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Chapter One
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I struggled to find words as I stared into the hateful face of my worst enemy. Christopher Tyler had done nothing but make my life miserable for years, including a covert assault that left me pregnant and on my own. When life somehow managed to hand me a fairy tale anyway, Christopher Tyler was the first one to take aim at it so that he could torpedo my happiness at every turn, like any abusive bully. Even here, in another country, standing in a castle that would one day be mine, he smiled just like the Cheshire cat, knowing he had the keys to a secret that could undo my happily ever after.

I had come to Shimmering Falls with the gladdest of tidings, to tell my devoted husband that we were pregnant, about to add to our royal family by one. I was beat to the punch by Riona Byrne, an heiress from the House of Byrne, now second in line to the throne since she had finally met the requirement to marry.

And she married him. Christopher Tyler. The man who had been banished from the country for assaulting me in an airport bathroom.

But he wasn’t Christopher Tyler anymore. He was Christopher Byrne. All he had to do was drive Auggie and me from Aldayne and he was in position to rule at the side of Riona if she were crowned as queen.

I turned to Cillian, who had joined us just outside of the Queen’s official office. I searched for any clue that he had known what was coming. 

As the true heir to the House of Byrne, at least before his wallflower sister wed, he had positioned himself as my enemy from the moment I entered the country. But surely this move on the chess board would negatively affect him, too... moving him even further away from the crown he coveted.

From the grim line on his face, I sensed he knew. Of course, he knew. Christopher Tyler had been his weapon of choice for the past few months to keep me guessing if he would blow my secret and when. My eyes narrowed at him. “Congratulations,” I said. “Except I guess that means you’re now third in line for the throne, doesn’t it?”

“Only if Ree decides to rule,” Christopher corrected as he wrapped an arm around his new wife. “Our plans don’t necessarily include that now. But who knows what might change in the future? Especially if there are children to consider,” he added. “Children can change everything, can’t they, Pea?”

I glared at him. That intimate, familiar nickname had no business in his mouth, especially since I knew it was a thinly veiled threat against my three-month old son, Jack. My beloved child regrettably shared Christopher’s DNA thanks to a disastrous one-night stand almost a year before. It was my secret to keep, especially now that he was standing a mere two feet away. 

Auggie pulled me into the crook of his arm. “They can indeed,” Auggie said, addressing Christopher’s threat with a glare of his own. “Pea and I learned that the minute our son was born.”

His words were firm as he laid his claim, to me, to Jack, and to the throne of Aldayne.

“Right,” Christopher said softly. “I can’t wait to meet... what’s his name again? Jack?” he asked innocently, as if he didn’t know. “After all, we’re cousins now, right? I’m sure we’ll have plenty of chances to interact at all these family soirees. Birthdays. Weddings. Holidays. Christenings,” he added as that evil smile deepened.

My stomach rebelled. I feared I might barf right into his evil face. Instead, I did something even more embarrassing.

I fainted.

I had turned away quickly, as I felt my body flush hot and cold at the same time, while bile rose in my throat. Before I could find a place to sit, my world went black. 

I woke up with both Auggie, Ree and Cillian trying to rouse me, while Christopher stood to the side, barely containing a victorious grin. 

“Are you okay?” Ree asked.

I nodded as I sat up, though the world still spun around me. “I think I’m coming down with something,” I explained. 

“She called in sick,” Eloise clarified, as she and Allan joined the party. “I thought she was faking it. Guess not.”

“She’s clearly ill,” Cillian snapped at his ex. “Look at her face. She’s white as a sheet.”

Auggie nodded and turned to one of the staff. “Get the princess some juice,” he commanded. I knew the title was thrown in there for Christopher’s benefit, to remind him of his place on the totem pole, which was still below me.

The young girl nodded and hurried away.

Auggie assisted me back into Maeve’s office, sitting me in the chair just opposite her massive desk. She was on the phone for a doctor in an instant.

“No!” I protested. “I’m fine.”

“You didn’t look fine,” Christopher added as he joined us in the room, walking just behind me. “In fact, you look like you saw a ghost.”

I glared at him. Ree cast a worried glance between us as she joined her new husband. 

As the room filled with Byrnes, the Queen sighed as she linked her hands on her desk. “If you are fine, then perhaps we should get this business sorted. Ree and Christopher have come here today to request that they take ownership of King’s Watch.”

Again, my tummy lurched. I didn’t even want Christopher in the country. This would put that hateful fucker right at our back door. Neighbors. From hell.

“You promised that house to my parents,” I reminded her. “So that my dad could take care of King’s Keep.”

“King’s Watch belongs to the House of Byrne,” Allan interjected. “King Riordan gifted the property to his brother Cassair, shoddy replacement for the throne though it was. But it has always belonged to a Byrne ever since.”

“Yes, but no Byrne has occupied that property since before Auggie was born,” the Queen reminded. “You moved, didn’t you? And you’ve hired caretakers for the property to maintain the Keep ever since.”

“It was always meant to go to Riona,” Allan replied. “You know this.”

“Yes, and you agreed to release that property when it appeared that Riona wouldn’t be taking ownership.”

“That was before she married,” Allan clipped. “Things have changed.”

“You gave your word to my parents,” I reminded Maeve.

“And King Riordan gave his word to my great-grandfather. This goes beyond your immigrant family. None of you are even legal citizens yet. It’s a matter of Aldaynean honor,” he added, squaring his shoulders as he stared down the queen. “The House of Lords has agreed to my petition, particularly now that Riona has satisfied the final requirement to accede to the throne.”

I glanced back at Maeve whose stoic expression gave nothing away. “Not all requirements,” she reminded. “But I will think about it,” she added, her tone inviting no argument.

Allan stepped forward. “Think long and hard, Your Majesty.” Though he used her formal title, his sneer robbed it of any respect. “Breaking a promise to a newly wedded family member won’t be greeted well by Aldayne. I’m not sure the House of Quinn can weather yet another scandal as it is poised to transfer power to a new king, particularly when the country has begun to wonder if it really needs one.”

He nodded to Ree and Christopher to follow him out of the room. Eloise sneered at me before she followed her husband. Cillian spared me the briefest glance before he left the room after them, closing the door behind him.

I hated that I burst immediately into tears. Damn pregnancy hormones.

Auggie was quick to take my hand in his. “You can’t put that man at our doorstep, Grandmother,” he said. 

“Why not?” she wanted to know.

He met my glance. I nodded. Maybe if she knew the truth, she’d find a way to pacify them with something, anything, else.

He took a deep breath as he turned to her. “Because Jack is his biological son.”

I expected the news to drop like a bomb in the room. Instead, the queen met his gaze coolly, with nary a hair out of place. 

“I know.”
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It was the third shock of my morning as both Auggie and I stared at Maeve, speechless. She was remarkably nonchalant about the situation, given we just told her that her firstborn great-grandchild wasn’t part of her gene pool. 

Finally, “What do you mean, you know?” Auggie asked.

She scoffed as she rose from her chair. “It wasn’t the biggest mystery to crack, Augustine. The timing was always a bothersome issue. And Sean made it clear what a threat someone like this Christopher Tyler could pose, which was why he was banished from the country in the first place. Do you honestly think this individual would assault my grandson’s fiancé and I wouldn’t investigate why?”

I was gobsmacked. “You knew as far back as all that?”

She walked around to perch on her desk in front of us. “I didn’t know anything for certain until Jack was born. When Dashiell commented that he came on Halloween just like you thought, the final piece slid into place. I had a DNA test performed with the litany of other tests.”

She dropped the information so blithely, as if it weren’t a gigantic invasion of our privacy. “How could you?” Auggie breathed.

“It was for Aldayne,” she replied. “How could I not?”

“So, you knew Jack wasn’t a Quinn?” I echoed. Her eyes met mine.

“Jack is a Quinn. And he will get every benefit of being Augustine’s firstborn son, including his rightful place in succession to the throne.”

“But why?” Auggie asked. I knew he was as thrown about this new development as I was.

She gave him a smile. “Because you’re my grandson, Auggie. And mine to protect.” She glanced at me. “You both are. And especially little Jack.”

I began crying again, this time in relief. All this time we had kept this information from her because that was what we thought we had to do to protect our family, but instead she was proving to be our greatest and most powerful ally.

“Then you can see that we can’t let Christopher anywhere near Pea or Jack,” Auggie argued.

She sighed again. “Unfortunately, this is the part of being a sovereign that doesn’t come easily. The compromises we must make for the greater good. If we don’t give in on this issue, they will do everything to sully your image, making it harder for you to accede when it is time to do so. That includes outing Jack’s true paternity.” She added just in case we had forgotten how high the stakes were.

We hadn’t.

“Fine,” Auggie agreed, much too quickly for my tastes. “Then cancel my tour of duty. I can’t leave Pea and Jack alone for four months with someone like Christopher at the back door.”

She sighed again. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, either. With Ree’s marriage, we’re going to have to accelerate your coronation, not prolong it. I want you to take a six-month assignment.”

My heart dropped to my feet. Six months? Now? I thought about the great news I had come bearing. If Queen Maeve got her way, my husband would be gone almost the entire pregnancy. 

“No way,” Auggie asserted. “I’m not going to be away from my family that long.”

“Auggie,” she started, but he leapt from the chair. “You have powerful enemies who know your darkest secret. We can afford no delays in your becoming king. That will be what ultimately saves your family.”

He swung around to face her. “You’re asking me to leave my wife alone with her rapist living next door!”

His outburst took her off guard, but she had been a queen long enough to hide it well behind a soft intake of breath. She turned to me. “It was a sexual assault?”

I sighed. I had never wanted to share this story with her. But there seemed little choice. “It was a one-night stand,” I tried to clarify. “But...,” I lost the words.

“He slipped off the condom without her consent,” Auggie finished for me. “She didn’t consent to the consequences of unprotected sex and wouldn’t have had sex with him at all if she knew. But he took her choices away. He took her consent away. That’s assault.” 

“I see,” she said, clasping her hands together in her lap. 

“And you know what he did to her in the airport bathroom. He was ready to rape her violently. She bore bruises from his assault for days. He’s a dangerous man.”

She stood and walked around her desk, glancing out the large, mullioned window. “They’re no doubt counting on this being a dealbreaker, then,” she decided. She turned to us. “That is why it can’t be.”

“Grandmother,” Auggie began.

“You’ve heard that adage about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer? Keep him where you can see him. It’s the only way to play this hand.”

“Fine. But I go nowhere. I will not leave her alone for six months if you move him into King’s Watch.”

She sat. “I’m afraid I cannot do that,” she said with a shake of her head. “If he’s as dangerous as you say, that’s more argument to ensure that you take the throne sooner rather than later. Which will move you into Shimmering Falls and further out of his reach.”

I felt my nausea rise again. I had only one bullet left in the chamber. It wasn’t how I wanted to tell my husband our good news, but I was desperate. He couldn’t leave me for six months. Not now. “I’m pregnant,” I said softly, with no fanfare or gentility. 

Both Auggie and Maeve swung around to face me. “You’re what?” they asked in unison.

I sighed. “That’s what I came here to tell you. I’m not coming down with a bug. I did the calculations and I realized I was late. I called Dr. Hamish for an emergency appointment, and she confirmed I’m six weeks along.”

Auggie raced to my chair and landed on his knees in front of me. “Pea,” he breathed. 

I attempted a small smile. “We’re due September 21st.”

He took me immediately into his arms. “Peaches,” he said as he hugged me tight, laughing and crying at once. It was mostly the reaction that I wanted when I came to Shimmering Falls if you didn’t count all the Christopher parts.

“I thought it wasn’t a good idea to get pregnant again so soon,” Maeve said, worry furrowing her brow.

I nodded. “With my history of placenta previa, and the complications I had with Jack, it’s not ideal. There’s a greater chance of an early birth,” I added, so she would see why Auggie couldn’t leave for so long.

Auggie showered me with kisses. “I’ll take care of you.” He placed his hand on my belly. “I’ll take care of both of you. I promise. My love,” he said again before he swept me into another hug.

Again, Maeve walked around the desk to sit in front of us. “That is why you have to go on this tour of duty, Augustine.”

He swung around to face her. “Are you serious? I can’t leave her now. Not for six months.”

“The sooner we can crown you king, the safer your whole family, Auggie. You must know that. This baby is going to paint an even bigger target on her back.”

“Which is why I’m not going anywhere,” he gritted between clenched teeth.

She pursed her lips and considered us quietly for a moment. “We have to keep it a secret. Just for now. From everyone,” she added, looking at me.

“Who would I tell?” I asked. When she didn’t answer me right away, I got the sinking feeling I knew. “You mean I can’t tell my family?”

She shook her head. “No one can know. Not for a little while. But they can stay with you for now. Until I can have another property built close by, between Castlewick and King’s Watch, so we fulfill our promise to your father to watch over the Keep.”

I scoffed softly. “The compromise.”

She nodded. “But better than that, this will put construction in between you and Ree and Christopher for now. With the staff and guards that we already have, that should keep you safe until we’re in better position to reveal the truth.”

I sighed. “Can’t you just send Christopher away for some stupid tour of duty?”

“Preferably on my ship,” Auggie clipped. “Where I can dump him at sea.”

She gave him regal side-eye. “Do you really want him to fulfill any requirements to get him closer to the throne, Auggie?” she asked. I knew then that was the missing requirement that she had mentioned to Allan. Ree told me herself she had never gone to the military academy. It was the final block between Ree, Christopher and the throne. “He’s positioned on the chess board, but he’s still a mere pawn. Let’s keep it that way.”

Auggie’s face screwed into a scowl. She patted him on the shoulder as she rose. “The good news is the Aldayneans already love you, Peaches and Jack. They’ll be excited for baby number two.”

“So, save it until it can have the strongest PR impact, is that what you’re saying?” Auggie asked.

“Yes,” she answered honestly and without hesitation. She sat back at her desk. The seat of power. The one that couldn’t be questioned. “We’re playing the long game now, Augustine. If you trust me, we can win.”

He turned to me. “I don’t want to leave you. Not now. Not ever.”

I took his hand. “I don’t want you to leave.”

“So, what do we do?” he asked softly. 

I glanced at Maeve, who watched me carefully. I took a deep breath. “We trust our queen.”
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Chapter Three
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The queen did relent that Auggie could go home with me that afternoon, but that was the end of our good news. His commanding officer had already scheduled the six-month tour, starting at the end of Aldays.

From March through August, my husband would be at sea.

“I’m going to miss everything,” he grumbled as he held me close in the state car as we sped back to Castlewick. He placed his hand on my tummy, which I covered with my own.

“You’ll be back by September first,” I assured. “We’ll have most of the month to get ready for our little girl.”

He grinned at me. “You think it’s a daughter, too?”

I nodded. I had no real reason to believe it, but it was like my heart just knew. Just like I knew with Jack. “Conceived right there in the throne room. I’d bet money.”

He held me closer. “A royal beginning fit for a princess.”

I smiled. “What shall we name her?”

He leaned his head against the seat. “Let’s see. How does your mother do it again?”

I chuckled. “If we go by my mother’s method, we could end up calling her Porcelain, for the other types of thrones I’ll be in front of for the next few weeks.”

He chuckled. He remembered the beginning of our courtship well. “Dr. Hamish will take care of you. Just like last time. I just wish that I could.”

I lifted his face to look at me. “You are taking care of us, Auggie. The sooner you can become king, the safer we’ll all be.” 

He shook his head. I knew he didn’t fully believe that. “I don’t trust that fucker as far as I can throw him. And I’d love to test just how far that is,” he added. 

“Me, too,” I responded, thinking about poor Riona. “He’s going to break her heart.”

“If she’s lucky,” Auggie muttered. I shuddered and he held me closer. “I’m not going to let him hurt you, Pea. Not ever again.”

I held onto my husband, and his promise, for all it was worth.

Sean made a similar promise as we pulled into the private drive at Castlewick. “I will defend you with my life, Your Grace,” he swore with a bow.

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that,” I said, before taking him into a hug. Whether it was proper or not, I no longer cared. Sean had always been my rock. I knew Christopher stood no chance against him. And I knew he was too much of a coward and a weasel to try.

My first challenge was facing my mother upon my return. She surveyed my face quietly, reading me like a book. “You still look so pale, Pea. Are you sure you’re okay?”

I gulped. “Just a bug, I’m sure,” I lied. It cut my heart to the quick.

To change the subject, we assembled the family in the McPhee apartment. To my surprise, Fern was already there. She looked like I felt. I could tell in a millisecond she already knew about Christopher. But I had to put a pin in that conversation. There were other matters to discuss first.

“Because Auggie’s cousin Riona has married, King’s Watch will go to her,” I told my mom and dad, who took the news surprisingly well. 

“All I wanted was the job,” Dad said. 

“You’ll still have that,” Auggie promised. “The Queen has already approved a plot of land between Castlewick and King’s Watch to be deeded to you. With that comes the duty of taking care of the Keep.”

“And you’ll be closer,” I added with a smile, to sweeten the pot. 

Auggie nodded. “Until construction is completed, you won’t have to leave at all.”

“Good,” Dash said, cradling a sleepy Jack in his arms. “I like living in a castle.”

We all laughed. 

“It’s also good because Pea will need you all more than ever the next few months. The Queen has increased my tour of duty to six months so that we can hold the coronation by early next year.”

Dash’s lip quivered. “You’re going away for six whole months?”

Auggie nodded. “I have to. It’s my duty as king. To know how to lead, I need to know how to serve.”

“Six months is a long time,” my little brother pouted. “You’ll miss my birthday.”

Auggie laughed. “I’ll miss a lot of things. But it’s only six months. Right?”

“We’ll take good care of Jack and Pea,” my mom promised. “You won’t have to worry about anything.”

“I know, Mom,” he smiled. She smiled back. Auggie rose to gather Jack in his arms. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I want to steal some private time with my wife and my son.”

Most were okay with this, except for Fern.

“If I could have just a minute with your lovely bride,” she asked, and Auggie would never have denied her. 

She pulled me onto the terrace overlooking the Keep. “You need to talk to the queen,” she said. “Auggie can’t leave you alone right now.” Her eyes drifted to the distance, where we could see King’s Watch a few short miles away. I shuddered when I realized that would be Christopher’s new home.

Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

I sighed. “How’d you hear?”

She pulled out her phone and brought up the PING article announcing the whirlwind romance between Riona and Christopher. His arrogant smile nauseated me at once. “Wait a minute,” she said. “You knew?” I nodded. “How’d you hear?”

“He was at Shimmering Falls with Riona and all the rest of the Byrnes, fighting for King’s Watch.”

“Oh, Pea,” she said, pulling me into a hug. “I should have known that’s why you were so pale, looking like you could barf at any second. I thought maybe...,” she started, but then stopped herself.

“Thought what?” I persisted.

She sighed. “I thought maybe you were pregnant.”

I took a step back. “What makes you think that?”

She shrugged. “You look just like you did last year. I dunno. I guess it was just wishful thinking.”

“What do you mean?”

She stepped closer and took my hands in hers. “I thought it would be cool if we could be pregnant together.”

It took me a minute to get what she was saying. As her smile widened, realization dawned. “Oh, my, God. Fern!” I took her into my arms. “What? When?”

She laughed. “It’s going to sound stupid, but I think it happened in Ademar. I just found out last night when Gav convinced me to do a pregnancy test. The doctor confirmed it this morning.”

My brain tangled. “But I don’t understand. Were you trying?”

She shrugged. “We weren’t trying but we weren’t trying not to, either. We decided to let nature take its course after we found the house and it had all these huge rooms to fill. Because we both came from big families, we knew we wanted to get started right away and have as many as possible. I’m not getting any younger,” she chuckled. “But the minute we landed in Ademar, everything felt different. Like it was meant to be. Even the way we made love was different. Purposeful,” she added.

I nodded, thinking about the throne room. 

“When they told me you were so sick, I dunno. I guess I got my hopes up. I know that you and Auggie wanted to get started right away on Baby Number Two.”

My stomach dropped as I thought about the lie that I would have to tell my own beloved sister. My best friend. My soulmate. “Dr. Hamish advised against it,” I mumbled. “With my history, it was too risky.”

“Boo,” she said, pulling me into another hug. “I have always wanted to share a pregnancy with you. That’s dumb, isn’t it?”

I shook my head. It wasn’t dumb at all. I had wanted the same thing. And now we were both pregnant, and there was no way I could tell her the truth. It hurt more than I ever dreamed possible.

“I guess I’ll be the one bringing you ginger tea,” I hid my lie with a smile.

She hugged me again. “Oh, Pea.” She pulled back. “You have to keep it a secret. For just a little bit,” she added. 

“Why?”

“His parents are old fashioned,” she explained. “We figure we’ll announce it after the wedding in March. So, for right now, let’s keep it just between us.” She squealed a little. “But I had to tell somebody, right? How could I not tell you?”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Thank you for trusting me,” I managed.

She laughed. “Of course, silly. I trust nobody more than my own sister.”

The knife twisted. “Even your husband-to-be?” I asked.

“He’s close,” she nodded. “But you’re blood.” She linked her arm with mine. “The original Ride or Die.”

The lump now felt like a huge rock lodged in my throat as we went back into the castle. She and Gav went on their way as I returned to the private apartment that I shared with Auggie. He had already set up the table with candles and rose petals and a couple of red velvet cupcakes. “What did you do?”

He pulled me into his arms. “I thought we could celebrate. We should celebrate. We have been so blessed.”

He bent for a kiss before walking me over to the table. Amber liquid filled two flutes. 

“Your favorite,” he said with a smile as he handed me the glass. I took a sniff and chuckled.

“Ginger ale,” I said softly with a smile.

“The finest vintage. Flat, just like you like it.” He held up his glass to make a toast. “To my beautiful wife and our growing family. You are my miracle and my heart’s joy. I love you, Pea.”

A tear formed at the corner of my eye as I said, “I love you, too.” We clinked our glasses and sipped our flat ginger ale before he sat me down to eat a bite or two of the decadent cupcakes that he’d had delivered from my favorite bakery in Cochrann. 

When those tentative bites reappeared some thirty minutes later, he was there in the bathroom with me, bathing my face and holding my hair. After I was done, he picked me up like a doll and carried me towards the large bed, where he held me until I drifted to sleep. 

Apparently, that was where the stress of the day was waiting for me. I had a dream that I was in labor, and it was Cillian between my legs, delivering my baby. I felt him rip the child from my womb before handing it off to Christopher. They left me broken and bleeding as they took my crying baby away. I tried to scream no, but I could produce no sound. 

“Babe,” I heard a voice say. 

I blinked awake. Auggie was sitting on the bed, cuddling Jack on his chest as he watched TV quietly. 

“Are you okay?”

I struggled to sit up. “Yes, of course,” I dismissed easily. “Bad dream,” I said, because that was all I wanted to say. I felt such impending doom that I feared speaking the words would only make the dream a reality, like invoking my very own curse. This wasn’t the day for that.

“I’d say,” he agreed. “You were tossing and moaning.”

I reached for Jack, caressing his soft cheek with the back of my finger. “Didn’t wake our little man, though, did I?”

He grinned down at Jack. “He was as tired as you. Who needs a nanny? Dashiell knows how to wear him out.”

I chuckled. “We should probably think about that, though. Given the circumstances. They’ll have to be discreet. And possibly know jujitsu or something.”

His face set in a grim line as he aimed the remote towards the TV, turning the volume up for the local news that had announced Duchess Riona had finally found her prince charming.

“But he’s not a prince at all, is he?” one anchor said to another, as a picture of Christopher appeared behind them. “He’s not nobility, but an American tabloid journalist. Word has it that matters little to the Duchess, who has been rumored to have already married him and changed his name.”

“What is it with our Aldaynean royalty?” the other anchor wanted to know. “Are there no suitable spouses in the country from which to choose?”

The frame changed to the protestors, who carried “No Reign, No Rule” picket signs. “That’s what we’re hearing from the Liberate Aldayne movement, who have asked why they should trust kings and queens who cannot even choose Aldaynean spouses.”

The photo changed to Cillian and Hannah. “At least Duke Cillian Byrnes shops domestically. His new flame is none other than Lady Hannah Covington, with a pedigree suitable for anyone in line for the throne.”

“Looks like it’s getting serious,” the other talking head replied. “Cillian has gone from No Second Dates to having Hannah steady on his arm at every event. If the trend holds, both Byrnes will likely wed and be ready to take the throne if Prince Auggie decides to once again take flight back to the States with his new American family.”

I grabbed the remote and shut off the news. “No wonder I was having nightmares,” I muttered.

He kissed Jack on the top of his head before he slipped from the bed and tucked our baby son in his nearby bassinet. Auggie wore a smile as he climbed back into bed and took me into his arms. 

“I know how to chase the shadows away,” he said before kissing me deep.

I wrapped my arms around him. “We should probably be gentle. Just in case.”

He kissed his way down my body, pausing at my belly to kiss our lil sprout. “Anything for my queen and my princess.” 

He disappeared between my legs, gently making me forget about anything other than the pleasure to be found at the tip of his tongue. He was painstakingly patient as he prepared me for him. When he finally entered me, it was with steady tenderness that both filled me and made me ache for more. We rode that razor’s edge as he thrust into me with short, decisive strokes that took me right up to the edge. He buried himself within me, using his fingers between our bodies to send me rocketing into space. He savored every spasm before he allowed himself to empty inside of me.

That night when we drifted asleep there were no nightmares, just the sound of my husband’s strong heartbeat in my ear as I slept soundly with my head against his chest.

I didn’t know what I would do without him for six months. 

But if we were going to prevent my nightmares from coming true, I knew we had to try. 
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Chapter Four
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I mustered the strength to head to Wandermere the following day, to meet with the committee for our final few days before the Aldays celebration began. I still felt like crap, but I decided to hide it well with all the tricks I learned from my first pregnancy. 

Still, nothing made me want to projectile vomit like getting to the office and finding Ree showing off her ring to anyone who wanted to see it... which, in fact, was everyone. The ring was a three-carat aldrite monstrosity. “It was my mother’s,” she beamed as she stared at it, weighting down her left hand. “Father’s idea. He was so charmed by Christopher formally asking for my hand in marriage that he declared his new son-in-law needed an engagement ring fit for a queen.” She giggled, then caught herself as she stole a glance my way. “I mean...,” she started. I waved it away.

“You are a queen, Ree,” I said. “You deserve the finest ring possible.” And the finest husband, I wanted to add, but all eyes were upon me. This wasn’t the moment for that discussion.

“Who knows what the future holds,” Eloise commented. “Now that Allan has taken Christopher to enroll in the academy this morning, he’s just a couple of years away from being eligible to become king. I guess it’s a race to the finish, isn’t it?”

My stomach dropped. They were certainly doing everything in their power to make it so, weren’t they? 

“First, we have to wed in the church of Aldayne,” Ree corrected. “Father wants it to be a big, royal to do. Not as fancy as yours, Pea,” she was quick to add. “But I think we can pull something off, can’t we, ladies?”

My eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

Ree was so happy she nearly split in two. “The queen has approved our request. My church wedding is the next planned event after Aldays. Isn’t that wonderful?”

My stomach threatened to rebel. I wanted to place my hand on my tiny little bug, so named after the lie I would have to tell everyone for why I was feeling so poorly. But I knew better than to give any clues away. Eloise and her best friend Katherine Gilroy, the Marchioness of Eldemar, watched how I processed every single piece of information, searching for any weaknesses to exploit.

The only one who looked even remotely sympathetic to my situation was Viv. I found out why later, when she brought me a bottle of water as I took a moment for myself in the executive break room in the penthouse. “You okay, Pea?” she asked, her eyes scanning my face. “You look like hell.”

“Fighting off a stomach bug,” I shrugged, repeating the wretched lie.  

She nodded and took a seat next to me. “I suppose it has nothing to do with an old flame of yours marrying into the family.”

My eyes swung to hers. “Old flame?”

She watched me carefully. “That’s how he tells it, anyway.”

“Tells it?” I repeated. “To whom?”

She sighed. “Caz was doing a little recon, getting to know this potential consort. He made the connection between those dreadful tabloid journalists and this Christopher Tyler fellow and wanted to question him about it. Apparently, Christopher was full of tales how you were getting cozy last year, right around the time you met Auggie. Supposedly you dropped him like a stone.”

My mouth dropped open. “Is that so?”

“No judgment,” she assured. “Well, a little bit of judgment,” she added, making a face. “He’s slippery as an eel, that one. And just as disgusting.” Off my expression, she added, “I caught him chatting up one of the servants. A young girl, barely out of high school. Making some inappropriate innuendo. Just because he thought he could, I guess. I know the type. In fact, I’ve married the type,” she added with a wry grin. “And divorced him just as easily.”

“Then why is Allan so supportive of this marriage? Surely, he’s put all these clues together, same as you.”

She sighed. “It’s strategic, isn’t it? And it’s not like he’s ever really shown any care or concern for Ree’s emotional wellbeing.”

Vomit rose in my throat. I drank some water. “You really think Allan wants Ree and Christopher to rule?”

She scoffed. “Not a chance in hell. He’s groomed Cillian for the role. And Cillian is more than ready to take it. My guess is that Allan chose someone with connections to you to drive you and Auggie back to the States, which is why he is fighting so hard to put him at your doorstep. When he serves his purpose, Allen will likely chew Christopher up and spit him back out again.”

“I’d pay to see that,” I muttered. 

She hesitated only a moment. “I take it things didn’t end well between you two.”

“Things never started,” I snapped, much sharper than I intended. I sighed. “We worked together. But he treated me like garbage. Girls like me aren’t people to guys like him. There was no dating. No relationship. He wouldn’t even call me by my first name until months after I quit my job.”

Her lips pursed. “I suspected as much. I didn’t think you’d stoop so low to sleep with someone so vile.”

Again, I had to take a sip of water to fight another wave of nausea. 

“That’s good news I suppose. Let Allan’s plan blow right up in his face.”

I met her gaze. “But what about Ree? She’s the one who’s going to get hurt in all of this. You royals might not know anything about cockroach infestations, but Christopher Tyler could survive a nuclear blast and you wouldn’t get rid of him. All he’s ever wanted was position, power, and money. Now he’s a Byrne,” I added, bitterly. “He’s got it all.”

It was her turn to sigh. “This life is not an easy one, as you know. And it’s harder still for a Byrne. He’s a ridiculously small fish in an excessively big pond, filled with sharks who will not take kindly to any hint of a grift. With any luck, he’ll be gone within a year.”

“And where does that leave Ree?” I asked again. “Brokenhearted. Maybe even pregnant. You don’t know him like I do. He’ll do anything to cement his place in your family.”

She leaned forward, her hand on mine. “I hear you. And I agree. But consider there’s a reason why they always shoot the messenger. No one wants to hear painful truths, especially from the lips of a friend.”

“In other words, I can’t say anything.”

Those clear eyes held me fast. “She wouldn’t hear it even if you did.”

It was my turn to sigh. “So, I guess that means I have to go along with this farce of a wedding?”

“Comes with the job, Your Grace,” Viv commented. “Never let them see you sweat. And never show them the cards in your hand.”

I scoffed. “Maybe it’s time we change all that and bring back the guillotines.” 

She laughed. “I’d pay to see that,” she grinned. She stood to her feet. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s put on a show.”

The first order of business when we reconvened was picking a venue. Ree already had her heart set on what she considered the perfect place. “Greystone Abbey,” she grinned. “It was Christopher’s idea,” she added. “Said it looked like it came right out of a fairy tale.”

My lips pursed. I didn’t say it, but I couldn’t help but wonder if it had anything at all to do with the fact this was the same abbey where all Aldaynean coronations were held. Their being wed there added another level of legitimacy. I knew in an instant it wasn’t so much Christopher’s idea as it was Allan’s.

“Father’s already discussed it with the queen,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “She said it would be available in June.”

My stomach plummeted. That meant I would have to endure the whole hellish debacle without Auggie, who would still be at sea. 

Eloise watched my expression closely. Pouncing on the moment, she said, “All you need now is your wedding party, Ree. Who do you want standing up with you on your big day?”

Ree turned to me, her eyes hopeful. “I was thinking maybe you would like to do it.”

“Me?” I squeaked.

She nodded. “Without you, I never would have pursued anything with Christopher. You gave me confidence to chase after my happily ever after. There’s no one I’d want more sharing that moment with me.” She took my hands in hers. “Please say yes, Pea.”

All I could do was stare into those big, eager eyes. I wanted to say so much, to help her, to stop her. “Of course,” I found myself saying instead. I took her into my arms. “Yes.”

She practically danced in her chair, my worst news, her best news. “Yay!” she said with a happy giggle. “Cillian has already agreed to be Christopher’s best man.”

Great, I thought with a mental eye roll. Not only will Auggie be gone, but I would also be thrust into social situations with his mortal enemy.

This was shaping up to be some year.

When Ree asked me to stay afterwards, for some celebratory Chinese food, I couldn’t deny her. I was her matron of honor now, after all; one who was desperately thinking of any way at all I could talk her out of this ill-conceived marriage.

“I was thinking maybe, if you’d be open to it, you could contact your designer and stylist for the wedding,” she said, bringing some plates and flatware to the table in the penthouse, where we could look out over Queen’s Quay as the sun set and the city of Wandermere came to life with all the twinkling lights below us. “They made you look like a movie star,” she said as she sat. “I know I’ll never be as pretty as you, but any help at all is appreciated.”

I swallowed down what I really wanted to say. Instead, “Don’t say that, Ree. You’ll be a lovely bride. I know it.”

She giggled as she unpacked the food. “You’re so sweet,” she dismissed. “I know what I am. I know what I’m not. I’m just so lucky someone like Christopher sees the things no one else has been able to see.” She heaved a moony sigh. “He’s my dream come true, Pea.”

She placed a plate in front of me, loaded with all my spicy Asian favorites. But the last thing I wanted to do was eat. The smell damn near sent me running for the nearest toilet, though I wasn’t sure if it was from the morning sickness or the deception.

“It all seems so sudden,” I offered instead.

Again, she giggled. “Not as sudden as you might think. I’d been talking with Charles for a while. That’s where we really got to know each other.”

“Behind the masks?” I asked.

She nodded. “Sometimes that’s where we feel bravest to be ourselves. You wouldn’t know anything about that,” she said. “You’re confident and beautiful. You go out in the world and people can see who you are. It doesn’t come as easily to the rest of us.”

I sighed. “When did you meet?” 

“Believe it or not, it wasn’t long after your wedding.”

I bit back any comment that I believed it. She gushed on.

“I think it woke up the romantic in me. I started writing all these poems and these stories. Father never understood,” she added sadly. “He’d find me working on one and tell me that it would never amount to anything. And he had a point. It wasn’t like it was going to make any money or be a career or anything.”

“That’s not what art is for,” I said gently. “You should create simply for the joy of creating it.”

“That’s what I told him. That I was expressing myself. He told me that writing something no one will see wasn’t expressing oneself.” She sat up a little straighter to adopt his demeanor and tone. “’You’re just screaming into the void.’”

We laughed together. 

“I decided to find something to do online. Behind a mask, but out there,” she said. “The only one who knew anything about it at all was Cillian, who caught me chatting during work.” She offered an embarrassed giggle. “He swore he’d never tell. He knew it was all harmless fun. Then, around Halloween, there he was. My Charles. My Christopher.” Her face grew wistful. “He said he had just gotten off a bad relationship. He only wanted to be friends. He was so badly burned,” she added sadly. “He told me I gave him hope. And just like that, things began to change. Exchanged poems became emails. Emails became phone calls. Then, London,” she added with the dreamy smile of a woman who had fallen into her own personal fairy tale. She glanced at her ring. “And now, here we are. The happiest either of us have ever been.”

There was so much I wanted to say to her. “Ree,” I started, as I tried to gather my thoughts. “There’s something I think you should know.”

She glanced at the food I had pushed around the plate. Her eyes met mine. She could clearly see the darkness there. I read her expression in a minute. “You don’t have to tell me anything, Pea,” she said softly. “He already told me everything.”

My throat tightened. “What?”

“I know it was you who broke his heart.”
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Chapter Five
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I think I stared at her, open-mouthed, for nearly a full minute before I said anything. “I’m sorry. What?”

She took a deep breath. It was clearly a difficult topic for her, too. “When Father found out that I had gone to meet Christopher in his London hotel, he was furious. He came barging in just like the Calvary. He’s the one that ripped the mask right off, telling me that Christopher was a tabloid reporter for PING and had almost exclusively targeted the royal family. You,” she clarified softly. 

My eyes narrowed. It sounded a little convenient. Like a setup.

“Father drilled him until he broke, admitting that you both had a clandestine love affair and an acrimonious split. He was so upset that you had decided to go on tour with Auggie instead, he lost his job, had to start over with PING. He had these angry poems in the beginning. He was so hurt. Broken.” She took my hands in hers. “But he’s over that now, Pea. He wants to start fresh. He knows now that you were simply destined to be with other people, people who are better suited. I know things were bad when you broke up. But it’s different now. You’re happy. We’re happy. I know in my heart we can get through this. We can be family,” she added in a hopeful whisper.

I swallowed hard the words I wanted to say as I desperately tried to substitute other words in their place. “Ree,” I started. She was quick to cut me off. 

“I know he wasn’t the one to make you happy, but he makes me happy. So incredibly happy. I never even knew I could feel this way, Pea.”

She was killing me. “Ree,” I started again.

“Unless there’s some small part of you that still loves him,” she offered. I could almost hear the silent plea in her voice, begging me to assuage her fears and let her know that wasn’t even a possibility.

“Not even remotely,” I assured. She practically wilted in relief. “There was never a relationship. The animosity we felt was mutual.”

She nodded. “He told me that you’d say that. He explained that you had to pretend you weren’t dating because you didn’t want anyone at the office to know. Then, after Auggie, you didn’t want anyone to meddle any more into your private life.”

“Which he did,” I gritted between clenched teeth. “Don’t you think he’d have used me dumping him as an excuse to trash me? He went after my grandparents, for fuck’s sake.”

“And he’s sorry for that,” she told me. “He wants more than anything to mend all these broken fences. These broken roads led us all right where we needed to go. There’s no point in holding onto grudges.”

My head felt like it might explode from all the words jammed up in my brain that I couldn’t spill from my mouth. Worse, my stomach threatened to rebel from the spicy scent of the uneaten food. Just as I opened my mouth, vomit lurched up my throat, burning with acidic bile. I shot out of my seat and scrambled to the bathroom, where I nearly spray-painted the back wall of a stall with the rejected contents of my stomach. I was there on my knees when Ree found me.

“Oh, my God. Pea! Are you okay?”

“Just a bug,” I mumbled before ralphing again. 

“I’ll get you a wet towel,” she said before scurrying away to fulfill her promise. Within minutes she had returned, joining me on the floor, bathing my face with a cool, wet towel. “I’m so sorry, Pea,” she said softly as she did so. “You clearly haven’t been feeling well. I pushed when I shouldn’t have.”

“Don’t apologize, Ree. It’s not your fault.”

“Maybe not my fault,” she conceded. “But definitely my responsibility.” Our eyes met and held. “All my life, everyone in the family has held grudges over the littlest provocation. I’ve tried everything I could to make peace with everyone. What’s the use of having a big family if all you do is bicker and backstab all the time?”

I couldn’t argue that.

“We have a chance to start something new, Pea. With our two houses. Yours with Auggie. And mine with Christopher. Two branches from the same tree. It doesn’t have to be like the old days. We can make it better. I know we can. Please tell me you’ll try.”

She wanted me to play nice with a liar who had hated me, disrespected me, and violated my trust. I wanted to barf all over again. 

But then, I remembered what the Queen said.

Keep your friends close. And your enemies closer.

Maybe I couldn’t yet spill the beans who Christopher really was and what he could do to the people around him. But I knew he wouldn’t expect me to advance towards enemy fire.

Perhaps that was exactly what I needed to do.

I found myself nodding and returning her smile before she hugged me tight.

Auggie, however, had a few questions about my plan.

“You did what?!” he thundered as we sat across the table that evening for a late dinner after his piloting lesson.

This woke up Jack, who slept in a bassinet nearby. I quickly rose to comfort him. “Isn’t this what Old Mother advised?”

“Old Mother’s the Queen,” he muttered. “She could have him beheaded if she really wanted to.” I cocked an eyebrow, intrigued at the thought. “You know what I mean,” he corrected himself quickly.

“You didn’t see Ree’s face, Auggie. She’s over the moon. If I tell her the truth, it’ll devastate her.”

“She’ll get over it,” he argued.

“Are you so sure?” I shot back.

He sighed as he tossed his silverware on the table. “This is ridiculous. We should just tell the truth.”

It was my turn to mutter. “Why break with tradition now? We’ve been lying about one thing or the other from the moment we met, haven’t we?” I held my baby close to my bosom. “And now I can’t even tell my family about Bug.” I thought about Fern and how desperately I wanted to share the joys of our mutual pregnancies. It felt like a significant betrayal that I couldn’t confide in her the way she confided in me. And my sister and I didn’t do betrayals. Ever.

Auggie sighed as he rose from the chair, walked over to me, and took fussy Jack into his arms. “I don’t want Christopher near you. Either of you. He’s dangerous. And volatile. He’s going to barrel down on Ree like a locomotive. It’s a virtual certainty. I just don’t want either of you getting hurt in the process.”

I patted Jack on his back as he settled against Auggie’s chest. “Jack and I are as protected as we’ve ever been. We have guards and staff and an entire military. Poor Ree is all alone, like a rabbit used as bait. Allan and Cillian put her in Christopher’s path willfully. You know they did.” I sighed. “And maybe there’s a part of me that feels like I can pull her from the tracks before it’s too late.”

He pulled me into the crook of his other arm, kissing the top of my head. “It was that big heart of yours that made me fall in love with you,” he murmured. “You’ll be an amazing queen, my love.”

I reached for a kiss and prayed that day would happen sooner rather than later. For all our sakes. Only when Auggie was crowned king would this ridiculous game be over, and the greedy Byrnes could scurry back into their side of the chess board until the next time the crown was up for grabs.

I cuddled Jack, knowing that was a powder keg waiting to explode one day. But I decided not to borrow tomorrow’s trouble.

We had way too much on our plate as it was. Aldays was coming. Jack was about to meet Christopher for the first time.
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Chapter Six
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Aldays was a countrywide celebration that began the first weekend of February and lasted throughout the month, culminating on February 28th as their national Independence Day, when King Seamus and Queen Freya declared the country free from their Viking oppressors. There were concerts and parades and festivals across the land, which celebrated the rich history and diversity of Aldayne. It would prove our busiest month of the year, with a list of royal duties as long as my arm.

This began first with moving everyone from Castlewick to Castlegate. Just as it was around Christmas, we opened some of our castles for an open house, where Aldayneans could enjoy these stately residences and honor the history they represented.

Castlegate was the only castle that was regarded as a private family home, highly shrouded in mystery as no one outside the family and its closest inner circle was allowed on the grounds. 

Likewise, Shimmering Falls, the official government home for the sovereign, was kept mostly closed for national security. The only exception were the special tours and receptions given to students and veterans leading up to February 28th.

The good news was that we were all moving out of Castlewick just as Ree and Christopher moved into King’s Watch, putting a significant buffer for the time being between Jack and Christopher. But we were merely biding our time. The family reception to start the month-long celebration was scheduled that Saturday with an afternoon brunch at Shimmering Falls. After which Queen Maeve would open the celebration from the balcony before her devoted subjects.

Like our wedding, we would greet the masses as bells pealed throughout the land, military jets conducted flyovers and bands and dancers performed in joyous celebration of another successful year as a sovereign nation.

The stress of all of it, along with my rampant morning sickness, left me too sick and exhausted to fully enjoy our return to our favorite vacation home that Friday. I went straight up to our private quarters and collapsed in bed as Auggie, Jack and most of the McPhees settled in.

Aside from Archer, who was in Philadelphia, Fern was the only other McPhee who didn’t return to Castlegate. She and Gav had a lot to coordinate as part of the Dance Academy, so it made more sense that she stayed in mainland Aldayne rather than retreat to Mercy Island with the rest of us.

I was thankful for the reprieve. My sister knew me better than anyone. I knew she’d figure out my secret, and my lie, in a minute if she could see my current state. I was certain my mom had likewise figured it out, but so far, she had thankfully not called me on it. 

I needed to harness all my strength to face the rest of the extended family the next day at the brunch, when Jack would make his next official appearance. Both Auggie and I were so sick with worry we brought out the big guns: Audra Tremwell.

While my assistant, Kelly, stayed behind to oversee smooth operations at Castlewick, Audra joined the family on Mercy Island. She was a close friend and confidante, but also served as security thanks to her military background. Like Sean, she was briefed with confidential information, which in this instance included the dirty details about Jack and Christopher, as well as the news about the new baby. Like the queen, Audra felt that was news best played close to the vest for now.

Which made being able to share it with her, one of my best friends, so special. 

I had to wonder if she knew she was going to be an aunt soon thanks to Fern and Gav, but it was a topic I never broached to protect my sister’s confidence.

If she did know, she never broached it either, likely for the same reason. 

“I will keep you safe,” she promised. And I knew she meant it.

I was still a nervous wreck the following day as we prepared for our jaunt over to Shimmering Falls. I dressed my happy, gurgling baby in his finest outfit, black and purple, with the Quinn coat of arms. 

Jorge Navarro and Darcy Masters had returned for the month, to style and dress me for my many social obligations. One look at my pallid complexion and Jorge read me like a book. “Oh, my God, honey. Did the rabbit die? Or just you?”

My eyes shot to his face. “What...what do you mean?”

He gave me the patented Jorge side-eye. “You think you’re the first celebrity I’ve styled that was concealing monstrous morning sickness? Please.”

I glanced around the empty bedroom where we worked, just to ensure nobody could hear the conversation. “Please, Jorge. Nobody knows. I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Don’t worry, princess. I’ve got you. Discretion is my middle name. An extra coat of makeup and nobody will be the wiser. I promise.” He knelt to whisper into my ear, “But congratulations, Your Grace.”

I smiled and clasped his hand. 

I felt a little more confident after he had worked his magic, restoring my natural peaches and cream complexion before Darcy dressed me in a bright purple dress with black detailing, to coordinate with the official Quinn tartan sash. The ball gown would come later, already waiting for me at Shimmering Falls for a wardrobe change.

I did feel like an actress preparing for my next performance as we boarded the helicopters that would take us to Shimmering Falls. Sean piloted the first chopper with Mom, Dad, Dallas, Dash, Darcy, and Jorge. Audra piloted Auggie, Jack and me. We would land last, stopping for the press that waited at Shimmering Falls.

We didn’t say much during the short trip to Wandermere. It was my only indication that Auggie was as stressed out as I was about what lay ahead. He sat straight and tall in his uniform, which now bore a few more medals than it used to. His accelerated education at the academy had earned him entrance into a couple of respected orders. I was so proud of the hard work he was doing, both for our family and for Aldayne. I took his hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. We shared a smile.

We landed just shy of two o’clock in the afternoon. I bundled Jack to brace against the brisk winter air coming off Queen’s Quay as we stepped onto the helipad to greet members of the press, who fired off questions like an assault of gunfire.

“How is the little prince doing?”

I held him up for their cameras. “He’s excited about his first Aldays,” I smiled.

“Although I suspect he’ll probably sleep through most of it,” Auggie added with a smile of his own.

“How are you feeling, Your Grace?” a reporter asked me. “There are reports that you’ve been ill.”

“Just a bug,” I lied again. “The winter flu season gets us all.”

Seemingly satisfied, they turned back to Auggie. “There are murmurs that you have been assigned active duty as part of your military training. Does that mean that a coronation will shortly follow?”

“And does that have anything to do with the fact Riona Byrne will make her new marriage legitimate in the Church of Aldayne, positioning her second in line to the throne?”

Auggie merely chuckled. “You watch too much nighttime telly, my friends. An active tour of duty was already in place before we learned of Riona’s wedding plans. A proper king should know what it’s like to serve alongside his men. Quinns understand that and honor that noble tradition.”

“A far cry from playing music on stage, isn’t it? Does that mean the Duke of Mayhem is dead?”

Auggie’s jaw clinched ever so slightly. I wasn’t even sure if the press had picked it up. But a wife would. I squeezed his hand. He glanced down at me, pulling me closer. 

“The Duke plays for a smaller, more private audience these days,” he assured, before pulling me through the gauntlet towards the palace.

I don’t think either of us breathed easily until we were safely inside, but that relief was short lived as we headed to the Queen’s favorite drawing room where the reception would take place. 

Only Queen Maeve, the Princesses and my family were present as Audra led us into the room. I took my place next to Maeve on the sofa, keeping a sleepy Jack nestled against my chest. She smiled at him, reaching for an affectionate pat. He returned her smile as he held his head up a little to take a gander at his new surroundings.

“He’s getting so big,” she murmured. 

“Thirteen weeks,” I grinned proudly. 

“Already,” she said with a slight shake of her head. “Where does the time go?”

“Perhaps now you understand why six months seems interminable,” Auggie muttered as he sat next to me.

“Not now, Augustine,” she warned, before turning her attention to one of her attendants. With a nod of her head, the reception officially began. I stayed seated with the baby while the others stood to greet our guests, who began to file into the room in order of importance, putting the Byrnes at the front of the line. Allan and Eloise were the first to enter, looking stuffy and miserable as usual. They performed well, bowing to those who required the protocol, even though I had a sneaking suspicion that they died a little inside with each forced obeisance. 

With those they were not required to demonstrate respect, they simply ignored them entirely. In this case, that meant my entire family. Queen Maeve tipped her chin ever so coolly at them to indicate her displeasure, but Allan didn’t kowtow. He simply pulled Eloise by the arm from the room.

Next was Cillian, who brought a very well-dressed Hannah as his date. Dash hopped up when he saw her. Unlike me, he didn’t have any negative memories of Hannah’s time as Jack’s nanny. To him, she was an old, dear friend.

“Hannah!” he squealed as he launched himself into her arms for a big hug. “I didn’t know you were going to be here!”

“She’s dating me now, mate,” Cillian smiled at my little brother. “You’ll be seeing her at a lot more functions.”

“Yay!” Dash exclaimed.

“Yay,” Cillian repeated, stealing a glance our way. Auggie and I both stiffened in response. 

As they approached, Hannah barely concealed her triumphant smile as she linked her arm with Cillian’s. Still, the queen was watching. She curtsied appropriately. “Your Grace,” she greeted, with eyes as cold as steel.

“Hannah,” I clipped in greeting. Cillian’s eyes burned into mine. 

“I hear you haven’t yet hired a new nanny,” she commented casually, reaching to stroke the top of Jack’s head. “Pity.”

“We’re taking our time to find the right fit,” I replied, pulling my son closer to me almost instinctively. “You understand how difficult that might be.”
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