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            ONCE UPON A TIME

          

        

      

    

    
      A beautiful young actress met a real-life handsome prince from a tiny European country while she was filming on location near Philadelphia and he was attending an American graduate school.

      They fell madly, deeply in love, had the big fairytale wedding, produced an heir and a spare and then. . .

      Let's just say that the fairytale foundered and the couple was eventually forgotten when other more famous royal couples filled the headlines with their lives and loves..

      But many years later, the second in line to the throne of Höhenburg also fell in love with an American girl who soon realized that falling for a real prince charming was easy, the whole trying to fit into the royal world thing. . .wasn't.

      

      Follow the Williamson sisters and a few friends to the Principality of Höhenburg  where the men are charming princes or royal pains, the ancestral castle contains secrets, and making up frequently leads to making out. Scandals, humor, riches to rags, secret relationships, and star-crossed lovers await you.

      The Unexpected Royalty Series by Kit Forbes contains shared world, stand alone stories each with a guaranteed Happily Ever After

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK DESCRIPTION

          

          FALLING IN LOVE WITH A REAL PRINCE CHARMING WAS THE EASY PART . . .

        

      

    

    
      Following a fairytale proposal from her sweet, royal boyfriend CJ, American college student Katrina Williamson is bombarded with press encounters from Hell, backstabbing future in-laws, archaic royal rules, and wild conspiracy theories regarding Princess Violet’s tragic death–theories that might not be so wild after all.

      Uncovering the truth behind what really happened to C.J.’s mother, Kat risks losing her own happily ever after.

      
        
        For the best reader experience you may want to read Kat & CJ’s novel length origin story Shopping for a Princess (free at Bookfunnel (newsletter signup optional)
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            KAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Kat reminded herself that she couldn't fidget on the straight-backed chair no matter how endless this graduation ceremony seemed. Instead, she gripped the small neutral color hand bag resting upon her lap, realizing how appropriate a term “clutch” was. She made a mental note to touch base with her sister Sara who undoubtedly knew the entire origin story of every major fashion accessory of the modern world.

      If only she could be more like her sister; as comfortable running around a soccer field in cleats as she was traipsing for hours in heels. Grace and charm firmly planted in her DNA to help navigate her way through any public function, Sara wouldn't have this “antsy” feeling bubbling under the surface, making her dread the thought of accidentally embarrassing a royal fiancé's very proper family.

      Kat's attention snapped back to the stage when CJ's name was called. Not his full name with the Serene Highness and multiple middle names tacked on, but the abbreviated version he'd used when working in America.

      Christian von Höhenburg.

      He accepted the diploma, crossed the dais, then immediately sought her out in the crowd. His warm loving smile made her cares and worries fade away.

      Until it sunk in that the moment of no return had arrived.

      CJ had officially been awarded his Master's in Finance and was going to go full time into the business of being a private investment banker-slash-very public prince. And she was along for the ride. Gripping the leather clutch with both hands, Kat closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      Opening her eyes when her phone vibrated within the handbag, Kat glanced to her left. The royal PA, Mrs. Mueller had given her the heads up that it was time to make a slightly early exit and wait for CJ outside.

      CJ's father and brother rose from their seats with inborn style and grace. Kat followed, doing her best to ignore the inner voice wondering if she was truly ready for this challenge.

      Outside, she scanned the area wishing Mrs. Mueller wouldn't remove herself quite so far from the royals until needed. The personal assistant gave off a harsh vibe, but the job itself and the woman's age accounted for that. The private lunch they'd shared recently had shown a more down-to-earth, vaguely snarky side of the older woman which Kat wouldn't mind seeing again.

      Truth be told, she wouldn't mind having the harsh version nearby to keep her company while she waited for CJ to join her at the post congregation garden party here at the Royal Festival Hall.

      CJ's family had begun making the social rounds with business leaders and school officials as soon as they'd left the main hall where some degrees were still being given. It hadn't taken Kat long to speak to the people she'd met through CJ, but mostly she had become an island unto herself. An island taking in the view of the Thames, partly wishing she was going for a leisurely spin on the giant Ferris Wheel in the distance, if only for the sake of something to do until CJ was able to join them.

      This being alone in a crowd thing was unsettling. She hated acknowledging that it might become a larger part of her life now, at least for the summer when she joined the Höhenburg royals at their ancestral castle in their Alpine principality.

      Since the engagement to CJ had been made public sooner than the royal press office had planned—thanks for nothing paparazzi stalker—the timeline to begin her walk on the royal side was moving quickly. A bit too quickly for her liking. But, as her dad's Uncle Dan was fond of saying, Thems the breaks, kiddo. Roll with it. 

      “A dollar for your thoughts.”

      Despite the warmth of the day, CJ's smooth voice, and the feel of his breath against her neck roused a shiver within Kat.

      She turned, smiled up at him. “Not only did you account for the rising inflation rate back home, you counted in the current exchange rate as well.”

      He held up his leather diploma folder.

      “But of course. After all, I am officially a Master in Finance now.”

      She loved his gentle humor, the way his hazel eyes shone when he looked at her. Most of all she loved knowing that he would always be there for her, would always be the one she could count on no matter what else happened. She ached to be in his arms, or even give him a quick hug, simple kiss—but no, not here.

      No displaying affection in public. He'd been lectured on the subject directly from his father after daring to hold her hand and worse, kissing that hand at the Prince of Wales’ recent royal wedding. Some intrepid BBC camera operator simply had to pan the groom's side of the aisle after the newlyweds went to sign the official record.

      That huge faux pas in protocol had been her first major public debut as CJ's significant other and pinged her on the tabloid press's radar as someone to be on the lookout for.

      Fun times.

      Breathing a soft sigh,  she debated before speaking. “It's fine with me if you want to fly solo with Alex tonight to celebrate. It's your chance to really cut loose and unleash your inner wild child while you still can. You know you want to.”

      “We've been to that nightspot together before.  You enjoyed it.”

      “I enjoy being with you no matter where we are. The noise and crush of people . . .” She made a so-so motion with her hand.

      “I can't promise there won't be noise, but Alex booked the entire club for the evening. Only people we know will be there, and you said a few of your classmates accepted the invitation.”

      She smiled. “Then a-partying we will go.”
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        * * *

      

      “I should have known”

      CJ said later when they descended the curving metal stairs to enter the main area of the club where three out of the four huge flat screens proclaimed
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        Happy Birthday Alex!

      

      

      With animated balloons and glitter falling behind the text. The fourth screen said
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        Congratulations Little Brother!

      

      

      With the text fading in and out over a cell phone picture Alex had taken today of CJ in cap and gown and then to one of awkward preteen CJ at the boarding school he'd attended.

      “Props to your orthodontist, my handsome prince,” Kat purred in his ear. “Those braces did an excellent job.”

      He offered her a slightly pained grin in reply before giving his brother an elbow jab.

      “You said this party was to celebrate my degree.”

      “It is!”

      Alex pointed between them to the screen suspended over the bar.

      “ I gave you the place of honor with the liquor!”  

      He nudged her and CJ forward.

      “Get going, we have a celebration to commence!”

      And celebrate Alex did, enough for all three of them. It was pretty amusing watching him dance his way around the club flirting with both guys and girls. Like her stepsister Sara, he was a born charmer, and within the first hour a good half dozen birthday cakes arrived and he must have gotten countless numbers added into his phone as well as a couple hotel room keys slipped into his pocket.

      Judging from Alex's booming laugh, his favorite gift of the evening was given by Hallie Martin, Kat's old roommate (and unofficial bodyguard) who presented him with a reasonable facsimile of a board game's get out of jail card that she'd doodled on the back of her business card and laminated. He vowed to cherish it always and tucked it into the inner breast pocket of his bespoke suit jacket.

      After Kat's university friends drifted away from their conversation to make the acquaintance of some of Alex's friends, she watched as CJ did channel that inner wild child by deftly slicing open a bottle of champagne with a sommelier's sword to let it flow down into the pyramid of glasses stacked on a table.

      Someone Kat didn't know called out “Do that other bottle thing, the one you said you could do at the Grand Prix party at Geoff's!”

      Kat stared, wondering what exactly the bottle thing was he'd done on his recent night out with the guys.

      CJ caught her eye and grinned before picking up a very large champagne bottle by the neck with both hands and banging the bottom on the heavy wooden bar top. The cork popped; a spray of champagne arced up to the delight of all caught in the shower.

      Somehow it wasn't surprising to see that her ever perfect prince had angled the bottle just so and had hardly gotten wet.

      From her vantage point she admired the way he rode the waves of good cheer across the sea of high society like a seasoned pro with that same natural ease he'd shown in the past months when he'd taken her to a charity gala in New York and then to the royal wedding and following reception here in London.

      She'd survived that unofficial test of her stepping fully into his royal world.

      Before the self-doubt that had been simmering under Kat's surface could stir, CJ made his way toward her and Hallie, offering new flutes of champagne for each of them because Alex wished to propose a bar top toast.

      “The heartiest of congratulations to my brilliant, albeit dull, brother who has the most unusual choice in streaming entertainment fare⁠—”

      “Kinky porn!?” a male voice called out.

      “To my knowledge, no. That sounds more like my cousin Karl's viewing choice.”

      “Karl makes his own porn,” A woman chimed in.

      “Someone give me HIS number now!”

      The crowd erupted in laughter. The laughing spread when a few other voices asked Alex for Karl's number as well.

      “I'm a prince not a pimp! Seek him out yourselves.”

      He raised his glass again.

      “Now toast my brother for being at the top of his graduating class, or I shall have the free bar closed and you lot will have to pay to play.”

      They didn't get Alex to exit “CJ's party” until the wee hours of the morning and only then because the guests had gone and the club employees were getting ready to close.

      Alex leaned onto Kat as she and CJ guided him through the club door while CJ's guard held the outer door.

      Alex gave her cheek a glancing kiss.

      “It'll be a blast having you in the family.”

      “I'm glad you approve.” Holding onto his arm as he sprawled on the rear seat of the embassy town car, she tried to get him upright while his brother helped get his seat belt on from the other side.

      “I mean it. You're adorable and you don't give a shit what anyone thinks of you. Look. Look.”

      He fumbled with his phone and dropped it. Kat gave it back, wishing she hadn't when she saw what he'd chosen as his wallpaper.

      It was that picture.

      The paparazzi pic taken the morning after CJ proposed. As far as she knew they never did find the daring culprit who'd rappelled from the roof to get a shot through one of the condo's narrow kitchen windows.

      Of course, it had been a slower news day so the photo had gone viral. How could it not when it featured a new royal fiancée (an American no less) looking like a wide-eyed mad woman complete with an unkempt ponytail, wearing a baggy USMC T-shirt, and brandishing the huge chef's knife she'd been washing to make it appear she was attacking the photographer she never saw.

      As Kat feared, she'd become an Internet meme with the caption:
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        Making a royal debut, 'Merican style.

      

      

      She groaned. “Is that what you were showing everyone all night?”

      “Isn't it fricking fabulous???

      “No, not even a little.”

      She reached across Alex to nudge CJ then showed him Alex's phone when he turned his head. “You said he was showing off embarrassing photos of your cousin Karl.”

      “The ones of Karl were what he showed me.”

      Grumbling to herself she closed the car door and went to the second car with CJ and Hallie who'd driven them earlier from CJ's building.

      They got Alex back to the hotel and CJ had his guard, Anton help Alex's guard take his brother up to their father's suite while Hallie drove them back to CJ's condo.

      Traffic was fairly light due to the hour, and Kat couldn't wait to get a quick shower and have some quiet, private time after the insanity of the club.

      Hallie insisted on going inside the building with them as a security measure since Anton wasn't there.

      “Old habits die hard, yadda yadda.”

      The door partly opened as soon as CJ put his key in the lock, Hallie grabbed his arm and jerked him back.

      He tried to shake her hand off. Her grip remained firm.

      “Civilians stay put,” she ordered in a terse. low tone. “Go downstairs and call the cops.”

      CJ refused to leave and Kat stayed by his side as he made the call.

      Hallie came back to the door, frowning and shaking her head as if they were children refusing to follow a parental order.

      “You were definitely vandalized. There doesn't seem to be anything obviously stolen, but the cops will have you look.”

      CJ brushed past her to see for himself before Hallie could react.

      “Dude! You can't contaminate a crime scene.”

      Kat moved to follow him and Hallie took a deep breath then held up her hands.

      “Do not touch anything! I'll wait downstairs for backup.”

      Kat braced herself when she entered the flat, relaxing to find the main living area and kitchen seemingly untouched. She swallowed when she saw a pillow had been tossed into the short back hall. “CJ?”

      “Stay put, Katrina. It's a mess.”

      She didn't like the strange unease of his tone, that sounded like a mix of anger and grief. Barely containing a gasp, she stood in the bedroom doorway.

      The room had been ransacked. But not by a typical burglar. C.J's electronics and his messenger bag were placed neatly where usually left them. It seemed the person who did this held some personal grievance because the bedlinens had been pulled off and much of CJ's clothing had been tossed from the large walk-in closet.

      Her attention shifted to CJ.

      Crouched on the floor by his bureau, he stared down at the floor where the acrylic case containing a childhood toy had been knocked to the floor and broken open. The Beanie rabbit itself had been stabbed with the same large chef's knife she'd been holding the day the rappelling photographer caught her “brandishing” it in the kitchen.

      Her heart broke when he looked up with confusion and a hint of sadness.

      “Who would do such a thing. More importantly, why?”

      Kat could only utter a soft. “I don't know.” She held out her hand. He rose, coming forward to grasp it tightly in his. They returned to the outer hall and waited for the police.

      Two uniformed officers arrived first. When the elevator came up again Kat assumed it was the British equivalent of a detective. It was, but she didn't arrive alone.

      Anton and Prince Gerhard's senior security officer came out next. Then Hallie. And bringing up the rear was Kat's godfather, Jesse Odell, who was in London on business for the security contracting firm he co-owned with her father.

      And Jesse, who usually wore an infectious smile, was pissed.
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            KAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Within minutes, one of the London cops had to intervene to stop the thundering argument that erupted between Jesse and Anton. Gerhard's man took Anton aside while Jesse let Hallie walk him out to the hall. Kat followed and tried to intercept him before he called her dad. Tried being the operative phrase.

      “Say the word, Mikey, and I will personally have her back in your living room ASAP.”

      He paused, scowled a bit, then held out his phone to her.

      “I'm fine. Nothing happened, at least not while we were here.” In the background, she heard her dad tapping on his laptop no doubt getting another up to the minute report from whatever insider contacts he had here in London.

      “Would you feel better coming home for a while? Obviously, CJ is more than welcome to stay as well.”

      Kat watched the police forensic guy come out of the apartment. “No one was hurt, she continued. Nothing was taken. They just made a mess and damaged a sentimental keepsake. Alex and Prince Gerhard are going to head back to Höhenburg this morning, anyway. CJ and I will go along with them instead of waiting a few days like we'd planned.”

      I'll leave it to your judgment, then. Put Jesse back on.”

      Kat handed the phone over, then returned inside where the police Inspector and the older uniformed officer were talking to CJ and Prince Gerhard's security head.

      The security chief said he'd wait for them in the lobby and Kat stayed behind to help CJ pack his things. He stood staring at the tiny plastic pellets from the stuffed rabbit that had dribbled out like a little blood puddle.

      'I saw that the police took him. They'll give him back,” she said softly.

      “They can dispose of it. It should have been thrown out long ago.”

      The catch in his voice made her want to cry. “No. He's important, your mother gave him to you.” She pulled out her phone and texted Hallie. “We'll get him back, fix him and reunite him with his little plushie friend Spongebob.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CJ

      

      

      Exhaustion pulled at CJ, but whirling thoughts wouldn't let him rest. He wanted to get up, pace the main area of the hotel suite to try and quiet his mind, but with Katrina dozing close beside him, he wouldn't risk disturbing her by getting up.

      It had been a long day for both of them and he knew she was nervous about going to Höhenburg to meet—and undoubtedly be judged—by extended family and citizens alike.

      He'd been a complete fool by trying to shield her from the royal part of his life. Of course, he'd been shielding himself from it as well. He hated the thought of being on public display, carrying out the necessary engagements as well as finding his way in his new asset management position with the family's private bank.

      Kat moved onto her side and he shifted as well only to grimace when she stirred again, aware of the empty space he'd created between them.

      “Should we get up?”  she mumbled in the soothing voice that had entranced him from the first time he'd heard it the day she'd “rescued” him from the faulty SatNav before disappearing like a jean clad Cinderella. Now he couldn't imagine his life without her.

      “Lavatory. Go back to sleep,” he whispered, easing himself from the plush mattress.

      Once alone, he sat on the wooden bench near the roomy shower, propped his elbows on his knees and rested his head in his hands, the last event of the evening finally hitting him.

      Who had broken into his flat? How had they done it? And that business with the toy and the knife set him on edge.

      Had the police finally caught up with that tabloid photographer who'd rappelled from the roof of his building and frightened Katrina so?  Had they been released on bail?

      An echo of her shriek rang out in his memory to raise a shiver along his spine harder than it had that morning. What if she hadn't gone to the party with him? What if she'd been at the flat tonight⁠—

      Taking slow, deep breaths, CJ calmed himself.

      The bathroom door slid open and he couldn't help but stare breathlessly at the woman he loved more than anything. She was an absolute vision with hair mussed, and wearing only a clingy, camisole top and tiny sleep shorts, sparking a fierce desire that was beyond all reason.

      Her brow creased.  “What's the matter?”

      “Nothing. I was just restless. It will be another long day. You should sleep a bit longer.” He stood and pulled her in for a quick kiss.

      A teasing grin played upon her lips when they parted. She tapped her chin with her index finger.

      “Or, since we're both up, and the day is dawning, we could shower together to save time.”

      “It's strictly a time saving proposition?”

      “Something like that,” she teased, letting her hand drift down to send a surge through his core that made him suck in his breath.

      Humor twinkled in her eyes.

      “If you'd rather not. . .”

      “I most certainly would.” Sliding his arms around her waist he let his hands drift to her hips and pull her flush.

      Sighing, she pressed closer still, her smile warm, bright, the love and desire in her eyes, driving away the unfounded fears and making this moment the only thing that mattered.
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      Höhenburg didn't have an airport so they would take a flight from London into Zurich. From there they would board a helicopter to take them to a heliport about fifteen minutes outside the principality's capital city of Burgstadt.

      Kat couldn't help but smile when she saw the vibrant red Sikorsky helicopter gleaming in the sun. “My dad would love to fly this,” she whispered when CJ directed her to take the window position on the leather bench seat while his father and Alex took their places in the two larger single seats opposite.

      They weren't in the air very long when CJ patted her leg.

      “Look on the right.”

      Kat gasped at her first close glimpse of the ancestral castle as they approached and passed over it all too quickly. “It's magnificent.”

      “And drafty as hell, especially in winter,” Alex added in via his headset mic.

      CJ's father used the mic on his headset to ask the pilot to make another pass so she could see the entirety of the mountaintop estate.

      Kat blushed and mouthed “thank you” to him. CJ draped his arm around her shoulder and leaned in close to brush a feathery kiss across the side of her neck.

      “I knew you would love it.”

      She smiled at him, so much in awe she could barely get the words out. “It's like a dream come true.”

      Set high above the compact capital city, the castle's stone walls and towers seemed carved from the very mountain itself. A long, winding road snaked through the trees at the rear. Another less steep road wound down from the front.

      It made Cinderella's Castle at Disney seem like a backyard playhouse.

      But it was all too real.

      And when she and CJ married, this would become her new home.

      Leave it to Alex to break the magic.

      “Someone please get me an airsick bag or land this thing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kat knew she shouldn't have been surprised to see waiting reporters outside the fence as the Sikorsky approached the heliport, but there they were, clamoring to know if it was true there had been an attempt on CJ's life in London.

      “Lying, vultures,” Mrs. Mueller muttered in English as more local police arrived to move them back so the royal family could get to the waiting cars.

      That entourage contained a palace PR representative who ushered the reporters toward a small terminal building explaining in English and German that clearly the sovereign, the heir and his brother were in perfect health, there was no foul play but a faulty door locking mechanism and that an official press statement would be forthcoming.

      Kat pushed aside the unease that the press would be a constant nuisance from now on. Exhaling a calming breath as she got into the waiting limousine, she concentrated on the scenery beyond the heliport. From the postcard perfect, soaring mountaintops in the distance to the rustic, weathered buildings they passed, it was easy to see why tourism was big part of life here.

      The initial Old-World atmosphere of brick and wood framed homes and farmland gave way to small local businesses and a compact hotel that had been in place for generations. All of it a striking contrast to the more modern structures that radiated out central Burgstadt.

      Much of the country's revenue was generated from fees and taxes of foreign owned holding companies. Those offices in the tall, sleek office buildings were like silent courtiers surrounding the royal family owned private bank and asset management firm.

      That last thought made Kat smile to herself. It was clear to see she'd proofread enough of CJ's school papers to have a solid understanding of his country's economy as well as his role in it.

      The limo turned off the main street and drove up the least steep castle access road where an assortment of cows grazed beyond the low wooden fences on either side of the paved lane.

      Further up the mountainside, the small crew pruning trees stopped working and bowed as the limo passed by. Up ahead, at the point where the road leading to the castle's main grounds ended, two guards stood at attention looking like they'd just stepped out of a time warp with their spiked helmets and early 20th century style uniforms. But the sight of their modern military rifles was a stark reminder of the present.

      One of the guards approached to check the car. He snapped a crisp salute and the centuries old iron portcullis rose. Even hungover Alex took notice and lowered his sunglasses enough to peer over the tops to watch the massive iron and wooden gates beyond open to admit them into the castle's courtyard.

      Alex glanced at CJ. “What's with the double barring of the gates and weapons-porn? Did Switzerland invade us on purpose this time or did something actually happen last night that you're all keeping from me?”

      Their father stifled a yawn.

      “Simple precautions nothing more.”

      Alex smirked and pushed his glasses back up.

      “At least if the zombie apocalypse falls upon us before things get back to normal, we've got it covered.”

      Kat knew she was probably being paranoid but she was sure Prince Gerhard cast a quick look her way before he got out of the car. She really hoped the fact that her father's company supplied military trained security contractors didn't have anything to do with the current castle situation.

      Kat loved how CJ stayed outside with her, giving her time to take in the Medieval courtyard and gaze up at each towering wall and window until she came back to the starting point, the highest conical roofed tower. For the first time she was glad there weren't many detailed photos of Schloss Burgstadt available because it would have lessened the impact of experiencing it all for the first time.

      Kissing her hand, CJ graced her with a wide joyful smile and placed her arm through his.

      “Would you like to go inside now?”

      Excitement with a hint of fear hummed though her veins as she took a deep breath and nodded. She'd been humbled and awed by seeing Versailles as a simple tourist, but this place, steeped in even more history, was now a very real part of her life.

      She was barely aware of the noise that escaped her after they'd walked up a few wide stone steps and through the thick wooden doors of the castle where she froze to gape at the architecture of the entry hall spread out before her. A huge flush of embarrassment burned in her cheeks when CJ leaned close and whispered

      “You sound positively orgasmic.”

      She couldn't help it. To become a part of this magnificent place that CJ's family had built and cared for over so many centuries thrilled her to the core. It wasn't until she stepped forward to slowly and lovingly caress the nearest smooth, stone column supporting the vaulted ceiling that she realized she'd had an unexpected and sizeable audience the entire time.

      There, just ahead to the left, stood a line of uniformed and plainly dressed people standing alongside a red-carpet runner that ran the length of the great hall.

      And the attention of every single one of them, was focused on her.

      She hoped they didn't think their prince had proposed to a total loser who'd grown up in a tumbledown one room shack in a deep, weedy forest.

      Kat slunk back in an effort to hide behind CJ, but both he and his brother gently prodded her to move forward so that Mrs. Mueller could introduce her to the royal family's staff. Each bobbed a quick curtsy or bowed as the trio of princes led the way along the carpet to the broad stone staircase straight ahead.

      Oh my. So many faces and names and the only one she had a chance of remembering in the immediate future was Dr. Kustos, the chief historian and archivist.

      Kat was glad when they ascended and entered the gallery she'd seen a photo of where a few tables, chairs and loveseats rested along tapestry covered walls. A narrow arch showed another set of stone stairs on the right side.

      CJ led her to a matching arched doorway opposite and into the small elevator within. He stood aside while his father and Alex entered first. He led Kat in and Mrs. Mueller brought up the rear.

      Prince Gerhard and Mrs. Mueller exited on the next level.

      Much homier than the great hall and first level containing their father's apartments and office, the main residential area on the level above had a small sitting area facing the elevator.

      A long sofa flanked by overstuffed chairs rested atop a dark low pile area rug.. To the right was a corridor where an expanse of cream colored wall showed above gleaming dark wood paneling. Narrow windows spaced at intervals opposite made it bright and cheerful, as did the light patterned carpet running the length of the corridor.

      To the left, a number of arched wooden doors with heavy iron hinges and decorative scrolling were positioned along the paneled wall separated by tables or pedestals and chairs holding vases and porcelain pieces. Kat couldn't resist touching the intricate carving of a centuries old high-backed chair realizing after the fact that she may have purred.

      Alex chuckled on his way to the door directly ahead of Kat.

      “You're so cute when you do that. CJ told me you loved history but I never realized you physically loved it.”

      Kat jerked her hand away. Alex's laughter echoed in the silence until he pulled his door closed.

      Once they were alone, CJ stroked the side of her face with his fingertips.

      “Ignore him. He can be incredibly annoying.”

      Kat hugged him, feeling a little less of an idiot when he wrapped his arms around her like a safe cocoon. “I made a total fool of myself downstairs, didn't I?”

      “You did not, but, Alex was correct, it was adorable to see you so excited.”

      He pulled away and her cheeks warmed-yet again. “I promise I'll try to contain myself especially around anyone who isn't you.”

      “I love your exuberance in all it's forms.”

      He smiled then gave her a slow kiss which ended far too soon by the interruption of domestic staff approaching with their luggage.

      CJ's room was the next past Alex's. Definitely a room fit for a prince, it contained a fireplace big enough to stand in and a carved oak bed so high it came with its own matching step stool on each side to climb in. The finials on the curtain rods over the windows had to be solid gold and she was certain she'd seen the mate to the tapestry between the windows in the British Museum.

      The other half of the room had a more modern touch with an overstuffed sofa and chairs along with one of the biggest flat screen TVs she'd ever seen. There was a wide dark oak desk nestled near a smaller window and flanked by a mini fridge and microwave.

      A quiet male voice speaking German drew Kat's attention.

      “A parcel has arrived for you and Miss Williamson, sir.”

      Kat turned to see a uniformed footman holding a shoebox sized package with a little envelope taped to the top, similar to one that would come with a floral bouquet.

      CJ looked at the card and gave Kat a questioning look.

      
        
        I know a guy who knows a guy and sprung him from the slammer.

        Hallie

      

      

      CJ gave Kat a questioning look, his expression softening when he removed the box lid to reveal the damaged stuffed rabbit nestled in white tissue paper. He handed her the box then put his arm around her.

      “I meant it when I said I don't need to keep that.”

      “I told you, he's special. Besides, SpongeBob has grown attached to him. He was quite sad that Mr. Bunny wasn't packed when Mrs. Mueller had my things taken to the hotel after 'the photo incident'.”

      He laughed and kissed her again, then showed her to her room a short way down the corridor. A maid was hanging up the last of Kat's things in a tall wardrobe painted with scenes that reminded her of the surrounding countryside. The maid bobbed a curtsy to CJ, before handing Kat a card with her name and cell number on it.

      “I'm, Anna, one of the live-ins, Miss, and will be at your service. Please call or text for assistance any time day or night.”

      She bobbed another curtsy and stepped backward to the door.

      “I'll never get used to that type of thing,” Kat said when she left. “Do I have to get used to that type of thing?”

      CJ laughed. “Unless you want to see them unemployed.”

      Sighing, Kat set the box with the toy rabbit gently in the center of her bed. And what a bed it was. It was high like C.J's with padded footstools on either side but where his had the carved posts as thick as huge tree branches, this one was more delicate with an attached canopy frame hung with layers of wispy white and yellow curtains. She really would be living the future princess life now. And part of her secretly longed to take a running leap and land on that humongous plush mattress.

      Containing her silly impulses, she gave CJ a sideways glance. “I don't rate a refrigerator, TV or microwave?”

      He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her close.

      “That could certainly be arranged but wouldn't you much rather come over to my room to make use of those things?”

      She grinned. “Hmmm. Alex is older and heir to the throne so I bet he has nicer toys. Maybe I'll go to his room instead.”

      CJ gave a thoughtful nod. “True, but you'd need to walk in the drafty corridor for that whereas you can get to my room much quicker and far more discreetly.”

      Taking her by the hand he led her to the space between two wide bookcases, turned the carved wolf's head in the center wall panel and pushed.

      A door slid open revealing a hidden passage within the castle's thick walls. They ducked down to enter and CJ used the flashlight app on his phone to lead her the few yards to the other door that had a metal handle to release the latch.

      “My room is much more convenient than my brother's, don't you think?”

      Kat crossed her arms in front and pretended to weigh the benefits. CJ gave her a curious stare and she laughed. “You win. Big surprise, I'm sure.”

      He closed the hidden door and Kat turned back toward her room.

      “Not so fast.”

      She stopped and CJ shone the phone light to the side revealing a set of steep, narrow stone steps. He turned the phone light off then flicked a small switch letting a series of flameless candles in wall sconces sprung to life, bathing the passage and stairs in a soft, eerie glow. He indicated a length of twisted cast iron mounted to the wall.

      “Hold tight to the railing. Sometimes the stairs collect moisture and might have slick spots in certain weather.”

      Ascending the ancient passage was like being in a creepy movie. The uneven walls were cool, and in places damp to the touch. The gentle flickering of the modern candle lights cast ominous shadows as they climbed. The small door at the top opened behind a tapestry banner on a narrow landing in the middle of a smoother, wider curved stone staircase that led down as well as up.

      “Are we in one of the towers?”

      “Indeed. The tallest one.”

      Kat followed him up those stairs and through a narrow door then onto the circular wooden walkway that served as a lookout.

      “This view is incredible . . .”

      Standing behind her, CJ wrapped her in his arms.

      “You should see it on a foggy morning when everything from the roofs below disappear in the mist. It frightened me when I was young, how the sound was deadened, and I felt so cold and alone.”

      Kat leaned back into him, placed her hands over his. “Now you have me to keep you from feeling so alone.”

      He turned her to face him, dipped his head down for a slow, deep kiss. “And I will be forever grateful for that every day.”

      Time slipped away as he showed her the view from the rest of the way around., peering down on Burgstadt back up to the Alps surrounding them.

      Had Prince Gerhard brought Violet up here, too? Had she felt as overwhelmed as Kat did, both excited and frightened to be an outsider, a commoner engaged to a prince who had been born into all of this history and grandeur?

      Kat didn't want to remember what Mrs. Mueller had said back in London but the words replayed themselves in her mind anyway.

      …pressures of regional and personal politics and giving up the life she knew…began to take its toll after a time.
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      They went back inside where CJ ordered lunch and asked it be sent to his room,

      Kat texted her father letting him know they'd arrived safely and that he and Jesse could relax because the impenetrable mountain top castle was fortified by armed military guards. She also sent a few pictures of her room to her stepmother and sister and made them promise they wouldn't show them to anyone outside the family for fear they might be leaked to the press.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm serious. There are no interior photos publicly available and I don't want to take a chance any get out.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        And when I say family I mean you two, dad, Uncle Jess and Aunt Nina. I'm afraid to include anyone else just yet.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Sara responded with a mad emoji and

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ugh. FINE.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Jilly's reply of

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “I understand completely.”

      

      

      

      

      

      was followed by cat and dog emojis with heart shaped eyes.

      No sooner had CJ and Kat finished eating, the circus ringtone of CJ's phone signaled Mrs. Mueller calling to inform him that he was needed in his father's office and that dinner would be served that evening in Prince Gerhard's private dining room with the Höhenburg Prime Minister.

      As soon as his call ended, Mrs. Mueller phoned Kat giving her personalized marching orders. Tonight, she was to wear the blue suit she'd worn to the royal wedding in London and tomorrow was to be spent choosing and fitting the outfit for the official engagement photo from the things shipped from the shops they'd visited. They would also be choosing the other things needed for an upcoming State Dinner, the National Day festivities, and the engagement ball all set to take place in the coming days. “Affirmative, Mrs. M. Thank you. Goodbye.”

      Letting the phone slide from her hand to the sofa cushion, Kat threw her arm over her face to muffle a frustrated groan. “I think you need to share that circus music ringtone with me. I have a feeling I'll be spending my time here jumping from one hoop to the next.”

      CJ hugged her tightly, and she inhaled the scent of his cologne, finally understanding why it had taken a widowed neighbor so long before she could remove her late husband's things from their closet. The lingering scent of him must have reminded her of moments like these where nothing in the world could intrude to come between them.

      When CJ pulled away, she savored the touch of his fingertips gliding along the side of her face.

      “While I catch up on the latest in local politics with Father, why don't you explore the library? I'm sure you'll want to spend many hours there once you see it. It's on the same level of the castle as Father's office, but in a section across the courtyard.”

      When they reached the office where a footman was posted, CJ pointed to the end of the hall.

      “If you go through that door and take the corridor to the right it will lead you directly to the library.”

      He walked her to the nearest window and gestured across the courtyard to the windows in the wing opposite. Pulling out his phone he zoomed the camera so Kat could glimpse shelves of books rising up past the tops of the windows.

      She smiled and kissed his cheek. “You know where to find me when you're finished with your meeting.”

      It took her a long time to actually make it to the library. Not because she'd gotten lost, but because she kept stopping to take in the history of it all and trying to imagine how CJ's mother had felt when she'd come here for the first time.

      Did Violet hope there was no freakish earthquake to drop the big circular iron chandeliers suspended by thick chains from the corridor ceilings?

      Was she weirded out by the sight of the hundreds of antlers and old weapons covering the walls in the hunting themed area where the library corridor began?

      Had she been better than Kat at containing the urge to sit on the unusual yet alluring wood framed couch that appeared to be upholstered in yak hair?

      Kat rubbed her fingers through the dry, crimped hair. It was strange and off-putting----yet oddly fascinating.

      But the library----that was a story unto itself.

      On a par, if not bigger than the library at her school, it rose three levels high. Curving wood stairs at each end anchored the walkways that ran along the stacks. There was an expansive section fronted with glass and a door that had to contain the oldest or most valuable books. Kat had barely taken in the grandeur of it when she was approached by an older man she recognized from the welcoming committee earlier: Dr. Kustos

      “Miss Williamson, hello again.”

      He ushered Kat further into the library and to a laptop on a twelve-foot-long carved table that might once have graced the great hall. He slid out a leather cushioned chair for her to sit and stood to the side to use the mouse to bring up a page topped with a great panoramic shot of the library.

      “We've had quite a busy time the past few years digitizing the collection.”

      He gave Kat the mouse and she scrolled and clicked her way through countless pages. It was like Amazon for a private collection.

      “We've finally begun the 18th century. With Prince Christian's patronage we hope to translate the collection into English and establish a subscription service for universities abroad. That might be of great aid to students of history such as yourself, yes?”

      Kat stifled her excitement and instead beamed a smile. “It would also be incredibly helpful to those of us whose German language skills are lacking when it comes to reading old primary texts.”

      “We actually have done a prototype translation.”

      He pulled up a page with photos of a leather-bound book with well over a thousand pages. Embossed in gold on the cover it said:

      Gott Fürst und Höhenburg

      For God, Prince and Country

      Kat scrolled through a sample of the text. It was a history of CJ's family. She knew she could lose herself for months in the fully translated version of this.

      “If you would like to examine the original book itself, we must do so in the climate controlled room if that is acceptable.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      She had the distinct feeling that this had started out as one of those secret passage rooms, not so much because of the size but because it was almost tomblike. Dr. Kustos put on a pair of cotton gloves and gave Kat some as well before retrieving the book she'd just seen on the website.

      The photo didn't do the book justice at all. This volume was heavy with a hand tooled leather cover and thick pages. It appeared to be bound in a number of sections with the first pages on vellum and each ensuing section presenting its own history of handmade paper types. She softly ran a gloved fingertip over the metal ornament set into the cover's center. A golden prince seated on a Gothic throne atop a dais. She pulled her hand back, afraid she might damage the book if she touched it too long. She certainly wouldn't dare to open it.

      She deferred to Dr. Kustos. “I've never handled anything this old or important. Could you show me a few pages?”

      He handled it with the same care and respect one would show with a revered relic.

      “This chronicles the main events of each Sovereign Prince's reign from the latter medieval period to the start of Prince Gerhard's.”

      Until that moment the historian showed the start of the newest section, Kat hadn't realized how much CJ resembled his father at the same age. The photo was taken on the day of Prince Gerhard's coronation after he finished grad school in Pennsylvania and he looked positively weighted down, not so much by the crown, which wasn't as huge as the British equivalent, but by the responsibility for others the crown brought with it.

      It was the same type of expression she'd seen in her own father's eyes as a commanding officer when he'd been deployed and more recently when he sent security teams into dangerous situations.

      And she'd glimpsed a similar look of intensity in CJ's eyes when he studied the paperwork his uncle had sent and again a bit ago when he turned away to go speak with his father. His decisions and actions from this point on would have repercussions far beyond himself.

      Hearing a distant tapping sound, she glanced up. CJ was in the outer room, peering through the tiny glass block window set inside the door. He held up his arm and tapped his wrist.

      “Oh crap!” Kat stood so fast the chair almost toppled backward. “I don't mean to be rude, Dr. Kustos, but I have to go.” She shook his hand. “Thank you so much. I would love to visit again and have you show me more of the collection. As you can see, I could lose myself for hours in here.”

      He laughed. “As do I, Miss Williamson. As do I.”

      She rushed out and gave CJ's arm a light punch. “Why didn't you call me?”

      “I did.”

      “I never got anything.” She pulled her phone out of her jeans pocket as numerous alert tones echoed through the quiet library.

      He laughed and slid his arm around her shoulders. “I don't imagine you would, being behind a wall 120 centimeters thick.”

      “How much is that in real measurements?”

      Smirking at her dissing of the metric system---she feared she'd never get used to----he answered.

      “About four feet.”

      He quickened the pace once they left the library and Kat was very glad she didn't have to waste time choosing a suitable outfit after taking a quick shower.

      CJ's phone was signaling the commencement of the circus when he slipped back into her room through the secret passage door a short while later, so hot in his dark, three-piece suit.

      “We are on our way, Frau Mueller.”

      Kat's stomach churned with jitters she hoped would stop soon. It would not be cool to hurl on the Prime Minister. Mrs. Mueller stood stiffly outside the elevator on the floor containing Prince Gerhard's apartments. She gave a quick, everything is acceptable nod to CJ then gave Kat the same once over, but stopped when reaching her feet.

      “Why did you not wear heels?”

      “I was going to but, I Googled press photos of the Prime Minister and gathered he's not that tall. I didn't want him to feel we all put him at a height disadvantage. I know we'll be sitting but…” she sighed. “Heels are more fashionable. I should run back up and change.”

      CJ tightened his grip on her hand but the look in his eyes showed no anger or disappointment.

      “Your shoes are appropriate and you look beautiful as always.”

      Without further comment, he turned, leading them away.

      It was weird having CJ show the I'm royal and you're not attitude, but, Mrs. Mueller had stepped into pain in the ass territory. And yet, guilt jabbed Kat in the gut. As the sovereign's personal assistant, it was Mrs. M.'s job to make sure things ran the way they were supposed to and that everything was appropriate-even the unfashionable royal fiancée.

      Did Cinderella have this big a learning curve to navigate?
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