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Chapter One
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I stood staring at my Darcy Masters original wedding gown for what felt like an eternity, which was odd, considering. I had only met the man who would soon become my husband a mere eight months before, right around the time I found out I was six weeks pregnant from a three-minute mistake with a regrettable one-night stand.

No matter how many fixed numbers were added to the equation, it all summed up one inescapable truth: time is fucking relative.

A lifetime of stuff can change in eight months. Take it from me.

By October 1st, I was 36 weeks pregnant, standing in a 12th century castle, staring at a regal white wedding dress complete with its own crystal studded cape, getting ready to walk down the aisle to an actual prince, with all the castles, crowns and thrones that came with the title, all destined to become mine the minute I said, “I do.”

I guess I needed a moment to take it all in.

You already know most of the story, where I, Peaches McPhee, had been hired to write the titillating tell-all memoir of Augustine Seamus Whitley Quinn Agassi, aka Auggie, aka Prince Augustine of Alasdair, The Duke of Iver, aka The Duke of Mayhem, a rebel royal who went rogue and became a rock star.

He was also the heir apparent to the kingdom of Aldayne, a country west of Ireland and south of Iceland, with the Viking/Gaelic roots to prove it.

His grandfather Evander had been king until his death in 1996, when power shifted to Queen Maeve, his widow. Their son, Roan, ran off with an American dancer named Sofie and newborn son, Auggie, to live a life of the ordinary in America, leaving Aldayne without a successor in the House of Quinn.

This was a problem because the next House in line of succession was the House of Byrne, filled with, shall we say, shitheads. Queen Maeve then decided she needed to get her hands on an heir and quickly.

After the deaths of his parents, Auggie was her prime target.

By the time I met Auggie, he was more than a decade into his career as an award-winning musician/performer, who regularly sold out arenas all over the world. He embarked on one last tour before he was forced to keep a promise he made to the Queen. She needed an answer to a question placed upon his head the second he was born. Would he or wouldn’t he serve Aldayne as their king?

As it happened, he would, right after he asked me to marry him.

And I couldn’t even be upset about it because it was kind of my idea. Because I was the ordinary girl he plucked straight off the farm, Auggie left the decision to me how much I wanted our lives together to change. After one meeting with the aforementioned Byrnes, I knew we had no choice. Auggie had to become king to spare Aldayne.

Bad things happen to good people when bad men are in charge. Read any history book anywhere.

That one decision changed everything for me and for my whole family, which was why we hadn’t yet returned to our home state of California after following Auggie to Aldayne for the Queen’s 25th Jubilee in August. 

Well, that, and that the biological father of my near-term baby was an abusive asshole who could never get access to my son. Outside of these borders he had access to me, inside he didn’t. I wasn’t going anywhere.

It had only been a little over five weeks since Queen Maeve’s announcement that Auggie had agreed to become king. It both sped by like a minute and felt like forever ago, mostly because we had to hurry up and plan a wedding to take place in Aldayne prior to the blessed event of my due date, which was rapidly approaching by the end of the month.

Most folks believed my due date was November 24th, but I was due on Halloween. The deception was necessary to spare my son from his biological dad, Christopher Tyler, the other aforementioned asshole. I knew the minute I delivered early that he’d turn up again like some recurring nightmare. 

We had worked together for years, but the relationship had been contentious because he was a pompous, sexist Dude Bro jerk who thought I was a second-rate female due to my size.

That didn’t stop him from sleeping with me when he was drunk and horny, though. And it certainly didn’t stop him from slipping off the condom without my consent.

Did you know stealthing was a thing? Me either, till the pregnancy test came back positive.

Oh, and he confessed it to me right after he hit me and right before he tried to rape me.

Like I said. Asshole. Dangerous, abusive asshole who wasn’t going to come a hundred miles of my son.

Auggie felt even more strongly about this than I did. We had long planned to marry before I delivered, but initially our simple plan had been a family thing at my parents’ farm, with my mother officiating.

Instead, we had five weeks to pull off a real wedding in a real church, since being a king required such things.

So, it wasn’t just any wedding. It was a royal wedding. One with presidents, heads of state and other royal families on the guest list, not to mention all manner of celebrities and notables from all over the world. Oh, and it was going to be televised live for a global audience. 

It was a matter of Aldaynean pride to get it right.

I had an entire team of people assisting me with this gargantuan task. There was, of course, my sister and bestie, Fern, who likewise was planning her own wedding the following spring. There was my mother and my younger sister Dallas, and of course, everybody’s favorite, my baby brother, Dash.

There was Countess Audra Tremwell, Fern’s future sister-in-law and our new, dearest friend. She was officially part of the Royal Court, having served as Auggie’s personal assistant for all the years he’d been M.I.A. from Aldayne, and was about as fierce as they come. If she wanted something done, people did it. She never needed to ask twice.

There were the Princesses, Auggie’s aunts, Princess Fiona, Princess Mariel, and Princess Giselle, all of whom had all the charm and connections to fill in the rest.

I had my own personal assistant, Kelly Murphy, who was also trained to help me with any baby stuff that popped up along the way. This was necessary after having a pregnancy complicated by placenta previa, as well as a steady occurrence of Braxton Hicks contractions due to all the stress stemming from my growing obligations.

My two favorite fairy glam mothers, Jorge Navarro and Darcy Masters, took an extensive leave from the United States, tasked to dress the entire royal wedding party. This consisted of all my brothers and sisters, half of the Tremwells, a couple of Quinns and a partridge in a pear tree.

But the most important member of the wedding planning committee was the queen herself.

Maeve Quinn was poised to become my grandmother-in-law, but she was also a legit monarch who knew how to make things happen. With one phone call, she secured the venue, Crystal Sky Cathedral, an all-glass church that her husband had built for their wedding nearly sixty years before. A dozen calls more and we had celebrity performers, a fleet of dedicated newscasters (not one of which was affiliated with Christopher’s new employer PING,) as well as a virtual parade and cross-country tour, so I could be driven around Aldayne in carriage for all the countrymen and women to see. 

At seven o’clock the following morning, the processional would start from this very castle, Greystone, in the shadow of Grandpa Charlie, a dormant volcano officially known as Mount Charlemonde, and go all the way south towards the Queen’s castle, Shimmering Falls, and Crystal Sky just beyond. There I would exit the carriage, wave to the crowds, then walk down an aisle glimmering with the rainbows cast by all the beveled glass panes overhead, where my prince waited to make me an honest-to-goodness, bona fide princess.

Princess Peaches. Can you believe it?

If, on the previous New Year’s Eve, you had given me a million guesses how my year would have gone, I would have never landed on any of this. 

I honestly didn’t know whether to be grateful or terrified.

Then, I thought of the man who would be waiting for me at the end of that aisle. If there was anyone to make his crazy ride worthwhile, it was Auggie.

My heart had skipped gaily out of my possession the first time he said, “Hello.” He was beautiful. He was sexy. He was kind. He was self-assured. He was generous. He had been my hero on more than one occasion. He was a man who had a lot of love to give and nowhere to give it, until he met an awkward girl with a funny name, who happened to just find out she was pregnant.

After that, he was determined to make all our dreams come true.

I cradled my full tummy, where my son Jack slept soundly. It had been a fairy tale for both of us, and he wasn’t even born yet. I didn’t know how much our world was going to change. But if there was one thing I had learned from our journey thus far, that was probably for the best.

I balled a fist in my back. As we were approaching the finish line, Jack had started to move lower and it was really playing hell on my lower back. I was still having Braxton Hicks contractions, which often played hell with any romantic time with my husband-to-be. This had been the frustrating pattern from the jump. Jack had pretty much made all the rules since we first met. It wasn’t anything we weren’t already used to.

Auggie and I had just sort of decided to roll with it, saving it all for our wedding night.

Still, I had many reservations. Though I no longer shared my life on my socials, I still got alerts whenever someone went through my old posts, liking or commenting as John Q. Public was known to do. Christopher had made his presence known, even though he was legally barred from entering the country. He made damn sure I knew he was watching me like a hawk regardless.

It wasn’t that he wanted me or Jack, he wanted an exclusive to the scandal, or a lot of money, or both. I knew I couldn’t risk an early birth. At least, any earlier than the “early” date of Halloween when I was scheduled for a C-section.

Still, my Auggie was a hard man to resist. When he pulled me closer, there was no pulling away. 

That was why I had spent the last few weeks at Greystone Castle, preparing for the wedding of the century. The world watched and waited for the next royal wedding, and I wasn’t about to let them down even if I had to continually pinch myself that the blushing bride everyone was talking about was me. 

By the end of the next day, I would no longer be known as Peaches McPhee. I would be Peaches, Duchess of Iver, an official member of the House of Quinn.

All I wanted was to be Auggie’s wife. These last two weeks were the longest we’d been apart since we met. I could tell by his texts that it was killing him every bit as much as me, though Queen Maeve made damn sure he stayed busy in the interim.

He had returned to Shimmering Falls, where he began his official grooming to become king. Fortunately, he had finished his education during his Duke of Mayhem days, which he had agreed to in exchange for his freedom to tour. Still, as the King of Aldayne he would be the leader of their armed forces. He required standard military training before he could take the throne. This would put off his coronation for another couple of years, after his 35th birthday.

Both of us were fine with this.

My job was public outreach. After our two-week honeymoon in a location Auggie had decided to keep secret, I would then begin making public appearances to represent the royal family. 

Of course, all that would grind to a halt after Halloween when Jack made his “early” appearance, but we had to plan events into November to keep up the ruse.

A quick knock preceded Kelly poking her head around the slightly open door. “They’re almost ready for you, Mum.”

I smiled. The McPhee family had taken over Greystone to prepare for the big day. They had insisted on a bachelorette party the night before the wedding. I expected barbecue, disco and karaoke in true McPhee fashion. I hoped the ghosts of Greystone would be able to keep up with us, because it promised to be a party unlike anything they’d ever seen. “I’m almost ready,” I told her. 

“I’ll let them know,” she said, walking further into the room. “You had another delivery,” she grinned as she held up a small package. 

I chuckled. I barely even expected to get married, much less have hundreds of gifts pouring in every day. They came from all over the world, but the Aldayneans would not be outdone. They wanted me to know that they approved of Auggie’s choice.

I think they just loved the idea of a wedding. Who didn’t?

“Put it on the pile with the rest,” I decided.

She shook her head as she handed it to me. “It says it’s to the bride.”

My brow furrowed. I had gotten tons of gifts, some to Peaches, some to Miss McPhee, some to Mrs. Auggie Agassi, but this one was just as cold as she said. I took it and examined the writing. It was bold black lettering. “There’s no return address,” I mentioned.

“It was hand delivered, mum.”

I walked to the window. Down in the circular drive below was a black Alda luxury sedan. I could see Cillian Byrne’s silhouette from where I stood. I shivered from that icy blue stare even from hundreds of feet away.

Only family could get this close to the castle. Regrettably, the House of Byrne was exactly that, so he had been allowed passage.

I gulped. “I’ve got it,” I said, dismissing her with a small nod. I waited until she disappeared before I opened the package with trembling fingers. There was a note on top of a black velvet jewelry box. I pulled open the delicate stationary with CB embossed in gold in the corner. 

I underestimated you, it read. I won’t be doing that again. If you are as smart as I think you are, then you won’t underestimate me, either. Especially come Halloween. 

I gulped again as I withdrew the box and opened it. A gold locket was nestled on the black velvet. My fingers shook as I opened it, my belly filled with such dread it made Jack jump in the womb. I gasped as I focused on the picture placed inside the locket.

It was a picture of Christopher.

I gasped and tossed the box across the room with a clatter. When I turned back to the window, the black Alda was gone.

But he didn’t need to stick around, did he? He had thrown that stick of dynamite right in the middle of my fairy tale wedding, the damage was done.

He knew my secret.

Now I just had to wait to see how it all blew apart.
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I was still standing in my bedroom, processing the shock, when Fern came to fetch me to start the evening’s festivities. “Hey, what’s keeping you? Did your water break?” She chuckled at her own joke. Then, she processed the look on my face. “Oh, my God. I was kidding. What’s wrong?”

I sighed and held up the letter I still held in my hand. She walked over to read it. “Well, shit,” she mumbled.

“That sums it up nicely,” I muttered in response.

“Are you going to tell Auggie?” 

I shook my head. “No. No sense in ruining his wedding day like Cillian ruined mine.”

Fernie balled up the expensive stationary and tossed it over her shoulder. “He can only ruin it if you let him.” She walked over to take my hands in hers. “And we’re not going to let him ruin anything. We’re McPhees, for fuck’s sake.”

I chuckled. “For about twenty-four more hours anyway. Then I’ll be a Quinn.”

We absorbed that heady thought for a moment before we both started to squeal in excitement. She grabbed me in a powerful hug. “You’re gonna be a princess, Pea! And then you’re going to be Queen.” She pulled away. “Well, you always were. But this makes it official. Even the haters can’t deny it now.”

I laughed. “I’m sure they’ll still try. They get even louder the more untouchable you become. In case you hadn’t noticed.” 

Did fairy tales normally come with protesters? Mine sure did. Though many Aldayneans had come to accept me as their new princess, a very vocal number had not. They missed no opportunity to tell me to take my “bastard child” back to America where I belonged.

Even being protected by the thick stone walls of all these castles hadn’t muffled the sound.

She shrugged. “It’s all white noise to the important things you’re going to be able to do now.”

That was even more heady than the thought of getting married. The royal duties, particularly for the House of Quinn, centered on service. Instead of reading about problems in the headlines and being powerless to do more than send thoughts or prayers, Auggie and I would actually have the power to help people. And I already knew, from his time as the Duke of Mayhem and the quiet service he had always conducted even before he had agreed to become king, that we would do amazing things.

He was a fine man. He would be a noble, generous, empathetic ruler. 

And for one very lucky woman, he would be a husband and partner.

I glanced again at the dress I would be wearing in a few short hours. Despite how Cillian had tried to rain on my parade, my heart soared with joy. I squeezed my sister’s hand. “Come on,” I said, pulling her towards the party that waited for me.

As I predicted, Dad had wrestled control of the cooking staff in order to prepare a barbecue feast with some of our family favorites that were born in the American southwest. He oversaw everything with his quiet authority, donning an apron and cooking right alongside the puzzled staff who didn’t quite know what to make of all the Americans who had invaded the serene, solemn surroundings of a stately castle built in the 1100s. 

They likewise didn’t know what to make of my mother, Sunny McPhee, and her new sidekick Jorge Navarro, who orchestrated the festivities for the evening in the ancient grand ballroom under a domed rotunda. Though it looked like an elegant backdrop for a medieval ball, disco music blared from the speakers as my guests for the evening milled about, the bridal signature drink in hand: an auberry and peaches champagne cocktail made with the best Yaars bubbly in the country.

I couldn’t wait to taste it... in a few more weeks, after my son was born.

Dash looked ever so fetching in his little uniform on loan from the queen, complete with a saber to his side and a medal on his chest. He bowed to me as he stopped me at the entrance. “Milady,” he greeted.

I couldn’t help but giggle. “Sire,” I responded with a curtsy of my own. “Didn’t you want to save your uniform for the wedding?”

“I have another one for tomorrow,” he said. “It’s way fancier.” 

I nodded. “Of course,” I grinned. He was an official page, just like Oliver Tremwell. Dallas would serve as one of the bridesmaids, along with several other young girls we selected with the Queen. 

My maid of honor was my sister, Fernie, of course. But I had also insisted that Audra join our party as well. She was family as far as I was concerned, and I wanted my wedding to reflect that. My maids of honor would follow me down the aisle, guiding the children who would escort me to my prince.

We had spent the last couple of weeks rehearsing the pomp and circumstance that would magically turn me from an ordinary commoner to an Aldaynean princess, so everyone knew their parts. There was only one thing left to do.

Party.

Dash turned to our private court. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced formally, in a loud voice that required no microphone. “For the last time ever, Peaches McPhee!”

The introduction was bittersweet. I didn’t want to leave that part of myself behind, no matter how glad I was to marry the man that I loved. It was a terrifying prospect to think I was becoming someone else entirely: not just Peaches Quinn... but Her Royal Highness Peaches McPhee Quinn Agassi, Duchess of Iver, as I would be officially styled until Auggie’s coronation as king. 

Though Old Mother resisted it at first, I decided I wanted to keep Agassi in my name. It was my husband’s name, after all. It was a part of him. It was a part of his history. I wanted not only to keep it but pass it along to our children, starting first with Jack.

My other brother, Archer, was second to greet me. “Hey, sis,” he grinned as he pulled me in for a tight hug. “You look amazing.”

I laughed. “Like a princess?”

“Like a queen,” he corrected. He pulled back to look at me.

“What?” I asked finally, only because it took him so long to form a sentence. It was very un-Archer-like. 

“I don’t want to give up my job looking after you,” he started, his voice hitching. 

“Oh, Archer,” I pulled him into a hug. “You never have to give up that job. I’ll always be your little sister.”

My uncharacteristically emotional brother squeezed me tight. “Good,” he said. “Because being your brother is one of my favorite things.”

His declaration made me emotional as well. “Arch,” was all I could say as I held him tight.

He had previously expressed many reservations with my engagement, my upcoming marriage and my unexpected pregnancy, but now wasn’t the time to get into it. We had talked, and argued, long into the night in the past few weeks, but Archer knew that I had made up my mind and there was no changing it. He wanted to protect me as best he could, but I would soon belong to Aldayne. He had to trust that they would take care of me from now on. 

They had already protected me from Christopher. 

The jury was out on how they could protect me from Cillian. Given he was part of the royal family, as were the whole Byrne clan, I was a little nervous on just how close my new enemies would be allowed to get.

They were already on the guest list for the wedding, sitting right up front in the sanctuary, along with the other lines of royal family that had branched out across Europe. 

I vaulted between being glad they could see us in our joy and freaked out they would hop up and tear the whole thing asunder the minute Bishop O’Sullivan asked if there was anyone present who could show just cause that we could not be married.

I had had actual nightmares about it over the past few weeks, so much so I earnestly campaigned that the line be omitted entirely. Given Queen Maeve didn’t know the true paternity, I really didn’t have a valid reason to taking it out other than a general distrust of the Byrnes altogether, which, apparently, was not enough.

That said, I had to wonder if Cillian’s little surprise gift was a reassurance that he was willing to wait until Halloween to pull any nasty rabbits out of his hat, or just something to pacify me so that such a stunt would pack a greater punch.

Only time would tell.

I tried to set aside my worries and instead focus on the festivities before me. All McPhees were present, joined by our new friends and future-in-laws, the Tremwells, as well as my Glam Crew, Jorge and Darcy, and their litany of elves that were tasked with turning this ordinary girl into a princess. 

My favorite of the helpers was Clementine Pomeroy, who had showed up at the castle steps with purple hair streaked with black, sporting her support of Aldayne. She was unapologetically plus-sized, though I wouldn’t dare to use that term around Darcy. Her sister-in-law Coralie Masters had all but made the term a pejorative that suggested anyone who didn’t fit into a narrow row of sizes was somehow an outlier who deserved to be segregated. 

Coralie was on our guest list, as was her husband Devlin, an award-winning composer and pianist who would perform at the Grand Reception Ball following the wedding. Also set to perform was Giovanni Carnevale, of all things. If you had told twenty-year-old Peaches that her celebrity crush would perform a song at her wedding—to a prince no less—she would have laughed right in your face.

But it was all scheduled to happen the following day. Vanni and his wife, Andy, had already arrived in Aldayne the week prior, rehearsing for the big day.

Our impressive guest list included Graham Baxter, the president of Vanni’s record label, and Devlin’s, and Auggie’s. It was the first time the McPhees would get to meet Mr. Baxter, though my family had been taking care of Maggie Farms, the compound he had built for his wife, for almost two years.

He had been invited along with his business partner, Alexander Fullerton, both of whom owned a resort hotel in Noxbury, a sister property to one they had taken ownership of in Vegas several years back.

Former presidents of the United States, who had cordial relationships with the Queen, were also on the guest list, and I had the wedding presents to prove it. 

It was shaping up to be quite the shindig. 

For my party, however, the guest list was limited to the people I wanted to spend these last moments as a single woman with, my family, my friends, the people who had my back.

I thought about Auggie then, wondering if he was likewise surrounded by love. I knew his aunts Princess Mariel and Princess Giz would take care of him as the Queen prepared him for his royal duty the following day. 

I hardly had any time to think about it. My mother grabbed me up into a big hug. “There’s my girl!” she exclaimed. “How do you feel?”

“Petrified,” I answered honestly. I wasn’t scared to marry Auggie, but the historic importance of our union was freaking me the hell out. What if I stumbled? What if I burst into tears and couldn’t recite my vows? What if...?

“You’ll be fine,” Mom assured as she hugged me tight. “The most important thing is the man waiting for you at the end of the aisle. Everything else is just for show. It’s all for the people, who already love you.”

“Not everyone,” I corrected. In addition to the ones who thought I was a poor choice for a bride for their king, other protests had kicked up in the last week or two, letting us know there were some Aldayneans who weren’t interested in sovereign rule or any royal trappings that came along with it.

It was a blessing, and quite shrewd on Old Mother’s part, that the Quinns had the personal wealth to finance the grand ordeal, rather than lay it on the shoulders of Aldayne. That, coupled with their long history of philanthropy, gave fewer tongues a reason to wag.

“You have nothing to prove or justify to anyone hellbent to hate you, Pea,” my mother assured. “Celebrate with those who celebrate you. There are more of us, I promise.”

“You’re right,” I said as I hugged her. 

“Of course, I’m right,” she said as she squeezed me back. “Now, come on. Let’s party.”

Dad wore his Kiss the Chef apron as he helped bring out trays of food from the kitchen, perplexing the nameless, faceless staff that was used to running things in quiet service at Greystone. But the McPhees were all about service, too, so he wasn’t about to let them serve him. It was one of the few things my parents could provide for these festivities and he was adamant about doing his part. 

I stopped him with a hug. “It smells wonderful, Dad.”

“Only the best for my baby girl,” he grinned as he picked me up in a bear hug that both Jack and I had gotten used to in the past few weeks. “There’s extra jalapeno in the corn casserole. Be careful, we don’t want Jack to make an appearance at the wedding.”

I laughed. “Wouldn’t that be a historic arrival?” I caressed my tummy. From my last appointment with Dr. Hamish, I knew we weren’t that close to deliver, Braxton-Hicks contractions aside. All things pointed towards the Halloween due date, which was a good thing considering Cillian’s little gift. If Jack dared to make any appearance earlier than that, there would surely be questions to answer.

There were going to be anyway.

I grabbed myself a plate and tried not to worry about it. Like my mom always said, there was only one way to eat an elephant: one bite at a time. So, I got my bib on.

I spent dinner vaulting effortlessly between all the tables, so I could spend some quality time with all the people I loved. I started first at the kids’ table, where my sister Dallas and Oliver Tremwell sat with Dash. “How’s it going?” I asked. “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

Dash was quick to shake his head, but Dallas was a little more reserved. As an athlete, she was used to performing complicated routines in front of large crowds. But this was the largest crowd ever, watching her do something she never in her wildest dreams could have predicted. I had watched her over the last few weeks showing the same steadfast dedication to getting all the steps right. I knew she’d be practicing long into the night.

“It’ll be fine,” Oliver assured her. 

Oliver’s father, General George Tremwell, Earl of Girbridge, was a courtier like every other Tremwell who came before him, serving now as the King of Arms. Audra and Gav also held high positions in the court and were treasured by the Quinns who depended on their strength and loyalty to keep Aldayne safe and prosperous. So, Oliver was born into nobility and as such, had quite a bit of experience with all the pomp and circumstance that goes with it, even though he was just barely thirteen years old.

“We can keep practicing if you like,” he offered. I could tell my preteen sister was quite taken with the quiet, dignified younger Tremwell, though I was about 98.7% sure she was barking up the wrong tree. Young Oliver set off my gay-dar, despite being so reserved.

“I’d like that,” she said with a soft smile. 

“Me, too!” Dash piped up, making us all laugh. “I don’t think I’m going to get any sleep tonight anyway.”

“Me, either,” I grinned. The children laughed. “Looking forward to your first official ride in a carriage, Dashie?”

His eyes brightened as he nodded. The bridal party, consisting of Fern, Dallas, Dash and Oliver, were to be positioned in front of me during the official drive to the castle the following morning. They would follow the carriage with my parents riding with Archer and Audra and Ellen Tremwell, with Gav and George astride their horses on either side of the carriage.

I would be in the last carriage, followed by a squadron of soldiers on horseback. 

We would stop only once, in front of Shimmering Falls, where the Queen’s own gilded carriage would join us to travel the remaining twelve miles to Crystal Skye, her gold coach leading the way. At that point, Princess Giselle, one of my other bridesmaids, would join Fernie and the children before we made our final leg to the cathedral.

I was especially excited about the Queen’s coach joining our little parade, mostly because Auggie would be riding with her.

Since his parents were not here to walk him down the aisle, the Queen insisted that she be the one to lead him to the altar herself.

Jaws were sure to drop, but Queen Maeve wanted to use the opportunity to show that she supported this marriage wholeheartedly. 

I spent a little extra time with the kids before I joined the next table, where Gav and Fern sat with Audra and Archer. I could tell before I sat down that sparks had already begun to fly between my brother and one of my new best friends. I was immediately on board with this. Archer was a strong personality; he needed an equally strong woman to keep him in check while continually pushing him to be better.

Countess Audra Tremwell fit that bill and then some. 

“You’re going to have a hard time following up to this wedding, Sis,” he told Fern. 

She giggled. “I don’t need all this.” She turned to Gav. “I just need him.”

I envied that she had a choice in the matter. As much as they tell you it’s a fairy tale romance to fall in love with a prince, and have that prince fall back in love with you, the cost for such a dream was astronomical. 

If it hadn’t been Auggie, I wouldn’t have paid it.

“So, an intimate affair at Maggie Farms, then?” he joked.

We all laughed, thinking of how well that would go over with the more formal Tremwells.

“I don’t know if we’re ever going back to Maggie Farms,” Fern said sadly. “I know it was never ours to begin with, but I’ll miss it.”

“Me, too,” I agreed. That life seemed so long ago, when Fernie and I would stay up all night giggling in the pool house, dreaming about our futures.

Neither of us has predicted any of this.

“How about you, Archer?” Audra asked. “Will you be returning to America?”

“It’s my home,” he stated simply. “I suppose you’re probably done with it.”

Her face grew wistful. “I enjoyed my time there,” she admitted. “But I am Aldaynean. It is good to be home.”

He nodded and didn’t say much. He turned to me. “And you’ll be holding dual citizenship, then?”

I nodded. Aldayne allowed me to be a citizen both in the U.S. and in Aldayne. “The process should finalize around the time of Auggie’s coronation.”

“Convenient,” he quipped.

Fern laughed. “It’s two-years from your wedding if you marry an Aldaynean. Which means I need to hurry up and get married to catch up with Pea.” 

“For a variety of reasons,” Gav grinned before he leaned in to sneak a slow, tantalizing kiss.

Archer easily read between the lines. “Isn’t it a little soon to be thinking about children?”

Gav pulled Fernie closer. “Never too soon when you find the right partner, mate.”

Out of the corner of my eye I watched Arch steal a glance at Audra. I grinned to myself as I made way to my next table, where my Glam Squad was in full effect, laughing and boisterous as they prepared for what would literally be a crowning achievement in all of their careers. 

“I should send you to bed right now,” Jorge declared. “No royal bride of mine is going to have bags under her eyes.”

I laughed. “If I did, I’m sure you could fix them.”

He groaned thinking about it. 

“I’ve got you covered, Pea,” Clem said. “Working for Caz Bixby, I’ve had a lot of experience disguising damage after a late night of frivolity.” 

I laughed. “I bet.” Everyone knew the infamous Caz Bixby, who had made being a gigolo damn near patriotic. He was unabashed about his avant-garde lifestyle, where he had gained his notoriety through being a male escort, with his very own reality show to prove it.

Since Clem worked on said reality show, I knew she had plenty of tricks up her sleeve.

“Where is your boss these days?” I asked, just to make conversation. I suppose that was why I was pretty surprised when she answered.

“He’s in Aldayne. He’ll be at the wedding.”

My eyes widened and my mouth gaped. “How’d he manage that?”

“Vivienne Byrne,” she smirked. 

My jaw practically unhinged. 

Vivienne Byrne was Allan Byrne’s thrice-divorced sister and Cillian’s infamous socialite aunt. Unlike the Byrne men, Vivian had no real interest in ruling Aldayne. She instead preferred to shake things up a bit, like inviting a well-known male escort to a royal wedding. 

“Does Queen Maeve know?”

“Know?” Clem crowed with a laugh. “She sent him a gift basket.”

I giggled. That sounded like Maeve. She knew that giving Viv full reign to wreak havoc would do more to upset the Byrnes than the Quinns. 

Besides, it wasn’t like Viv could ever be contained.

This was shaping up to be quite a wedding indeed!

After dinner, Mom turned up the music and officially started the karaoke part of our evening. George and Ellen were gracious enough to join us for the first few songs before retiring for the evening. Everyone else, though, was just getting started.

We were right in the middle of Jorge and Clem’s version of a Pussycat Girls song when the night got even more interesting with the arrival of some important guests.

Queen Maeve, herself, stood at the arched doorway of her castle, watching us tear up the joint. Mariel stood to one side and Giz to her immediate left. Both Giz and Mariel smiled as they watched the frivolity before them. Maeve, however, had a harder time processing what was happening in her royal home.

When the Queen’s eyes met mine, no words were necessary.

I knew she was not amused.
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The music continued on, and my lovely American friends didn’t even miss a beat, although to me the Queen’s arrival was like a giant record scratch. 

Dash, who had grown to love Maeve every bit as much as she loved him, even despite herself, rushed to her side to grab her hand and pull her into the ballroom we had turned into a discotheque.

“Grandmama Maeve,” he greeted with the biggest smile you ever saw. “You should come sing with us! I have just the song!”

I ran immediately to her rescue. “Dashie, come on. The Queen doesn’t karaoke.”

Dash’s face fell as he looked up at her. “Why not?”

She mustered a smile for him and patted his shoulder. “You sing a nice song for both of us, Dashiell,” she said, regally sidestepping the request. 

He responded with a furious nod before he ran over to the karaoke machine to pick a song, dragging Giz along with him. Mariel gave me a supportive wink before she followed them. Maeve turned to me.

“Enjoying your last night as a single woman, I see.”

I wasn’t going to apologize for having fun with the people I loved. I stood a little straighter and squared my shoulders. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

She answered only with a small smile. “I was wondering if I could speak to you and your parents briefly.”

I thought about Cillian’s gift from earlier with a gnawing of dread in my tummy. “Of course. Is there anything wrong?”

She pounced on the insecurity. “Why would you assume there’s something wrong?” 

“It’s been that kind of year,” I blithely remarked.

She glanced me over, pausing her gaze on my very pregnant tummy. “I suppose it has.” Her eyes met mine. “This is more a formal visit.”

Her answer didn’t do much to pacify me. “I’ll round up my folks.”

She nodded. “Meet me in the main drawing room.”

Fern watched as I crossed the room to tap my parents on the shoulders and lead them away from the party. I knew she wanted to come. Hell, I wanted her to come. But the rules were different now. We had to do as the Queen requested.

Mom and Dad followed me to the elegant drawing room with the large, stone-sculpted fireplace that was currently roaring with a blazing fire. Maeve sat in one of the Queen Anne chairs facing it, warming her face with its glow. 

“Your Majesty,” I greeted, simply because I hadn’t quite grown comfortable enough to call her Maeve like the rest of my family, or even Grandmama, like Dashie. I still had to fight the urge to curtsy whenever I was in her presence. 

She turned to face us. “Please. Be seated.”

We all sat to face her, waiting expectantly. The silence dragged so long my stoic father was the first to speak. “I wish I knew you were coming. I would have made some more barbecue.”

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I apologize if I caught you all off guard. That was not my intention.”

“So, what was your intention, Maeve?” my mother asked. They had become quite chummy over the past few weeks, so she had grown pretty comfortable with using her given name. “Everything is moving along schedule, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” Maeve dismissed easily with a wave of her hand. “Auggie had suggested that perhaps Giz would enjoy riding with the bridal party from Greystone. I concurred. It gave me the perfect opportunity to bring my wedding gift to the McPhee family.” 

She rose from the chair, pulling an envelope from her coat pocket and walking it over to my father.

“Please accept this gift on behalf of Aldayne.”

He shared a look with Mom before he opened the envelope that had been secured with purple wax and a royal seal. He withdrew the official parchment and skimmed the contents before falling slowly onto the chair behind him. “What is this?”

Mom took the paper and read it. “I don’t understand.”

Maeve smiled before she, too, sat on the sofa. “Auggie had approached me about allowing you to become caretakers of one of our royal homes, but it made better sense to me that you stay with Auggie and Peaches in Castlewick. With the wedding and all, we haven’t had much time to sufficiently interview adequate staff to assist them. Now that the due date is fast approaching, they’ll need the help of their family more than ever. That, to me, is the caretaking job that matters most.”

“So, what is this?” Mom said, holding up the document. 

She paused. “Security means a lot to me and a lot to Auggie. This is something that will give you and all McPhees a stable future, and a reason to stay in Aldayne.”

I grabbed the document from my mother. It was a deed, stating Doug and Sunny McPhee would take ownership of Kings Watch, a royal residence just off Unity Lake, and would be known here and forever after as Baron and Baroness. With this peerage, they would be entrusted with the upkeep of King’s Keep and participate in the House of Lords, with a personal wealth that included not just one comma, but two.

I wilted into a seat as well.

“With this marriage, I wanted to show the people of Aldayne we stand united as a family. The whole family. Your children will be titled as well. The Honourable Peaches McPhee. The Honourable Fern McPhee. And so on. Known as Lord and Lady accordingly.”

Lord Dashiell McPhee. He was going to lose his mind.

“I don’t know what to say,” Mom stammered, as discombobulated as I had ever seen her. 

Another smirk from the Queen. “I hear ‘thank you’ is customary in these situations.”

“Of course, thank you,” Mom said, before looking helplessly towards my dad.

“We’re not even citizens,” he trailed off, trying to make sense of it.

Maeve chuckled. “What can I say? It’s good to be queen. You’re part of the royal family now, a Quinn by marriage by this time tomorrow. One thing you will quickly learn, we take care of our own.”

“Wow,” Mom breathed, barely able to form a thought. Finally, “Can I hug you now?”

Maeve shrugged. “If you must.”

“I must,” Mom said before she grabbed Maeve into a hug. Dad gave her a bear hug that would have knocked her crown askew had she been wearing it.

“I apologize for not telling you sooner. I ran into some resistance gaining approval from the House of Lords in regards to transferring ownership from Kings Watch from their previous owners.”

My gut tugged. “Who were the previous owners?”

Those cool, bright green eyes met mine. “The Byrnes.”

I nodded. Of course. 

“They had outsourced the care of King’s Keep, paying other people to stay there and tend to the royal duties that come with ownership of the house. My argument was that the McPhee family had a long history of caretaking various homes for important and notable people. I received a lovely response from Graham Baxter himself, as a testament how well you had treated his property in your tenure. It seems obvious to me that if you cared so much about houses you didn’t own, just imagine how you would treat land that you did. Aldayne would benefit having citizens like you. The House of Lords ultimately concurred, given the particular Byrne this property had been promised has yet to marry and take possession. So, congratulations, Baron and Baroness. Lady McPhee,” she said as she turned to me.

Suddenly it all made sense. It was a way to give me a title and legitimize me in time for the wedding and stick it to the Byrnes in the process.

Maeve Quinn was slick. No wonder she was Queen.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said, gathering her things. “We have a busy day tomorrow. I have one last gift for Peaches, but I would like to do that in private if I may.”

“Of course,” Mom and Dad both said, with the appropriate bow/curtsy to their new queen as they departed. 

“You’re having way too much fun with this wedding, I think,” I said as I waited for her to withdraw her gift from the bag she carried. 

“Like I said, it’s good to be queen.” She turned to me. “You’ll know this very soon.”

What could I say to that?

“Here,” she said, handing me a small box. “Consider this something old.”

I opened it to find a monogrammed handkerchief with the Quinn family crest. It had R and S, for Roan and Sofie. “Maeve,” I breathed, forgetting my reticence to call her by her given name entirely.

“All Aldaynean brides carry a family handkerchief for luck,” she said softly. “May it bring you better luck than it brought them.”

I was overcome. This way I could have Auggie’s parents with us on our special day. It meant so much more than she knew. “This is so special. Thank you.”

“Despite what my grandson might have told you, family means everything to me. I tried to give that to him in meaningful ways, but I could never fill the hole losing them ripped into him. He’s happy with you. And I am grateful.”

“Thank you,” I said again, unable to think of anything more eloquent.

She nodded before producing a bigger velvet box. “Now for something borrowed.” 

I opened the box. It was a sparkling tiara that looked very old and very valuable, with seven cabochon aldrites balanced between diamond-studded triquetras. I gasped as I wilted back into a chair. She sat next to me. “This was commissioned by King Riordan for his daughter Eliza, Duchess of Iver, and as such, the new Duchess of Iver should wear it on her wedding day, and every day thereafter she rules. Wear it with pride, Lady McPhee.”

My eyes widened as I looked back up at this powerful woman who would now become my grandmother by marriage. I didn’t even ask for a hug. I just went for it. She allowed it for a moment before she collected herself. “Now, I must go. Tomorrow is going to be a historic day.”

As she collected her things, I asked, “Maeve?” She turned to face me. “How’s Auggie?”

She hesitated only a moment. “Desperately looking forward to tomorrow,” she said at last.

She left me with that, and the tiara I now held in my hands, a tiara worn by someone I had grown to deeply admire. I clutched the tiara and the handkerchief to my heart. 

They would all be with me tomorrow... when I finally walked down the aisle to my prince.

I couldn’t wait.
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I was awake a half-hour before the alarm went off the following morning. I hadn’t even gotten four solid hours of sleep, but I was a wreck thinking about the day ahead.

There was getting to see Auggie again, sure. Marrying the man of my dreams, of course. But sandwiched on either side of that was a lot of royal performance theater, as I had begun to call it in my head. I was expected to go through each and every hoop with a smile on my face and a delicate wave of my hand. No longer would I be simply Peaches McPhee. To the people of Aldayne, to whom I would belong, I would be Her Royal Highness. 

No longer would I write articles for entertainment magazines or post pictures to an Instagram account people may or may not even see. 

No longer would I go to the supermarket for some milk or stand in line to see tickets for the latest movie. 

No longer would I get to make my own clothes, or shop discount outlets or second-hand stores. Never again would I get total autonomy over how I looked, what I wore, how I spoke. Everything would be watched, studied and judged by an entire country... an entire world.

I woke up sick to my stomach, which was reminiscent of the first day I met my prince. It would have been funny if I hadn’t felt so shitty.

When I went downstairs to the kitchen, Mom was already there, prepping some tea to go along with some auberry muffins she had convinced the staff to bake for me. 

They hadn’t planned a big breakfast for our motley crew, but we needed enough fuel to get us from Greystone to Crystal Skye, where I was due to marry my betrothed at noon. After what promised to be at least an hour-long ceremony, we would all ride back to Shimmering Falls for the reception, both public and private. It would be there I could eat again, so I knew to get through everything I had to do that morning, I’d need sustenance. 

Mom greeted me with a hug. “Good morning, honey,” she said, pulling me close. “Or should I say Lady McPhee?”

I laughed. “You’re Lady McPhee,” I reminded. “I’m about to be something else entirely.”

She held me by the shoulders and studied my face. “Cold feet?”

I shrugged. “Not about Auggie. Just about everything else. I just feel like this new life is trying to gobble me whole.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
You are covdia[[y invited.






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





