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        Two royals, dozens of love letters, and a fast-approaching wedding.

      

        

      
        Princess Solana has been writing to her betrothed for years, getting regular replies and falling more in love with each passing letter. But now the time has come for her to set off to her new home, and the prince waiting for her.

      

        

      
        Arthur has been counting down the weeks until Solana arrives and the two of them can finally meet. But once she arrives at Falhaven Castle, he knows that he has to do everything he can in order to truly capture her heart.

      

        

      
        Can the two of them solidify their bond before the wedding day arrives?

        -

        Love Letters and Lemon Drops is part of the Falhaven Castle series. It is a cozy fantasy with a m/f arranged marriage romance, love letters, an adorable cat, and a pinch of steam.
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      I dip my pen into my inkwell while thinking about what I want to write to Prince Arthur. After years of writing letters to one another, it's strange to think that this will be one of the last I send to him. At least like this. In ten days, I'll arrive at Falhaven Castle and we'll start preparing for the wedding our parents have been planning for the past two years. Even though I know I'll be seeing him soon, I still want to send a letter ahead of me. Perhaps it's foolish of me, but I like the idea that it will arrive before me.

      The letter flows from me. There's not much to say other than that I'm looking forward to arriving in Falhaven and hope that my journey doesn't take too long.

      I sign my name at the bottom of the letter and blot the ink, before folding it up and closing it with a wax seal, wondering as I do whether I'm going to be replacing it with a different one once I marry Arthur and become a princess of Falhaven instead of a princess of Someil.

      I push the thought aside. I'm certain that kind of thing will become evident soon. I shouldn't devote too much of my time to it. I place the letter in a box with a bag of lemon drops that the cook made at my request. They're one of my favourites, and I've been sending them to Arthur ever since he asked me about my favourite sweets and then said he enjoyed them. He'd sent me some candied cherries in return, which had been delicious, and made me look forward to the food I would get to try once I arrived in Falhaven.

      The door opens, and I turn around in time to see my maid enter. She drops into a curtsy. "Your Highness, we didn't realise you were here. We have instructions to pack this room into a trunk for you."

      I nod and get to my feet. "I'm done here, thank you, Maria. Would you please have this sent to Prince Arthur?" I touch the top of the parcel.

      She nods, but not before giving me a slightly confused look. No doubt it's because she doesn't understand why I'm writing a letter to someone I'm about to go and see, but that doesn't bother me. People can be confused all they want, I know that this is the right thing to do for me and Arthur, and that's what's important.

      I pick up a small box containing all of the letters Arthur has ever sent me. Worthless to most, but meaning the world to me. And in barely over a week, I'm finally going to be able to see the man who writes such sweet words to me in person. We've met before, but that was years ago, it's going to be different this time.

      I make my way through to my bedchamber, forgetting that there are people in here too. Maids are packing my dresses into trunks and removing every trace of me from the room that's no longer going to be mine. There's a part of me that feels displaced by it, but the rest of me is excited for the adventure to come.

      The maids barely respond to me, probably because they're too focused on their tasks and I'm kind of just in the way. I take my box of letters over to the bed and sit down, opening it up and running my fingers over the pages bundled there. Maybe it's sentimental of me to have kept them all, and there's a part of me that worries Arthur won't have done something similar, but I don't care. I know that what we have is real, even if it has only been via letter so far.

      The bed creaks slightly and I turn to see my cat searching for the proper spot to sleep. I'm surprised she's in here with how many people are coming in and out, she normally hates that. With all the preparations going for the delegation coming with me when I leave, it might mean that her other safe spots are full of people and noise too.

      I reach out to give her a scratch behind the ears and she pushes her head under my hand, purring loudly.

      "We're going to be in our new home soon," I tell her. "It's colder than here."

      She gives me an unimpressed look that might be because I've interrupted her attempts to find a good place to sleep rather than anything else.

      A scurry of feet and the sound of the doors opening makes me look up in time to see Mamá heading into the room. The maids curtsy as soon as she passes them, but she doesn't give them a second look.

      "Solana," she says to me as she sits down, a solemn expression on her face.

      "Mamá," I respond.

      "It pains me that you're leaving us so soon."

      "You were married when you were sixteen," I point out. "I would hardly consider twenty-two to be soon."

      "Perhaps not." She reaches out to touch my face, a sad smile marring her features. "Do you have a moment?"

      I nod, not really knowing how else to respond when she's already sitting on my bed and doesn't look as if she's about to move. I pick up Felicia and put her on my lap while I wait for Mamá to explain whatever it is she came here to talk about.

      She clears her throat. "I wish you weren't being taken so far away."

      "It's only ten days travel, Mamá. And most of that is by ship," I remind her. "And Arthur is not the crown prince, we will be able to visit often. He has said as much in his letters." My gaze strays back to the box. It's strange to think that the feelings I have exist for a prince I've only met once, but we've been writing to one another for years and I feel like I know him as well as I know myself.

      "I know." She reaches out to cup my cheek in her hand. "But it will also be different. You'll be visiting as a married woman and not just as my daughter."

      "I don't believe anything will change that, Mamá. I'm always going to be your daughter."

      "Perhaps." She sighs. "You will write to me?"

      "As often as I can," I promise.

      "Good."

      A servant approaches and dips into a deep bow. "Your Highness, a letter has arrived for you," he says, holding out a platter with an envelope placed in the middle.

      "Thank you." The handwriting on the front makes my heart skip a beat. I pick it up, surprised by how heavy it is, like it contains more than just words.

      As much as I love Mamá, I wish I were alone to open this. There's nothing for me to hide when it comes to the contents of Arthur's letters, but they still feel private, and like they're just for me. But I'm also aware that she isn't going to leave until I've opened it.

      I flip over the envelope and run my finger under the seal of the Falhaven royal family. There's a satisfying snap as it breaks and I unfold the pages. Something falls onto my cat, making Felicia hiss and slink away.

      Mamá leans in to pick it up before I can, holding out a delicate silver chain to me. I take it from her, running my finger over a pendant of sapphires and diamonds.

      "A snowflake," I whisper.

      "You have always talked of seeing snow," Mamá says, smoothing some of my dark hair away from my face.

      "Arthur has told me of it," I say. "He says there is often snow in Falhaven during the winter months. There might even be some next week."

      "Let us hope it doesn't come until after you've safely arrived," Mamá says.

      I nod, too preoccupied by the rest of what Arthur says in his letter.

      "And?" Mama asks.

      "He wishes me a safe journey and looks forward to my arrival at Falhaven Castle." I hold out the letter to her, knowing that she won't stop asking me questions about it until I do. She takes it from me to read. I use the time to look at the necklace he sent me. It's not the first time he's sent me a gift, but this is by far one of the most extravagant. Before, he's mostly sent me sweets and other delicacies from his kingdom for me to try, and some of the same for Felicia. I reach out to ruffle my cat's head. She seems to have forgiven me for the necklace falling on her, for which I'm grateful.

      "You are lucky you had a chance to get to know your betrothed," Mamá says, handing the letter back to me.

      "I know." I look over the words again, feeling the adoration for Arthur grow within me. I shouldn't be able to feel like this for someone I've only met once, but he never misses an opportunity to write to me. I would never have thought twice about not receiving a letter today, especially when I'll be arriving in his kingdom in just over a week, but the fact he has means the world to me.

      I unclasp the necklace and put it around my neck, touching the pendant as I do and smiling to myself. I would be lying if I said I wasn't nervous, but there was something exciting about the prospect of starting the life I've been promised.

      "The carriage will be ready in an hour," Mamá says. "Your aunt is to accompany you as your chaperone."

      I nod, disappointed that she won't be coming with me, but knowing that it isn't something that's up for debate. Mamá hates to travel, and will do anything she can in order to avoid it.

      But I'm not going to let that change the excitement I'm feeling about what my future holds.
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      The carriage rumbles along the road, bouncing up and down in a way that doesn't make it very easy to rest. Not that my aunt is having the same issues. She's snoring softly in the seat opposite and has been for over an hour. It's a far cry from how she was on the ship, she spent most of the journey with her head over a bucket. We were lucky to have a stateroom to ourselves, or rumours about the Queen's sister getting seasick would already be running rampant around Someil's fleet. They still might be.

      The basket next to me shakes, and Felicia pops her head out of it, a curious expression on her face.

      "We're almost there," I promise, though I'm not entirely sure if that's true. I don't know enough about the distance between the inn we stayed at last night and Falhaven Castle. I scratch behind her ears and she lets out a loud purr. "We're going to our new home."

      She gives me a blank look.

      "There'll probably be other cats to play with," I tell her. "And mice to catch. I'm not really sure. But Arthur said that there's a cat tree made for you with all kinds of toys and fluffy pillows. You'll be like a princess yourself."

      It's probably my imagination, but she settles down at that, and I find myself smiling. It's only going to be a couple more hours until I see Arthur again. I'm not really sure what to expect. We were seventeen when we first met, and years have passed since. I'd like to think the two of us got on well when we met, but there's no doubt that it was merely a meeting planned by our fathers in the hope that I'd find one of the Falhaven royals pleasing enough to consider marrying.

      After that, we'd started sending letters to one another. Formal at first, but slowly becoming more than that as we revealed more about ourselves. When my father asked what I thought of an official betrothal two years ago, I knew what my answer was. And luckily for me, Arthur seems to have felt the same.

      I check on my aunt to make sure she's still sleeping and pull out the miniature portrait I packed in the box with the letters. I trace my finger over his face, down the slope of his nose and the curve of lips, which seem to know how to smile. I have no idea if he's looked at my portrait the same way that I've looked at his, but I certainly hope that I'm not going to be a disappointment to him when I arrive.

      It's a needless worry. He knows what I look like, though I'd like to think that I'm a little different as a woman of twenty-two than I was in my much more awkward phase of seventeen. He liked me then, and I'm sure he'll like me now.

      I sigh and lean back in my seat. I'm done with the journey. It was exciting to finally be on the road to Falhaven Castle originally, but now I'm not as sure. I want a proper bath rather than a quick wash in a luke-warm wooden tub, and a chance to sleep in a good bed. But I know there's nothing that can be done about that until we get there.

      I pull aside the curtain and look out, a little disappointed that there's no snow until I catch sight of a beautiful castle growing closer with every moment. Excitement rises within me as I realise that it's my new home.

      Green forests stretch between us and the castle, with birds rising from them and flying up until they're spinning around the flags flying from the turrets. It's everything I want it to be and kind of nerve-wracking because of it at the same time.

      I can't tear my gaze away as we grow closer, and it isn't until my aunt stirs that I remember I'm supposed to be acting like the princess I am, and more importantly, as the ambassador for Someil that I'm to be.

      Even so, it's difficult to sit back and let the footman open the door of the carriage for me. My aunt goes first, chuntering about something or other as she does. I think she's complaining about the drive despite the fact she's been asleep for most of it and it's not something she had to worry about.

      I grab the basket with Felicia inside it and thread it over my arm. "I know Arthur is going to be pleased to meet you," I tell my cat, though she doesn't respond. I suppose that's her prerogative as a cat.

      I pull my skirt to the side as I climb down from the carriage and walk with my aunt towards the three people waiting at the front of the castle. My heart rises to my throat with nerves. After so long thinking about this moment, it's hard to believe that it's actually here and I'm finally going to see Arthur.

      Guards line the path up to the castle, making me a little nervous, considering that it's going to mean that the royal family are in attendance. I know of all of them from Arthur's letters, and I met all except for Prince Ernest when I visited before.

      I take a deep breath and make the short walk up the stairs with my aunt beside me, and guards of our own behind. The rest of the wagons carrying my belongings and gifts for Falhaven are still rolling up to the castle, but they aren't necessary for my greeting.

      The King stands at the centre of his children with his head held high. He looks like an older version of his son, with dark hair peppered with grey, and a bushy beard that puts my father's to shame.

      Arthur steps forward and my heart leaps to my throat. He's even more handsome than my memory and his portrait have painted him, and I'm not really sure what to do with that.

      "Your Highness," I say, remembering to switch to Falhavien at the last moment. I dip into a curtsy, but don't go too low. Arthur isn't the crown prince, and therefore doesn't outrank me.

      "Princess," he responds, bowing to me. "Welcome to Falhaven Castle."

      "Erm, thank you," I mumble, not really knowing what else to say. I've been practising Falhavien for years, and I'm normally good at it, but my words are failing me now there's a little pressure. "May I present my aunt, the Duquesa of Herodia." I gesture to my aunt who does a little bit of a clumsy curtsy, no doubt still feeling a little bit sleepy after her nap in the carriage.

      "Your Highness," she says in broken Falhavien.

      "It is a pleasure to welcome you to our home," Arthur says. "I hope you have had a pleasant journey."

      "It has been satisfactory," my aunt says, regaining a bit of her composure.

      Arthur nods. "Allow me to introduce you to my family," he says, gesturing behind him. "My parents, the King and Queen of Falhaven, and my siblings. Princesses Kathryn, Evelyn, and Veronica, and my younger brother, Prince Ernest."

      He gestures to them all in turn, and each of them bows as to their status. Most of Arthur's siblings match me in rank, save for Princess Kathryn, the heir to her father's throne. It's strange to see it working this way. In Someil, it doesn't matter that I'm older than my brother, he's still the one who inherits.

      "It is a pleasure to meet you," I say, dipping down into a curtsy of my own.

      "If you would allow me to show you to your rooms, I can have the servants bring your things," he says.

      "That would be most kind." I look at the man in front of me, trying to work out what to make of him. Nothing he's said has been personal, or implied the connection the two of us have shared through our letters, but I suppose we are in the strange situation where there are a lot of people around and I don't know how much they know about our relationship.

      One of Arthur's sisters heads down the steps and curtsies to my aunt despite not needing to. "Would you allow me to escort you, Duquesa?" She shoots Arthur a look that almost seems as if she's planned it this way on purpose.

      My aunt nods and leans on the younger woman as she starts to make her way up the steps.

      Arthur holds his arm out to me. "Your Highness."

      I give him a tentative smile and slip my free arm through his, resettling my basket so that it isn't as heavy.

      "Would you like me to get a servant to take that for you?" he asks.

      "No," I say firmly before realising I shouldn't be shutting down an offer of help like that. "It's just that the contents of the basket are special to me."

      "Felicia?" he guesses, his whole demeanour softening a little.

      "Yes."

      "I'm surprised she hasn't insisted on being introduced yet."

      I laugh. "I think she'll probably be hiding because of the noise."

      "I look forward to meeting her."

      I relax a little. While this isn't exactly the greeting I've envisaged over the years, I have to admit that it is the most logical way for things to have progressed, especially as we have witnesses. Hopefully, the two of us will get some time to connect before the wedding without people watching over our shoulders.
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