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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Girl Who Didn’t Want a Prince

          

        

      

    

    
      I had not gone to the ball to catch a prince.

      I had gone because I was eighteen years old, desperately bored, and tired of watching life happen through the cracked windows of our crumbling estate while I scrubbed floors that would never truly be clean. I had gone because the dress—borrowed from a friend in the village who owed me a favor—was the most beautiful thing I'd ever worn, and I wanted, just once, to feel what it was like to be someone who belonged in such finery.

      I had gone to dance, to drink champagne I'd only ever served to others, to pretend for one evening that I was the kind of girl who attended royal balls rather than the kind who cleaned up after them.

      I had not gone to have my entire world tilted off its axis by a pair of warm brown eyes and a smile that made my knees forget their purpose.

      "You're new."

      The voice came from behind me, deep and amused, just as I was trying to figure out how to hold a champagne flute elegantly while also not tripping over the unfamiliar length of my borrowed skirts. I turned, prepared to deliver some witty response that would establish me as mysterious and sophisticated.

      Instead, I found myself looking up—quite far up—at the most beautiful man I'd ever seen. Dark hair that looked as though he'd run his fingers through it despite his valet's best efforts, those aforementioned brown eyes that held a spark of mischief entirely at odds with his immaculate evening wear, and a mouth that was definitely trying not to smile at my obvious gaping.

      "I—yes. New. Very new. Practically born yesterday, really."

      Dear God. Had I actually just said that?

      His mouth lost its battle against the smile. "Born yesterday but already managing champagne with such expertise. Remarkable."

      "It's a gift," I managed, desperately trying to recover some semblance of composure. "Some infants speak their first words early. I emerged from the womb demanding proper crystal."

      He laughed—actually laughed, not the polite titter I'd heard from the other nobles as they gossiped behind their fans. "And dancing? Did that come naturally as well, or will you require instruction?"

      "That depends entirely on whether you're offering to provide it."

      The words were out before I could stop them, bold and flirtatious in a way I'd never been in my life. But something about him—about this moment, this night where I was someone else entirely—made me brave.

      "I am, in fact." He extended his hand with a formal bow that somehow managed to be both perfectly proper and slightly mocking. "Would you honor me with this dance, lady born yesterday?"

      I should have said no. I should have remembered that I didn't belong here, that my borrowed dress would turn back into my everyday worn wool at midnight, that tomorrow I would return to being Ella Nobody who kept house for an exhausted stepmother and two stepsisters who'd forgotten what it was like when we were all friends.

      Instead, I placed my hand in his and let him lead me onto the dance floor.

      The orchestra struck up a waltz—of course it was a waltz, the most intimate of dances—and suddenly his hand was at my waist, mine on his shoulder, and we were moving.

      "You dance remarkably well for someone so recently born," he murmured, his breath warm against my ear as he spun me through a turn.

      "I'm a very quick study."

      "I'm beginning to see that." His hand tightened slightly at my waist, drawing me perhaps closer than was strictly proper. "Tell me, what name did your parents bestow upon you during your remarkably recent arrival?"

      I hesitated. Names had power, and giving him mine felt like surrendering something I might need later. "Does it matter?"

      "Not particularly." His honesty surprised me. "Though I admit to curiosity about what sort of name suits someone who appears from nowhere, dances like she was born to it, and yet looks as though she might bolt at any moment."

      "I'm not going to bolt."

      "No?" He spun me again, and when I came back to him, we were closer still. "Because you keep glancing at the doors like you're calculating escape routes."

      He was right, of course. I had been doing exactly that. "Perhaps I'm simply admiring the architecture."

      "The architecture." His voice was dry as dust. "Of course. The doorframes are particularly magnificent this evening."

      "Stunning. The way they're so... rectangular. Revolutionary, really."

      He laughed again, and I felt it rumble through his chest where we were nearly pressed together. "You're not what I expected to find tonight."

      "What were you expecting?"

      "The usual. Simpering misses desperate to become princess, their mothers hovering like vultures, everyone pretending to be fascinated by whatever I say because of my title rather than my conversation."

      Princess. Title. Oh no. Oh no, no, no.

      "You're—"

      "Dancing with a beautiful woman who didn't know who I was and therefore treated me like an actual person?" He spun me through another turn before I could pull away. "Yes. Guilty as charged."

      Prince Edward. I was dancing with Prince bloody Edward. The heir to the throne. The man every unmarried woman in the kingdom was trying to catch.

      "I should go."

      "Why?" His hand at my waist held me steady, not forcing but definitely suggesting I stay. "Because now you know I have a title? You weren't impressed by it ten seconds ago."

      "That was before I knew⁠—"

      "Before you knew what? That I'm trapped in this ridiculous circus just as much as you clearly are? That I spend my evenings dodging marriage-minded mothers and their daughters while trying to find one genuine conversation?" His eyes searched mine. "Do you have any idea how refreshing it is to dance with someone who insults the doorframes rather than complimenting my everything?"

      "The doorframes are actually quite nice," I said weakly.

      "They're hideous and you know it."

      Despite everything—despite the growing panic that I was nobody dancing with the prince, despite the knowledge that this was becoming something more than the lighthearted adventure I'd planned—I laughed.

      "There," he said softly. "That's better. You look like you're about to face an execution."

      "Aren't I? Dancing with the prince when I'm nobody, nothing, just a girl who wanted one night of—" I cut myself off before I could reveal too much.

      "One night of what?"

      "Freedom," I admitted, the truth slipping out under his steady gaze. "Just one night of being someone who goes to balls instead of cleaning up after them."

      Something shifted in his expression. "You're not nobility."

      It wasn't a question, but I nodded anyway. "I should go. If anyone realizes⁠—"

      "No one will realize anything except that the prince is monopolizing the most interesting woman at the ball." He guided us toward the edge of the dance floor as the music ended. "Come with me."

      "Where?"

      "The terrace. Where we can talk without three hundred people analyzing our every movement."

      I should have refused. Should have curtsied and disappeared into the crowd and gone home to safety. Instead, I let him take my hand and lead me through the tall glass doors onto the moonlit terrace.

      The cool night air hit my overheated skin like a blessing. Below us, the palace gardens stretched out in geometric perfection, lit by hundreds of lanterns that turned the paths into rivers of gold.

      "Better?" he asked, still holding my hand.

      "I shouldn't be here."

      "Neither should I." He turned to face me fully, and in the moonlight, he was devastating. "I should be inside, dancing with the Duchess of Somewhere or the Marquess of Something's daughter, making appropriate conversation about the weather and pretending to be fascinated."

      "Why aren't you?"

      "Because you crashed into my evening like a comet, insulted my doorframes, and looked at me like I was just a man instead of a title." His free hand came up to cup my cheek, and I forgot how to breathe. "Because for the first time in my life, I'm having a conversation that isn't scripted."

      "This is insane."

      "Completely."

      "We just met."

      "Twenty minutes ago."

      "You don't even know my name."

      "I don't care."

      And then he kissed me.

      It wasn't the stuff of fairy tales—there were no fireworks, no orchestral swell, no magical transformation. It was just a kiss between two people on a terrace, one of whom had no business being there.

      But it was also everything.

      His lips were soft but insistent, his hand at my cheek gentle but possessive. He kissed like a man who'd found something unexpected and had decided to claim it, consequences be damned. And I—God help me—I kissed him back like a woman who'd been asleep her entire life and had just discovered what it meant to be awake.

      When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard.

      "Tell me your name," he said roughly.

      "I can't."

      "Why?"

      "Because if you know my name, this becomes real. And if it's real, then tomorrow matters. And if tomorrow matters..." I stepped back, my heart hammering. "I can't do tomorrow. I can only do tonight."

      "That's not enough."

      "It has to be."

      He caught my hand before I could retreat further. "I could find out, you know. I could have every guest list checked, every invitation traced⁠—"

      "Please don't."

      "Why?"

      "Because this—tonight—it's perfect exactly as it is. A perfect moment that doesn't have to bear the weight of reality." I pulled my hand free, already backing toward the doors. "Sometimes the most beautiful things are the ones that don't last."

      "Wait—"

      But I was already running. Through the ballroom, past the startled guests, down the grand staircase. I heard him calling after me, heard the commotion as people realized the prince was chasing someone through his own ball.

      My borrowed shoes—beautiful, impractical things with delicate heels—betrayed me on the stairs. The left one caught in my hem, and I stumbled, catching myself on the banister. The shoe came off, but I didn't stop to retrieve it. I ran in one shoe and one stocking foot, my dignity abandoned somewhere on that moonlit terrace with my good sense.

      I didn't stop running until I was home, safe in my small attic room, my heart still pounding with the knowledge of what I'd done.

      I had kissed the prince.

      The prince had kissed me.

      And tomorrow, I would go back to being nobody, and it would be like it never happened at all.

      Except for the shoe I'd left behind, glittering on the palace stairs like a accusation.

      Except for the way my lips still tingled from his kiss.

      Except for the terrible, wonderful, impossible fact that in running away from something that couldn't be real, I'd left my heart behind as surely as that damned shoe.

      The next morning...

      "Ella!" Margot's voice carried up the stairs with that particular note of frustration that meant she'd been calling for some time. "Where in heaven's name have you been?"

      I dragged myself from bed, my head pounding from too much champagne and too little sleep, my feet aching from dancing and running. The borrowed dress was hidden beneath my mattress, the remaining shoe tucked inside it like a guilty secret.

      "Coming!" I called, pulling on my everyday dress with fumbling fingers.

      I found her in the kitchen, surrounded by the aftermath of what appeared to be breakfast preparations for an army. Flour dusted every surface, dishes towered in precarious stacks, and Margot herself looked like she'd been awake since dawn.

      "There you are." She didn't look up from the ledger she was reviewing, making notations with sharp, angry strokes of her pen. "I needed you here at sunrise to help with the morning preparations. The Weatherbys were coming for breakfast to discuss the arrangement for Drusilla's music lessons, and nothing was ready."

      "I'm sorry, I⁠—"

      "Overslept, yes, I can see that." She finally looked up, and I was startled by how exhausted she appeared. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her usually neat hair was escaping its pins. "Ella, I depend on you. You know that. With the house in the state it's in, with our finances being what they are, I need to know I can count on you to help manage things."

      "I said I was sorry."

      "Sorry doesn't get the breakfast made or the accounts balanced or the roof repaired." She pressed her fingers to her temples. "I'm not asking for the impossible, Ella. I'm asking you to do your part to keep this family afloat."

      "My part?" The words came out sharper than I intended. "My part seems to be everything these days. Cook, maid, secretary⁠—"

      "We all do what we must⁠—"

      "Do we? Because I don't see Drusilla scrubbing floors or Florinda mending sheets until her fingers bleed."

      "They contribute in other ways⁠—"

      "How? By practicing their accomplishments? By ensuring they're marriage-ready while I ensure they have food to eat and clean clothes to wear?"

      Margot's jaw tightened. "That's enough."

      "Is it? Because I don't think⁠—"

      A sharp knock at the door interrupted what was promising to be a spectacular argument.

      We both froze. No one came to call this early unless...

      "The prince's guard," Drusilla gasped from the doorway where she'd appeared, still in her nightrobe. "There's a royal carriage outside!"

      My blood turned to ice.

      Margot was already moving, smoothing her hair, straightening her worn morning dress. "Everyone, quickly. Make yourselves presentable. Florinda! Come down immediately!"

      "What do they want?" I managed through numb lips.

      "How should I know? But when royalty comes calling, you don't keep them waiting." She paused at the door to the receiving room, looking back at me. "Ella, for heaven's sake, do something about your appearance. You look like you've been dragged backward through a hedge."

      I ran my fingers through my tangled hair, acutely aware that I probably still smelled of champagne and the prince's cologne. "I'll just... I'll stay upstairs."

      "You'll do no such thing. We present a united family front." Her tone brooked no argument. "Now."

      The knock came again, more insistent.

      Margot opened the door with as much dignity as one could muster in a threadbare morning dress and flour-dusted apron.

      "Good morning," she said calmly, as though royal guards appeared on our doorstep every day. "How may we assist you?"

      The captain of the guard, resplendent in his uniform, bowed slightly. "Madam, we are seeking a young lady who attended last night's ball. She left rather suddenly and dropped this."

      He held up my shoe.

      It caught the morning light like captured starlight, so obviously expensive, so clearly out of place in our shabby entrance hall.

      "We are visiting every household, checking with every young lady who attended," the captain continued. "The prince is most anxious to find the shoe's owner."

      "I see." Margot's voice was carefully neutral. "And what is the prince's interest in this young lady?"

      "That is between His Highness and the lady in question." The captain's tone suggested this was all highly irregular but orders were orders. "Are there young ladies in this household who attended the ball?"

      I saw Margot's hesitation, saw her glance back at where I stood frozen on the stairs. Something in my expression must have given me away because her face went through a series of rapid changes—surprise, understanding, and then something that looked almost like protection.

      "No," she said firmly. "No one from this household attended the ball. We were not invited, as I'm sure you're aware. We are not of sufficient standing for such events."

      The captain consulted his list. "You are the Ashbourne household? The late Lord Ashbourne's family?"

      "His widow and daughters, yes."

      "I see. And all the young ladies are accounted for?"

      "My stepdaughters were all here last evening." The lie came so smoothly I almost believed it myself. "We spent a quiet evening at home, as we always do."

      "Margot!" Florinda's voice rang out in betrayal. "Why are you—Ella was gone half the night!"

      Everything stopped.

      The captain's eyes sharpened. "Indeed?"

      Margot closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them, I saw resignation mixed with something that might have been disappointment. "Florinda, you're mistaken⁠—"

      "I'm not mistaken! Her bed was empty when I went to return the ribbon I borrowed. She didn't come back until nearly dawn!"

      The captain looked between us all, then focused on me. "Miss, were you at the palace last night?"

      I couldn't speak. My throat had closed entirely.

      "Miss?" He took a step closer, the shoe still in his hand. "Perhaps you would try on the shoe?"

      "That's not necessary—" Margot began.

      "I'm afraid I must insist." His tone was polite but firm. "Orders from the prince himself. Every young lady must try on the shoe."

      "This is ridiculous," Margot said sharply. "A shoe proves nothing⁠—"

      "Margot." I found my voice at last, stepping down from the stairs on trembling legs. "It's alright."

      I walked forward, feeling like I was moving through water. The captain knelt, holding out the shoe.

      It fit, of course.

      It fit perfectly, as it had last night when I'd danced in it, as it had when I'd run in it, as it had until the moment it betrayed me on the stairs.

      "Well," the captain said, rising with satisfaction. "It seems we've found our mystery lady."

      "Wait," I said desperately. "You don't understand. Last night was a mistake. I shouldn't have been there. I'm nobody, I'm nothing, I'm⁠—"

      "You're the woman the prince is determined to find." He gestured to the door. "If you'll come with us, miss. His Highness is most anxious to see you again."

      "But—"

      "Do you have the other shoe?" he asked, as though this were a perfectly reasonable question.

      Numbly, I nodded.

      "Then fetch it, please. His Highness was quite specific about reuniting the pair."

      I looked at Margot, seeking... I didn't know what. Permission? Forgiveness? Understanding?

      What I saw was a woman watching her carefully ordered world fracture around one more impossible thing.

      "You went to the ball," she said quietly. "You went to the ball when you knew I needed you here."

      "I just wanted⁠—"

      "One night." Her smile was bitter. "Yes. We all want things we can't have, Ella. The difference is, some of us don't take them anyway."

      "I'm sorry."

      "No, you're not. You're sorry you were caught. You're sorry there are consequences. But you're not sorry you went." She turned away. "Get your shoe. Don't keep the prince waiting."

      "Margot—"

      "Go, Ella. You've made your choice. Live with it."

      

      I retrieved the shoe from beneath my mattress, my hands shaking as I descended the stairs to find the entrance hall full of guards and my sisters staring at me like I'd grown a second head.

      "Ella," Drusilla whispered. "You danced with the prince?"

      "The prince wants to marry you?" Florinda added, her voice pitched between awe and envy.

      "Nobody said anything about marriage⁠—"

      "His Highness was quite clear," the captain interrupted. "He said he'd found the woman he intends to wed, and he would search the entire kingdom if necessary."

      The world tilted. "That's... that's insane. He doesn't even know me."

      "Nevertheless." The captain gestured to the door. "Your carriage awaits, miss."

      As I walked toward the door, toward a future I hadn't asked for and wasn't sure I wanted, I looked back one more time.

      Margot stood in the doorway to the kitchen, her face unreadable. "I hope you find what you're looking for, Ella."

      It sounded like a blessing.

      It felt like a curse.

      The carriage door closed behind me with the finality of a prison cell, and as we rolled toward the palace, toward a prince who thought he loved me after twenty minutes of acquaintance, I wondered if I'd just traded one cage for another.

      Only this one would be made of gold instead of obligation, and somehow, that felt worse.
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            The Golden Cage

          

        

      

    

    
      The palace was beautiful in the way that glaciers were beautiful—stunning, cold, and utterly inhospitable to human life.

      I stood in the entrance hall, trying not to gape at the soaring marble columns, the painted ceiling that depicted some long-ago battle in excruciating detail, the floor so polished I could see my own terrified reflection staring back at me. Everything was designed to make you feel small, insignificant, unworthy.

      It was working.

      "Miss Ashbourne." A woman materialized from somewhere to my left, dressed in severe black with her gray hair pulled into a bun so tight it looked painful. "I am Mrs. Pemberton, Her Majesty's chief lady-in-waiting. I've been assigned to... assist with your transition."

      The way she said "assist" made it sound like "repair the unfixable disaster."

      "Thank you, I⁠—"

      "His Highness is waiting in the Blue Salon. However, you cannot possibly be presented to him in your current state." Her gaze traveled from my hastily pinned hair to my worn morning dress to my feet—one still wearing the glass slipper, the other in a practical boot I'd grabbed in my confusion. "We must make you presentable immediately."

      "I'm fine as I am⁠—"

      "You most certainly are not." She turned to the small army of servants who had appeared as if by magic. "Hot water to the Rose Suite immediately. Summon Madame Delacroix—we'll need something appropriate for her to wear. And someone do something about her hair."

      "Wait—" I started, but I was already being herded up a staircase wider than my entire bedroom at home.

      "His Highness was quite specific," Mrs. Pemberton continued, climbing the stairs with military precision. "You are to have everything you require. The Rose Suite has been prepared for your residence, a wardrobe will be arranged, and you'll be assigned ladies-in-waiting to attend to your needs."

      "I don't need ladies-in-waiting. I don't need any of this. I just need to speak with the prince—with Edward—and explain that this is all a misunderstanding."

      She stopped so abruptly I nearly collided with her. "A misunderstanding?"

      "Yes. You see, last night was just... we only danced for twenty minutes. We don't actually know each other. He can't possibly want to marry someone he's barely met."

      "Miss Ashbourne." Her tone suggested she was speaking to a particularly slow child. "The prince does not make mistakes. If he says he intends to marry you, then that is what will happen. Our job—my job—is to ensure you're prepared for that honor."

      "But—"

      "The Rose Suite, miss."

      And suddenly I was in a room—no, a series of rooms—that could have fit our entire cottage inside with room to spare. The main chamber was all cream and gold and dusty rose, with windows overlooking the garden where Edward and I had kissed just hours ago. It felt like a lifetime.

      Before I could properly take it in, I was surrounded. Women appeared from every doorway—carrying towels, soaps, gowns, jewelry, cosmetics. They descended on me like a flock of well-trained birds, and suddenly I was being undressed.

      "Wait, stop⁠—"

      "The bath is ready, miss," one of them said, already unlacing my dress with frightening efficiency.

      "I can undress myself⁠—"

      "Don't be silly, miss. That's what we're here for."

      And then I was naked, being hustled into a bathroom that was all white marble and gold fixtures, immersed in water so hot and scented it made my head spin. Hands that weren't mine washed my hair, scrubbed my skin, buffed my nails. I was a doll, a project, a thing to be managed.

      "I can wash myself," I protested weakly.

      "Of course you can, miss," one of them said soothingly, while continuing to scrub my back as if I hadn't spoken.

      I was dried with towels softer than clouds, dressed in undergarments more expensive than anything I'd ever owned, laced into a corset that made breathing an adventure, and finally wrapped in a afternoon dress of pale blue silk that probably cost more than our cottage's yearly expenses.

      "Now the hair," someone said, and I was pushed into a chair before a vanity larger than our kitchen table.

      They pulled and pinned and curled, transforming my ordinary brown hair into something elaborate and architectural. Cosmetics were applied with artistic precision—powder to perfect my skin, rouge to enhance my cheeks, something on my lips that made them look like I'd been eating berries.

      "There," Mrs. Pemberton said with satisfaction. "Now you look like someone the prince might actually want to marry."

      I stared at my reflection. The girl looking back at me was beautiful, elegant, every inch a lady.

      She wasn't me.

      "His Highness is waiting," Mrs. Pemberton announced.

      I was escorted—guarded?—through hallways that all looked the same, past portraits of dead royals who all seemed to be judging me, until finally we reached a door painted the blue of a summer sky.

      "His Highness is within," Mrs. Pemberton said. "You will curtsey upon entering. You will not speak until spoken to. You will address him as 'Your Highness' unless he gives you permission otherwise. You will⁠—"

      "I know how to speak to people, thank you."

      Her lips pursed. "We shall see."

      She opened the door.

      Edward was standing by the window, his back to me, hands clasped behind him. He was dressed more casually than last night but still looked every inch the prince—perfectly pressed shirt, perfectly fitted trousers, perfectly styled hair.

      When he turned, his face lit up with such genuine joy that my heart did something complicated in my chest.

      "You came."

      "I was rather forcibly brought," I said, forgetting all about the curtsey.

      He laughed—that same warm laugh from last night. "Fair enough. Though I notice you could have refused. You could have denied the shoe was yours."

      "Your guard would have known I was lying the moment I tried it on."

      "You still could have refused to come."

      "Could I? Really?" I gestured at my transformed appearance. "Because it seems like refusing isn't actually an option in your world."

      His brow furrowed slightly. "You look beautiful."

      "I look like someone else."

      "No, you look like yourself, just... more formally presented."

      "This isn't me." I touched the elaborate arrangement of my hair. "This is what your people think you want me to be."

      He crossed the room in quick strides, stopping just close enough that I could smell his cologne—the same one that had haunted me all night. "Then tell me who you are. Tell me your name, where you come from, why you were at the ball. Tell me everything."

      "Why?"

      "Because I want to know you."

      "No, you don't." The words came out harder than I intended. "You want to know the girl from the ball. The mystery woman who danced with you and kissed you and ran away. That girl was playing pretend for one night. She doesn't actually exist."

      "I don't believe that."

      "Then you're a fool."

      He blinked, clearly not used to being called names. "I beg your pardon?"

      "You heard me. You're a fool if you think you can marry someone based on twenty minutes of dancing and one kiss."

      "It was a very good kiss."

      Heat flooded my cheeks. "That's not the point."

      "Then what is the point?"

      "The point is you don't know me! You don't know that I wake up grumpy every morning, or that I hate roses because they remind me of my mother's funeral, or that I can't stand the taste of fish, or that sometimes I say cruel things when I'm frightened. You don't know that I'm selfish and impulsive and that I ran away last night because everything about you terrified me."

      "I terrified you?"

      "Not you. The idea of you. The intensity of you. The way you looked at me like I was something precious when you didn't even know my name."

      He was quiet for a moment, studying me with those warm brown eyes. "Your name is Ella Ashbourne. You're the eldest daughter of the late Lord Ashbourne. Your mother died when you were seven, your father remarried a woman named Margot when you were nine, and he died three years ago, leaving your family in financial difficulties. You've been helping run the household ever since, which is why you weren't officially at the ball—you couldn't afford the gown or the invitation. You borrowed the dress from a friend and snuck in because you wanted one night of feeling like you belonged somewhere beautiful."

      I stared at him. "How⁠—"

      "I'm the prince. I have resources." He smiled slightly. "I know you prefer tea to coffee, that you read whenever you can get your hands on books, that you're kind to servants because you understand what it's like to work hard, and that you're brave enough to tell a prince he's a fool to his face."

      "That's just facts. That's not knowing someone."

      "Then teach me." He stepped closer. "Stay. Let me learn the rest."

      "As what? Your prisoner?"

      "As my betrothed."

      The word hung between us like a blade.

      "You can't be serious."

      "I'm entirely serious."

      "This is insane. We don't know each other. We're not in love⁠—"

      "Aren't we?"

      "No!" The word came out too loud, echoing off the silk-covered walls. "Love takes time. Love takes knowing someone's flaws and choosing them anyway. Love takes⁠—"

      "Does it? Or does love sometimes happen in an instant, unexpected and undeniable?"

      "That's not love, that's infatuation."

      "Perhaps." He was close enough now that I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "But isn't that how love begins?"

      "Not like this. Not with me being dressed up like a doll and you deciding my entire future without asking what I want."

      "Then tell me what you want."

      "I want to go home."

      The words fell between us like stones in still water.

      His face went carefully blank, the prince's mask sliding into place. "I see."

      "No, you don't. You see a girl who fits your shoe and your romantic notion of love at first sight. You don't see that I'm drowning here, that everything about this place makes me feel like I can't breathe."

      "The palace can be overwhelming at first⁠—"

      "It's not just the palace." I gestured helplessly at myself, at him, at everything. "It's this. The way I was just handled by a dozen people like I'm not capable of dressing myself. The way that woman looked at me like I was something to be fixed. The way you stand there talking about marriage like it's already decided."

      "Nothing is decided without your consent."

      "Really? Because it feels like everything's been decided. Your guard announced to my entire family that you intend to marry me. I'm installed in a suite, being dressed in clothes that cost more than most people see in a lifetime. How exactly do I refuse without humiliating you and destroying my family's reputation?"

      He was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was softer. "I'm sorry. You're right. I've handled this badly."

      "You think?"

      A small smile tugged at his lips. "Would you like to throw something at me? It might help. There's a rather ugly vase on that table that my great-aunt gave me."

      Despite everything, I felt my own lips twitch. "Don't tempt me."
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