling blue and white paint and rusting frame ruined the effect — but the fact that he’d managed to sweeten some deal with the neighbor farmer was endearing. Oliver wouldn’t say how, dodging the question when she asked. He claimed he couldn’t stand asking the poor driver that the Crown had assigned to him haul him around all day. 
	“He just looked so bored,” he said, eyes glinted mischievously. “Plus, never seemed too keen on stopping in the middle of the road to take photos of the sky or cool birds.” Then he continued on with a shrug. Oliver was the type of man that one could never tell was joking or not. 
	The heater seemed to be the only thing in impeccable working condition in the truck. It blew hot and dry on Charlie’s face, feeling it dehydrating her lips. She rolled down the window with the rickety hand crank and closed her eyes as the cool breeze leaked in. Oliver glances over and smiled as he watched her throw her arm out, letting her hand surf against the wind. They drove in comfortable silence for a while, stealing glances back and forth and grinning shyly. Charlie let out sigh that turned into a laugh. It wasn’t so hard to believe that she was just a normal girl going on a drive with her normal boyfriend. The ludicrous sight of her fluffy chiffon skirts fanning out and filling the front seat seemed nearly irrelevant. 
	The night was unseasonably warm, and soon Charlie was throwing off Oliver’s sweet, warm smelling jacket to feel the cool breeze tickle her bare shoulders, too. After a few miles of driving, Oliver turned into an empty parking lot and put the truck in park. Charlie looked up at him, her eyebrows knit in confusion. He brought her to a parking lot? To do what… kill her? Kidnap her? Even a commoner would be scared out of her wits! But something in the way the gas lamps glowed warm and orange like the comfort of a roaring fire, something in the way Oliver sunk so perfectly into the worn leather seat of the truck. It may be unwise, but it felt right. He nodded towards the door with a soft “Come.”
	If thirty minutes ago she was nervous, now she was filled with adrenaline. Her body buzzed with the possibility of adventure. With a giddy smile, she leaped from the truck without her coat. 
 
***
 
	“What are you doing?” Oliver protested, his voice cracking with what sounded like a laugh. He rounded the back of the truck and chased after her. “You’ll freeze!”
	Charlie laughed too, taking off through the parking lot. He caught her and she wiggled out of his grasp, spinning in a circle with her arm out. The full red skirt of her gown fanned out as she spun. Oliver caught her, held her waist and took her hand to spin her again as if they were still back on the dance floor. “I don’t care,” Charlie gasped. And she didn’t care. Nothing mattered but this very moment. 
	He took both her hands and led her backwards, knowing now that she would not protest. The rogue that lay dormant inside him started to wake up once again. Soon they were walking down an intricate labyrinth of alleyways, each cobblestoned and winding. The lanterns that hung along their wall cast ghostly shadows in their wake and it was all a bit spooky. Charlie’s hand tighten around his but he was unsure if she was pulling away or pulling him closer. Oliver continued to lead her along, an excited little smile plastered on his face, feeling too childlike to be threatening. 
	Just as the pathways got more disheveled, where the pavement cracked slightly and the walls of the building reached to the heavens, Oliver ran a few steps ahead and turned to face Charlie. With a dramatic smile, he held his palms up and swept them to his side in a flourish like a magician. It didn’t immediately occur to Charlie what exactly she was looking at, but he loved to watch as the pieces fell into place. 
	She looked up at the weathered walls, their stone worn white and chalky. The brick here was painted with hundreds of images from an uncountable amount of artists. Along the pavement, brightly colored flowers of every type were painted to look as though they grew right out of the concrete. The flowers melted into ornate abstract swirls and patterns. Someone had hidden blocky graffitied words throughout the strokes. They could just make out the words closest to them, reading “LOVE” and “STICK IT TO EM”. Children rolled down a grassy hill. Rainbows morphed into a starry night scene. Geometric shapes and cartoon characters. Even a series of trash cans behind what was most likely a restaurant were painted to blend right into the walls. The alley path itself was covered in thousands of tiny, multicolored hearts. 
	“Wh-what is it?” She’d been staring all around, open mouthed, and hadn’t said a word. It made sense though, everything was just so beautiful and magical. 
	Oliver slowly took a few steps towards her, putting his hands in his pockets. “I found it the other day. I think a bunch of local artists just kept adding to the graffiti over the years and made a whole collection,” he said, looking up high on the wall. 
	“I just can’t believe…” Charlie began, but stopped and just shook her head slowly. She followed Oliver’s line of sight up to the highest point. A beautiful pastel sky was painted there. Tiny cherubs hovered amongst the clouds. “I just can’t believe I’ve been here all my life and yet you’ve been here for but three weeks and managed to find the most beautiful spot in the city. I’ve never even seen this before. I didn’t know.” Her eyes met his, pleading for something but not sure what. 
	Oliver scanned Charlie’s face, filled with wonderment but also a sadness. Then it made sense. She felt guilty for not knowing what he did. For not looking hard enough or seeing what was right in front of her. She loved this tiny, beautiful country so much that not knowing even its smallest secrets drove her mad. He hadn’t done it on purpose — the truth was he hadn’t planned anything at all about tonight. But as she stood there, her big brown eyes taking it all in and begging him not to think less of her, he knew. He knew that if he didn’t do it right then and there, he wouldn’t be able to breathe anymore. 
 
***
 
	Oliver’s eyes had changed. When she was speaking, she hadn’t had the courage to look him in the face. But now, Charlie bravely met his eye. He’d taking just a few steps towards her but his usually crystal clear eyes were blazing. He had a determined, almost pained look to him and she was lost in their stormy depths. He reached out with a cautious hand and gently caressed her bare arm. Goosebumps sprung up where his fingers touched that had nothing to do with the night air.
	“Are you cold?” Charlie was tempted to say yes just so he’d continue to stroke the tantalizing trail along her skin again. But she was too stubborn to admit she was actually freezing, so instead she shook her head and offered him a daring smirk. 
	He chucked, still not taking his gaze off of her. She felt like he could see everything, right down to her bones. He nodded for her to follow him and brought her up to the wall. Coming around to stand behind her, he pointed over her shoulder. There was a small patch of the brick reserved for a shrine of amorous messages, not unlike those seen carved into a playground tree. Tiny missives were written to loved ones, cheeky quips, and romantic poems. Some scribbled in secret, there authors too shy to tell their crushes and leaving the walls to talk. Others were penned together. How many sweet and in love partners had crossed through here on a romantic stroll? 
	Charlie scanned the most visible notes on the wall in the amber glow of the gas lamps. “Forever and Always CB&BW”, “LUV U LOLA”, “T+D” was encircled in a fading heart, and “Jacque <3 John” was actually carved into the wooden frame of a door. Even one brave soul had proposed marriage right there in cracking blue spray paint. Charlie chuckled at one particularly raunchy note, but it turned into a gasp as she felt Oliver’s warm hands come up to rest on her arms. 
	A cocoon of warmth settled around them. Her pulse quickened in her chest, but her body involuntarily melted into his own. Was it possible for a person to be so hot while standing in the frigid chill? Even though the weather was unseasonably mild, the man who wrapped his arms around her was the cause. Charlie was comforted to feel the way his hands shook, proving that he, too, was nervous as they stood in silence for several minutes, pointing out the most shocking notes. 
	A long pause later and Oliver threw caution to the wind. Holding Charlie in his arms, he supposed he could just pass that off as gallantly protecting her from the cold. She did forget her coat, after all. But when she relaxed into him and sighed — a sound that made him completely forget they were in a very public alleyway — he couldn’t help himself any longer. He’d been dreaming of this since that damn day in his gallery. 
	Oliver pull her into him, his front flush against her back. She turned her head towards him at the same time he whispered into her ear, “You looked like a princess tonight.” She met his eyes, darkened with longing, over her shoulder. Their hot breaths created mysterious clouds around their heads. “The most beautiful, amazing princess to me,” he whispered, leaning in and bringing his fingertips up to graze her jawbone. 
 
***
 
	There was no taunting smirk or boyish grin on Oliver’s face when the white haze drifted to allow her vision. And this, she realized was her favorite face of Oliver King: his lips parted, breathing heavy, his blue eyes stormy and dangerous.
	She was going to do it. She was going to kiss Oliver! A low noise rumbled somewhere far off, or maybe right next to her but she couldn’t seem to hear anything except his sweet, raspy voice. At the touch of his fingers against her cheek, she closed her eyes and slowly leaned towards his waiting lips. Then it happened. 
	Mere millimeters from making contact with his mouth, a sharp crack of thunder shook the concrete around the two lovers. Fat bullets of rain poured down from the sky without the preamble of a light shower first. Charlie’s eyes snapped open and locked on Oliver’s, who was cursing out loud. He wrapped his arms over her head in an adorably sad attempt to shield her from the water. 
	But it just poured down even thicker. White sheets of cold, hard rain splattered around them. Oliver started to retreat, holding out his hand to her, but Charlie just stared up at the sky, laughing like mad. Finally, after several attempts at shouting over the deafening rain, Charlie took it, heaving up the soaking ruffles of her gown. They both laughed loudly, the sound of their voices perfectly harmonized and then lost on the storm’s thunder as Oliver pulled them down under the cover of a tiny doorway alcove. 
	That’s when he kissed her. In one swift move, they ran into the shelter and he pulled her to him and pressed his lips to hers. His face was wet with rain and his lips warm, his mouth as relentless as the storm.  
	This was magic. 
	Charlie lost herself in the kiss, throwing her arms around him and weaving her fingers into the damp curls at the nape of his neck. Never before had she been kissed like this, so spontaneous and yet so magnetically. The world melted away. Oliver kissed her madly, but sweetly. His freezing hands pulled her against him and caressed the sides of her face. She didn’t care that she was soaked to the bone, her hair hanging in dark strands sticking to her face. He grinned against her mouth mid-kiss, and the feeling of it made her feel like laughing. 
	Laughing! What a bizarre thought. Never before had a kiss made her want burst with laughter. She pulled away, trying to calm her shaking body, but that just made him smile bigger. Oliver started to chuckle, finding her joy absolutely adorable. He wrapped her up in his arms and leaned his forehead against hers. They stood looking out at the pouring rain, making a solid waterfall just beyond the awning. Slowly, like a rumble of thunder building, they started to chuckle… then giggle… then they full on laughed out loud at their fortune. Their laughter filled the space, a beautiful melodic sound. 
	Oliver reached up to brush a wet strand of Charlie’s hair behind her ear, her intricate coiffure in complete shambles. He smiled against her head and kissed her temple. Playfully, he followed a trail of water with his lips as it dripped from her hair down her face, kissing little paths in its wake. Across the bridge of her nose, down her cheekbone, along her jaw. Just as it dripped to her neck, he mischievously lapped it up. The feel of his hot tongue even momentarily against the soft skin of her neck was enough to make her feel electrified to her core. She grabbed him by the collar and pulled his mouth to hers. He jumped in surprise, but moaned seductively into her kiss. Together they stayed until the sky emptied the last of its rain. 
 
***
 
	An hour later, Charlie was muffling the sound of her bedroom door with the palm of her hand. How many nights had ended this way? None paralleled to this. Trying to silence the unmistakable click of the lock, she tiptoed in and slumped against the closed door. With a relieved sigh, she touched her fingertips to her lips, an indulgent smile fighting its way onto her face. 
	She did it. She kissed Oliver. It was possibly the most romantic thing she’d ever done. She dropped her soaked shoes to the floor and padded barefoot over to the dressing table in front of her large windows. Sneaking back in well after midnight was tempting fate enough, she didn’t attempt to turn on the lights too. Instead, she lit the mismatched collection of candles around her mirror. The light from the full moon, bright and glowing now that the storm had passed, illuminated the room through the curtains. In the mirror, she looked at her reflection. Charlie sat back in the chair, soaking the delicate velvet with the reflection looking back at her, holding delicious secrets. 
	With a last guilty smile, she heaved herself out of the seat and started to undress. She didn’t bother to do much more than slip out of the crimson ball gown that fell around her ankles in a soppy, dark heap. 
	Who knew what would happen tomorrow? Maybe Oliver would come to call. The thought was so ludicrous, but even the image made her smile. He wasn’t the type. But maybe he’d be hiding in one of those corners he loved so. She’d be looking for him in the dark shadows for a long time. 
	Shivering slightly, Charlie took a running leap and burrowed into the bed already turned down for her. The silky down comforter and cotton sheets felt delightfully warm against her skin. Only a few moments under the blankets couldn’t hurt. Just enough to get warm then she’d get up and finish her nightly routine. She sighed contently, remembering how just an hour ago it had felt to have Oliver’s warm hands exploring her body. Closing her eyes, she fondly replayed the anticipation and the climactic kiss in the rain. He was so passionate, yet innocent, keeping his hands light and polite as his mouth devoured hers. Just the memories of his lips teasing her neck and his fingertips trailing along her bare collarbone was enough to send a fresh shiver down her spine. 
	After pulling away from what felt like hours of kissing, Charlie lifted her head off Oliver’s strong, wet chest. They enjoyed watching the last of the rain drizzle down, holding each other, then walked deliberately slowly back to the truck. They’d driven back to the castle grounds with the heater turned up all the way to dry their soggy clothes as much as possible. Despite her chattering teeth, Charlie didn’t feel remotely cold. They’d agree that dropping her off near the back staff entrance next to the stables was in their best interest with how they’d pressed luck already this evening. Oliver quietly opened her door, cringing at the loud creak the hinges made. He planted one soft, slow kiss on her lips and another quick peck on her forehead as he whispered goodnight. The vision of Oliver’s sleepy, lust-filled eyes still burned into her memory as she drifted off to sleep.
	“Good morning, Miss!” The pleasant female voice gently woke Charlie. It took great effort to wrench open one eye to find Adele, Charlie’s lady’s maid, already busying herself around the room. 
	It felt like mere moments since she had closed her eyes and drifted into a heavy, dream filled sleep. Had it not been for the golden morning light shining through the shears and casting wide lines across her carpet, she would have guessed it was still midnight. 
	“Morning, Adele. Is it not still early?” She moved to sit up but looked down and jumped at the sight of her bare stomach. She tried to pull up her thick duvet before Adele noticed. Dear lord, she’d fallen asleep in just her corset!
	“It’s only just 8, Miss,” Adele said, a conspiratorial grin playing on her lips. Adele was but a few years older than Charlie and looked even younger with her sweet, innocent white blonde hair and round cheeks. “But you have a visitor.”
	“A visitor?” Charlie jumped up in her bed. Could it have been Oliver already? He didn’t seem like someone to rise early because he enjoyed it. But it was flattering nonetheless. “Who is it?”
	“Let’s get you dressed first.” Adele hurried her along, holding out her robe for her. She turned back with a sly smirk. “He’s a very handsome visitor though.”
	Only fifteen minutes later, Charlie entered the morning room in a simple, but elegant vanilla dress with her hair tied back from her face in intricate little braids. Adele must be a witch to be work her magic so fast. The morning sun shown strong and white through the wall of windows, partially blinding her view as she stepped into the room. Once her eyes adjusted, she was surprised to see Prince Edward sitting in one of her mother’s favorite chairs. 
	“Prince Edward?” She greeted him politely, trying not to sound too much as if she was questioning his presence. Even though she was. “What a lovely surprise!”
	“Lady Charlotte,” he stood quickly, clearly surprised at her entrance, and bowed to her courteously. After kissing the back of her hand, he said, “You must pardon my early call.”
	She smiled at his manners. She’d almost forgotten how handsome he had always been, noting the crisp white shirt and hunter green sport coat. He smelled vaguely of hay and she wondered if he’d ridden here. Funny how she randomly remembered little details about Ed, like his love of a good morning sprint through the grounds. Standing illuminated from behind in the morning dawn, his impressive height blocking the light, he looked even more attractive than in any dimly lit ballroom. His chestnut hair was still a little damp at the ends from what had to be a fresh shower. Charlie tried to ignore how it reminded her of snaking her fingers into Oliver’s rain soaked locks.  
	“Not at all,” Charlie assured him, motioning for him to retake his seat. A small tea service had been placed at the table by the window. She expertly poured him a cup before fixing her own. “If you do not remember, I’m quite the morning person.”
	“I remember nearly everything about you, Charlotte,” Prince Edward chuckled, his soft grey eyes twinkling. Ah yes, that was the look she loved as a young green girl. He fixed his own coffee and spooned a single sugar into hers to prove it. It touched her that he really did remember. 
	“It has been too long, Ed,” she said from behind her cup, feeling nostalgic. 
	Soon they lost themselves in old habits. Ed was always a great contrarian conversationalist. He told amazing stories, laughed at just the right times. He listened intently no matter how boring the tale. Charlie on the other hand, well her thoughts drifted at the soonest chance if she wasn’t interested. They talked about everything — Ed’s recent travels and his time at school, his little sister already married to an earl and the twin nieces that he adored. Charlie truly was enjoying how easy it was to talk to him, but she couldn’t help feel a bit off. 
	Her mind wandered back to Oliver and his sarcastic banter, how it was a challenge to get him to be agreeable. Then she thought of how different he was when he finally kissed her last night. Ed was talking about the twins new ponies, and she secretly hoped the way she had to cover her mouth to hide her smile was taken as good humor not a wave of giddiness. All but eight hours ago she was kissing a man she was forbidden to consort with, and today her childhood crush had shown up on her doorstep? It was all too surreal. 
 	Charlie was still speaking as if nothing had occurred in her brain. She was unaware that she started pacing the room, unable to sit still as she told some story to fill her parts in the conversation. She hadn’t even realized until she looked up and say Ed had a humored grin on his face. He always found her constant need to move around endearing. She stepped over to the large window facing out over the gardens and took a deep breath. Ed appeared next to her, handing her her forgotten cup of coffee as they settled into silence, looking out over the greying grass. 
	Charlie looked up at him and suddenly felt rather like a child again. Ed was always thin and lanky as a young boy, a look that somehow was still attractive given his unusual height. He was gorgeous, kinder than one could imagine, and so charming without even meaning to be. Not to mention he was a damn prince. That was her last recollection of him. Sure, he’d been back since for various balls during school breaks and for important weddings, always surrounded by a gaggle of female admirers. They’d share pleasantries when time allowed, usually partaking in a polite waltz. Each time they’d see each other again, sometimes years apart, it looked like he had grown up more and more. 
	With the morning sun striking him though, Charlie was knocked nearly breathless. He had grown of maturity, little things that are indistinguishable at first though you just feel something is different. The light gold flecks in his amber hair, his jawbone now sharp and angular. It looked like his years of crew had done wonders for his skinny form, his chest broad even under his sport coat. He still looked down shyly when he smiled, still crinkled up the bridge of his nose when he laughed. And he still had the faintest pale scar across his eyebrow that made him look more dangerous than he was. 
	He was still Ed, and still irresistible. 
	“I’ve enjoyed seeing you this season, even if it must be in company,” he said sweetly. Charlie sighed contently. Desiring to feel like she did then, she leaned against the window and ran her hands along the tall bookshelves. Each colorful spine glinted below her fingers. 
	“Remember the last time we weren’t in company?” She asked nonchalantly, pulling out a book and opening it to a random page. 
	Ed chuckled. “Of course I do,” he said quietly, not suggestively. Ed was too much the gentleman to ever baldly invite seduction, but the smile creeping its way onto his proper facade proved he was revisiting the night fondly. “The night before boarding school, yes?”
 
	“I… I don’t think I want to go, Charlotte.”
	“We don’t have to go back yet,” I boldly slip my hand into his. It was the bravest thing I think I’ve ever done. “We can just wait in here.”
	“No it’s not that…” but his fingers link through mine and he lets me drag him around the corner. Inside my heart is squealing. “I don’t think I want to go to board school.”
	Ed’s voice is tiny and when I turn around to him he looks so different. He grew more than I could imagine this year, but somehow he looks smaller. The devastating eyes that haunt my dreams are round and worried, almost embarrassed by his confession. I would have never expected this. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t the terrified boy standing in front of me. 
	The whole evening was something tense, like everything was going to change and everyone — or maybe it was just me — was anticipating it. The last hour I had been caught in an odd sort of gravitation with Ed. I managed to finally get him to notice me as an actual girl about three years ago, not just the leader of a ragtag group of misfits. That’s when I trapped him into our fold. He tried to keep us sane, the eldest member of our little club, but he was easily persuaded. Then year ago, I was sure that he finally liked me. 
	The last four months have been magical. He meets my eye across crowded dinner tables and I feel like I’m the only girl in the room. At every ball he asks me to dance first and usually last as well. And he always pulls me a little too close and it makes the chaperones exchange glances. He gives me flowers and kisses my hand. 
	And the world is a very unfair place because now he’s leaving. 
	I don’t say anything back. I just let the heavy door click shut and sit on the floor with my legs folded. Ed hesitates to approach me, but silently sinks to the ground next to me, awkwardly tucking his long body into the corner. 
	I don’t know what exactly prompted me to sneak into Ed’s father’s study. It’s a stately, masculine room, all dark wood and the bookshelves are filled floor to ceiling with boring historical texts. I have no interest in reading though. But it was the first place I thought of when Ed took my hand and pulled me into the palace. He took my hand like a man this time, and I feel like a real woman. 
	It felt so dangerous, being swept away by the guest of honor. Ed played the part so well tonight. The king and queen — Ed’s parents, not mine — bared no expense to give their heir the going away party of the century. The garden of their summer home was transformed into the grandest gathering I’ve ever seen outside of a ballroom. But Ed wasn’t the centerpiece they had anticipated. While the well wishes were plentiful, the meticulously chosen guest list was perfectly content making merry with themselves. 
	Just barely sixteen, looking at Ed tonight was like staring at the sun. He was too humble to care much for the lack of attention. He conversed like someone much older — I can barely get through a conversation with a stranger. But when he smiled the whole garden lit up. Then his eyes, full of maturity and the spark of mischief that I’m conceded enough to take credits for, looked across the lawn. 
	Those eyes were only for me. 
	A moment later, he was making a direct line towards me.
	“Nobody even looked at me tonight,” Ed says so quietly, picking at the lint on the rug. 
	“I couldn’t stop looking.” I would have never said it before. Maybe it was that Ed looked so lost, so insecure right now. Maybe it was the odd safeness I feel in our own little sanctuary of this library. I hold my breath until the corner of his lips turn up. The tension broken. 
	He turns to me, our bent knees touching and that was it. He tells me all of his fears about going to school so far away. How he loves his parents but they expected so much from him and paid little mind otherwise. It doesn’t bother him to not get as much attention — good quality interest — as he’d expect. He doesn’t really like to be the center of attention. But when a party is in your honor it kind of still hurts when most guests don’t even shake your hand. 
	I love to see him this way. So vulnerable. I think I fell in love with him even harder in the last few hours. We talk about everything, we even laughed. The sun has sunk low in the sky, bathing the room in a red haze, by the time we fall silent at last. In the quiet, us laying with our backs against the scratchy carpet, I realize that with all his confessions, I don’t have any desire to tell him my secret in this moment. But I don’t have time to question it because Ed uncharacteristically takes my hand and lays it against his chest. 
	“Charlotte,” he says softly, his eyes closing with a smile. 
	That was my first kiss. 
 
 
	Of course Charlie claimed it was true love, as most young girls would. But Ed would leave the next evening on a train headed north for boarding school. He promised to write, which he never did. He was a sixteen year old prince after all.
	“You’ve always had a fondness for libraries,” Ed teased a moment later, running his fingertips over the old globe that stood in the corner. It spun slightly at his touch and his index finger landed near Iceland. “And trouble. I dare say you roped me into more schemes as a child than I’d be proud to admit.”
	“I do believe you were my first love, Your Highness,” she answered sweetly, smiling up at him and feeling at peace in the memories. “That will never change.”
	Edward took a breath and steadied himself. “Which is precisely why I am here...” Charlie jumped as something touched her. Looking down, she’d seen Ed placed his large hand delicately over hers on the window sill.  “I want to offer you my hand.”
	WHAT?
	Which was the only word Charlie managed to choke out as a million questions flying around her head until it started to pound. He turned to her and took up both her hands tenderly in his. “I hold you to the highest esteem. I know you must marry, and I too. Soon. I cannot think of a better match.”
	Charlie looked away, unable to meet his earnest gaze. Admiration? The perfect union... it made the room tilt in its axis. Perhaps had it been ten years ago, maybe then she would have been giddy to accept the idea of Ed proposing marriage. But now… now that she’d been kissed by Oliver and felt true passion? It felt all wrong. She pulled one hand out of his grasp and touched her temple. “Ed... Your Highness.” Correcting herself seemed the only thing she could say on autopilot because right now she was quite unsure of what to say.
	“Ed, please. We have too much history to follow such formalities.”
	“Ed.” And she smiled mildly, remembering why she liked him so. “I am flattered. And as always, charmed. But how can I accept? Yes we have history and a long-standing affection for each other. It’d be an honor to be be your princess... but... we aren’t in love.”
	“Charlotte, I know this is sudden. And my sincerest apologies for that. You deserve more. But when my family proposed the need for me to marry soon to take the title, well, I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather spend my life getting to know. You were my first thought.”
	She wrenched her hands from his. A consolation prize? A least objectionable option? That’s what it felt like. She wanted to remain calm and collected, but his words struck a nerve and she couldn’t help exploding. Charlie stepped away from him, starring at the door and imagining escorting him right back through it. “Well, thank you, Your Highness,” she said sarcastically, spinning to round on him. “For thinking me the most desirable outcome to your dilemma. I know you must think me so unwise to pass up such an attractive opportunity, but I can assure you I’m not so easily swayed. Nor do I want nor need your title as incentive.”
	“Charlotte...” he called as she grabbed the knob. She stormed to the door and wouldn’t have stopped had it not been for the pleading sound in his voice. He sounded like he was trying very hard not to say what he must. “I know you’re the princess.”
	The world was falling away. Pieces of the ground had to be breaking from right underfoot. Ed cautiously took a step towards her. No! His face fell when she jumped back away from him. Tears stung the corners of her eyes and she felt naked. “How?” She asked, her voice breaking. “Who told you?”
	“Charlotte, please forgive me,” Ed pleaded, but she shook off his hand. With a resounding sigh, he looked down at the carpet. There was an inner turmoil of guilt churning in his mind, but it served him right. Finally he admitted what Charlie was dreading most. “Our families have spoken. They thought only of your well-being.”
	“They thought of only themselves!” She shouted, turning away from him. She couldn’t bear witness to how his eyes changed, no longer the color of the soft grey sky along the coast before it rained. Instead they were filled with deceit. 
	“I’ve always known!” Her feet were charging towards the door. Flee, her mind shouted. Get out now. But Ed begged after her. She didn’t turn back to him but he continued anyway. “Not because Mother told me, or because of a rumor! I’ve known because of you.”
	Me?
	Curiosity got the better and she turned. Ed looked too honest, his arms midway falling through the air. Desperation had him looking helplessly at the ceiling. “Please… please Charlie. Allow me to explain before you make up your mind to despise me so. Your rejection I can live with. But I cannot live with myself knowing that you hate me.” 
	Hid hand reached out to her. No! Don’t take it! But she rejoined him anyway. It was the use of her childhood nickname. She wasn’t sure if he noticed, but it had been over a decade since he’d called her anything so personal. 
	Ed allowed her her distance, even though he looked like he wanted to reach out for her again. “I’ve always known it was you,” he whispered. “From when you’d insist on being the leader in all our childhood games to sneaking champagne at the duke’s country house. You know that the closest to you we’re aware of your parentage. I wasn’t allowed such insight, of course. My damned insufferable family never divulged such secrets to the untrustworthy little prick I was.” He chuckled and Charlie had to try her hardest not to smile. “But I’d see you everywhere and just know, that has to be the Princess of Brindelle. There could be no other. It was you Charlie, how you carry yourself, how you care so deeply. Nobody loves Brindelle more. You’d sacrifice anything for your country.”
	She would sacrifice anything, but she had a bad feeling that Ed thought marrying him to be one of those sacrifices. But Charlie was touched by how he saw her. In his eyes, he truly did revere her. Finally she was brave enough to meet his eye, his gaze piercing and vulnerable with honestly. “Why didn’t you ever say?” 
	“And jeopardize your safety?” He questioned incredulously. “I’d never do a thing that would put the Crown, or more importantly, you in harms way. I’ve never told a soul that I knew, not even my own family. Not to mention,” a small but teasing smirk lit up his face as last. “I could not dare ruin your affinity for secrets.” A weight lifted off of the room and Charlie allowed herself a chuckle. 
	“I had heard of the gossip when I returned home this season. The mysterious princess was to debut. My parents, Their Majesties, discussed the matter with me. They seemed to think it best to extend the offer while I had the chance,” Charlie scoffed and tried to walk away again, but Ed rushed to catch her by the arm. “But that’s not why I want you!”
	He held her there, determined to make her understand. Charlie went rigid beneath his touch but allowed him to continue. His words poured out, knowing his time was nearly up for excuses and explanations. “I must wed... you must wed. But Charlie, I don’t want you as an object or some prize to be won! I don’t care about the season’s most eligible or what my parents think. All I know is you’re Charlotte. You make me laugh at the worst times and I never know quite what you’re thinking. Every second with you is enjoyable. You were my first love!”
	Charlie didn’t want to admit it but a little part of her, the part that always held on to silly hopes and dreams and fairytales, soared at his words. She’s waited years to hear them and even age didn’t make the sound less sweet. He was a good man, she owed him that much at least.
	It was only then that Charlie realized he hadn’t let go of her arm. Ed paused, daring to just barely strokes the soft skin below her elbow. It didn’t send waves of pleasure through her body, but it did feel nice. 
	“Remember our adventures?” He looked through his lashes shyly. Charlie smiled and nodded reluctantly, watching the path of his wandering hand as he brushed his fingers over her shoulder and respectfully coming to rest there. Sensing she wasn’t going to pull away, he said, “You were always so lovely, with that carefree look in your eyes. It was if nothing bothered you. I wanted to be more like that always.” 
	His words were soft as silk but Ed couldn’t have been more wrong. She always cared, and usually way to much, even about things that shouldn’t matter. For as long as she could remember, she was scared of everything — the stares, the responsibilities, being the center of attention. It was easier to put on the same demeanor as Leo, not very fond of the standards or expectations of society and instead walking to her own beat. But where as Leo truly didn’t care because he had three older brothers to take care of things, or Stella didn’t care because she was just playing pretend to fit in, Charlie did care. She just wasn’t allowed to show it. But the way Ed smiled wistfully and chuckled at her memory, his grey eyes full of adoration, she fixed her mind into being fine with the compliment. Of course he didn’t know because she’d perfected the act so nobody did.
	“Charlotte, if I am to marry, I can think of nobody else that I’d rather share my life with. Our history… think about it. It could always be like that. You will be a wonderful queen, you’re already the best princess I can think of. Think of the life we could have! I think, well I know, that I can make you happy. And I will dedicate every day to trying to make you the happiest woman alive.” He gently reached up and brushed a loose piece of hair behind her ear. Charlie’s breathe stuck in her throat as he cupped the side of her face in his large palm. He looked intently into her eyes and said, “No matter what you decide, I will never divulge your secret to anyone. I will always protect you.”
	With that he brushed the side of her cheek with his lips before bringing her hand to his mouth and kissing her knuckles, letting his lips linger for just a moment longer than usual. She nodded resolutely, not agreeing but agreeable. “Just think about it, Charlotte. Please? I shall see you soon.”
	A few moments ago, she’d give anything for Ed to walk out the door. Now as he bowed over her hand and turn to make his exit, Charlie was left thinking it was too soon. In the seconds that his lips were on her face and his hand sturdy on the curve of her hip, she knew that she wanted more. More than an innocent kiss on the hand. She had to lean against the window frame, trying to make sense of her confused thoughts. What had just happened? She brought her hand to her cheek. The skin there where his lips had been felt hot. She had no idea what she was to do, but she realized unwillingly, that she hadn’t thought of Oliver for the last hour.
 
 

A Well Behaved Woman Rarely Makes History
 
Lady Charlotte?”
	“What? Oh!” Charlie refocused her eyes. Looking up, Leo’s body eclipsed the weak morning sun. “Sorry,” she said with a forced smile. “I’m just daydreaming.”
	“I’d imagine you would be,” he chuckled, continuing to stare ahead in silence. The weight of the day hung between them uncomfortably.
	Only one more day until Charlie was to appear before the council. Yesterday, after Ed had left her morning room, she was a wreck of emotions and wanted nothing more than to curl up on the roof of Leo’s house in a big cashmere blanket, a thermos of peppermint schnapps spiked hot chocolate, and analyze every word with her best friends. She’d barely had time to relive her epic kiss with Oliver before Ed dropped his bomb. 
	But the day took a turn for the hectic. Ed was out the door for but three minutes when her maid came running up to her with the longest itinerary of duties and tasks she’d had in weeks. Long after the sun set and Charlie was finally in the paradise of her room, she fired off a rapid 911 SOS Call me NOW! message to Leo. The moment her head hit the pillow awaiting his response, she was out cold and oblivious to the phone that rung on her nightstand nonstop for the next hour.
	Charlie sighed tremendously and took a huge bite of her chocolate croissant, unbothered by how uncouth she must look. The image of Leo banging the gold fox-shaped knocker on the front doors of the palace as soon as the sun rose still hung vividly in her mind. His greenish-gold eyes were angry when Charlie came to the door, exhausted and scandalized, but he silently held out a brown paper bag with butter soaking through the bottom. 
	She’d expected to blurt out the whole romantic tale of Ed’s proposal — it was a proposal, was it not? And romantic, too? — the minute they set out on their morning walk. But they’d made two laps around the garden and she just couldn’t bring herself to say it. Something was making it impossible to admit. Perhaps it was that speaking it aloud made it feel so much more real. Up until now, she could pretend that the whole day was some wild hallucination brought on by exhaustion or possibly a frostbite-induced fever dream. Or, and she surely didn’t want to accept it, but when put into words Ed’s proposition sounded perfectly sensible. Leo kept quiet through their walk, not mentioning her desperate plea from the night before but occasionally casting a wary glance out of the corner of his eye. 
	“Prince Edward proposed yesterday!” 
	“Girl, what!” Leo cried so loud that a flock of roosting birds fled out of the bushes around them with a ear splitting screech. He squeezed his paper cup in surprise and lukewarm foam splashed out over his hand. A few strolling women several pathways over looked up at the noise, but Leo raised his dry hand and smiled pleasantly. 
	“Birds. Horrible creatures, are they not? I prefer them on the dinner table! See you both at supper tonight?” The ladies tittered behind their palms and exchanged excited grins before they shuffled away. Once out of earshot, Leo grasped her forearm and whispered firmly, “What do you mean?”
	“Edward knows. He said he’s known for a long time but didn’t want to jeopardize anything by mentioning it.”
	“Oh, that’s old news!” He flapped his hand as if brushing away a fly. “Tell me about the proposal!” 
 	Charlie stared at the ground as they set off again, trying to pretend that she wasn’t even more confused by Leo’s gushing. Ed’s proposal was more of a business transaction than anything else. Had it not been for the fleeting moment she let herself get swept away, it wouldn’t have been all that memorable. “Well, he has to marry, too. We have a history together and he said if he is to fulfill his family’s wishes, he would like to with nobody else by his side,” she answered finally, wincing at how reasonable and realistic and boring it sounded. 
	“Oh,” Leo paused, his lip pouting slightly in disappointment. 
	“But it was sweet!” She defended Ed, even though Leo’s disillusioned oh was exactly how she felt about his proposal. “He nearly kissed me, Leo. I swear I felt like the innocent little fifteen year old who was so in love with him…”
	Predictable as ever, Leo’s jaw hit the ground. He pulled her off the path into the shade of a large tree and begged for details. They’d just started analyzing every detail as a small speck in the distance trotted through the gardens directly towards them.
	“Ma’am,” the footman heaved as he approached, bending double to catch his breath. “The queen… she summons… she has summoned you… for tea!”.
	“Thank you, sir. I’ll be on my way,” she nodded politely.
	“Uh, she has requested your presence now, my lady.” His firm stance proved he was one of the more ambitious servants and was not planning on returning to the castle without Charlie in tow. She gave in, smiling apologetically over her shoulder at Leo.
	But something grabbed her wrist as she turned. “Charlie!” Leo looked forlorn and searching and Charlie was sure he was about to launch into a speech. Instead, for just a moment he stared at her. Decades of friendship had provided them the ability to communicate without words. His eyes darted between hers. You’ll be alright, kid, they seemed to say. 
	Several short moments later, Charlie arrived at her mother’s personal parlor, a beautiful cream room with elegant moldings and a sunny, south-facing view, perfect for spying on the castle’s circular drive. When the room was chosen by the queen, she claimed the decision was purely to enhance her ability to watch for guests to ensure she was never tardy for a meeting. But Charlie knew her mother better than that. She simply liked to nose into the comings and goings of the palace’s occupants.
	Tea with the queen always felt like an interrogation. Rarely did the family ever share a meal as a unit with their overextended schedules. Even more rarely did the ladies gather midday over finger sandwiches and leisurely neighborhood gossip. The last time she’d shared a cup and company with her mother was when she’d broken the news of Charlie’s debut. 
	Entering the very white space, immediately something felt off. Though she couldn’t place it, somehow the room’s energy was different. Weak morning sun drifted in through the sheer curtains, changing the angle of the light. It had been over a month since she’d visited the parlor and winter hadn’t yet arrived then. Charlie couldn’t tell if it was something as simple of a change in the shade of the upholstery on the settee or something deeper.
	“Your Majesty?” She peeped from the cracked doorway, just in case any guests were lurking in the corridor. 
	“Ah Charlotte!” Queen Ophelia beckoned from her seat by the windows. “Do come in!”
	Relaxing at the informal greeting, she clicked the door shut behind her. They must be in safe company for her mother to react so casually with a house full of visitors. Quickly she approached the spindle leg table her mother sat at. 
	Oh, something was defiantly wrong.
	The table was laid for tea, but a tea service was not present. Instead, a steaming silver pot full of coffee sat in its place. Foamed milk, sugar, cinnamon, whipped cream, and delicate chocolate truffles decorated the spread, along with the paper-thin china. It was the set Charlie was most fond of — soft white dotted with miniature black roses and rimmed in gold. It was one of the sets passed down by her great-grandmother Fleur. Her husband had thought with a name like Fleur, she deserved to have everything printed in florals, as many as a garden. After decades of marriage, she’d had nearly every flower imaginable, until the black roses arrived. In an old letter, pressed and passed along with the set, she wrote:
 
This tea set was a bit of a joke between my darling Henri and I. Oh dear, he was so embarrassed to give it to me that Christmas. The poor man flushed as red as Santa’s nose and stuttered about how he searched far and wide for a tea pot with a flower I didn’t already have. He thought it was rather unattractive — black flowers! But I adored it, and adored his commitment to our little moments even more. We’d put it out when hosting our less-desirable guests (like his mother!) because every time we’d look at it, we’d laugh inside together and it made every tea party a little bit more fun.
 
	The story made Charlie love the misfit set even more, but like her black and cream drawing room, her mother always thought it was ugly. Why would she have taken it out today? 
	Her answer was on the table. Along with the spread that put a coffee shop to shame, there was also stacks upon stacks of delicious breakfast pastries. Even the hand dipped chocolate covered strawberries Chef prepared only for special occasions. The queen did not do carbs or sugar.
	“Mother?” Charlie asked cautiously. Hovering between sitting and standing, she bent awkwardly to meet her mothers eye over the cornucopia of danish. “Is something wrong?” She asked, eyeing the spread of her favorite things. 
	“Of course not, dear,” she mumbled, but did not meet her daughters gaze. Instead, she busied herself with fixing a cup of coffee for Charlie, darting around the table nervously as she tried to place what to put in it. 
	“You scared me,” Charlie pressed on while pulling a cheese danish towards her, even though she’d just finished Leo’s croissant. She held up her palm to stop her mother’s anxious fiddling and slid the saucer towards her before she could start adding all kinds of things to her cup. It still stung a little that after over a decade of having coffee together, thousands of cups, she still didn’t know how her daughter took it. “I thought one of the dogs died.”
	Just then, a low whine came from under the table. On Charlie’s lap laid a wet black nose and playful dark eyes nestled in a white cotton ball of a face. Dante drooled on her trousers, leaving wet marks while he begged for danish crumbs. A bang cracked off of the table, sending the china rattling and Queen Ophelia failing to suppress a little affected yelp. Though he couldn’t be seen in the shadowy darkness, Charlie was certain Hades had just bumped his head on the underside of the table. Something was definitely wrong. He mother absolutely refused to have the dogs at tea. 
	Ophelia stared at Charlie for a long moment. One could never tell from her shiny, slick bun or her opulent butter yellow morning dress, but Charlie knew she was spiraling. “I was…” Her mother stalled by taking a tiny sip of her coffee and tried to hide the way her face twisted at its strength. The queen hated coffee. “I was worried about you.”
	Oh. It wasn’t at all what she had expected.  The room suddenly felt too quiet, and Charlie noticed that the ever-present personal musician was absent. The white baby grand in the corner sat lonely and waiting. They were truly alone but she still whispered, “The trial is tomorrow. I just wanted to make sure you were doing alright.”
	Charlie opened her mouth to respond, something witty and nonchalant about how she was ready and confident. But the words got lost and she sat there, eyes just darting between the butter and the jam. Her mother’s pity was too much for her to handle, and she felt hot tears well up in her eyes. From some far off space, she heard herself mumble her deepest fears. “What if they don’t agree? What if Father’s right and they think the tradition has died out?”
	“Then you, my dear,” Ophelia grinned a watery smile, grasping her hand. “Will have to find your voice to convince them.”
	Find her voice. It was a comedically simple idea. Laughable really. But she was right. All she had to do was put up a firm defense, throw in her irresistible charm, and be the picture of professionalism. How could they say no?
	“I alway loved the story, you know,” Ophelia waxed nostalgically, staring out at the room at large. 
	“What story?”
	“Alastor’s Princess. It made me feel like I could do anything.”
	“But Mama, you were born a princess!” Charlie laughed indignantly. 
	“By technicality,” she answered, waving her hand. “I was a third born, and a girl. I don’t think they ever really assumed I’d ascend to the throne, with three brothers!” Charlie never really considered this. Her mother was the model of royal grace and class, she never pictured the thrown as anything but Ophelia’s worthy birthright. But in reality, up until she was older than Charlie herself, she’d been just another spare sibling. Ophelia stirred at her cup, grinning in an embarrassed way as if she felt silly for gabbing about her dreams, and chuckled, “But I adored the story. What a fairytale it was! That big, strong king took one look at a little, sweet baby girl and just knew she was going to be a queen. And nobody else had the power to tell her otherwise. I never thought that I’d ever be anything more that a very lucky catch.”
	Charlie laughed out loud. “For the record, Mama, you are a fantastic catch!”
	“Oh, I am well aware,” she stuck her nose in the air, her thin eyebrow quirked mischievously. 
	“Mama!” Charlie shrieked with delight. 
	“Your father would agree.” Charlie burst out laughing, and soon Ophelia did as well, their combined mirth sending a frightened Dante running from under the table. This must be what it was like, all those years Charlie wondered how to get her mother to open up. She couldn’t ever remember a time that she’d shared in mutual humor. She was more like her father, all quick retorts and clever sarcasm. 
	“Just remember, Charlotte,” her mother dabbed at the moisture that had gathered in the corners of her icy blue eyes. When she took the linen napkin away, they grew slightly more shuttered again. She looked at her daughter wisely. “You were born a princess, too.”
 
***
 
	You were born a princess. You were born a princess. The new mantra played in her mind in repeat, but it did little to ease her nerves now. Charlie smoothed her hands over the thick wool skirt of her cream colored suit. Her mother’s words did wonders to boost her confidence during the last day. She’d bounce between feeling like a professional, experienced woman to boarderline cocky with power. But now, all that feeling was replaced with nerves. Charlie’s hands flattened the front of her pristine blazer again, her vision going out of focus as she stared at the two inches of wood the separated her from her future. Was it even possible to look so put together while her insides were in utmost chaos?
	The House of Parliament was something like a twisted courtroom. Long, empty rows of benches lined the floor like a church, a wide aisle snaking between them, leading to a raised stage. Behind the platform, sloped seats ascended above like at the theatre, so that the members of Parliament could look down on the stage. Only the most important business was conducted in this ritualistic way, the House preferring to take their regular meetings seated in the spectators benches. But today, each lord sat stoically in his assigned seat, the most senior in the front, and the newly appointed raised so high their heads nearly brushed the ceilings.
	Then suddenly there was no time left for worrying. Charlie’s blood ran cold the minute the doors opened from the side chamber where she was being held. Why was the panel in their formal seating? Thankful that she hadn’t had to make the walk up the center aisle like a bride going before a firing squad, she slowly approached the podium in the middle of the stage. She’d expected a dead calm to fill the chamber. Or at least a charged hush, but no ominous silence came. Instead, the low hum of conversation reverberated through the space as the representatives chatted freely with their neighbors.
	Nobody had noticed Charlie step out onto the stage. Step. Step. Step. Her heels clacked obnoxiously on the wooden floor as she made her way out. Nearly halfway to the center and they still didn’t see her, tiara on, their princess making her arrival. A few jolly chuckles dotted the chatter as the men continued to converse as they did before their meetings began.
	Charlie’s eyes darted around wildly, landing randomly on Lord Winthrop, Senior, a Parliament elder who she’d known since her childhood. His cold, black eyes regarded her for just a moment and his lip curled slightly, before turning back to his mate and continuing to wag his finger at the papers clutched in his fist.
	They didn’t mistake her arrival, they were ignoring her!
	The ice in her veins thawed into a boiling fury. How dare they! How dare they allow her to approach their bench with less regard than they’d give to the intern ushers in their court battles! She stood at the podium, willing them to look at her, blazing a fiery stare on the backs of their heads. A handful had turned back, glancing at her before diverting their eyes to their schedules as if to see what matters more pressing were to follow her speech. She gripped the edge of the oak podium so hard her knuckles turned white.
	“Ehmm, hmm.”
	Off to the side of the panel, her father cleared his throat. Charlie squeezed her eyes together hard, seething that he’d had to come to her rescue. As if by magic, some of the din quieted at his cough. King Russell wasn’t allowed to lead the group this evening — the matter being too personal — so instead of his seat at the head of the room, he sat in a throne off to the side. Still, all of the men took his orders. Russell coughed again, crossing his ankle over his knee in a characteristically peeved off way. He’d caught the eye of the Prime Minister, seated at the head now, and raised his eyebrows at him while Charlie stood there mute. 
	With a frozen laugh and an exasperated sigh, the Prime Minister turned reluctantly forward and hit the bench once with his wooden gavel. The echoing bang silenced the rest of the house as the man gave a half-hearted “Order”.
	A moment ago she would have gave anything for them to just look at her, and now Charlie wished that she didn’t have a hundred eyes on her. From their raised seats, all looking down while she had to crane her neck to see them all, she felt like nothing but an inferior little girl. 
	“Her Highness, Charlotte Fleur Callaghan-Montgomery. We are assembled here today to discuss the status of your formal debut as the crown princess of Brindelle, is that correct?” The grizzly Prime Minister sounded bored, his tone colored with exasperation.  
	“Yes,” she croaked back, cringing at how meek she sounded. It felt like a rock had lodged itself in her throat.
	“It has come to the attention of this governing house that you, Your Highness,” the man held up his paper close in front of his face, pulling a pair of reading glasses off of his head to peer at it. An acidic sort of ache rose in Charlie’s stomach when she realized it was purely for dramatic affect. “wish to debut unbetrothed and unaccompanied?”
	“Yes,” she answered, trying everything to keep her voice from shaking. A low buzz of amused laugher rose up in the hall.
	“Order,” the Prime Minister sighed reluctantly, hitting his bench again but barely making a sound. He regarded her over the rim of his glasses like a school teacher. “You do wish to take your rightful place as the reigning Princess of Brindelle, do you not?” 
	“Yes, Prime Minister,” she said, ignored his condescending question and squaring her shoulders. He wanted a fight? She could give him one. The display of intimidation had the opposite effect once she realized this was all for show. If this group of men thought that they needed to frighten her into submission, they were sadly mistaken. With renewed confidence, Charlie opened her mouth for her defense, but he was already talking again in his bark of a voice.
	“You do know your duty to the crown and country, do you not?”
	“Yes, Prime Minister, but—“ 
	“And you are aware of the rich and prosperous history that this monarchy has cultivated over Brindelle’s centuries long life?”
	“YES, BUT—”
	“You dare to disrespect the long-standing traditions of your homeland and the people that you are responsible for, for your own personal interests?”
	What?! “No! I would never!”
	But all around the courtroom, angry cries of outrage drowned out her shouts. Charlie looked around wildly, the room spinning as the Prime Minister continued to bark, specks of spit flying from his mouth. They were mad, mad at her! All waving their hands in the air and shaking their heads. It was too much. She needed time to explain! Just a moment!
	“Order!” This time the men listened almost immediately. They were on the edge of their seats now, captivated by the anticipation of what the Prime Minister would say next. Charlie hopelessly wished that she’d listened to her father all those times he tried to rant about why he didn’t much like him. 
	“But it is in the interest of this court, as written in our sacred laws, to give the party in question a fair and just trial to defend their intentions,” the Prime Minister mumbled quickly, fumbling with his papers in a bored, detached way. He’d regarded his Princess like a mere inconvenience! Charlie was stunned into silence, staring at the panel before her and trying to steady her frustrated breathing. He made a get-it-moving-gesture by circling his finger around in the air. Rudely, he sneered, “Plea your case.”
	“I—I have—” Charlie stutterer slightly. Her eyes darted around the room at the hundred unfriendly faces leering down at her. She took a cleansing breath to steady herself. “I have not made a match worthy of the crown yet this season.”
	To the Prime Minister’s right, another lord interjected. “Our sources report that you’ve made a match with the reigning Prince of Belleville, His Highness, Prince Edward.”
	“A friendship, my lord. One that has lasted a lifetime, I assure you. But His Highness has obligations to his own country and it is unclear how that would affect Brindelle.” Charlie hadn’t considered Ed’s intentions once marrying or if that would be an issue, but elaborating wildly seemed to work in the moment. 
	“What a merger that partnership would be, eh mate?” A man off to the left quipped to his neighbor. His counterpart chortled and winked. Whether they’d meant finances or something dirtier, the room still broke into a collective chorus of laughter, earning another reluctant “Order” from the Prime Minister. 
	“This house is not interested in your failed attempts at matchmaking,” he growled. Charlie could feel her chest fever with embarrassment and was glad for the modest cut of her dress. She squeezed her hands into fists below the podium. “Is that you’re only defense?” 
	“No, sir,” she answered through gritted teeth, willing her anger away. Ignore him. Ignore his arrogance and the fact that your own Parliament might have just joked about reproduction with your childhood friend. Ignore that if you accepted his hand this would all go away anyway. This was not going at all how she had hoped. Her well practiced defense that was meant to be persuasive and charming, yet filled with impressive historical evidence that was to capture the hearts of the traditionalists and showmen alike, had completely left her brain. She locked eyes with His Grace, Duke of Doré, seated close to the front. His round face was ruddy and damp with perspiration. When he noticed her, his lips curled up in a secret little smile, before quickly diverting his eyes back down. 
	Coward, Charlie thought to herself. But best friend’s father or not, his small show of kindness steadied her. She straightened her back and cleared her throat. “This monarchy has passed in the maternal line for generations—” 
	“The late king’s decisions notwithstanding, a queen has not ruled unaccompanied in over a century.”
	“Queen Aurora?”
	“Betrothed at nineteen,” one of the lords quipped quickly. “Her king passed on.”
	At twenty two fighting for the country’s independence! Aurora’s solider was buried two months before she took her throne!
	“Queen Camille?”
	“A long courtship but eventually married her fiancé when she realized it best to rule the country together.”
	“My grandmother, Her Majesty Queen Fleur!”
	“She, too, was engaged when she took the throne. You know of her coronation as Queen at her very own wedding. The citizens only remember the lore of the Great King Alastor.” The Prime Minister’s lip curled when he growled his king’s name. His disgust and disapproval was evident. 
	“But it is a part of our tradition! The history teaches young women to dream bi—”
	Another lord interjected. “Stories that fathers tell their daughters before they go to sleep at night. ‘Anyone can be a princess. Even you.’ Just to coerce them into doing their homework and chores. These are fairytales that they will only remember subtle nuances of when they grow up. If, that is, they remember any of them at all. Many of our modern generation knows not of the tale.”
	A joke? This is her legacy? The peerage has been laughing at her family’s history for years as nothing more than a way to coerce young women into complying? Alastor knew his daughter was capable. He wasn’t desperate for an heir. He wrote the laws and his men all agreed. A woman would and could rule and she’d be damned if they made a farce of it. 
	Yet they wouldn’t stop talking! “Even if the crown has passed to a woman each generation, not a one of them has been unbetrothed at the time of her coronation. The lords hear talk, Your Highness, and the people have doubts about the princess hiding away for so many years—”
	“Because you made me hide away! I didn’t want to lie to them!” Charlie couldn’t help the hysterical shout. They did this! But they ignored her and kept berating her like a child. 
	“They want a capable, stable, mature princess. And you have not demonstrated that to the people at all. They have no basis of what type of ruler you will be.” 
	“But—”
	“You, Princess Charlotte, will either commit to an engagement or you will succeed from your title.” 
 
 

We Will Wait
 
Succeed?
	This couldn’t be happening. Charlie stood dumbfounded, staring in disbelief. The gavel came down hard on the bench, but she didn’t hear a thing. All around, the lords were shuffling their papers, zipping briefcases, and standing up from their seats in low motion. Her father came hurrying towards her, his face a frozen mask of concern. He called out to her but his voice was lost. She couldn’t stay and let him come to her rescue. Before they could see the look of horror on her face, not that it mattered because they we’re already beginning to discuss their next point on the agenda, she turned her back to King Russell and walked steadily out the door. Her hands were trembling and she wanted to run, but she couldn’t let them see. 
	Never let them see. 
	It wasn’t until she was in the back of her car, stuck in the holiday traffic, that she began to take in what had happened. Charlie looked out the dark tinted glass at a group of shoppers crossing the street at the light. The numb tingle in the back of her head started to fade away and her mind felt clearer now that she was in the cozy safe haven of her limo. 
	Then reality hit her. 
	They had no power. 
	In truth, no matter how intimidating or very male the council was, they couldn’t force her to do anything. The council may have been appointed their roles based on elected party or received their place due to the title they were given at birth, but they did not have control over the monarchy. Laws and motions, yes. But Charlie overpowered them all in both rank and her freedoms.
	Small wins.
	But, oh how she hated that they still flaunted their superiority over her! They never attempted to stronghold her father from doing what he thought best. Many, many times he had appeared before them for a heated and impassioned debate and often was outnumbered, sometimes all against one. But the votes, the vetos and defiant refusals to agree, they were all just out of courtesy. He could silence the whole House with a simple, confident “No.” King Russell was a democratic leader and always took their methods into consideration. He hadn’t asserted his supreme power over the court in many years, always agreeing to their terms when it made sense to put his personal feelings aside. 
	She didn’t receive that luxury. No matter that she was the king’s only living heir, or that her mother was quite possibly the most frightening creature to grace the Brindelle courts in recent history and the only reason Russell had a title. She was still just a woman, be it a young and seemingly weak one in their eyes. If they frightened her they could convince her that they were right. Did they even know that she held their future in her small hand? 
	They did not respect her.
	Not yet, she thought with a certain fire lit within her belly, the type that didn’t fade away with time. It only got stronger and larger and more unable to control the longer the traffic light stayed red. By the time the green light flicked on, she was leaning forward digging her nails into the leather seats. 
	Charlie ran into the morning room the moment she arrived, not for its welcoming aura, but because it was the closest room to the front door. She closed the doors behind her, falling back against them and letting her head rest again their cool panels. She took several deep, calming breaths before opening her eyes and jumping clean out of her skin. 
	“Oh, Ed?” She asked rudely, but didn’t have the energy to apologize or fake pleasantries. He was the one showing up in her home uninvited. “Now is not a good time,” she said while exhaling tremendously and squeezing the bridge of her nose so hard her vision blurred. 
	Through the stars, she saw Ed still remained standing politely, allowing her her moment of dramatics. He looked intensely worried, but stayed quite silent until she was done regaining her composure. “I had heard—”
	“Of course you did,” she grumbled quietly, crossing her arms. The etiquette, the manners… forget it all. Who cared if Edward was a prince? She was a princess and nobody seemed to hold her opinion in such high regard. With him standing in front of her, looking the picture of tradition, it turned the knife already firmly embedded in her chest a little more. 
	“My only wish was to inquire about your well-being,” he said sweetly, gesturing for her to sit next to him on the deep green loveseat even though this was her house and it was wildly inappropriate for him to give her permission to do anything. But if good manners taught him to remain standing until the lady before him sat, well, they’d stay upright in the parlor until Sunday. 
	Charlie decided to sit, noting how concern coincidentally made Edward look more like the teenage boy she’d loved. He looked like a friend. The thought eased her tumbling stomach a little, and she reached for the tea service that always seemed to appear wordlessly whenever a guest was present. She held her tea cup firmly in her shaking palm and pressed her lips to the side, enjoying how its warmth comforted her as she stared sightlessly at the cream colored wall across from her. How had everything changed, yet nothing was different?
	“Are you well?” Edward asked her again, twisting his fingers nervously into the soft velvet of the sofa. Charlie regarded him this time, coming out of her trance and realizing for the first time that he was truly there. 
	Was she well? Well, wasn’t that a loaded question. The whole world was resting on her shoulders, and she was somehow to define the state of Brindelle with one simple yes or no. When she drove wordlessly through the streets in the back of her town car, all she could see was young women. Seven year olds running hand in hand in their little plaid school uniforms. Would they grow up knowing that they could one day run a country? A group of preteens, all skinny legs and frizzy hair, pushing their friends in silent dares to see who was brave enough to approach the congregation of middle-school boys lined up in the cinema queue. Would they grow up confident enough to ask someone to dance first, or would they romanticize marriage as the be-all-end-all in life?
	Charlie grew up knowing that she not only would have to lead a nation, but that she was also completely capable of the feat. Most girls weren’t so lucky. Even the women she had grown up around, despite rank or lack there of, thought it their greatest achievement to hook the most desirable bachelor. They believed their worth was solely determined by how well they married. It was always something that had rubbed Charlie in precisely the wrong way, and finally she had the power to do something about it. 
	She could do it. She could declare that she did not wish to marry, just as plethoras of young gentlemen did every day. She could make all these young girls proud of her and give them something to aspire to be. 
	Something close to optimism bloomed in her stomach, radiating through her, warming all the places she had frozen over the years. She’d grown up cold. She knew that and she liked it that way. From the moment that Ed had left for school that balmy August night, she was alone. And resented everyone for it, she knew that now. She hardened herself against romance, for fear of getting hurt. Charlie had become cynical and unflappable, an iron shield against the harsh realities of her world. The future was all mapped out, so silly dreams and fairytales were merely a diversion. A waste of time.
	She almost laughed to herself. How wrong had she been. It wasn’t difficult. It was the easiest thing in the world. All she had to do was say no, so why was uttering the shortest sentence of her life the hardest thing she’d ever done?
	And she would love it, too! She could picture it now: a room full of faceless but intimidating men, all puffed up with overcompensated importance. She’d strut right up to them without a sideways glance and deliver an impassioned speech. They’d gasp in horror, clutching at life as they knew it, and then when the shock had worn off they’d begin to debate. Every line in the book, every feasible defense would be shot her way and she would answer each diplomatically and maturely. Reason and logic would sway them, and they’d leave with a newfound respect for their princess forevermore.
	She set her eyes on Ed, still waiting for her response, annoyingly patient. If only her choice didn’t require her to also sacrifice such an ideal future.
	“I will not marry.” The words came out of her mouth strong and confident, but all the same she hoped he wouldn’t come to despise her.
	“Charlotte…what?” His articulate voice muddied with a stutter. The confusion and hurt that flashed in his grey eyes turned her stomach, but she refused to look away.
	Charlie took his hand in hers and firmly placed them in her lap. Determinedly, despite his crestfallen face, she said, “Edward, I will not marry. That is what they want from me and the one thing I cannot give them,” Ed tried to pull away by she squeezed his hands, forcing him to look at her. Please understand Ed.  “I have given every ounce of myself and my life to Brindelle. I will not give my independence. I owe it to myself to find true love one day, or not, all on my own. I owe that to you as well.”
	“What will you do?” He asked, searching her face.
	“I will not get engaged,” she said with a shrug, difficult because she was still holding his hands like a lifeline. “Not yet, anyways. They believe I am not capable of reigning on my own and I am determined to prove they supremely wrong.”
	Ed pulled his hands from hers and turned to face the wall, placing his elbows on his knees and resting his head in his palm. Charlie was sure she had lost him in this moment, but his body shook and he turned to her with an exasperated smirk. He shook his head slowly. He was laughing! “They are fools to believe that you are anything but the most capable woman they will ever have the pleasure of meeting,” he grinned slyly. “Or that a man would ever be able to control you.”
	She shoved his shoulder playfully, her whole body relaxing with relief. He didn’t hate her. Edward’s eyes met hers, clouded now with sincerity as he tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear. He exhaled tremendously, gazing still at his hand as his fingers wound softly around the lock of hair. “You are the most amazing woman I have ever met.” 
	“I am sorry,” she apologized, suddenly feeling terribly guilty. It wasn’t the most tactful way of denying a proposal.
	Ed just shrugged, a friendly smile on his face. It was good to see him smile, even though it was only gone for a moment. “I’ll always be your biggest supporter. I don’t need to put a diamond on your finger for that. If this is the way you feel that you need to do this, then I trust you.” He squeezed her hand and leaned in, brushing the softest kiss to her cheekbone. Before his lips had even left her skin, he whispered, “I’m not going anywhere, Charlotte. However you need to do it, however long you need, I’ll wait for you.”
	Ed pulled back, his cheeks flushed pink. Charlie felt her own face hot. He made her not want to wait. “Just let me know if there’s anything I can do to help,” he said gruffly, his voice raspy. 
	“Actually, there is.” He jumped back at the suddenness of her request. Charlie met his confused gaze with a fire lit in her eyes that he’d never seen before. “Drive me somewhere.”
 
***
 
	“This is madness,” She could hear Oliver’s quiet voice mumble bluntly. Why on earth his sarcastic commentary had come to her mind in this very moment, she did not know, but she was high with adrenaline and the thought made her laugh.
	But Oliver wasn’t making comments, sarcastic or otherwise. He wasn’t even here. 
	Charlie looked over at Ed, his hands firmly gripping the steering wheel of his deep grey SUV as he turned onto the freeway that connected the countryside to the city centre. He hadn’t uttered a word since she raced him down the front steps to where his car was still waiting in the circular driveway. Charlie silently thanked his humbleness for not bringing a driver — it would only drag this out longer. He opened her passenger door with a loyal nod and quietly asked her where she wanted to go. Ed had been mute ever since. 
	Strong and silent trust in her choices. She’d never wanted anything more than to be the heroine, the main character charging bravely into battle with a supportive sidekick in tow. This was her story and she wanted to write it how she saw fit without question or explanation.
	Charlie’s eyes darted left, taking quick peaks at Ed. She was a shaking bundle of nerves, twisting her fingers so the knuckles bent backwards, until finally giving up and sat on her hands. But staring at the angular side of Ed’s face, he was the picture of composure. He was steadfast and confident, with so much trust in her judgement that he didn’t even attempt to question her.
	But the longer Ed stayed determinedly staring at the windshield, the more it drove her mad. 
 
101 Foxhall Center.
 
	Ed might have been a foreign prince, but even he couldn’t pretend that he didn’t know what that address meant. 
	And she wanted to talk. She wanted someone to tell her it was crazy and rash, and try desperately to dissuade her from her mission just so that she could ignore them and do it anyways. Stubbornness wasn’t her best quality, but it surely was a driving factor in her life. 
	Daydreams of someone trying to convince her to turn around filled Charlie’s mind. At least it preoccupied her from her nerves. She pretended that Ed was screaming at her spontaneity, lecturing her about not thinking it through, before eventually grumbling and giving in, muttering his doubts under his breath while she took her wins with a cocky smile. But she couldn’t imagine Ed’s face. Instead, bright blue eyes flashed back at her, looking oddly proud while he yelled. 
 
101 Foxhall Center.
 
 	Ed did know, though. She was storming Parliament.
	They flew down the highway, fast. Charlie was surprised that he hadn’t driven slowly to try to buy them time. But perhaps Ed figured it wasn’t worth putting off the inevitable. She wasn’t changing her mind, and so they may as well get it over with. He parked his car along the street and Charlie hoped out before he had fully stopped.
	“Charlie! Wait!” She spun around to find Ed chasing her up the stately marble stairs, his eyes wide and worried and his forehead dotted with perspiration. It seemed the quiet coconspirator finally found his voice, just when Charlie decided that she didn’t want to hear it. He’d opened his mouth after catching his breath, ready to say something supportive or deterring she wasn’t sure, but Charlie was already spinning on her heal. 
	She pushed open the heavy doors to the ancient building. They swung squeakily in entrance and she was stunned to see that the room was still full of men, all standing and stretching and gathering up their folders. Their meeting was just coming to completion. Had it really only been a brief hour since she had fled the chamber near tears?
	The doors crashed against the back wall and the late afternoon sun beamed in a long, low stream right down the center aisle, obscuring the many faces. Through the harsh light and the loud bang, she didn’t doubt that every member had turning to face her.
	Something changed. Charlie had planned to transform into the picture of tranquil devotion, the diplomate, the people’s princess. But none of that felt right, and though she heard the low murmurs of the men, they were cast into shadow — a beautiful parable for their loss of power. The sun was hot on her back as she started to stomp down the center of the chamber, the silence echoing the whole way to the domed stained glass ceiling. With each step, her chin rose confidently, aware that a hundred faces were watching her with baited breath, just waiting for her next move. And she felt unstoppable.
	The speech she planned was gone, lost on the breeze, but it didn’t matter. 
	After what felt like ages, she reached the end of the aisle where the floor sloped to the high podium. She didn’t climb the steps, but stayed at the end of the carpet. Something told her to approach them on this level: not on trial, not before a jury, but as an unassuming equal.  
	“No.” 
	Her voice echoed throughout the chamber, sounding like four of her were calling out from the wings and the coves. Unsure of how it was even possible, the quiet room fell even more dead silent.
	“I will not marry before my debut. I will not become engaged. I will not enter that room with a man with the intention to commit to him,” she fired off slowly and loudly, surprised by the calm but powerful sound of her voice. “I am committed to my country, and that, is enough.”
	Finality hung in the air like a heavy blanket. Then, like someone had switched back on the volume, the men began to murmur and then shout their outrage.
	“Silence!” Charlie called, and surprisingly they did. The chamber fell silent once more. “That is my final word. Good day, gentlemen.”
	She waited a beat before turning, feeling the eyes on her back. Charlie counted the dust motes floating in the light before finally spinning around and was blinded by the sunset. All around her, shouts and arguments were filling the room like thunder, but it only filled her with pride. 
	Then out of the din, a loud clapping began. Slowly it bloomed, filling the space with echos that trumped the men’s chatter. They all stopped speaking, turning to the source. Charlie to spun around too, and wiped the tear from her eye as she saw her father stand, still at his thrown-like chair at the head of the stage. His face was rosey and his eyes glassy as he applauded his daughter. 
	By the time Charlie was seated in the heated passenger seat of Ed’s SUV, she was still buzzing with excitement. She did that! She stood her ground to a hundred powerful, important lawmakers and judges. And she felt amazing!
	To her left, Ed was quiet but he was beaming with admiration. His smile was huge, his eyes alight, and occasionally he’d shake his head a little like he couldn’t believe the girl seated next to him. And Charlie had to feel like the luckiest girl to have a man — not a prince — like him as her getaway driver. 
	But the time Ed dropped her off at her front door and departed with a reassuring squeeze, the doubt had started to creep in. The castle was eerily empty with the majority of the the guests out getting manicures or last minute alterations, and the staff was all down in the grand ballroom preparing for the ball. Charlie alternated her time between pacing tracks in the plush carpet and replaying the last hour in her mind.
	By the time she’d called Stella from the floor of her bathroom, she was a wreck.
 
***
 
	“You need to stop thinking about it!” Stella hissed behind her martini glass.
	Charlie had relayed the whole debacle to Stella over the phone. As a best friend should, she listened to her tale, but as soon as she heard the break in Charlie’s voice, she took action. She’d suggested going out to celebrate despite the rumor mill swirling to get her friend’s mind off of everything for an hour or two. They sat in the corner booth of Louie’s that gave a perfect view of the entire old bar, which Charlie always loved. But tonight she wasn’t in the mood to people watch.
	“I just can’t! I can’t believe I did that! What will they think of me?” Her sweating glass was pressed to her forehead before she peeled it from her skin to pour it down her throat.
	Stella discreetly slipped the drink from her hand and linked her fingers through her friend’s in one swift motion. “Um, they’ll think you’re the baddest boss that’s ever graced their presence?”
	“Or they’ll think I’m an entitled brat! A joke! Who would respect me after that scene?” She dramatically dropped her head into her arms with a groan. 
	“Those stuffy old geezers probably haven’t had that much excitement at work in decades. You made their boring week!” Charlie almost spat her drink. It never ceased to amaze her that Stella had such a colorful vocabulary. She was such a common presence in her own extraordinary life that she often forgot that she had absolutely no connection to the throne, nor any need to show obligatory respect. 
	Charlie considered her words and gazed around the room, seeing it in earnest for the first time since she arrived. The bar was packed for a Thursday night, probably because the locals had been following the news of social season like they were the Olympics and were dying to glimpse any of the invitees. At least four of the tables were currently playing spot-the-princess, pointing at strangers and whispering behind their menus. A group of university-age girls had just recognized Stella front her brief stint in the papers and squealed with delight. 
	Never in her life had Charlie doubted her ability to rule the country. That was what she was raised for and she knew she was capable. She actually believed she would be quite good at it. Sure, she’d doubted her desire to take her place at the throne. What if she wanted to leave on a whim to backpack through Japan, or go back to college to study law or marine biology or something? Get a whole arm of tattoos and live in a little one bedroom flat over a bodega in Queens, New York and become a world renowned interior designer? They were silly dreams, fantasies really, but that didn’t mean she didn’t make them up in that space between awake and dreaming. She just didn’t get the freedom to believe they were actual possibilities like other people did. Hell, she had to sneak out her own bedroom just to get a coffee in a real cafe. But she always knew her place. 
	Charlie begrudgingly sort of liked being a princess. Not the obligations and expectations, but the power she felt when ordering Parliament around today, the little girls with their overjoyed faces when her mother waved at them in an annual parade, the ability to make real change in the world — it thrilled her. 
	Royalty was the only life she knew. She only knew how to be a princess. Staring out over Louie’s bar, she started to doubt if she even knew that for the first time. 
	It was only 8 o’clock so at the table in the corner, a small family sat with two twin daughters around the age of seven. Louie had brought over a special plate of chicken tenders, french fries, and a chocolate sundae for each girl — a meal he sometimes prepared for Charlie herself when she was feeling down. She frowned at their curly brown heads, bent towards the paper menu with a little maze drawn on the back. 
	In twenty four hours, would they look to her as their role model? Would she even be a good role model for them? She grew up looking to grandmothers, as much a legend as a tangible person since they were long gone before she was born. Yet she took their stories, their names, and the legacy they left behind as strong, powerful women capable of leading a country. She never doubted what a woman could do. Would she be to teach that to little girls all around Brindelle? 
	Then she looked to the front of the room, where the ancient amber glass light fixture that hung over the bar reflected dimly on the heads of a group of girls. They shined gold and copper in the lights, and Charlie recognized them as the group they ran into outside. By the look of enthusiasm on their faces and a plastic crown on the head of one of them, they were barely twenty-one. Even thought she was a few years older, groups of women her own age always intimidated Charlie a bit. She’d lived sheltered and, with the exception of Stella who loved her devoutly, she never really learned how to interact with women with the same ease as she did with boys like Ed and Leo. 
	The small group threw back a line of shots under the watchful eye of Louie, who’d inspected each of their ids with a tiny flashlight and a fatherly concern. They were in the height of growing up, the age where they learn the woman they want to be. Would they watch Charlie take her place with grace and strength and aspire to brave the world with her same determination, or would the think her independence was a plea to get attention after being cowardly and hiding away so long?
	Jarring her from her spiral, a young waiter in a black button down shirt plopped a tray of plates and glasses in front of the two friends with a shy smile. He was so classically handsome with neatly barbered dark hair and stunning blue eyes, he looked like Cary Grant. With a nod, he excused himself to the next table over, where a trio of elderly women were playing a heated game of blackjack. The one with a head of bluish-white hair elbowed her neighbor in the ribs, who hid her cards in her bosom before obviously looking the waiter up and down. As he walked away, the three old ladies chattered away behind their hands, clearly unable to resist the charms of a handsome man even in their advanced age.
	Charlie noticed that they had to be old enough to see her mother take the throne, and would possibly even remember when her grandmother ruled. She could hear them now, rattling on in their bridge clubs and sewing circles about how the new princess was disrespecting all tradition. The older set took every opportunity to share their opinions on how the new generation was ruining this and that… and she was about to give them the perfect example.
	With and audible groan, Charlie took back her almost empty glass from Stella and slumped into the squishy leather booth further. 
	“Well, you have about five seconds to cheer up,” Stella hissed, with a knowing grin. Charlie frowned, noticing for the first time that the table was littered with far too many appetizers for two and a bottle of white wine was sat in the middle, chilling in a pot of ice. She turned to Stella, about to voice her confusion, when the sleigh bells that hung on the door jingled and every eye shifted to the door.
	Oliver and Arnold made their way into the bar, both looking very windblown but smiling broadly. Charlie tried to be angry with Stella, but was momentarily distracted by the way Oliver’s nose was a deep pink from the cold. 
	“Ladies,” Oliver winked as they approached and Arnold pulled out a chair for them both.
	“I’m going to kill you,” Charlie hissed through her smiling teeth so that only Stella could hear. She just squeezed her hand under the table to say it’s for your own good and you’ll thank me later.
	“So,” Arnold started, pouring a round of wine into four glasses and offering them up. “Tomorrow’s the big day?”
	“It is,” Stella accepted the wine graciously. “Another day, another ball.”
 
***
 
	“Another ball,” Oliver scoffed, laughing playfully but he kind of meant it. “It must be nice to think of balls in the same way I think of going to the grocery store.”
	“It’s not just a ball, sir,” Stella demurred with mock indignation. “It’s the ball!”
	“Ah, the infamous princess unveiling!” Arnold teased, clinking glasses with Stella as the pair continued to joke about the festivities. Oliver wasn’t listening. He was too busy trying to figure out why Charlie looked so put out. She was sitting low in her chair, circling the rim of her wine glass without taking a sip.
	“Is something wrong?” He whispered. It wasn’t lost on him how Charlie jumped slightly when her addressed her like a frightened deer. 
	“I’m fine,” she answered, trying to smile. Her mouth might have grinned but something in her eyes were a million miles away.
	“Charlie?” He forced her to look him in the face. The moment their gazes locked, something happened. The air was sucked from the restaurant and Oliver didn’t think he’d be able to tear his eyes away if someone forced him to. Charlie opened her mouth, tempted by their stormy blue depths to tell him everything.
	“Cheers!” The pair jumped from their moment like a snap of a thin thread. Arnold and Stella had their glasses raised in the center of the table. Oliver was determined to take Charlie aside and find out what she was about the second the moment this celebration was over, but her whole energy changed. She had plastered on a beaming fake smile and was already raising her own glass.
	“Ladies, happy holidays!” A portly old man, who rather resembled Saint Nick himself, plopped a tray of hot fudge sundaes on the table in between them. A single tiny cup of espresso accompanied them. “A treat on the house.”
	“Louie! How’s Abba and Lyn?” Charlie perked up, leaning towards the grandpa  warmly. She expertly picked up the espresso and poured it into her own sundae without even looking. Clearly she’d known the grizzly bartender, because she happily chatted with him about his granddaughters like he was an old friend, her cheeks glowing a soft pink. The man gushed freely about his girls, but Charlie looked just as proud. 
	Wiping the stray tears from the corner of her eye, Charlie was catching her breath after Louie finished his story where he all but reenacted nine-year-old Lyn’s debut performance in her school’s Christmas pageant. The little girl had given an impassioned speech about how unfair it was to cast Jimmy Holshimser as Rudolph and her as the supporting role of Clarice just because she was a girl, when her audition was clearly superior. The stunned music teacher had no choice but to agree with the little trailblazer. Jimmy, poor guy, was less than impressed. Better he learn now though not to mess with girls. They’d destroy you easier than you’d ever expect. The table roared with laughter, and Charlie took a bite of her ice cream, sighing at the sweet melting slush mixed with the bitter coffee. 
 
***
 
	Catching up with Louie had made Charlie feel almost normal in the stuffy but cozy bar, full of familiar faces. Hours could be spent here, asking about someone’s nieces or sister,  their dogs even. She had the desire to know what college the 21-year-old revelers went to, wanted to give them advice on pre-law verses criminology. She wanted to plop down with the old women and spend the evening listening to stories of Brindelle in 1954. She even recognized the little family now, the Carsons. They had bought the small colonel house on Maple Avenue that Charlie loved when she was a child because they always wrapped the railings in pretty colored lights. She wanted to tell them that.
	So she did. 
	Not hours, but on her way to the bathroom she did complement the littlest Carson’s drawing on the back of the menu, laughing when she returned and found a crayon drawing of a pony on her chair. She waved over at her, and the girl’s chubby hand raised excitedly. She walked up to the bar at the same time as one of the silver-haired ladies, commenting on the Sloe Gin Fizz she ordered. The woman’s eyes lit up in surprise, but sparked a lovely tangent on how she’d been coming here and ordering the same thing since she was just a young thing. Charlie left the bar with her own drink in hand as the old woman patted her arm with a warm, nostalgic smile. Before she left, she met Louie’s eyes and slyly ordered a round of waters for the college party. She smiled as she heard them laughing behind her, and turned to see them guzzled them greedily. Discussions on course catalogs could happen another time. 
	Charlie melted into the cracked bench after her long detour, sighing in satisfaction. She loved these people, all of them. It was one reason she’d loved sneaking out — to the bar, the bowling alley, the arts and crafts shows in the square, even to the high school musicals. She could spend hours talking, or even just being surrounded by them, pretending for even just a moment that she wasn’t so different.
	But she couldn’t quite place the haunting way Oliver was staring at her. 
	Later that same night, Charlie stood in her bedroom snuffing the candles and kicking herself for how she had ended the evening. She’d made it through the rest of the dinner, keeping preoccupied by steadily filling her mouth with food, even though with every bite she was sure she was going to be sick. But eating meant not having to talk, and if she didn’t talk, she could keep daydreaming about how easy it would be to run away with Oliver. 
	From the minute he walked in the door in a flurry of messy black hair and big questioning eyes, she’d got the wild idea that they could leave. Tonight, even. They could hold hands and run out the back door of Louie’s. Maybe Oliver brought that run down old truck and they could make it to the boarder before it’s engine gave out. Then maybe they’d meet a friendly old man who would let them ride with him to the train station. They could be in France by dawn.
	But all she had managed to do was make it through dinner without having to say more than a yes or a no once she returned to the table, and then awkwardly hugged both Arnold and Oliver goodnight, making sure she held her breath to not get an intoxicating whiff of his smell. The musty leather of his jacket, some sort of chemical scent of his art supplies, and the fresh, crisp smell of the wine they had drunk. She blamed mixing alcohols all night for her ridiculous thoughts. 
	The idea was so ludicrous that she laughed out loud, her hand on the silver snuffer to extinguish the last set of long candles. Somewhere through the night, Oliver made a comment on the cold and she leaned in to whisper a dirty joke to Stella about how he wasn’t complaining when they were soaked to the bone. Then it hit her — Stella didn’t know. Between the proposal and Parliament, she hadn’t even told her that she had kissed their new friend. What a mess she had caused. 
	A loud tap on her balcony doors echoed through the room like a gunshot. Charlie jumped so violently that her back hit vanity and knocked the thankfully extinguished candles to the floor. Cautiously, she creeped towards the door and squeaked in surprise when another sharp note rang out as something hit the glass again. Through the sheer curtains, she watched a round pebble roll across the balcony floor.
	Wrenching the door open, Charlie stormed onto the balcony. Leo was going to suffer her wrath this time! He’d usually call her phone from the comfort of his heated car when he wanted to sneak out, so it was bizarre he was throwing rocks at her window. Maybe his phone was dead or something. Either way, she had no time nor patience for his antics tonight.
	Stomping out into the cold in just her thin robe, she threw her head over the balcony and opened her mouth to tell him off, but was struck mute. There was a gentleman standing below, but his hair didn’t reflect gold the moonlight. It blended in with the night. 
	Oliver waved at her from the ground.
	It only took Oliver five minutes to scale the trellis that lead to Charlie’s third floor balcony. One minute more and she would have been less than impressed. But he landed on his feet, winded but grinning and looking the picture of athleticism.
	“You’re here?” Her voice came out as only a whisper.
	Was she dreaming? Had she already crawled under her covers and fallen asleep before her head hit the pillow? Unable to help herself, she reached out to steady him as he regained his balance, not only because he looked shaky on his feet but to see if he was really standing before her. To her delight, her hand touched the cold, crunchy arm of his  jacket. Giggling giddily, she tugged him inside the still open doors, closing them behind her.
	“I’m here,” Oliver answered, the point well moot by now. As soon as she closed the doors against the frigid night air, the room plunged into darkness. In his black jeans and black coat, his dark hair, Oliver too disappeared into the night. But moonlight shown through the sheer curtains, bathing the room in a cool blue glow, reflecting off of his eyes and even his teeth as the only signifier to where he stood. 
	“Why are you here?” Charlie teased, stepping backwards and watching how he stepped forward to follow. She didn’t really care what the answer was, but she was shaking with excitement and Oliver seemed out of place and anxious. No part of his body seemed to be able to keep still and he looked like he was ready to burst out laughing. He didn’t make her nervous, but the room carried a sort of energy now with him standing in it. It thrilled her. Maybe even frightened her a little. Keeping him talking seemed like the best course of action.
	Oliver couldn’t look at Charlie, instead his eyes darted around the room. Why did she make him so out of sorts? He stepped over to where a single candle was burning on the vanity in the corner and danced his fingertips over the tip of the flame, avoiding the burn but feeling the heat. In the safety of not looking at her, the confidence began to bloom. 
	“You were sad at dinner,” he murmured bluntly. 
	“I wasn’t,” she peeped behind him, the uncertainty in her voice confirming the lie. He looked up into the mirror, seeing her face lit by the moon where she still stood by the doors.
	When Oliver’s eyes met hers in the mirror, a creepy, luminescent blue from the candlelight, she watched as something change in him. As the seconds ticked on, it felt as if he got heavier on the earth, more solidified from the mystical phantom that had appeared at her window a moment before. How strange to think he might have been a dream, just a youthful imp? He didn’t smile, he didn’t even breathe and his seriousness chilled her. “You were,” he said simply.
	She opened her mouth to retort, but something kept her grounded to the spot, unable to move or speak as his eyes were locked on her reflection. Then suddenly he spun around, slowly, but the suddenness made her jump anyway. “You were,” he repeated, his voice gravely and hoarse. 
	With slow and deliberate steps, he walked towards her like a feral beast. She should have been frightened. Oliver looked much bigger in her bedchamber, and he was so calculatedly direct with his movements, nothing like the clumsy boy he was in the daylight. Now he stood right before her, finally tearing his eyes from her own to look down.
	Charlie was suddenly very aware that she was only wearing her thin nightgown and robe. Oliver was so close that she could feel his breath as he exhaled sharply, realizing it too. His hand reached out at the same time he took a step closer, his forehead coming to rest against hers. His hand expertly tugged at the silk tie. It fluttered away like a feather, leaving her robe hanging at her sides.
	Charlie fought her eyes to stay open, half wanting to close the gap between them, and half wanting to watch his face, screwed up in restraint and so devilishly seductive. His hand slipped inside her robe to touch her waist, his palm hot and shaking as it rested at her side. She smiled to herself, glad for the pitch black night so that he wouldn’t see. There was comfort in how she made him, so suave and charming, shake with nerves. “Why were you sad, Charlie?” he whispered, his face tilting so his words grazed her cheek. “Why were you sad?” In one agonizingly slow motion, his lips found hers tenderly. 
	“Because it’s over,” she whispered into his kiss. It was a painful truth. It was over. The charade, the pretending. This… thing… with Oliver. It was all over, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to be sad in this very moment as her arms snaked around his neck. 
 
***
 
	Oliver didn’t know though. In his blissed ignorance, he thought it understandable to be sad at the end of an exciting adventure. Natural to be disillusioned when it all goes back to ordinary at the close. Poor Charlie, she’d probably waited all year for this season and it was ending. 
	“It’s only just beginning,” he whispered back, hungrier in his next kiss, failing at fighting a smile. It wasn’t over for them, it was just getting good.
	“I want it over,” Charlie said forcefully, pulling him by the hands and locking her mouth on his hard. “I’m tired of it all.” 
	Her knees found the edge of the bed and they tumbled down onto the soft mattress. Charlie’s small hands shook as she tore the cold jacket from his shoulder. He helped her remove it, sucking in a gasp when her fingers edged under the hem of his worn flannel shirt to touch his hot skin. 
	Charlie kissed him like someone with nothing to loose. He removed her robe with unsteady movements, overwhelmed by his emotion. What about this woman made him completely loose any sense of control? The world was spinning but it also stopped. Everything was moving so fast yet not fast enough. And his hands! They wouldn’t work! He paused, gripping the side of her cheek to kiss her more deeply. “I — Charlie?” That was his voice stuttering, overcome with something. He wanted her, he wanted to be with her, and he wasn’t sure why he was talking but random words just kept flowing from his mouth. He felt very much like an inexperienced young boy, and had the oddest feeling that there was something looming between them. 
	Pulling himself back, he propped up on his elbow, cradling her face in his hand. Charlie looked up at him, her eyes hooded and burning. “Are you still sad?” God, he sounded awkward.
	“No,” she whispered, shaking her head and turning to kiss his palm. She looked more beautiful now than he’d ever seen her, no sadness could her found on this face. The pair both laughed, the tension completely evaporating between them. Oliver planted a sweet kiss on her lips before rolling off of her to lay on the bed, wrapping one arm around her shoulders.
	“Let’s run away,” he whispered into her hair. She didn’t answer, but he felt her smile against his neck and nod.
	“It’ll be like a fairytale,” he mused on, grinning at the ceiling like an idiot. “You can be a princess, I’ll be a knight. And I’ll rescue you off the damned balcony that has no business being that high and ride your horse into the sunset. We can live happily ever after.”
	“Hey, what happened to your horse?”
	“Don’t have one. You’re the princess here, woman! You supply the horse and I’ll save you.”
	He knew it sounded ridiculous and completely unmanly of him, but the idea was like some crazy dream. Charlie turned onto her stomach with her chin resting on her arm across his chest. “Not a very good knight if you asked me. And I can save myself, thank you very much!” she teased.
	“Fine,” he groaned, pretending to flip his hair over his shoulder, a move that when laying down looked just as goofy as he imagined. “I’ll be the damsel in distress.”
	Charlie laughed and kissed him playfully, ready to pull away when he grabbed the back of her head and kissed her deeper. A moment later she pulled away, laid her head back on his chest and sighed. It was exactly the type of fairytale she needed tonight.

Wins and Loses
 
 
Nearly Christmas, and still not a drop of snow dusted sweet Brindelle. It was quite the mystery amongst the village. Normally by this time, the countryside was blanketed in thick, marshmallow flurries. Nobody seemed to mind though. It was as if the anticipation for snowfall just increased the excitement for the upcoming festivities. 
	So the colorful lights that decorated the square continued to taunt and tease patrons, and patrons continued to whisper in high spirits behind mugs of cocoa. Even the cocoa tasted like champagne. 
	The loud noise of singing bird flitted in and out of Oliver’s ears as he floated somewhere between awake and dreaming. Bright light tinted the inside of his eyelids yellow. Odd. The hazy windows of his flat were shadowed by the sugar plant across the street. Reluctantly he wrenched himself awake, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. In his semi-consciousness he was unsure why the ceiling above him was unfamiliar. The creamy white stucco was elegantly swirled and in the middle an elaborate iron and crystal chandelier hung. He couldn’t yet remember why, but the back of his neck hurt something fierce. All things considered, he was blissfully confused to why he had a stupid grin on his face. 
	Chuckling dumbly to himself, he squeezed his aching shoulder muscle and went to sit up. But he couldn’t. Something heavy was pressing on his abdomen. Pushing himself up on his elbows, he looked down. Charlie was curled at his side, laying with her head on his stomach. Gingerly as to not wake her, he slowly scooted her onto his lap and sat upright. She stirred a little, not waking, but instead sighed cutely and wrapped her arms tighter into her chest. 
	The night’s events reentered Oliver’s mind, smiling unapologetically as they became clearer. Sneaking into Charlie’s room, scaling the wall like he was more fit than he was. He may not have been like the other men that flocked to her this season but he hoped she thought the move chivalrous enough. 
	The sad, almost pained expression that sat on Charlie’s face through dinner haunted him as he sat facing her golden windows, and he was determined to ensure her face never looked that way again. They kissed and kissed, waxing on about fairytales and silly dreams, what they wanted from life, and then kissing some more. 
	At some point, the pair found themselves sitting up on the bed facing each other. Oliver bit his lip to hide his embarrassed chuckle when he looked down and saw their knees bent out at the sides. 
	Criss cross applesauce…
	He sang it in his head, remembering the song his first grade teacher used for the pose when it was time for story time. He’d never gave up the little rhyme, always a little humiliated to say it in his head even if he never spoke it out loud. But staring into Charlie’s eyes, black and bottomless in the dark, he thought she’d probably like it.
	Hm hm hmhmhmmm.
	He hummed it softly, running his hand up her bare leg, stopping when his thumb brushed over a tiny yellowish-green bruise above her kneecap. It was a little thing, no more than a half inch in size and undoubtedly caused by nothing more serious than an unfortunately placed table corner. Still, he absentmindedly rubbed his finger over it, like the motion could somehow soothe any pain left in the offending spot.
	She looked away quickly, wiping her eye on her shoulder. Oliver knew that she didn’t want him to see, but he was fairly sure her eyes had gone watery at his tenderness. There was something there, some sort of deep emotion that Oliver didn’t understand, and it lit a rage in his heart that he had no idea what to do with.
	This girl deserved the world, not to be moved to tears over a gentle touch. 
 	Back in the light of day, he allowed himself a moment to indulge in just watching her sleep. Her red hair glowed pink in the morning sun, fanning out over his lap. She looked so small, wrapped up in his plaid flannel shirt over her silky blush pink slip. The vision of slowly undoing the tie of her robe and letting it drop to the floor, the way the silky fabric felt against his bare chest… he had to push the memory from his mind to prevent himself from waking her up to ravish her. It was hard enough to restrain himself last night. Even in her dreams, half a smirk sat on her lips. 
	All that he seemed able to do since last night was sigh contently. Oliver leaned down to plant a soft kiss on her forehead. Just one wouldn’t hurt. Her lips turned up and she stirred. Stretching her arms out, she turned over on her back and opened her eyes. He liked watching her wake up. She smiled up at him, not at all surprised to see a stranger in her bed. 
	“Morning,” she said, her voice raspy and her eyes still hooded with sleep. 
	“Good morning,” he responded, stroking her forehead with his thumb. They sat in blissful silence just looking at each other for a few moments until a sharp knock on the door made them both bolt upright. 
	The handle shook. Thank goodness Charlie had chosen to lock it last night, smacking him playfully when he gave her a goofy suggestive look. “Miss, are you awake? Breakfast is served at nine in the east gallery!” 		
	“Thank you, Elisa! I shall be down soon!” Charlie called back to the maid or whoever she was, jumping out of bed and running to press her back against the door, as if it would hide Oliver further. 
	She pressed her ear to the door and waited until she heard the footsteps retreating. Luckily it was Adele’s day off, otherwise she’d be in already, spare key in hand, pulling skirts from the closet. After several seconds, they met eyes and dissolved into silent giggles. Oliver stood up, stretching backwards before he threw on the white t-shirt that laid crumpled on the floor. He noticed Charlie watch him as he hiked up his jeans, which had dug a painful spot into his spine from sleeping in them all night. 
	“I should go,” he said quietly, hoping no other housekeepers or maids or whatever they were were nosing about the halls. He slipped into his coat and opened the door to Charlie’s terrace. He’d already had one leg over the banister, looking up to give her a last longing stare or maybe a flirtatious goodbye, but instead she was calling after him. 
	“Wait, I’ll come with you!” she hissed, searching about the floor to slip into her shoe. 
	“What? Charlie…” he had to laugh in disbelief. She couldn’t very well come with him. The determined look of challenge that sat on her face proved him wrong. She stood in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest, her bare legs already covered in goosebumps. Change of approach, he decided. Instead of arguing, he smirked and waved his hand towards her, addressing her pale skin. 
	“What? Oh…” She looked down, surprised to see her naked legs for the first time. “Don’t move!” She called over her shoulder, already halfway back into her room. 
	Oliver chuckled to himself. He obeyed though, sitting astride the banister with one leg still thrown over it like some absurd horse. He was glad the room Charlie was staying in faced the back of the castle. Not only did it provide the best view of the sprawling gardens and purple mountains, it also put him out of view from foot traffic and visitors. He rather thought it would be incredibly embarrassing, not to mention dire to his employment, to be discovered sneaking out of a gentle ladies room in broad daylight. Both his honor and pride would be wounded. He pretended to watch the sheer white curtains billowing in the breeze while he really watched Charlie scramble about a bottom wardrobe drawer and pull out a pair of dark jeans. Slipping them on right under her slip and his shirt, she rejoined him just moments later, knotting the belt on a long black wool coat. 
	“Ready?” She asked with an enthusiastic smirk. 
	“Charlie… what are you doing?” 
	“Rather rude not to walk you home, I think. I do have manners.” Charlie threw her own leg over the railing so they sat facing exactly alike. 
	“I don’t think that’s what they meant…” he retorted, his own smile proving he didn’t actually care. She stared him straight in the eye, their brown irises alight with mischief, and threw her other leg over to scale down the trellis. He stared incredulously, amazed by her confidence. Also amazed by how easily it was for her to crawl down the side of a building! Wasting not a moment more, he too hopped down and raced her to the bottom. Laughing arm in arm, they spent the morning meandering around the frosty gardens, laughing at the noises their crunchy boots made, and chasing each other like children, stopping only a handful of times to kiss in the most secluded corners. 
	What they didn’t see was another familiar redhead partaking in an early stroll, watching from the wings. By the looks of her angry blue eyes, she was anything but pleased. 
 
***
 
	An hour later, Oliver entered the castle rubbing at his weary eyes, his hair still tousled from the late night. He’d only had a few moment to dress once he forced himself out of Charlie’s arms at the door of Maple House. He threw on fresh clothes at record speed, realizing too late that his socks didn’t match and his shirt was slightly wrinkled. 
	“Dear Mr. King!” A screechy female voice startled him. It’s too early for a voice that shrill. He removed his hand from his eyes and saw Sylvia Mortimer blocking his entrance to the east gallery. And she was standing uncomfortably close. The woman looked very clean and poised in a prim vanilla dress and her hair swept up into a braided something. 
	“Ah, Lady Sylvia. Good morning,” he greeted anyway. She just stared at him intently while twirling a string of pearls on her neck. Figuring she wasn’t going to say more, he nodded politely and tried to step around her to breakfast. 
	Instead, she slapped her little palm against the opposite doorframe with surprising force and graced him with a simpering smile. “I’ve so admired your work over the last few weeks,” she said, batting her lashes. “Dear Charlie knew what she was doing choosing such a… ah… professional artist. I was wondering if you’d honor me a small favor? I would simply adore a personal piece of your work. A private photoshoot, perhaps?”
	“A private photoshoot? Uh…” She had fixed her face looked sweet and innocent with her cheeks glowing. If she was wearing makeup, you couldn’t tell. He was somewhat uneasy about the whole thing, but she was Charlie’s family, right?
	“Don’t say no,” she cooed sweetly, biting her lip in anticipation. 
	Oliver’s stomach growled loudly and all he could think of was the delicious breakfast just beyond the door. The Royal Chef was a superb cook and the smell of caramelized bacon and fresh pastries taunted his nose. “Yeah, yes. Sure I’ll do a photoshop for you,” he agreed, visions of chafing dishes and butter shaped like sheep dancing before his vision. 
	“Oh perfect!” She lightly grabbed his forearm. “Before the Gathering of Friends! I have the perfect ensemble. Thank you sir, you are very, very generous. I pay very well.”
	She offered him a charming little wink, that could have been a trick of the light. Turning abruptly on her heel, she pranced out of the room without even getting a bite to eat. Oliver shook him head amused, helping himself to the nearest raspberry jam tart and a very strong cup of coffee. 
	Later that evening, when the sun was sinking low in the sky, Oliver found himself on the steps of one of the Royal Family’s guest houses. The structure was modest in comparison to the castle, but was twice the size of Maple House. It had elegant stone columns and an iron balcony above the roof of the porch. Oliver shook his head and wondered how well connected Sylvia was to get such exclusive lodgings when everyone else was staying in the castle’s many rooms. Perhaps she was just that persuasive. 
	Persuasive. That was one word for it. She was a perfectly lovely woman, but it wasn’t a wonder that she wasn’t the most desirable debutant of the season. Sure, she was never without a dance partner, but Oliver had a feeling it was because the poor men we coerced, frightened, and maybe even threatened into it. 
	He finished adjusting his many camera bags on his shoulder and slung across his chest and managed to free a hand to knock. Before he could make contact, the green door swung open to reveal a waiting Sylvia. 
	“Ah, Mr. King,” she greeted slowly, eyeing him with a knowing look. “Do come in.”
	She led him through the small foyer and into an open drawing room. He observed everything, taking in the sloped dark wood ceiling and antique baroque furniture. The drapes to the back windows were open and the sun hung fiery over the horizon. He was already juxtaposing a beautiful photo in his mind, where the sunset backdropped the heavy velvet couch. In a tight-fitting cranberry corset dress, Sylvia did fit the vision perfectly. He was briefly mesmerized by the way her hips swayed in the tight fabric as she led him into the room.
	She quickly spun around, her smug smirk giving away that she knew he was looking. Thin, tapered candles lit every surface and Oliver noted that almost none of lights were on. “I just adore candlelight, don’t you? It makes everything feel so… uninhibited,” she drawled huskily. In the yellow glow, her face shadowed by the flickering light, she looked dangerous.
	What? He agreed noncommittally, already in that creative zone where he could only really think of his work. “Uh, let’s get to business, shall we?”
	Sylvia jumped right in, eager but lacking. He tried to pose her across the couch, hoping for an inspired muse shot. But in her too-tight dress, Oliver thought the pose looked stiff and unnecessarily provocative. Posing her in front of the sunset had potential, but it took far too many tries and they soon lost the light. He attempted another, wanting an avant-garde scene on the red-carpeted staircase, but she kept standing rigidly and smiling too big. With her hand on her hip, she looked like a prom queen. Sylvia, usually so meticulous and deliberate with all her movements in social situations, seemed to go to pieces in front of the camera.
	“This… this isn’t working,” he said finally, trying to keep the frustration out of it. 
	“You’re right,” she chirped hopping down off of the landing. He was surprised by the cheery, agreeable tone in her voice. Usually his models were offended by his honesty. Fair, really.
	“It’s not you, it’s just…”
	“Oh, no silly! It is me,” she said, waving her hand in dismissal. “I’m so hopelessly awkward in front of a camera.” He looked at her confused. He couldn’t imagine a situation where Sylvia would ever let herself be seen as awkward. And surely not so self deprecating in her humor. Maybe this woman was cooler than he gave her credit for? She breezed past him and into the open kitchen. 
	“Maybe this will help loosen up,” she said, placing two glasses and a dusty bottle of amber liquid on the island. She poured two healthy, if not heavy, helpings of the liquor into the glasses and walked into the room. “Here, join me. I insist,” she said with a welcoming smile but it still sounded more like a demand.
	He sat down and she plopped gingerly into the cushion next to him, so close their legs brushed. One of the frosty rocks glasses was shoved into his hand. “The finest scotch from my family’s distillery. More expensive than the price of gold. Cheers!” She pursed her lips and took a dainty sip. Oliver politely tapped her glass with his before he poured it down his throat. He winced at the white-hot fire that consumed his stomach, not expecting it to be so strong.
	Sylvia chuckled and rubbed his back affectionately. He coughed once and pulled his fist away from his mouth. “There, there,” she cooed. “I knew you could handle it… a strong man like you.”
	Oliver laughed at her boldness, but soon realized she had not ceased rubbing his back. He shifted uncomfortably and reached to pour another finger into his glass. Something about the whole situation made him thirsty. 
	Three glasses later, the couch was feeling particularly soft and comfortable, and he hoped it was the lumpy cushion that caused Sylvia to slide so close to him that she was practically in his lap. Her fingers were adjusting the frayed collar on his black polo shirt. “Tell me more about you, Oliver King. I am too… unknown to you,” she drawled softy, her lids hooded.
	He gave her a confused half-smile, wondering if perhaps the scotch had already gone to her head. She was slurring a bit, like he remembered the young girls he used to run into when he bartended did after too many shots. But her first glass was still mostly full. Did he refill it once already? Or maybe twice? Once their glasses got off track it was too hard to remember the math. But he didn’t remember her taking more that a few dainty sips. 
	He began a brief, awkward synopsis of his life, something vague about his hobbies and his dog. Sylvia didn’t seem to be listening. Her fingers were trailing their way over his shoulder, her breath hot on his skin. He turned to face her, to ask what she was doing, but instead her lips found his jawbone. Woah!
	She kissed him passionately, her lips laying trails down his neck while her finger tangled into the curls at the nape of his neck. She growled in pleasure. Suddenly, her tipsy facade was gone and her voice was a dangerous sober. “I’ve been imagining this since I met you.”
	Oliver turned his head slightly to delay her mouth landing on his, which was surely her goal next. It felt exquisite to be ravished by hot little Sylvia, but he needed to breathe. She was forward and knew exactly what she wanted. But it also felt so wrong. He couldn’t stop thinking of the way only hours ago, he was stroking Charlie’s soft hair while she laid on his chest. Compulsively, he wound his hand into Sylvia’s curled hair, crunchy with hairspray. She purred in satisfaction, taking his grip as passion, pulling on his collar.
	“I’m ashamed to say I was jealous then. Such an exquisite man on the arm of my average cousin…” she murmured against his collarbone.
	“Sylvia…” he squirmed, gaining a breath of space between them. His eyes studied her face, an offended flush rising in her cheeks at the rejection. “Is this about Charlie?”
	She lunged at him again, taking his face in her hands and nibbling on his ear. “Does it matter?” She whispered in a sensual voice that was no longer full of desire, and closed the space between them as she tried to kiss his lips.
	“I apologize, Miss Sylvia, but I can’t do this right now,” he said slowly and deliberately, removing her hands from his face. She yanked them out of his grasp and he felt a painful jab along the side of his neck, from her long nails, he assumed. 
	“Of course,” she stood quickly, putting as much space between them as possible, and elegantly adjusted the hem of her dress. “I shall expect you want to get ready for the ball? Allow me just to freshen myself and change into my gown. I’ll escort you,” she said in what was a well-disguised cheerful voice. It was as if the last few moments had not occurred at all. 
	Oliver was left standing dumbfounded in the middle of the living room. She ran up the stairs so fast, he was forced to wait for her, never giving the option to say no. Trying his best to be polite and not flee the house, he perused around the space. He’d never been good at sitting still and he was far too curious to mind his own business, but he tried. Running his fingers along the bookshelves, he busied himself with a golden globe, spinning it so its black continents blurred together. Finally, he just sat down, digging the toes of his shoes into the thick rug knowing that if he kept trying to entertain himself, he’d end up breaking something.
	A thick stack of coffee table books laid in the center of the low table. They might have been nicely styled, had it not been for the handful of tabloid magazines littered around them. He picked one up and flipped it open to the article dated only a few days prior, an image of Charlie flying over a fence on her horse glared at him. He looked at her blurred face and smiled. He loved that photo, she looked like some sort of goddess, though he couldn’t decide which one. A very pretty, daring one. He threw the magazine down and riffled through the others. While flipping through the stack, a leather-bound photo album caught his attention. It was obviously new, the bindings still stiff and the red leather unlined. 
	“Hey, Sylvia?” No response. He knew he shouldn’t, but he was too interested not to open it. Expecting to maybe find old family photos, to see how many identical red-heads the nobility of Brindelle really had, or maybe for a glimpse of a childhood Charlie. He was distracted by the fantasy of a little girl, gap toothed with pink overalls and wild pigtails, and didn’t even register what he really saw. There was the same image of Charlie riding the rogue horse… one of her dancing amongst a plethora of elaborately dressed party-guests. He flipped the page and found one of himself, leading Charlie in a game of tag in the gardens, one at the picnic under a willow tree, even one from that very morning strolling through the grounds after sneaking over her balcony. 
	He’d seen enough, slamming the book shut. The undeniable silver crest emblazoned on the cover of the album proved all he needed to know. He held up the empty glass in his hand to match it. The old family crest that Sylvia had gone on and on about, stamped into every glass, every rug, everything the Mortimer family owned. 
	Without a goodbye, without so much as another word, Oliver turned tail and headed out the door, making sure to let it slam behind him for good measure. 
 
***
 
	His mind was spinning, and the crowds of people spinning in oblivious bliss across the dance floor only made him dizzy. He tried not to think of the events of the last two hours, but the vision of Sylvia’s betrayal and seduction made bile rise in his throat. The one saving grace was the feel of the photo album in his breast pocket, its weight acting as a talisman. 
	Oliver had been waiting all night to see Charlie — well, all twenty minutes he’d been in the ballroom — but it felt like hours. Without his camera, he felt like he was missing his security blanket. He’d try to make polite conversation, even helped himself to some champagne, wanting to look like he was enjoying himself after all the trouble that the Royal Family went through to make the staff feel appreciated. Arnold was laughing and waltzing around with a pretty brunette and Stella and Leo were whispering by the canapé table. 
	“Just the man I was looking for!” 
	Speak of the devil. Sylvia swayed up to him, a winning smile plastered on her face. To anyone else, she’d look like a vision in her navy blue taffeta gown that reflected the light and set off her eyes and a tantalizing low v-cut neckline that showed off her creamy pale skin. She was a beast, though. 
	He nodded to the woman with his best smirk, still determined to keep up the ruse for the time being. She boldly smoothed the lapel of his black silk tuxedo, smiling appreciatively. 
	“I have yet to see you on the dance floor,” she said. He looked over his shoulder distractedly, for Charlie again. She still hadn’t entered the ballroom. Where was she? His whole plan relied on knowing where she was and making sure she was safely out of earshot. “The angsty look suits you, but I dare say it can’t be much fun.”
	“So dance with me, Miss Mortimer,” he said boldly, holding out his hand and giving her his most charming stare. A Charlie not in the ballroom was just as good as her in it with her back turned. He relished in the way Sylvia took his hand, looking rather satisfied with herself. He would so enjoy tearing her down. The first bars of a waltz struck up and he expertly bowed to her, taking her up in his arms and spinning her around the dance floor. Thank goodness Charlie had told him he was good at this. 
	Stella, looking very pretty in a silver beaded confection, danced past now with Arnold. They were doing some sort of modern pop dance to the classical orchestra tune, laughing wildly and enjoying themselves. Sylvia looked their way and sneered. Oliver was glad she wasn’t looking at him because he couldn’t hide the disgust on his face. The sooner he could get this over with the better. Fixing his face in the most dangerously debonair way, he dramatically took a step in the waltz and forcefully pulled Sylvia flush against his chest. She gasped in surprise. Trying to hold a lazy, sexual look that never felt less natural on his face, he locked eyes with her. Her light icy blue eyes were clearly full of lust that he knew she hadn’t expected to feel. 
	Oliver’s gentle grip on her waist tightened, drawing her near. He dropped his eyes to her mouth and looked up at her through his dark fringe of lashes. He could feel her pulse quicken under his hand. 
	“You know, when I first laid eyes on you I thought ‘she absolutely must be a princess’.” He drug his eyes back to her lips and then towards her ear. Sylvia’s breathing quickened. 
	“Then the more I got to know you…” He had drawn her so close their noses were nearly brushing. He waited until he heard the faintest gasp of pleasure escape her before continuing. “The more I hoped that I was wrong. Brindelle deserves so much better than the likes of you, Miss Mortimer.”
	Sylvia yanked her hand out of his grasp. Her perfect, collected face flushed. He rather assumed no one had ever been so openly rude to her. There’s a first for everything and no time like the present, he thought maliciously. Oliver had hoped to take pleasure in her stricken expression, but instead, just turned and started to walk away while leaving her on the dance floor. 
	“You’ll see, Mr. King,” she called after him, the confidence rising in her stung voice. Oliver willed himself not to turn around. “Charlotte might be charmingly average,” she drawled, drawing out the word as if it’s insult wasn’t enough. “But she’s just like us. This is still her world — her ideals, her life. She might act like she’s so worldly and play volunteer to her charity cases, but deep down you know she’s thinking the same thing we all are. She’s too good for you, and soon she’ll get bored and you’ll become a dinner party antidote. The poor little American she graced with an opportunity. She has secrets just like the rest of us!”
	Oliver wheeled around, horrified by the self satisfied smirk on her red lips. “Charlie doesn’t lie.”
	“Perhaps,” she shrugged as if it was unimportant to her. “But that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t withhold the truth.” 
	“You’re wrong, Miss Mortimer. You are wrong about everything,” he retorted. Curse it, his voice shook while trying to keep it level. 
	She smirked again and he thought it should be illegal to look at someone like that. “For your sake, I hope that I am.” And she turned on her heel and sauntered away.
 
***
 
	She was late, but she hoped fashionably so. Charlie stood outside of the gilded door waiting to make her entrance. She’d hated being late. Too many eyes were forced upon you when you entered a room after everyone else. But tonight was different. 
	She was getting ready for the ball that evening, feeling extraordinarily light. The Gathering of Friends was always one of her favorite traditions. Outsourced help was hired in for the evening while castle servants of every station were invited to join the festivities. It was so entertaining to see what the staff looked like in normal — well normal and very formal — attire. Many of the staff were as close as family to her, some acting as second parents and even siblings as she grew up. To see them appreciated and finally getting their own moment always made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside. 
	She always took it upon herself, usually enlisting the help of Stella, to make it a full experience for them. They spent hours with her favorite lady’s maids, the ones her age or only a few years her senior, in her own dressing room helping them with their hair and pawing through racks of dresses on loan from her own personal stylist. When she was through, you couldn’t tell the difference between a royal and a servant. 
	Charlie was lounging on her favorite chaise, gossiping with the women when a scratch on the door caught their attention. The group halted their debate over which earrings looked best with Marjorie’s pretty pink silk dress. She set down the options and made to answer the door, but Charlie waved her back down. It was their night after all and she was more than capable of answering a silly door. 
	With her champagne glass still in hand, she wrapped her satin robe around her and opened the door. Dante raced in with his collar jingling. She quickly caught him before he could snag a shoe to chew on, noticing a wrinkled white something tied to his neck. It was a note, scrawled on heavy drawing paper. Stella appeared at her shoulder as she read the letter excitedly. 
 
Dearest Charlie,
 
Meet me where the trees are happiest. 
At midnight… 
This is a fairytale after all. 
 
Yours,
O 
 
	Now as Charlie waited to enter the ballroom, she realized she wasn’t nervous at all. She smiled in spite of herself. Oliver could have sent an invitation with any butler to be hand delivered on a silver tray. But that wasn’t his style. She laughed internally, trying to picture him wrestling with her hyperactive dog and bribe him to act as messenger. 
	Where the trees are the happiest… 
	It was a vague and poetic metaphor, but she understood perfectly. In the orchard grove, where the trees made a twisted canopy in the summer, but now their branches were adorned with hundred of thousands of white fairy lights. 
	She’d spent the last few hours dressing impeccably. Her hair was set in romantic waves, tiny diamonds pins clipped within. She hoped they’d catch the lights like stars in a night sky. Adjusting the tight corset bodice of her champagne gown, she even felt less skinny and more womanly as it hugged her every curve. The dress’s shinny fabric skimmed her body to just below her thighs then flared dramatically, the bottom embroidered with gold and white swirls and flowers, making her feel like someone else entirely. 
	Finally the doors opened at the top of the grand staircase with the footman’s call. She descended the stairs, a huge smile plaster on her face unapologetically. Around the ballroom, beautiful faces stared at her in awe, but she only had eyes for one. 
	For once in her life, Charlie wanted to be adored. She wanted to feel all attention on her. Because within that crowd, she knew Oliver was there. 
	Bit where was he? She searched all over for the man, a wave of panic rising in her throat when she assumed maybe he had decided not to come. Finally, she spotted his curly thatch of dark hair in the mix of swaying bodies crammed onto the dance floor. Breathing a giant sigh of relief, she started to make her way to him. Then her heart stopped. 
	Oliver’s handsome face was bent towards a woman. His hand pulled her closer. Charlie was sure she had stopped breathing when she saw the tender way he held her, the way his dimple deepened in the seductive way that she only noticed when he was whispering tantalizing things to her in her bed. 
	Just when she thought the world couldn’t get any more cruel, he bent down to whisper in the woman’s ear, and gave Charlie a perfect view of his paramour. A head of strawberry blonde hair appeared over his shoulder and Sylvia looked up. Her icy blue eyes locked right on Charlie’s as if she knew she’d was right there watching her steal her love. She smirked and gave her a wink. Angry tears burned the corners of Charlie’s eyes, threatening to spill over. 
	And just like she’d been doing her whole life, Charlie turned on her heal and fled. 
	She ran as fast as she could, not caring who saw her. Finally she found solace in the ladies lounge, which was fortunately empty. She grasped the edges of the carved marble sink, gasping for breath and unsure whether she should cry or vomit. 
	“Tissue?” A sickly sweet voice echoed through the large bathroom. Charlie spun around, knowing that voice and refusing to let her see her in tears, she wiped at her face. 
	Sylvia, in some sort of inhuman show of speed, rounded the corner of the entryway. A satisfied smile on her face, she leaned against the tile wall like a lion eyeing up its prey. Charlie straightened her back, unwilling to let the beast get to her. 
	“Aw. Poor little princess… oh wait, my apologies. Not that you could ever be a princess,” she taunted, sauntering slowly towards her. “Can’t even keep your little poor project. How’s it make you feel?”
	“You’ll never have him,” Charlie countered, trying her hardest to not let her voice waver. “He’s too good.”
	But Sylvia was like some sort of demon that fed on sorrow. She only seemed to get more strength out of a challenge. “What if I already did?” Charlie’s heart sank to the pit of her stomach. She was faking it, she had to be. She was with Oliver every night this week. He’d never leave her arms and then run to Sylvia’s.  
	She steeled her shoulders and walked right up into her cousin’s face. “I always knew you were a bitch,” The faintest smirk creeping onto her own mouth when she saw her flinch. “But I never took you as a liar, too.”
	“You can have that,” Sylvia laughed, recovering from the verbal slap quickly. Something in her tone sounded like she was waiting to pull a trick card from up her sleeve. “I’ll have this.” 
	She opened the clasp on her navy satin clutch and reach in. Sylvia pulled out a long, thin gold chain, letting it dangle like some magician brandishing a scarf from inside his hat. It swung a moment before it’s familiarity registered on Charlie’s mind. 
 
	“And this?” 
	“I fell off my bike when I was six,” Oliver said shyly, watching Charlie’s fingertip run over the faint white line across his forearm. 
	“This?” Her lips pressed to the small Roman numerals tattooed below his collar bone. 
	“The date of the Summer Solstice.” She was asking every question under the sun anyway. But it was adorable and he’d gladly lay in this bed with her all evening while he explained every freckle and scar. 
	He watched as her fingers played across him stomach, hopped over the birthmark on his chest they’d already talked about (he said it looked like Texas, she was absolutely sure it was a donkey), and found the gold chain around his neck. “My mother’s,” he choked out before she could ask. A small sad smile shadowed his feature as his eyes met hers. “It was the last thing she ever gave me. I never take it off.”
 
	There’s no way Sylvia would have known it existed, much less have it, unless she’d recently seen Oliver in an undershirt, or nothing at all. She let it fall into Charlie’s open hand, completely useless to her now, and sauntered out of the bathroom without a second look back at the damage she’d caused. 
 
***
 
	Oliver stood waiting, his head still fuzzy with anger. With each breath he took of the frigid night air, the more calm he felt. It would all be over soon. 
	He was rather please with himself on his choice of location. On a midnight walk he had taken one of the first nights in Brindelle, completely at the mercy of jet lag, he’d happened upon the palace orchard. It was a magnificent maze of trees, most so old that they had grown large and gnarled. They created a tunnel-like canopy over the well-trodden pathways. A few nights ago, the team of expert designers hired to decorate the palace for the holidays had spent hours twisting each branch with white lights. Now the orchard glowed like a magical woodland grove.
	It was almost midnight, but he still jumped at the sound of muffled footsteps and the swish of skirts. He spun around and saw Charlie standing there, looking radiant just as he had imagined. The lights reflected off of the metallic beading of her gown and the shiny fabric made her pale skin glow. Or maybe that’s just how beautiful she was. He took two long strides towards her, ready to take her up in his arms, but stopped when she jumped a step back. She looked at him as if she was slapped. 
	Now that he was closer, he saw her face. It didn’t fit the rest of her. Her eyebrows were knit so hard they almost touched her lashes and her lips were pressed into a thin line. It was a look that nearly shattered him from the inside out. Something was very, very wrong.
	“You need to go, Mr. King.” Her voice was loud, too loud, ringing through the quiet woods. Go? What? Now he was the one who felt sure he’d been slapped. “I knew it was too good to be true,” Charlie’s voice was cold, but it shook at the end. “How dumb was I to believe in fairytales. To think that I could be a princess to you.”
	“Charlie, what are you talking about?” He was at her side in a second, trying to touch her, hold her. Anything to make the odd things she was saying go away. She shook off his hand, her face growing less stoic and angry and more like she might cry. She turned away, but he took her arm. “What happened? Did I—”
	“Did you kiss her?” She shouted. 
	“Kiss who?” But he knew. 
	“Sylvia! Did you and Sylvia get together?”
	“Charlie, no! Listen, I didn’t… well, it’s a story! You have to hear me out!” His words were coming out in a jumbled mess. His arms waved like a madman. But his brain and mouth only made it sound worse. She had to listen!
	Surprisingly, Charlie didn’t retaliate. Instead, she started gathering up her skirts. Oliver was fully prepared to chase her down and gather her and her skirts up in his arms and bring her right back if she tried to walk off. But of course, his body wasn’t cooperating with his toxic, manly thoughts. He was quite literally trembling like a leaf. Luckily, to his disbelief, she snatched up her dress and plopped herself down on a tree stump. Her eyes were still flaming, but she waved her hand in a circle, to signal for him to go on. He was sure he had a total of three seconds before his time was up, so he took a deep breath. 
	“Charlie, I don’t want to be the one to have to tell you, but your cousin isn’t who she says she is.”
	“Yeah, what else is new,” she mumbled, crossing her arms and staring out into the glowing trees. 
	Oliver took her sarcasm as a sign in the right direction, so he chanced taking a few steps towards her. She recoiled, striking him with a deadly glare. He stopped, but stayed in his position. “Charlie please, you have to listen!” He begged. 
	“I don’t have to do anything.” 
	Oliver’s lips twitched. Even in her rage she was so goddamn cute. “I know, I know,” he soothed, scrabbling in his pockets for something. Charlie’s eyes widened in shock as he stepped towards her, bending down and kneeling in the cold grass. Panic surged through her body, visions of some sort of wildly spontaneous proposal flashing before her eyes. Relief flooded through her when she saw him pull out a stack of rectangular papers. “Charlie, it was her! It was Sylvia. Look!”
	Still reeling from the adrenaline, she watched him fumble with the papers. She reached out when she saw what they were, tangling her frozen hands with Oliver’s to help. Fanned out like playing cards in a hand of poker were dozens of photographs. Snapshots from every event of the season. Some she recognized, pulling out a miniature version of her astride her horse. She held another up to her face in the dim light, the lights reflected in the glossy finish enough for her to see that every photo showed herself. “She’s been paying to have photographers stake out the season,” Oliver said bitterly. 
	“Where did you get them?” She whispered, barely registering her own voice. How could she? Sylvia had always been spiteful and jealous. She always had to be the center of attention. But they were family!
	“She called me over,” Oliver mumbled, staring down at his damp knees. He couldn’t look at Charlie when he admitted his mistakes. He did nothing wrong, but he knew that just being there wasn’t something to celebrate. “Under the pretense of a private photo session. She… she came on to me.”
	“That bitch!”
	“Charlie!” 
	“Well do you have a better word for it?” She suggested, crossing her arms. Oliver’s laugh rang through the sparkling trees. Some of the tension seemed to evaporate into their mystical depths. 
	Oliver chuckled, shaking his head. “I think it was just one last effort to take you down. I don’t know why. It’s personal and vindictive, but she seems like she’d stop at nothing to get to you. So she tried to make a move,” Charlie froze, and Oliver realizing he should not have said that, held up both hands. The photos dropped to the ground. “Nothing happened though, I swear!” 
	“Your mother’s necklace,” she whispered. She looked mad still, furious even, but the crack in her voice showed she was believing him and it gave him hope. 
	Oliver touched his cold fingers to his neck. Shaking slightly, he manically started to push the buttons in his coat through the holes, grappling with the layers until he found his warm skin. Nothing. His necklace was gone. He looked around with desperation in his eyes. Smiling just a little, she reached into her impossibly small purse and pulled out the chain, letting it pool like a snake into his shaking palms. 
	Oliver looked somberly at it. “Charlie, I promise nothing —”
	“I know,” she said over him. Oliver look up to see her smiling sadly. She meant it. Relief flooded him to the core. Kneeling taller, he couldn’t help but admire how she looked right now. Her hair glowing pink in the hallow of lights, her eyes dark and glassy with emotion. 
	“I promise you,” he vowed, taking her face in both his hands. Her bones felt so small and fragile beneath them. “I would never, ever be anything but honest with you. I’ll make this up to you, Charlie.” 
	And then he kissed her, once softly on her cold lips, leaving Charlie feeling even worse that before. 

Charlotte Fleur Callaghan-Montgomery, Princess of Brindelle 
 
It had been only a days time, but leaving the air so uncertain the last time he had seen Charlie made Oliver uneasy. Now, it was the evening of the princess coronation thing and he was positively on edge. 
	“Bro.”
	“What? Oh!” Oliver jumped as Arnold elbowed him in the ribs, passing his jacket to the doorman who, by the looks of his disgruntled scowl, was on his third attempt to try to take it from him.
	“Are you okay, man?” Arnold asked, his voice colored with skepticism. He slapped Oliver on the shoulder as he nodded his thanks to the doorman, still gripping it hard as he steered Oliver into the castle. 
	Oliver brushed off his question, attempting to act like he didn’t know what he was talking about. He had attempted to see Charlie a few times since their falling out, but she was always rushing past him in the corridors, claiming she was too busy to talk. 
	He was about to suck up his last ounce of pride and get Arnold to ask Stella, but found out moments before he opened his mouth that there was an invite-only dinner that night for the VIP guests. Oliver knew that it was disrespectful to ask if Charlie was invited, so he went dark for the evening and went to bed, pretending he wasn’t disappointed that she didn’t at least seek him out afterwards. He’d finally given up when his clock’s hand went around two full rotations. 
	The two friends were directed by white-coated staff along the corridors to a wing they’d never visited before. Oliver gazed at his program in confusion. Funny, he had only been at the castle for a few weeks, yet had almost memorized the public layout. The piece of fine linen card in his hand stated the coronation was to take place in the Grand Ballroom. Down the main corridor, make two rights, then a left. That’s how he knew to get to the ballroom. 
	Instead, they were directed to a long, expansive hall, down a low staircase of four red-carpeted steps and through a set of huge, gilded doors, each draped with luscious pine and holly berries.
	Apparently, hidden in the bowels of the palace was the grand ballroom to put all other grand ballrooms to shame. The Grand Ballroom was was smaller than the usual Ballroom, but far surpassed any of the castle’s rooms in opulence.  
	Oliver was reminded of the time his middle school had taken a trip to the opera. He remembered the old woman who sat next to him, coughing into her gloves the whole time and how his little delinquent friends took turns tossing peanut candies into the elaborate feathered hats of the ladies in front of them. He never did return to the opera. 
	If Christmas in the village of Brindelle looked like the quaint holidays depicted on greeting cards, Christmas at Chateau de Noble was straight out of a fairytale. The decorators had been holding out on exposing the castle’s festive finery until now. Never had Oliver experienced a Christmas Eve so grand. A collective chorus of “ohh” and “awe” filled the air as guests gushed over the thousands of white twinkling lights hung overhead like a sparkling snowfall and the huge, tasteful spruce wreaths along the hall. Just entering the room felt like stepping into a mythical realm. Inside the ballroom, an enormous pine tree was standing in each of the room’s corners. Their stars barely cleared the ceiling and were decorated so thickly that hardly any of the needles shown. 
	Oliver reached out to touch one of the massive silver ornaments, completely covered in fat gems, but pulled back his hand quickly. He had a feeling that this royal family kept their family jewels in Christmas ornaments. 
	While many of the doorways off of the room led to their own little boxes, surrounded by fine spindle railings, there was no question where the princess would enter in a few moments time. Looming above the crowd, making them feel somehow inferior to even the architecture, a beautiful balcony and stairwell stood in its place of honor. The sparse crowd itself seemed to feel the same as Oliver, each already beginning to gather around it without getting too close. A few that were unable to control their eagerness were shuffling closer while attempting to maintain a shred of composure. Even the few who had that seasoned, bored look on their faces in order to fake their disinterest kept their bodies angled slightly towards the staircase at all times.  
	Oliver was jostled by a pack of teenaged girls, skinny and anxious in their miniature ballgowns. Their eyes bright and searching and oblivious to the equally young clan of boys next to them. The boys, looking rather like penguins in their little ill-fitting suits, barely bat an eye at the pretty girls either. They, too, were distracted by the still-empty stairs. 
	The small string band had finally stopped their screeching warm up and were playing a beautiful Christmas waltz, but yet not one guest seemed to have the urge to dance. Instead, the small floor was littered with a sparse crowd milling about and nervously wringing their hands. The golden platters of delicacies being passed between them remained untouched. These people were insatiable for only one thing, and it was not the tiny cookies. 
	A white-gloved waiter approached Oliver with a tray of overflowing glasses of champagne. “For the toast,” the young waiter said nervously, his brow beaded with perspiration. Oliver took a glass and the man nodded once before rushing off. It was a wonder he could carry the tray with hands shaking so badly.
	Gazing around, nobody else was touching their drink. Oliver looked down into the tempting golden liquid, his throat parched and wanted nothing more than to quench his thirst. Arnold was a few yards away, scrolling through his camera, his glass untouched on a tall table nearby. Sighing in defeat, Oliver too held his glass aloft and maneuvered through the crowd.
	Snapping candids of the early arrivals was dull work. Many of the season’s debutants had yet to arrive, most likely holding off their entrance for as long as possible to secure every last minute of speculation. Even though it wouldn’t matter soon, it was hard to let the decades long mystery go so easily. But as the clock ticked down, gaggles of the young women flocked through the doors. Despite the dying ruse, they were all dressed impeccably and smiling broadly. It was refreshing to see them laughing freely and in good spirits.
	There was a certain ease about the women now. Maybe it was the sense of freedom from scrutiny or the relief that nobody would be looking at them tonight, but every move was less calculated. They hugged their friends openly and teased sneaky sips of the proffered toasting drinks. 
	The season was over. 
	No ambitious mothers, no stuffy etiquette teachers, no requisite dances promised from one family to another in hopes of striking a partnership, or better yet… a marriage. They simply were enjoying themselves, and were all the more beautiful for it.
	A few of the debs entered on the arm of this well-to-do gentleman or another. They eyed their single friends with smug satisfaction, flaunting the catches of the season. Their families waited in the wings and beamed with adoration, whispering in the ears of the other chaperones about how wealthy, well-connect, or titled their girl’s partners were. 
	Oliver was momentarily distracted from his habitual “point-focus-click” when he witnessed Leo enter, being steered confidently through the door, which was now bogged down by a line of waiting guests, by none other than Stella. She looked radiant in her floaty pink gown. Leo had a dazed sort of grin on his face, like he couldn’t quite believe his luck to be her escort. He whispered something into her ear, which made her throw back her head in laughter. Oliver couldn’t help but smile secretly to himself. 
	But where was Charlie? He’d been craning his neck to try to find her fiery head, but hadn’t had any luck in the hour he’d been there. She hadn’t entered with her friends, which Oliver had assumed was to give them a bit of privacy if they were indeed on a date, but she still hadn’t arrived. He would have been concerned, but Sylvia’s pinkish head was also missing from the room. They were probably somewhere right now, Sylvia tied up and Charlie raving about betrayal. Oliver chuckled to himself at the amusing image, hoping that they weren’t in fact in such cinematic trouble. He entertained himself with his minds concoction for a few moments though. 
	Finally, Oliver’s professionalism took president as the hands on the large grandfather moved closer to their target. He found himself pushing through the crowd, fighting his way to a prime spot for the reveal. He’d been elbowed in the ribs three times so far by overly enthusiastic partygoers, whom didn’t seem to care in the slightest that he’d stuck his camera in their faces and wagged it around like a VIP badge. 
 
***
 
	In a hidden chamber off of the second floor balcony to the Grand Ballroom, Charlie’s waist was being pulled into the most exquisite gown she’d even worn. She’d always hated dressing so elaborately, the hard boning of the bodice feeling like a skeleton’s hug, corsets robbing her of all breath. But this dress floated on her frame like it was made for her.
	Because it was.
	She ran her fingers gingerly over the swirls of sparkling gold thread patterned across her abdomen and smiled secretly at how much she enjoyed the difference in size between her tiny waist and thick, full skirts. There had to be a dozen layers keeping the heavy dress fanned out all around her. Normally, she cursed the family colors of gold and cranberry, feeling the color clashed horribly with her orangish hair and pale skin. It always suited her mother and her refined, strawberry locks in such a flattering way. But in tonight’s gown, she felt radiant. 
	Touching that hair, pinned up in an intricate fashion with a circlet of curls and jewels, she looked in the mirror and surprised herself by smiling excitedly. She hadn’t ever worried that she would make a good princess. She just worried that she wouldn’t want to. But looking back at her reflection, she wondered that maybe she was wrong. Maybe she had doubted her abilities. Or maybe she was just now starting to have some serious thoughts that the gravity of one day running a nation was going to be too hard for her. What if she was terrible at it? What if all those men were right?
	But one thing she was sure of was that walking down those stairs into an uncertain future wouldn’t be any more scary because she was alone. That might have been true for her mother. She’d grown up with the protection of brothers, always ready to come to her rescue, and when they were gone she had already been accustomed to the protection of a new man — her soon to be fiancé. Queen Ophelia didn’t know what it was like to be alone.
	Charlie grew up alone and independent from everyone, even from her own title. She had the freedom to pretend she was whoever she wanted to be, and even when she wanted to get close to someone new, she accepted that distance was indeed necessary. She had fiercely loyal friends who were social misfits just like her. She didn’t even know what it was like to be sheltered and protected like her mother was, but she was sure that if she did, she’d be scared too.
	With one last look in the mirror, Charlie decided that she looked every bit the type of ruler that she wanted to be. Not a hair was out of place, her dress fit to perfection, but she felt like herself. She wiggled her bare shoulders and blew herself a red lipstick kiss, feeling almost drunk with excitement. With a nod to her team — it does take a village to dress a princess — Charlie left the room with her head held high and her spirit soaring. 
	And completely forgetting about one important thing. 
	The truth. 
	As Charlie prepared to walk down those familiar stairs — ones she’d been announced down so many times before, always without a full name and a smile that didn’t quite meet her eyes — she was surprised to feel that it was not much felt different. 
	Yet it was. Everything was. 
	Her neck was impossibly stiff, attempting to hold the heavy tiara aloft on her head. In her hand was not a seductive fan or a dainty bouquet of flowers, so custom among this season’s fashions. Instead she held the family’s golden scepter that was only brought out for such occasions. She looked to her right as someone lifted her hand to place on their own raised arm. 
	Perhaps the most different thing was that the arm belonged to her beaming mother, her eyes misty and proud as she looked on at her daughter. To anyone below, the resemblance was undeniable now. She turned to look at her father, beyond handsome in his finest and younger-looking than ever as he, too, couldn’t help but radiate with joy.
	Charlie realized, with a hard swallow that didn’t pass her throat, that she wasn’t alone at all. For the first time, she was her parent’s daughter.
	From the floor below, she could hear the room bustling with excited shouts and riotous laughter. The crowd seemed rejuvenated and more ecstatic than they were at any of the balls thus far this year. Somehow the energy was infectious this time, not unnerving. Oh how she wished she could be down there too, celebrating the occasion, toasting friends and dancing merrily. The tension and some of the requisite chaste behavior always melted away at the last ball. Guests let loose, relying on the fact that when the rest packed up to leave for the winter early the next morning, any events of the night before would stay forgotten. Tonight was no exception. With the decades-long wait for the Princess Coronation, the anticipation was bubbling over. 
	And Charlie wanted it all. 
	They were here for her. The worry that when she arrived, the crowd would be disappointed had completely melted away. It was highly unlikely that the scene she concocted in her mind of angry boos and guests chucking tomatoes at her like a bad cliche comedian would ever come true. She knew it was inevitable that once the sparkle faded away and the drama of it all diminished, the whispers of doubt would be heard in the corners of ballrooms, and the newspaper headlines would question her abilities. It had happened for centuries to her foremothers. But she had at least a few weeks left of the buzz and excitement of the reveal — maybe longer. It was time, and she was ready. 
	The choir finished their rendition of “Silver Bells” with a flourish. Charlie took a breath that got caught in her chest. The trumpets from the orchestra began to play and the double doors opened to reveal…
	“CHARLOTTE FLEUR CALLAGHAN-MONTGOMERY, PRINCESS OF BRINDELLE!”  
	The room was silent beneath the music of the symphony for only a moment. Stunned faces full of shock and awe stared back at the trio as they approached the balcony’s edge. Then the crowd began to vibrate, the sound rising steadily with surprise and comments whispered into ears, until the violins and trumpets were washed out entirely. For one terrifying second, Charlie was unsure if her fears were confirmed. Everyone was staring! And whispering! 
	Then from the front of the pack, Leo, looking more polished than ever before in his pale gold attire, let out a riotous whoop not befitting of a duke’s son. Good thing he was a fourth. The crowd laughed in unison and a slow, steady applause built from the corner. 
	Charlie looked around, locating that the sound was origination loudly from her left. She turned to see her father, his large hands clapping proudly. Just like they always did, the room followed his lead. She looked up into his face, towering over her still, and felt exactly like how she did as that tiny little thing dancing on top of his shoes. She felt the hot pinch of tears as they welled up in her eyes, looking at her father’s own — just as deep and brown, and now equally misty.
	Charlie felt a squeeze and turned to her right. Her mother too was openly crying, smiling more than she ever had in public. She dabbed at the tears primly with a lace handkerchief that was embroidered to match her gown. 
	“Oh!” She groaned, forgetting herself entirely and wrapping her thin arm around her daughter and squeezing her tight, burying her streaked face in the crook of her neck. The two dissolved into silent hysterics for a picture-perfect moment as flashbulbs went off around them and the crowd let out a collective “awe”. Charlie sniffed and smiled, untangling her self from her mother and curtsying deeply to the room just as she’d practiced. The guests irrupted into ferocious applause.
	In the middle of the fray, Prince Edward, dressed in his own finest formals in Belville’s colors of cobalt and silver, stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled shrilly. He raised his hands over his head to clap, his smile so large it touched his ears. Charlie beamed at him. He was so loyal, so earnest and kind. His enthusiasm made her wish she had told him all those years before. She then located Leo and Stella, twisted into a sort of awkward side hug. Leo was glowing with a watery smile like he’d never been so happy in his life, as he held and seemingly comforted Stella who was blowing her nose into his pocket square and smiling hugely while she bawled. 
	Charlie’s girlfriends were whispering together. She felt bad for lying to them, but they were taking the reveal in stride. The boys from the horserace started a chant of “long live Princess Charlotte” to the crowd’s enjoyment, even Claude Beauregard hopped up and down with them, shouting proudly “I lost a horse race to her” to anyone who would listen. Soon, a group of old men had joined in, who Charlie recognized surprisingly as several members of Parliament. Maybe she won them over after all. Even Sylvia stood in a corner, removed from the fray a bit, but clapping stiffly. Maybe that was somewhat of a win, too.
	Charlie was to walk down the staircase with her parents, but they both paused at the top stair. King Russell motioned to the steps with a grin. Charlie returned his smile and with a last sweeping look, gathered her dress in her hands and slowly began to descend the stairs solo. If possible, the applause grew to a new level entirely. She needed to do this alone too, one last time. 
	After a torturously slow entrance, Charlie reached the her place in the center of the room, where a temporary dais had been constructed for her coronation. Upon it stood an ancient looking Parliament elder and a whole host of dignitaries. Tradition had taught her to bow to them, kneeling deeply at their feet. But this time, as she approached the line, they bent over to her. She smiled regally in gratitude and turned to the crowd. It was impossible to see faces under the blazing heat of the lights, the room blurring to a dazzling mass of colorful circles. 
	Several of her maids scurried to fan out her train as the orchestra started up again behind her. It was time. Charlie took a deep, fortifying breath and stiffened her neck until it was unnaturally straight. Behind her, her own father had gingerly removed a shimmering crown of diamonds and rubies from the velvet pillow it sat on. The tiny, ancient man holding the pillow bowed to him before stepping back. The trumpets reached a new pitch, and Charlie bent her knees slightly as the king removed her tiara and placed the crown — her crown — on her head. She’d been trying to keep her stoic, demure half grin the whole time, but she looked over at her mother, nearly laughing with happiness, and couldn’t hold it back any longer. 
	The second the heavy piece of gold touched her scalp, she couldn’t help but laugh in disbelief. It felt exactly like one of those nights where you anticipate everything going wrong, only to have the best time of your life. The room became a sea of shouts of joy and undying applause, and flashbulbs fired off like fireworks to capture the moment.
	Flashbulbs?
	Charlie’s heart sunk as fast as it had risen. Blinking furiously to clear the stars from her eyes, the crowd finally came into focus. Like it was meant to happen, a sick trick by the universe, the first face she saw when the fog cleared was the one she had forgotten until this very moment. There stood, camera raised but not even looking through its lens, was an ashen-faced Oliver. 
 
***
 
	“Wait!” Charlie shouted desperately, gathering up her gown in her arms as she scrambled to run down the stairs. It’s long train got caught around a stone planter, sending her tumbling forward. She heaved it loose with a high pitched squeal of frustration, but she turned back around so fast to see the dark outline of Oliver retreating quickly into the night, that she stumbled out of one of her shoes. Cinderella be damned, this wasn’t romantic at all! Oliver’s shadow continued to hurry away through the frosty garden. 
	It was by some miracle stroke of luck that Charlie had managed to make it past a whole ballroom of admiring subjects at all. After the incriminating debut and coronation ceremony, the crowd swooped on the family, moving together like a solitary force all vying for a photo or a handshake of congratulations. While they moved forward, only one body moved farther away, trying to fight his way through the current of guests like swimming upstream. Charlie took the opportunity to sneak out the back, unsure of how she managed such a feat. 
	Thanking her extensive knowledge of secret passages out of the castle, she made it away from the party with just enough time to see the tail of Oliver’s coat disappear around the terrace wall.
	“Stop!” To her surprise, Oliver’s shadow halted but he didn’t turn around. 
	Taking the moment of opportunity, she slammed her feet back into her shoes and ran towards him as fast as her huge dress allowed. Still as a statue, Oliver only turned his head towards her, his collar turned up against the wind. “Don’t expect me to bow,” he seethed sarcastically. 
	“Oliver I’m s—“ she rushed to say through her staggering breath, but the frigid night stole her air. 
	“No,” he said on top of her. His voice was low, and final. “You’re a liar.” 
 
***
 
	This wasn’t happening. 
	She wouldn’t do this to him. 
	Oliver turned back around, swallowing hard and steeling himself to take another step. His shoes seemed to be heavy as lead, but he braced himself and started walking away. He had to get away from her, even though his heart was screaming to stop.  
	“I’m not a liar!” Charlie’s tiny voice shouted behind him and his traitor feet did pause. “I’m just a princess!”
	She sounded desperate, sad. The sound of it broke his heart and if she kept talking this way he would be a goner. Oliver exhaled, waiting for her footsteps, either louder to show she was approaching him or dying away as she walked away from him forever, but no sound came. She was too stubborn, he knew it before he’d even stopped to listen. It almost made him laugh. “Well, it was a good laugh, wasn’t it?” He chuckled once, fixing his weird and terribly timed amusement into an attempt at being cynical. 
	“Oliver, I’m sorry. I truly am,” Charlie begged, still staring at his infuriating back. “I know you must hate me. I mean look at me,” she threw up her hands in defeat, angry tears springing in her eyes. She’d never spoke it out loud before, never even identified the feeling, but it was true. “I’m a princess… It’s probably the most ridiculous, self-centered thing you can imagine. The wealth, the excess… it’s everything you despise.”
	“Do not make this about me,” Oliver said lowly. “You may be ashamed of your life, but do not blame me for it.”
	“I’m sorry. We’re different Oliver. This is who I am, I can’t change that,” she said, the crack in her voice getting lost in the whipping wind. 
	“You think this is about you being a princess?” Oliver burst out incredulously, wheeling around so fast that it made Charlie’s head spin. His eyes had darkened to a stormy navy that somehow was chilling and fiery at the same time. He rounded on her and shouted, “Damn it Charlie, how dumb do you think I am? This isn’t about me being normal and falling for you. Hell, it’s so Shakespearean it’s almost funny! Be it a comedy or a tragedy, I do not know!
	Normal. The word struck her. She felt like something foul, unnatural. “Then what’s it about?” She whispered angrily, her words drifting away on the steam of mist that her warm breath made in the air.
	“I was a fool! You allowed me to go on and on feeling so guilty for something I didn’t even do while you sat there like an entitled little uh… uh…“ he stuttered, so angry he couldn’t find words insulting enough. “Princess!”
	“So that’s it then?” Charlie said, crossing her arms defiantly with a sneer. “Your pride? 
	“Charlie, preaching about honesty when you’ve been playing me this whole time?” Oliver waved his arms around, as if gesturing to Brindelle at a large was proving his point. He looked at her like he was disgusted by what he saw. An hour ago she couldn’t have felt more beautiful, and now she wanted to crawl out of her skin. “Didn't you think about how I’d feel when it came out?”
	“To be honest, I didn’t think at all,” she whispered, staring at the crunchy grass. She didn’t want to say she didn’t think about him at all. It was true and she was sickened over it, but she never really stopped to think of how he was going to feel when she had to come clean. She was just worried about trying to keep it a secret   
	“Right. Right,” he stuttered bitterly, letting his arms fall to his sides with a slap. He shook his head and started walking across the orchard again. To his room, back to New York, to anywhere else. 
	“No!” Charlie ran after him this time, forgetting her insatiable need to be argumentative. She grasped his arm and was knocked backwards when he shook her off. Oliver’s eyes flashed with something like concern, and met hers, searching them. For a moment, there was the tenderness that only Charlie had seen in those stolen moments alone with Oliver. His lips were frozen in what could only have been a ghost of a “sorry”, but when he was sure he caused her no real harm, he gently removed his arm from her grasp. The light was gone as quick as it came, and he turned to leave again. Charlie found her voice, only slightly aware that she had spent the last several seconds just looking into his eyes. “You don’t understand! You couldn’t possibly begin to—”
	He rounded back on her. “Oh, poor little Oliver! He’s just some lowly peasant! A charity case! He couldn’t be confided in. He couldn’t possibly understand the importance of deception and lies and…” Oliver ranted on, looking demented with rage. Charlie followed her impulse to run to him, despite her better judgement to approach an angry, limbs-flailing man. She had never been one to stop and think about her actions anyway. Gripping his wrist with her frozen hands, her touch seemed to settle him. Or maybe he was just startled. 
	“This whole time, not just these past few weeks but my whole life,” she said steadily. He needed to hear her honesty, to feel that she needed him to understand. And she needed to hear it too. “Every single person around me has done nothing but constantly engrave into my brain to keep hidden. It was the single most important thing. I was a slave to it. They never cared how it affected me, or taught me how to handle even being near other people. Normal people. People like you.” 
	Her big brown eyes, watery and hopeful, locked with his. Oliver felt his stomach drop, that feeling he had grown accustomed to since he watched her walking down that street, spinning around on lampposts. But now there was a distance in her eyes. She wasn’t the Charlie he knew, and he never felt farther away. Her bottom lip trembled. “They just needed me to ensure it never got out. I didn’t even begin to think of life after it did.”
	“What about life after me?”
	Charlie stop dead. Somehow those five little words, or maybe the way he said them in a way that felt colder than the icy night, froze her. After? It sounded impossible to have an after Oliver. “Oliver I didn’t think I’d—” 
	“What? What didn't you think?” He pushed, his eyes desperate and feral. He didn’t want to hear what she was about to say, didn’t really even need her to explain. He knew before he’d even asked, but his heart needed to hear it. If only to break itself further. 
	“I didn’t plan to fall for you,” she whispered. Oliver closed his eyes tight. It hurt just as much, even more than he thought it would, but their sweetness felt like a benediction. 
	“So what, I was just your distraction?” He choked out, opening his eyes quickly and shaking off the pain that he knew would settle itself into his soul and live there for a bitterly long time. “You’re one last hurrah before having to settle down? Your escape from reality?” He interrogated. It was rude and harsh, but the wide-eyed guilt on Charlie’s face was satisfying in a sick way.
	“Yes.” Her honesty stung, and yet he admired her for it.
	“I never thought it would be you,” Oliver’s lip curled as he said it. His disappointment and anger were understandable, but the disgusted look on his face, his eyes darting around as if he was too ashamed to even look at her cut Charlie to her very core.
	“You didn’t want me to be the princess?” Charlie spat, her blood boiling. “Or you didn’t think I was capable of it? Don’t worry, it wouldn’t be the first time some man told me it was a joke that I, little naive Charlie, couldn’t possibly do something like run a country.” 
	“I didn’t say—”
	“You didn’t have to!” She shouted, irate now with anger. She would have never guessed Oliver of all people, her Oliver, the man who had her all figured out within moments of meeting her, who looked at her like her very soul was transparent… was just like all the rest.
	Oliver stared at her, the wind blowing his curls over his forehead. Finally after a long moment where the only sound was their fast breaths, he said dark and seriously, “You should know damn well by now that there’s not a single person that I think would be more capable than you.” 
	Charlie was taken aback by his response. Her face creased with confusion and maybe gratitude. Her pain wasn’t as satisfying now, and Oliver got no joy in making her squirm. He had to know though. “And what now? Just ‘nice meeting you. Your check is in the mail’?”
	“No I—” Charlie raced at him, trying to touch his face. He had to forgive her. But Oliver pried her fingers away, holding up his hands and slowly backing away.
	“You live this ridiculously charmed life,” Oliver cursed, shaking his head and spoke more to himself than to her. “One I will never begin to understand. But I thought I understood you. I was wrong.”
	“Oliver!” Charlie shouted but her voice was eaten up by wind. He had turned on his heel and started walking out of the circle of light from the lit orchard and into the pitch-black, starless night. She looked to his back and then over her shoulder towards the patio door. She wanted to run after him, chase him into the night, but behind her the party was reaching an ungodly level of revelry and she knew where she had to be tonight. She was the Princess of Brindelle now, and there was no hiding anymore.
	“No Charlie, or whoever you are. I’m done.” 

Fall From Grace
 
Oil, paint. Burnt sienna, cadmium red, yellow ochre. Mix. Oil, turpentine. 
	The pattern was methodical. He relished in the repetition. Red vermillion, pale yellow, oil. With each stroke, his hand followed their own rhythm. Anger was the fuel. Turpentine, turpentine.
	Oliver stepped back, his socked feet dotted with paint and leaving messy orange footprints on the drop-cloth covered floor. Scowling at the final result, red hot madness boiled up inside of him. He had the urge to hurl the canvas at the wall, to take his foot and kick a hole right through the middle.
	The small, cramped studio apartment had been a wreck since his return. It was spotless when he arrived. Oliver had one odd rule: always get his home in order before he left, so when he came home, nothing had to be done. He always cleaned before a vacation. He even made his bed before a night out. It was so much easier to ease back into routine without having to deal with a mess first. 
	But this time, he brought the mess home with him.
	His suitcases were still piled up, still unopened, in the corner by the door. He hadn’t even bothered to unpack, instead going directly to the bottom drawer of his closet and pulling out a frayed, linty brown sweater that he had deemed too ugly to take anywhere near a royal castle. Empty coffee mugs were stacking up in the sink. 
	But strewn laundry and proof of an intense caffeine addiction weren’t uncommon sights in his home. 
	What was new was the scattering of loose sketch paper laying across every surface like snow. Heavy canvases leaned up on the plain brick walls, still wrapped in brown paper. Dozens of photos overflowed out of their folders onto the counter and tables. It was a dream any artist would hope for — to have an apartment full to bursting with completed work. 
	Oliver had his things shipped back to Brooklyn, surprisingly arriving only a day after he himself got off the plane. He didn’t even want to know the number on the check the Royal Family had wrote to get them home that fast. The sheer number of works he’d gotten accomplished in the few short weeks was shocking and a little disconcerting. He couldn’t even recall the hours spent in creative determination, painting and developing photographs. 
	The only thing that he remembered was the moments that inspired them. 
	Still, the tiny apartment was filled with his work. The best work he’d ever done. But it was turned over, wrapped up, and tucked away. He couldn’t bring himself to look at them. So as he added the finishing touches to the last few pieces, he seethed. 
	Gallery Noel was to open in only a day’s time. It should have been the best moment of his life, and yet he found himself wishing he could postpone it. But the invites were sent already and a hundred of his friends, colleagues, and critics were set to arrive tomorrow. But Oliver wasn’t excited, he was drained. 
	Stomping into his home’s only walk in closet, he pulled back the black tarp so hard that it’s corner fell down. Laying a sheet of paper in the dishpan of liquid, he sat down on the floor and stared at the old, battered watch that his mother claimed was from his grandfather. 
	Oliver sighed, staring at the bent but still ticking second hand like a hypnotist’s pendulum. His mother. How he wished she was here. Noel King would know exactly what to do — embrace Charlie like her own daughter. She’d never got to meet any of Oliver’s girlfriends. He didn’t really have girlfriends, none worth meeting his mom anyway. But he just knew. She’d ask Charlie a million questions, but nothing prying into her life. Just enough to get her to open up and feel comfortable. Her favorite dinner spot and her hairdresser’s number. She’d tell her stories of her days at Parsons and about her friends at the Met. By the end of a lunch, they’d be the best of friends. Noel wouldn’t care if she was a princess. She’d love her for it and in spite of it. It was the last thing he wanted, but maybe what he needed. 
	Oliver blinked his eyes back into focus, only vaguely aware that the minute hand had spun around the watch face too many times. Struggling to stand, he stumbled over to the pan of liquid, groaning at the muddy blur of a mess on the ruined photo. 
	Oliver moved to this little flat to put some distance between his protective and sometimes smothering mother, so that she’d stop asking when her twenty-something son would be home at night and reminding him to wear a coat when it was chilly. He brushed his unkept waves off his forehead, wishing more than ever that his mother was was here to tell him what to do. 
 
***
 
	It was blistering cold, the grass frozen over and grey. The same grey as the cloudy sky overhead. The same grey as Charlie’s long, stiff wool jacket. It was too foggy to see the mountains beyond the grounds. Even the weather knew Christmas was over. There wasn’t that new, sparkling freshness like all the future before them was wrapped in ribbon and twinkling lights. Even the excitement for the first snow had passed, and now when it inevitably did fall, and by the looks of the dark sky it could be that very afternoon, it would be just another nuisance. Everything about the day matched her mood just fine. 
	Charlie counted her crunchy boot steps, adding an extra point for a particularly satisfying crackle. It was the highlight of her morning. Beside her, Prince Edward was chatting animatedly into his cellphone. He’d paid her a visit — a very proper two days after her debut. It had been a whirlwind of a 48 hours with meetings and press junkets, interviews and hosting dozens of people she couldn’t even remember. 
	When Edward showed up at the door with white roses in hand, it was relieving to see a friendly face. They shared vague pleasantries over a cup of tea and just when her new assistant stormed into the room with a seamstress, an accountant, and a lawyer in tow, Edward suggested they go for a walk. He refused to accept her gratitude, claiming he knew what it was like to need a minute to breathe. They barely made it to the gate when Ed’s phone rang. He was about to ignore the call, but Charlie assured him it was fine. 
	With Ed walking just out of arms reach and talking into the speaker in his calm baritone even though the voice on the other end was rambling a million miles a minute, Charlie felt alone with her thoughts for the first time. Ed flashed an apologetic smile to her from afar, pointing at the phone and rolling his eyes. Charlie forced herself to grin back. His wavy hair was blown out of place by the frigid breeze, but other than that he was the picture of handsome perfection. But when he looked back at her again, his bright white smile still frozen on his lips, he blended in with the dull day. His charcoal coat was left open over his simple suit and the color of the sky made his eyes even more grey than usual. Suddenly, the red lipstick she’d put on that morning to lift her spirits felt radically inappropriate. 
	“Princess! Princess!” A stablehand came jogging up the path after them, an envelope clutched in his hand. Her mother used to always sent the lesser servants to fetch Charlie as to not tip off anyone of her identity like her own personal footmen would. Clearly the habit died hard. She tore open the wax seal — seriously, was wax really needed? Inside the envelope, a note beckoned her back to the castle. 
	“What is it?” Ed asked, rejoining her as he pocketed his phone. 
	“It’s the queen,” Charlie folded the paper quickly and stuffed it in her own pocket before Ed could see, unsure of why she was hiding it. She shrugged helplessly. “She requests my presence.”
	“I’ll come with you,” he offered kindly. 
	“No!” Her voice came out louder than she intended it to be. But then she realized she wanted nothing more than to get away from him. It was a shocking revelation. Ed jumped back a step at her urgency. “No,” she said again more calmly, throwing him an offhanded smile. “You know how she is. I’m sure it’s nothing. Thank you for this morning though, Your Highness. It was lovely.” Charlie called the last few words over her shoulder as she trotted away behind the stablehand. Ed stayed rooted to his place on the icy ground, looking rather confused but waved her off with a smile. 
	Being called to duty was less than exciting work. Upon her arrival back at the castle, Charlie found that her mother was not even present, but had left a long and meticulous list of various tasks for her to complete in her absence. She had fittings for new formal work-wear. She signed her name. She reviewed the next quarter and potential land inquisitions. She met with the attorney. She signed her name again. In the midst of the chaos, Charlie felt more alone with her thoughts than ever. Her mind drifted to her stollen hours on the grounds and in the corners with Oliver. She missed how normal he made her feel, how completely at ease.
	“Her Highness, Queen Ophelia of Brindelle!” The voice echoed through the room like thunder.
	“There is no need to announce my mother, sir. It is only me here.” Charlie rolled her eyes at her mother’s most devoted footman. The ancient man bowed dramatically, ignoring Charlie’s rudeness as all of the servants who were bustling around the room hurried to form a perfect line, their hands crossed behind their backs. 
	The queen floated in, looking impossibly put together from just coming in from the blustery day. “Charlotte, my dear!” She kissed her daughter on both cheeks. Joining her at the table, the pair chatted over the days schedule. She did her best to answer all her questions, but Charlie felt weary and depressed. Without thinking, she rested her chin on her palm and let her eyes go out of focus. 
	She wished she could call Oliver. For ten minutes, five even. Just to make a clever quip or to laugh. She knew it was wrong to use him as her escape and he had every right to be furious about it. She’d tried to go talk to him the morning after her coronation, but Maple House was dark and vacant. She knew when she looked outside and saw that the thin snake of smoke from the chimney was missing, but she punished herself anyway by running down in the freezing wind, willing him to be there. When she knocked and nobody answered, she’d turned away and pretended her heart wasn’t breaking. 
	“…It didn’t occur to me that we threw you into a completely new life,” Pulled back to reality, Charlie just stared at her mother blankly. She’d been rambling for quite some time but Charlie tuned her out to daydream. Ophelia raised a brow and continued quite obviously. “You need a break.”
	“I’d love one,” Charlie mumbled back under her breath without thinking. 
	“Derek!” Ophelia called out, making Charlie jump. A short, young man pushed his way around the line of servants. His uniform  floated on his skinny frame. He managed to poke his head out, his huge colorless eyes filled with surprise and maybe a little fear. He was barely older than a teenager and had never before been addressed by Queen Ophelia herself. “It appears we’ve double booked for New Year’s Eve,” Ophelia pointed out pleasantly. 
	The young man frantically dug in the stack of documents in his arms and flipped through the thick itinerary. Finding the date, he double checked and then looked at the queen questionably. New Year’s was blocked off for a very important press junket with the biggest news outlets in Brindelle. “W-w-we aren’t doubled, Your Majesty!”
	“Ah, my dear, but that is your birthday is it not?” The queen smiled elegantly. Surprise flashed across the young man’s face as bit his lip and nodded slowly, unsure what to say. “It’s settled then!” She clapped her hands once and walked purposefully towards the door. At the entryway, she swept back around, her dress swinging. “Cancel the press, Derek. We have a very important family matter that we cannot miss.” With a grateful pat on Derek’s shoulder, she breezed from the room. 
 
Royal Family Cancels Press Conference to Spend Time with Family.
 
	The headline was eloquent and tasteful. Even the reporters who broke the news early the next morning followed with heartfelt commentary about how caring it was to postpone the biggest junket of the season to spend quality time celebrating the late holiday with each other. Charlie had to admire her mother for her talent to spin a story.
	On her way out of the castle, Charlie stopped at the doorway to the smaller formal dining room. She smiled as all the palace’s occupants gathered around the long oak table. King and Queen were toasting the young assistant. The butlers, maids, chefs, groundskeepers, handlers, drivers, footmen, and every other staff member were crowded around as a caterer brought in a large, flaming cake. Derek looked beyond ecstatic, as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. 
	It might come as a surprise to most of the others, who so often felt disillusioned and under appreciated, but the queen prided herself on committing each and every staff member’s birthday to memory. She never let on, and chalked it up to her compulsive need to organize, but she never scheduled an employee on their birthday. They thought it was an oversight, or a particularly generous manager who made the calendar. They never knew it was their queen. Derek smiled broadly as he blew out the candles. 
	Charlie was sure that the impromptu party was a sacrifice to pay for taking the day off, but regardless it was still nice to see her family and her adopted, good-as-family all enjoying themselves together. Her mother probably intended that Charlie would discreetly disappear from the party for a spot of quiet and a good glass of wine. She’d never would have expected what Charlie was really planning. Grinning to herself from the darkened doorway, reluctantly turned away from the merry crowd and made a mental note to get Derek a really nice birthday present. In the dining room behind her, everyone had just started to sing a loud and off key version of He’s a Jolly Good Fellow. They didn’t see Charlie slip out into the foyer, or hoist a single leather overnight bag onto her shoulder. 
	She wanted to be there with them, but tonight she knew exactly where she needed to be. 

Artist and Muse
 
 
Twelve hours. All he needed was twelve tiny little hours and he could put it all behind him. Really, twelve hours didn’t seem too unbearable. Rather like a day of work that just dragged on, or the amount of time it took to cross the city after a Yankee’s game. No, twelve hours was child’s play.
	Or it would have been if at least six of those hours weren’t spend pacing paths in his already worn carpet. Forget the carpet… how was he to get through the next six? Well, maybe not six when you account for travel time and at some point he’d have to eat something, and Oliver didn’t much think of anything at all when he was filling his body with food.
	Not, he thought bitterly, that bodega coffee tasted quite like the excellent roast in Brindelle. Yes, he’d allow himself to miss that. But only that! Oliver didn’t care that he’d had a taste of life in the lap of luxury. He didn’t need that. He was doing just fine. 
	That’s what he kept telling himself anyway.
	That morning, when he scrubbed his body clean in the tiny shower stall of his apartment, as if he could physically wash the events of the last month off his person, he relished in the way the scalding water reddened his skin. The boiler had always been finicky, but today the boiling spray beat the memories from his body. The abysmal water pressure just forced him to work harder to get clean. He forcefully scoured his mop of wet hair, reveling in the manual labor of it. 
	Forget Brindelle, he thought. 
	Yes, its beauty was undeniable. A simple man could turn a poet just from a singular foggy sunrise. But he could take two trains and a bus to the very center of Central Park, stand in the middle of the greenest lawn surrounded by giant oaks, and get the same view. 
	And the people… you didn’t find people that nice in New York. But really, he was born and raised in Brooklyn! He’d gone more than twenty odd years yelling at wayward taxi drivers and shouldering his way through subway lines. He didn’t need nice. 
	He was a man and he could take care of himself, thank you very much. He always had. 
	He might try to live his life as humble and grateful as possible, but damn it — he was still a man. He still had his pride. Stubborn, unwavering pride. 
	But no matter how many self-important lectures Oliver gave himself in the mirror, no matter how much he convinced himself that he didn’t need a Brindelle, he still couldn’t deny one fact. 
	He needed Charlie. 
	Forget the green countryside. He couldn’t forget the green flecks in her magnetic doe-eyes. Forget the warm southern breeze that dallied with the cold winter air. He couldn’t forget her cold fingers, gently stroking the skin of his neck, somehow leaving burning hot traces in their wake. 
	Why’d she have to go be a princess?
	But damn it, it wasn’t even that. He couldn’t kid himself. Deep down, he knew that he had always known, or rather he wasn’t the least bit surprised. Nobody could love that little, unknown country more, see its immense beauty reflected in every fiber of her being. From the moment she first described it, he couldn’t help but see every minuscule detail like a grand masterpiece. Nobody was as capable and determined to get what she wanted, no matter the cost.
	She had to go lie about it.
	It infuriated him. Oliver hated liars above all else. The words of that awful Sylvia Mortimer replayed in his head. She wouldn’t lie, but that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t withhold the truth. They echoed off his skull and rang in his ears until he couldn’t think straight. Because, deep in his gut, he knew she was right.
	Charlie just didn’t tell him. And was that really so bad? What did he honestly expect? For her to spill her whole life story to a complete stranger, someone who very well could sell her secrets or even turn out to be a psychopath? The poor girl had spent the last week in agony, he could see in it her face. A woman not bested by anything, brought down by the very thought of her mortality. 
	The way she broke down in the woods line the day she was accosted haunted his every thought. It made so much more sense now. 
	Even after their intimate moments spent kissing and sharing their hopes and dreams, she didn’t owe him that. She didn’t do anything wrong. And if he couldn’t blame her for being a princess and he couldn’t blame her for lying about it… well he had no right to be upset with her. 
	It seemed so simple. So simple that he should have hopped the next plane and be at her doorstep. But again with that pesky, problematic pride. How easy it was to blame Charlie, to blame any of the royals he’d met. Hell, he’d point the finger to anyone besides himself as long as he could assign even a shred of fault to them.
	And that is exactly why, instead of sucking it up, instead of hearing her out or trying to understand… he left.
	Back to life as he knew it, exactly how he had wanted. 
	So there he was, standing in a royal blue sport coat, a piece that he thanked his lucky stars made his eyes look slightly less like he hadn’t spent the last 36 hours unable to sleep. Standing in the middle of his gallery… no, his home, surrounded by proud faces and well-wishers. 
	“Quite a success mate,” quipped as a heavy hand cupped his shoulder. He nodded once and forced a half-assed smile at Arnold. He tried to ignore how this generic male-gesture of affection lingered a second longer than necessary, concern clouding his friend’s eyes. It made Oliver feel sick. “New Year’s was an inspired idea.”
	“Would have been better for Christmas though,” he mumbled back.
	“No, I think this is exactly how it was supposed to be,” he said with way more wisdom in his voice than he deserved. Finally, his serious facade broke and he joked, “Plus now it can go on next year’s taxes instead!’
	Oliver chucked for real, which satisfied his friend. They hadn’t spoke at length about anything that occurred with Charlie. Arnold finished the job he abandoned, and said nothing when he finally returned home and found Oliver packing his bags. He just grabbed his own suitcase and followed suit in loyal silence. 
	Arnold took a few steps backwards, pointing his fingers in his friend’s direction and pretended to pull invisible triggers with his tongue poking out, before he turned and left Oliver to his brooding. He signed hugely, feeling a bit less put out after his interaction with Arnold. It was much easier to be a friend to someone when you could make them laugh and tease. He didn’t much like the feeling that he got when his oldest friend looked at him with such pity in his eyes.
	That’s how being with Charlie felt. It felt like an endless joke, a constant dance of wit and curiosity. Tempting each other with a nugget of truth and then working to win it in earnest. It was like playing tag with a child but also conversing with a wise old philosopher. 
	He sighed again. What if that’s exactly how she felt? A jolly friend who was just fine when things were neat and easy, but then misunderstood and tossed out when the going got tough? Did she have the same paralyzing knot of tension grow in her core when someone looked at her with a sympathetic disappointment in their eyes, even if they didn’t say anything about it? 
	He shook the thoughts from his head before he went permanently insane and looked at his reflection in the old mirror that was hung over the temporary bar in the entryway. He looked a wreck. He had tried to dress well — it was his opening of course — but his shirt was still slightly wrinkled. There was a dark shadow along his jaw where he hadn’t bothered to shave that matched the dark inner corners of his eyes. He even walked with what could only be described as a sway from exhaustion. The heartbroken loser look, he though with a sick satisfaction, it suited him. He smirked sarcastically and raised a finger to his bartender, who promptly provided him with an overflowing glass of whiskey, before stumbling through the doorway.
	Another deep sigh. It seemed as though most of his days were marked by sighs and he briefly wondered if he’d ever breathe normal again. He must truly be a poet to keep self-inflicting these wounds on himself. If only some strands of achingly beautiful words were birthed from his agony. No, only curses where born from this particular pain.
	As he walked into the gallery space though, the air didn’t just pass through his parted lips like a sad song. It was sucked from his lungs with such an overwhelming force, he had to have been dead. 
	There was simply no way to be living when her smile radiated from every visible surface. Each wall, each panel, was adorned with full color photos of his Charlie. A laugh suspended in time, mocking him from beyond the proverbial grave. The pensive, inquisitive stare that mesmerized him as she discover all his secrets and shared none of her own. The paintings, even more painfully beautiful because there was no finer medium that could capture the life that filled her soul. 
	Why why why had he abandoned his original plans? Trash on the streets of New York: a half eaten apple, lost change on the sidewalk of Queens, a subway rat… anything. He could have photographed elderly shop owners, the saxophone player outside his favorite barbershop… art critics loved that crap. But no, at the last possible moment, he’d changed his plans for her, again. She just looked so pure and uninhibited, complemented by the backgrounds and stills of the legendary landscape of Brindelle, like some fairy princesses and romantic heroine combined.
	Which, he remembered begrudgingly, she was. And he was too blind to realize.
	“Great turnout, King,” a guest called. He nodded his thanks and continued to meander through the crowd.
	“Beautiful work!” Man with an ironic mustache mused.
	“Definitely will return soon!” Haughty, well-dressed woman patted his arm.
	“You’re the one to watch!” Beautiful girl on the elbow of a much older gentleman called.
	“Who’s the mystery woman?” Second man with an even more ironic mustache teased. He winked at him like they shared some sort of secret at the expense of his muse. I have no idea, he wanted to respond.
	He had to admit the opening was nothing if not a raving success. Even though the space was small even for over the bridge standards, the guests packed in shoulder to shoulder. Everyone seemed just as taken as he had been with the flame-haired, unidentified beauty that was the muse of every piece. The fact that nobody recognized her only fulled speculation and interest. The irony wasn’t lost on Oliver for a second. 
	He’d received uncountable complements. A favorable review was sure to be in tomorrow’s paper’s art section, a reporter hinted as they finished their interview. He’d even had a stack of potential clients and artist information, enough to fill the gallery for most likely a year’s worth of exhibits. He knew he ought to be over the moon — this was his dream! He was, of course, but it was too surreal… nothing of the last few weeks were real. 
	Well, yes they were real, but built on a fantasy… a fantasy unlike many others where he was hoping and praying that the leading lady wasn’t the princess.
	It wasn’t until Arnold appeared at his shoulder again, his own drink in hand, that the gravity finally sank in. “Your mother would be so proud.”
	Something in his low, soothing voice, confirming what he had always hoped sent him over the edge. A hot wetness burned at the rims of his eyes and it felt like a large rock was trapped in his throat. He chuckled, all he could do really when his vocal cords didn’t seem to be working any longer. He wiped at his eyes, trying to save at least a shred of masculinity, and laughed again, nodding like a bobblehead. Arnold gave him a knowing look and punched him lightly in the arm, taking leave and offering him his privacy. 
	Noel would have been proud. Her son’s every dream was coming true and all because of his hard work. But Oliver couldn’t help but think that if she was here, she would be disappointed in her son’s appalling behavior. 
	After several hours of receiving complements he felt he didn’t deserve and making small talk with people he did not know, Oliver was ready to go. It was humorous how easy it would have been, too. It was the perks of owning the building. He could excuse himself to the restroom, make a sharp left down the adjoining hallway, slip into the store room and out the side door. By the time anyone noticed his absence, the guests would have already been appropriately sloshed and their inhibitions lowered enough to not go looking for him. The showing was nearly over anyway seeing as it was New Years Eve and there was a million better places to be when the clock struck twelve than a stuffy, grungy art gallery in Brooklyn.
	He had just extracted himself from an aging art critic who insisted on telling him about her long ago affair with the great Andy Warhol, in uncomfortable detail, when someone else caught his shoulder. It took everything in Oliver to not audibly groan, but when he turned around, he came face to chin with the most intimidating man he’d ever seen. 
	“You are Oliver King, yes?” The human giant said. Unlike the others dressed in various garb from cocktail formal to downright eccentric, he wore a very official looking black suit. With his neat dark beard and cold eyes, his presence made Oliver’s blood run cold, but he nodded anyway to try to hid his unattractive gulp.
	“My name is Mr. Brant Aubergine,” he spoke clearly, shaking his hand with such force he was sure his fingers would break.  “I am visiting from the National Gallery of Brindelle —”
	Whatever was said next sounded like it was spoken from the end of a long tunnel, echoing and muffled. No, not this, Oliver couldn’t do this. He felt faint, dizzy on his feet. Some reason to excuse himself was muttered, offering his apologies none-to-politely and found himself fleeing the building out the front door without looking back.
	Several moments later, Oliver sat in the sanctuary of his tiny fire escape. His breathing had returned to a relatively normal pattern, if not still a bit shaky. With his exhale, a snake of smoke danced its way into the night sky. Oliver never made a habit of smoking cigarettes, only when he’d been drinking or needed something to do with his hands at parties where he was only there thanks to a friend-of-a-friend’s friend. But tonight, tonight he positively ached for one. Craved. Burned for it. It was a matter of life and death.
	Great, now he’d taken to hyperbole as well. 
	He stopped gazing at the smoke as it faded into the velvety night and dropped his head to the floor. His plants were considerably more dead, if it was possible, than they had been when he left the dirty shores of America. Their leaves looked crispy, brown and sad. He rubbed one of the closest ones between his fingers, wondering how they’d look in the spring now that he’d forgotten to bring them inside. Would they come back to life, or be a lost cause?
	It was starting to get a bit cold, sitting in nothing but his dress clothes. Leaving the gallery as quickly as possible seemed far more imperative than wasting precious moments to pull on a jacket. The bitter sting of the winter air was welcomed at first, but now that he had calmed himself, he was just chilled to the bone.
	If only it would snow, he thought to himself. According to his elderly neighbor, not a flake had fallen during his time away. She was supposed to water his plants for him during the time, and between their frostbitten leaves and the prompt delivery of bad news upon his arrival, he was starting to think the old bat served very little purpose in his existence. Though the lack of flurries seemed sadistically fitting for how he felt. He figured he deserved to freeze his ass off without the storybook beauty of a white New York Christmas. 
	How dumb it felt, flying from the gallery when the simple mention of Brindelle was brought up. He held no interest, not even a vague nagging curiosity, as to why the man said anything at all about the place. It seemed unimportant, almost stunningly surreal, like recounting a foggy dream. In the morning, upon first waking, it all seems so monumental that one remember every single tangible detail of the dream before it slipped away with sleep, but as one begins to describe it to another, he realizes it’s almost silly to do so. It was, after all, just a dream.
	A dream. Not a prophecy. Not a premonition or a glimpse into what could have been. Just childish, hopeful dreaming. A goddamn fairytale.
	Oliver dropped his head into his hands, his limbs feeling comically heavy as he swung his legs back and forth off the balcony, when the soft rustle of the curtains of his door pierced the otherwise peaceful night. He’d forgotten to close the door, he realized, but made no effort to do so. In only a few moments time it would be midnight and he’d be retiring into the frigid house. He wasn’t much in the mood for fireworks. 
	“Hi,” a soft voice echoed behind him, or maybe just the breeze whistling its greeting. He swore it was a voice though. He turned his head with a type of drunken weight. Best not to embarrass himself when he saw no human in his doorway, but just a squeaky door.
	But there was a human in his doorway! A petite, redheaded human. 
	Oliver scrambled to get up, his legs not quite working. It had to be shock, right? This inability to move or think or even blink. Although he was doing a lot of blinking it seemed. It was the only thing he body could do. 
	“Didn’t mean to scare you,” Charlie said as he stood there, still blinking like a stupid mute with his mouth hanging open. 
	“Charlie?” He stammered, still unsure if he had well and truly lost his mind. How was she here? Was she here?
	But she was here. True, she looked awful small standing in his doorframe, much more meek and frail than he remembered her. Concern, or maybe it was fear, clouded her dark eyes. Fear of what? Him? He couldn’t bare that of all things. He was stuck somewhere between shrinking back from her pleading gaze and reaching out to bring her closer, to prove she wasn’t a figment of imagination. 
	The result was his hand reaching outward towards her, while his feet and mouth remained firmly unable to move. 
	“Oh, Oliver!” She breathed, taking his outstretched hand into both of her own, taking the gesture as of one of solidarity. He jumped by her show of affection, unsure if he wanted her to touch him like that. She deflated slightly from his dismissal, pain clearly evident on her face. Oh damn, he didn’t want to see pain there. But she defiantly powered on. “I needed to see you.”
	He turned his body, needing to put some space between them because the cold night had somehow grown so hot the air fizzled. “Why’s that?” He muttered sarcastically, giving her his back and leaning on the railing.
	She followed him, gazing out over the city, a motion that was so reminiscent of her royal entrance that it stabbed him firmly in the chest. “We need to talk,” she said.
	“You need to talk,” he said unkindly. He knew he was being cruel, knew that moments ago and for the last three days he’d been in agony over what he should have said. He just couldn’t bring himself to say them now. “I have nothing to say.”
	“Yes.”
	“Why didn’t you go to the gallery, or find Arnold? You knew tonight was my opening,” he asked quickly before she could say more, still refusing to look at her. It wasn’t lost on him that she was refusing to look at him, too. “Sorry. Now I have nothing to say.”
	“Well, you wouldn’t have been there,” she shrugged. Her complete assurance was unnerving, so much so that he momentarily forgot his rage to ask how she knew. “I knew you’d be somewhere outside, in the cold, alone and brooding. I’d rather not waste time checking all the places you wouldn’t have been.” And then a small smile cracked across her stoic face. She shrugged again, a delicate little movement. “You’re very predictable.”
	“And you aren’t the least bit predictable,” he grumbled, though touched that she knew where he would be at that very moment. It was an intimate, almost mystical knowledge.
	She sighed hugely. “You have to let me explain.”
	“It’s too late for that!” He knew his outburst startled her, it was written all over her face. But he didn’t care. All of the rage that was built up, the embarrassment, his wounded pride and his hastily woven plans all burst forward. And it felt glorious. It felt maddening, almost passionate to walk this line between anger and cordial. “You can’t take it back! Time doesn’t change anything.”
	“Time doesn’t change anything?” She asked and the look she gave nearly knocked the wind from his lungs. Her eyes were blazing, teeth bared. She looked like hell on earth and he wasn’t so confident in his anger anymore. He’d never seen anyone on the verge of tears, yet unquestionably ready to fight tooth and nail. Her fingers gripped at the railing until her knuckles turned white before turning and looking him directly into the eyes — into the soul. “I have been a princess for almost three decades. Do you know what that is like to know in your heart of hearts that the one thing… the one thing that makes everything so difficult will never change? No matter how long, no matter what you do to pretend it doesn’t exist, it won’t matter,” her voice caught but she revived quickly, scoffing with a sadistic little laugh. “Time, my friend changes nothing!”
	Oliver opened his mouth to respond, to say what, he wasn’t sure. She’d stollen all speech from his body.
	“And I didn’t want it to change,” she continued, but looked away. She seemed to be thinking, talking to herself more than him now. “I always knew my place. I always knew I was a princess and I knew I’d be a worthy one. I wanted my freedoms, a childhood without secrets and responsibilities. I just wanted to be accepted for myself.”
	“You could have told me…” he suggested, all his stubborn resolve gone now. “I would have…”
	“I wouldn’t have told you!” Charlie all but streaked. She looked manic now, like a caged animal. He stumbled backward, shocked by her statement. “Even if I could have, I didn’t want you to know.”
	“Wha-but w-why not?” He stuttered, cursing himself, but God what was she saying? He thought she couldn’t tell him, that she was banned from doing so. He thought she’d come with an impassioned tale of how she was forbidden to tell a soul but only wanted to tell him, her one true love. And forget the details, it hurt to know she didn’t want him knowing.
	“Do not be offended,” she offered, as if that was any consolation. Her head shook back and forth to somehow line the words right in her mind. “I couldn’t tell you, yes. I wasn’t permitted to tell anyone. I was fine with that, as fine as I can be, but I always wanted to tell people, to shout at them like ‘hey it’s me, Charlotte, the princess!’ Until I met you. I never wanted you to know.”
	He just stared at her, confused and not so subtly angry.
	“I liked who I was with you. You saw me for who I was. Charlie the Commoner. Charlie who was normal and adventurous, who loved to see the beauty in everyday things and wanted to see the world beyond her front door, who was carefree and honest and maybe even funny. Charlie who could do everything and anything she wanted”
	“That’s because that’s who you are!” He shouted, unable to help himself.
	She smiled sadly. “No, this is who I am.”
	“But that doesn’t mean that’s not who you are too,” Oliver responded wisely. Where the words came from, he did not know. All he knew was that her insecurities, the way her eyes shuttered when she spoke of herself, had completely dissolved his anger. In its place was a burning, overwhelming urge to protect her from herself.
	She just sighed and looked back out over the street, shrugging her shoulders slightly and thinking. He could actually see the wheels turning in her head. That was quite enough of that.
	“Charlie, were you lying about all those things? Are you not funny?” He smiled demurely, wagging his finger at her playfully as he said, “Was it all from one of those joke books?”
	She laughed, really laughed. It was a beautiful, musical sound. “I never lied.”
	“Just withheld the truth?” He shuddered as Sylvia’s own words escaped his mouth.
	“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, turning to him. Tears were filling her eyes. She blinked them away, chuckling embarrassed at her own emotion.
	“I understand,” he muttered. And he realized he did understand. He didn’t know how or when his heart changed, but he knew why she did it and he couldn’t be upset with her. His pride was wounded, but suddenly it seemed to heal in an instant. She’d never before been able to truly be herself with anyone before. It was touching that she’d chosen him to be the first. He felt himself swell with a warm admiration. 
	Who was he to judge her? He was just a nobody, someone who had been offered a small place in her life and it was truly an honor to accept it. His time with her was spent in her most pure state. He made her feel comfortable. He gave her the freedoms to be herself, something that was a first for her. She was amazing. 
	She was a princess and a woman, and she was amazing. 
	He was an ass.
	But still, she’d flown across an ocean, against what was probably the council of many very important people. All to see him. It was enough to make any man giddy. 
	She looked up at him, a glimmer of hope touched her face. Oliver was overcome by her beauty in that moment. Her eyes, still damp with unshed tears, were so wide and round he swore he could see right into her heart. The cold night air and her professions of honesty had colored her cheeks a soft, rosy pink. In the dark, the color of her hair was indistinguishable but the gas streetlamp lights reflected off it, casting a red-pink aura around her head. He wouldn’t have been able to stop his lips from smiling even if the sky fell down around him. She saw his grin and returned a small, shy one of her own before crossing her arms and scowling quite adorably. 
	“Forgive me,” she tried to demand, but the words caught between a muttered plea and a question.
	Oliver grabbed at the railing as if it was a life preserver and he was in a shipwreck. “Forgive me,” he begged, hoping his insistence could ground out her own guilt. She opened her mouth to argue like he knew she would, but he just placed his finger to his own lips in a silent hush and whispered behind it, taking the time to drag out each syllable to prove his point. “For. Give. Me.”
	Charlie broke into a big, shameless, and relieved grin. And just like that, there was no more need for words. They just stood face to face, their hands separated by only the tiniest sliver of cold, rusted handrail, their bodies warmed by the heat that passed between them.
	“Is it really you, Charlie?” Oliver whispered and gently brushed her cheek with his fingertips. Maybe reality could only be proven by touch. “It cannot be. Tell me it’s all a dream?”
	Her breath caught as his fingers drifted to her chin and tilted her head up. This couldn’t have gone less like how it was planned, she thought. But she hadn’t had a plan at all, not this time, and it couldn’t have went better. An electric current ignited her skin where he touched, the hot pulse snaking its way through her body, lighting her on fire to her very bones.
	“Aak!” She shrieked as a loud bang reverberated in the distance, waking the silent night. Charlie leapt forward and landed squarely into Oliver’s chest. Though he was muscled and large, a small noise escaped his throat signaling she may have knocked the wind out of him. 
	But he caught her and held her to him, a loud and uninhibited laugh echoing off the quiet street. He made soft cooing sounds in her ear as he rubbed her back. “What the devil is going on?” He said to nobody in particular still shaking with barely controlled humor. 
	Charlie squirmed in his embrace, realizing he was still holding her tightly but not about to mention it, freeing her face from his chest to mutter, “It’s almost midnight.”
	He pulled back a moment, his eyes, a stormy grey in the dim light, though so very blue in her mind, crinkled with the most handsome confusion. She couldn’t not smile indulgently, looking at him with such fondness. “Midnight? It’s New Year’s Eve!”
	Realization washed over Oliver. He had been dreading the day all week, yet leave it to five minutes with Charlie to make him complete forget. He just smiled at her, wondering how on earth this woman had eased every ounce of tension from his body with her laughter. Drawing her close once again, another trial firework took it’s test run out in the city somewhere. 
 	Being in Oliver’s arms felt like returning home. His clothing was frigid, but she could feel the heat of him radiate and warm her from the inside out. He gripped her like he was afraid that if he let go she might disappear on the breeze. His large, strong hands roamed her body, not touching to claim, but rather to remember. They fluttered tenderly across her back and up over her shoulders as if they alone could memorize her shape. His breath was hot and shaky in her ear. She knew he was nervous. His fingers trailed up to her face and the anticipation of kissing him once again nearly ate away at her insides. 
	He just pressed a gentle, barely-there kiss on top of her head, then another on her temple, when a drop of freezing cold touched her other cheek.
	Her eyes fluttered open as another touched her eyebrow. For one moment, she thought perhaps he was overcome and tears were falling, but when she opened her eyes fully she felt him still lost in his subtle assault of her cheek and neck. “Oliver,” she whispered.
	She was answered by a soft moan. Clearly he had taken the muttering of his name as one of pleasure. “Oliver!”
	“Shhh,” he hissed, his lips smiling against her ear.
	“Oliver! Look,” she shouted, taking his face in her hands and pulling back to stare at the white speckles that were dusted across the shoulders of his dark shirt. “It’s snowing!”
	He pulled back and took her hands, gazing up at the sky as fat flakes danced all around them. They flew through the golden circles of streetlight like glitter. Oliver looked at Charlie, her hair delightfully dusted with perfect little flecks. And they laughed, laughed like children who had never seen snow before, danced around making footprints in what had already fallen on the fire escape.
	Fireworks began in earnest now, loud, obnoxious bangs and sizzles echoing off the buildings around them. Though too far into the boroughs to see anything truly spectacular, the sky all around lit with rainbows of sparkling light. Oliver had just stopped spinning Charlie around, and she stopped breathless and flushed with glee. It was almost too perfect, almost too easy, and out of everything that had been so imperfect and difficult and the epitome of uneasy… it was just right.
	“Kiss me,” he said, but before she could even mutter her agreements — not that he thought she’d attest — he’d cradled her face in the palms of both his hands and crashed his lips into hers. And that’s exactly how they remained long after the clock struck twelve.
	But that’s a story for another time.
 

Happily Ever Afterward
	I never intended to sit down and write my modern day fairytale. Really, it was a win more than anything. A bit of my angsty feminist came out as I thought one night, “Why is it always the commoner women who are so lucky to be chosen by a prince?” It was silly really. Little scenes my mind would create of this powerful woman, destined for great things, not fighting for a man. As my story came to life on the notes app of my phone on a cold, cold winter day, the thing I kept thinking was,
“Oh, this is stupid…”
	But I kept writing. Soon the short scenes blended together into a bigger story. A story I’d never thought I’d write. 
	How I felt about writing my princess’s adventure was shockingly guilty. I admire and respect the tale as old as time. It has, of course, outlived time itself. And any author who is up to the challenge of reimagining the classic love story is one to be held in the highest regard. But not ME. That wasn’t who I was. 
	I was the smart kid, notorious for my insatiable craving for knowledge. I never did anything half way, always jumping in headfirst to the next opportunity to learn. There wasn’t a book report I didn’t add ten to the required page count or a bit of foreshadowing I didn’t catch. 
	I loved the deep, the obscure, laced with meaning and metaphors to decode. Mysterious journeys full of suspense. Classics with their well deserved acclaim. It’s an honor to get lost in a novel so wonderfully complex that you feel the effects for at least a week after you close the last page. When the world shifts on its axis and you wonder if you’ve been somehow sucked into the words. 
	When I wrote a novel, I’d want it to be just like that. 
	When I wrote a novel, it wasn’t anything like that. 
	I’ll share a secret with you, since we’re such friends. I think that I can trust you: I have a guilty pleasure.	
	I read Catcher in the Rye in two days. Then I talked about it for weeks. And while I was waxing philosophical about how progressive and allegorical young Holden’s view of society was, I was walking around obsessed and consumed by the story as if in a fog. A fiercer defense of his entitled, annoying rantings you will not find. It was a beautiful story that ate me alive. 
	But surprisingly, I never read it again. Instead I picked up my battered copy of oh, maybe the forth(?) book in the Gossip Girl series, sat myself down and read until my thirteen year old reality became unclouded and at ease again. Once seemed to be enough for Catcher. And 1984. And anything by Poe or a Brontë. Elie Wiesel’s Night got four reads, but only because every English class through college seemed to recycle their curriculum. Each and every time, I needed a pallet cleanser, a chapter or two of some meaningless, light little fantasy to clear the air. 
	It started as you’d expect. Moms who buy books for their daughters tend to stay firmly in the young adult section of the book store… no matter that their school was teaching ninety percent of the most widely banned books list. High school melodramas and “The Best Beach Reads of 2010”. That was normal enough of a teenager, right? Every girl likes a book riddled with the theatrics of coming of age. Like a dumpster fire, you can’t just look away when a mean clique dumps a latte on the new girl. Even I, self proclaimed snobbish book critic, loved it. I’d never share my summer reading list with my fellow YA peers or proud teachers because… what if they made fun of me? (Oh, there’s the irony I so enjoy.)
	But I never grew out of that fear. Even when I was… well it’s rude to ask a woman her age. But I found myself reading over 30 novels in one year. Not a one had any literary merit. 
	But I loved them. 
	And here I was, an adult still ashamed that they LIKED happy endings. Was it really so bad to like something good and wholesome and uncomplicated? It wasn’t until the regency craze that brought romance novels to small screens in streaming color that I first saw these stories go virally mainstream. 
	I worked in a museum, and the life of a gallery attendant is not of the fast-paced variety. Some more enterprising workers got together to have a break room book exchange to pass the time. I’d find myself sneaking into their closet to riffle through the stacks of romance novels, just to reinforce that everyone — from interns to retirees — everyone loves a fairytale. Even little old me. 
	So why is it so ingrained in our DNA to be drawn to these stories? I think there’s just something comforting in knowing. There may be twists and turns along the way, moments that you’re riveted and chapters you can’t put down… but you just know. You’re going to get a happy ending. Maybe not now, maybe not until book three… but you can rely on it. And knowing that you can depend on something, even if it’s just the ending of a silly romance, is just what you need. In a world of uncertainty, I’ll take even the smallest promise of goodness. 
	It should be applauded to write or read something that makes you think and feel and want to grow. 
	But the ones I come back to over and over, that are your light in the darkness, they are the ones that mean the most to me. They might not make you feel renewed or changed, or even smart. But they bring you joy. 
	So forget trying to impress professors of English class past with intellectual prowess. Forget fear that some day an unreasonably vindictive hacker will leak my recent viewing history and I’ll be so, so embarrassed that the world knows I like lovely little books of fiction — gasp! We need more freedom to love what we love without judgement. 
	So this one is for you, my little closeted romantics. May you embrace your secret, just like Princess Charlotte Fleur Callaghan-Montgomery embraces hers. 
	Until next time. 
 
XO,
D
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