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Dedication
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For the woman who could multitask cooking, spelling, and stepping over a six-year-old trying to write stories while lying in the middle of the floor.
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A note from the Author

Hi! Thanks for checking out my book. In case you’re wondering about the stamp above...I love to read. There are a lot of great stories out there that are unfortunately polluted with swear words and scenes that are best left behind doors. It’s not that I don’t like romance, quite the contrary, I just feel that certain things don’t belong in print (or on TV, but that’s a different battlefield). I think some authors include spice because they feel their books won’t sell otherwise. They may not realize there are people who appreciate clean fiction; actually a lot of them based on the number of Instagram accounts promoting it. Imagine if clean fiction writers marked their books with a stamp like that above. Not only would it help readers avoid things they’d rather not read, it would also be a strong, silent way to promote the movement. So, if you want a copy of the stamp for your own use, drop me a line (LisaL.author@gmail.com) and I’ll send you one.

The Royal Series is based on Earth in the 16th century or so when men wore codpieces and tights. I thought it would be fun to write about a real ‘dragon’ shapeshifter (believe it or not, shape-sniffer is the recommended correction for shapeshifter. (snort)).  Maybe I should write about that next.  I hope you like the series and would be very grateful for a positive review if you do.
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Chapter 1
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Iwell remember the day it all started, well, when the king’s dastardly plan intruded into my life. It is difficult to talk about, so I’ll skip ahead to a different day, one that led directly to where I am today. 

It was morning or should have been. It seemed like I’d been waiting hours for the sky to lighten. I was beginning to think the sun had decided to go on holiday when I realized I could see the faint outline of beams above my head rather than inky blackness. The morning lark singing outside the window of the inn confirmed it wasn’t my imagination. 

I expected Princess Arabella to roll over and pop out of bed like I imagined she must do every morning since she was always awake before me. She didn’t stir. At that time, I thought she must have taken some sleeping powder before she went to bed. It would have explained why she was so still all night despite the squeaking of my cot. I remember feeling miffed that she didn’t offer me some, even though I wouldn’t have taken it, being unable to see the future to know that I’d need some. Sleeping powder always makes me groggy for half the next day and I wanted to make a good impression.  It wasn’t everyday I met the man who would be Princess Arabella‘s future husband and our king.

The cot squeaked dreadfully when I rolled to my feet, but Princess Arabella did not stir. The floor felt like ice instead of wood beneath my stocking-covered feet. I wrapped the warm cover from the bed around my body and grabbed the unlit candle I’d left on the floor beside the cot. It took only a few seconds of poking at the ashes in the fireplace to determine there were no living embers left. 

One of the advantages of traveling with a princess is always having a guard or two available to fetch things or reach things or light candles from lamps at the end of hallways. We aren’t supposed to use them for that, but I’m sure they appreciate taking a break from standing and watching all day. I would. 

Michael, the senior guard of the twenty who Arabella’s dad, King Rupert, sent to escort us, was in the hallway. Michael has guarded the princess and I since we were little. A young red-headed guard, John I think is his name, was with him. 

“Is the fire not lit?” Michael asked when he saw me with my candle. “I saw the maid head this way.”

“No.”

“I wonder what business she had here then.”

Michael always grips the hilt of his sword when there is even a hint of danger. Since he senses danger everywhere, his hand is almost always on his hilt. It doesn’t bother me, but John hadn’t been around him much. He probably thought Michael was about to chase the maid down and poke her through. John stepped slightly forward as if to block him.

“I-I sent her away. You had stepped out and it was just me and I couldn’t keep an eye on her without leaving my post.”

Michael nodded and loosened his grip slightly. “You did right, John. Stay alert. I’ll light the fire.”

While I waited for Michael to clean the hearth and lay new logs, I happened to glance over at the window and was shocked to see it cracked open. No wonder it was so cold. The Princess was sleeping right next to it – her bed was pressed up against the wall underneath it. I had the fleeting thought she must be frozen and that’s why she wasn’t moving. The real reason was nearly as bad. 

I climbed up on the mattress and leaned over what I thought was Princess Arabella’s legs and shut the window, then looked down. It wasn’t the Princess. The quilt had been rolled up to look like someone was there. For a moment I thought she’d been kidnapped, then a flutter of movement caught my eye. On the pillow where her head should have been was a folded piece of paper with my name written in Princess Arabella’s elegant script. I had an inkling of what it said even before I picked it up and read what she wrote.

My Dearest Ella,

You have long been my friend and constant companion, so you know when I say this marriage would have destroyed me, it’s true. I cannot survive in the cold mountains no more than a fish can survive on land. I have no doubt Father knew this as well and that’s why he was so pleased when I chose you to be my sole companion. You must take my place. You are much hardier than I, and I dare say, smarter. Everyone has always said we could be sisters, twins even. No one will ever know. I’ll disappear. I have a bag of jewels and the aid of a good friend. Don’t worry, he’s sweet, much like a puppy. 

I’ve left you the necklace my betrothed sent me but I’m taking my signet ring with me. I know I can never use it again, but one never knows what might happen in the future. Perhaps my son or grandson will need it to prove who he is. You’ll get a new one anyhow.

You are now Princess Arabella. It’s a good name. I trust you to keep it so. Thank you for this. I am in your debt always. Good luck with your marriage.

Love always,

The former Princess Arabella.

My first thought was how could she be so stupid? She usually isn’t - she got good marks from our tutors and can be very perceptive when it comes to matters of the court - but to expect me to take her place was ridiculous. There was no way I could pretend to be her, not with the guards knowing who I was and with her portrait already in the prince’s possession. Even if I managed to convince the guards to go along with the deception and the prince was blind enough not to realize I was a different girl, I’d be caught when her father or his representatives came for a visit.

Worse was that she’d run away. I didn’t blame her for wanting to. She was going to marry a stranger and the rumors about the prince were scary. It was said he was a beast and covered in scales with claws for hands. There were so many rumors, consistent rumors, that I was inclined to believe there was something to them, maybe not the scales part, but perhaps the prince had a disfiguring birthmark. I didn’t believe though that King Rupert would agree to marry Princess Arabella to someone if he were dangerous. She was, after all, his only child. Besides, I’d seen the portrait the prince had sent. Unless the artist had taken great liberties, the prince looked normal enough, handsome even, in a dark, brooding way. The princess was lucky he was close to her age and not someone old enough to be her father. 

Don’t think I’m cold-hearted. I find arranged marriages distasteful, but I understand the necessity. Every king and queen except maybe one in the history of Lumbria has married for political gain rather than for love. It is expected of them, and the princes and princesses are taught that it is their duty from the moment they are born. In Arabella’s case, this meant marriage to the prince of Rhaetia. 

I guess it can’t be helped.  I’ll have to tell you what happened. My father, Ambassador Raineri, the kindest, most gentle man you could ever meet, was murdered in the palace in Dalmerta, possibly by Dalmerta’s king, King Leonard. Father never said an unkind word about him, but King Leonard is known to be irrational and possibly unstable at times. Dalmera Bay is the only thing that separates Lumbria from Dalmerta, so as you can imagine, King Rupert was concerned that King Leonard was planning to follow up my father’s death with an attack on Lumbria. King Rupert could have chosen to go on offense and attack in retaliation, but being the peaceful man he is, chose instead to fortify our defenses along the border and seek allies. 

Rhaetia isn’t exactly close – it’s north of Lumbria, beyond Verde, and you must pass through the Great Forest to reach it.  However, Rhaetia abounds in riches and has a strong military. The king and the court were hopeful that an alliance with Rhaetia would deter King Leonard from attacking, but if not, the extra support from Rhaetia would ensure victory.

Princess Arabella knew the moment she was called before her father and the Rhaetian ambassador that she was going to be the glue that joined our two countries together. She was unusually quiet when she came back to her rooms, and I thought she might release her temper as she does when something truly upsets her, but within a few minutes she was back to her usual talkative self and immediately started making wedding plans.

“Miss Ella, is everything all right?”

I’d forgotten Michael was in the room. Instead of explaining, I handed him the note. 

His face was like stone when he handed the letter back to me. “Who is this friend she is referring to?”

“I don’t know.”

“She calls him a good friend. It must be someone you both know. Are there any boys or young men she’s been talking with more than usual?”

“You know the princess. She always has men vying for her attention, but I haven’t noticed her interacting with one more than the others, nor has she mentioned anything.”

“You’re sure?”

“I am.” And I was. The only way she could have been seeing someone secretly was at night and there were always guards at the door and myself in her bedroom, although clearly I wasn’t the light sleeper I thought I was if she could sneak out a window without waking me.

“How long do you think she’s been gone?” Michael asked.

“Long. I was awake much of the night.”

“Burn that.” He indicated the note. “I’ll see if I can find any clues to her whereabouts, and I’ll send a message to King Belos telling him that the princess has taken ill. It will give us a few days at least.”

“What if you don’t find her? What will we do?”

The fierce yet desperate look in his steel-gray eyes when he looked directly into my own sent a shiver up my spine.  

“What choice do we have?”
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The only reasonable option was to tell the truth. At least that’s what I thought then and for the next three days while I stayed shut up in that cramped, cold room pretending to tend an ill princess. The more time that passed, the more concerned I became for the princess, and for my own future. I know, it was shallow of me, but King Rupert and Queen Anne were going to be furious when they learned I’d lost their daughter. They’d ban me from the castle and maybe even the country. The castle was the only home I’d ever known. Where would I go? I didn’t have any family. I had enough education that I could become a tutor or a governess, but I had to have a good recommendation letter for that, and that would not be forthcoming. 

Of more concern, was what King Belos of Rhaetia would do. Rumor had it that King Belos had a horrible temper. What if he attacked Lumbria? What if he turned to our enemies for a bride and talked them into attacking us too? The princess knew these things could happen. How could she just leave?

The lie the princess had suggested kept popping into my head to tease me. It was a horrible idea. If anyone ever discovered me, the consequences would be ten times worse than they were right now. I’d be put to death for impersonating royalty and there would most certainly be a war since it would seem a deliberate deception on King Rupert’s part. Almost as dangerous was an idea that kept circling back to me no matter how many times I rejected it. What if we pretended the princess had died? We were already pretending she was sick. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a matter of if, but when she showed her face again. We could cover that inevitable event with another lie such as she had a younger sister, or maybe the king could marry her off quickly to someone else far away so Rhaetia would never hear of it, but there were too many ifs and lies.

I was so lost in my thoughts, I jumped and nearly fell out of my chair when someone banged loudly on the door. It didn’t sound like Michael’s knock. I tossed my sketchbook onto the bed and wrapped my hand around the sewing scissors in my pocket. They aren’t long, but they are sharp, and I know how to use them. Part of my role as a companion is to defend the princess if anyone gets past the guards. Since I typically don’t have a sword, I learned to use knives like the one my father had given me that was currently in my travel chest, or scissors, which I also tended to have on hand.

“Who’s there?”

It’s hard to remain calm when a door slams open and a bewhiskered stranger stomps into your room. He didn’t immediately come at me, for which I was relieved. Michael was in the hallway standing behind some strange guards. He wasn’t fighting, which calmed me, but he was frowning. I turned my attention back to the dark-headed stranger in the room. He had strolled over to the bed and was tossing the covers to the side.

“Where is she?”

I knew very well who he was talking about, but I played dumb. “Who sir?”

“Princess Arabella.”

Who was this person? Could it be the prince? He did have dark hair, but it was streaked with silver and he was much wider than the person in the portrait, not fat, mind you, just wide as men tend to get as they age. He was also short, barely taller than me, although with his whiskered face and steely gaze, he seemed larger. I decided to pretend I was upset because I was a lady and not because I was scared he would harm me.

“Who are you and what gives you the right to barge into my room and demand anything of me?”

He strode toward me and a question I had oft wondered about myself was answered. Yes, I could pull my scissors on someone and would if threatened. He stopped and looked at my blade and then at me, his eyebrow raised in amusement. “What are you going to do, cut off my buttons?”

“Step any closer and you’ll find out.” I sounded menacing, at least to myself.

He sucked in and puffed up his chest not unlike a frog. “You would threaten me, King Belos of Rhaetia? What is your name girl, that I can have it carved into your skin before your decapitated body is burned to heat my palace.”

I tried not to show how much his threat disturbed me, but my voice betrayed me. “I..” I tried to pass it off as something in my throat and forced myself to be calm. First impressions are important and I was representing my country and my king. Taking a deep breath, I hope he didn’t notice, I blurted, “I am Ella Raineri Culotta, daughter of Ambassador Raineri and companion to Princess Arabella of Lumbria.”

“Then you know where she is.”

Now was the moment, but I couldn’t think of a lie to tell and I’d already given him my real name.

“No, I do not.”

“You do not?” 

He sounded as if he didn’t believe me. It was a good thing I had told the truth. I was horrible at lying. The princess took pleasure in pointing out how bad I was at both lying and bluffing. 

“The guards are looking for her.”

The king nodded. “She ran then. I feared as much. The rumors about her are true.”

“What rumors?”

“That she is spoiled and selfish.”

I was affronted for Princess Arabella’s sake. “Isn’t that what people say of all princesses?”

“No.” He glanced briefly around the room, then back at me and the scissors I still held ready in my hand. “You can put that away. I won’t harm you.”

I let my hand drop. I didn’t know if my scissors counted, but it is against the law to threaten royalty with a blade, and I was fairly certain by that point he was who he said he was. If not, Michael wouldn’t have let him in the room. Also, he was wearing a huge gold medallion that only a king would feel necessary to hang around his neck. “What will you do with me – with us then?”

“What do you think I should do?”

I felt as if he’d suddenly dumped a couple of boulders on my shoulders. I got to decide? What a mess. If I said what I hoped he’d do, that is, forget and move on, he wouldn’t take me seriously, and I wanted him to. I felt I needed to impress him to make up for Princess Arabella’s thoughtlessness. However, I didn’t want to suggest he retaliate against my country. What would my father do? “I don’t know all the circumstances,” I said.

The king smirked. “An answer worthy of an ambassador’s daughter. Your father was a good man. I was sorry to hear of his demise.” 

My tears, which now-a-days were always threatening to overflow, nearly spilled over. I managed a nod. His face softened a fraction, then he turned away and moved toward the door. I thought he was going to leave, but instead he twirled his finger at the scary looking guard watching through the door frame. The guard shut the door.

“My circumstance,” he said, turning back to me, “is a son who must marry in the next three days in order to claim his rightful place.”

“What will happen if he doesn’t?”

“Someone who is inferior in every way will win.”

“We still have three days then. If the guards can find Princess Arabella...”

He put up his hand, silencing me, and started pacing toward the bed. While I waited, I tried to come up with other options, but if he needed a girl in three days, the only option was the princess unless she was compromised. I didn’t want to believe it, but she had been alone with a boy for three nights. Even if she wasn’t, everyone would think so.

The king made a sharp turn and marched over to stand directly in front of me. His eyes were a rare bright blue, an eye color I’d only seen once before. He grabbed my chin with his thick fingers and turned my face to the right, then the left. “Tell me Ella, does royal blood run in your veins? You bear an uncanny resemblance to the princess in the portrait I received.”

“The princess and I are related,” I confirmed.

“How related?”

“We are third cousins once removed on our mother’s side.”

“And did this ancestor you share carry royal blood?”

“Yes. She was Queen Boudicca of Noricum.”

The king released my chin and stalked away to the back of the room, then spun sharply around again. I wondered if he got dizzy doing that.

“If I were to make a deal with you, would you honor it?”

“If I made a deal, yes.”

He nodded and paced toward the door, then back to stand a few feet in front of me. “Here’s the deal. You marry my son and I won’t kill you.”

I didn’t even think. “No.” 

He blinked in surprise. “No?”

I nodded to give myself time to put my explanation into words. “If your son is so horrible that you have to threaten murder to forge an alliance, then I’d rather not meet him.”

“But you’d be a princess.”

I let my raised eyebrow speak for me. It was one of my father’s favorite techniques to get people to talk.

“He’s not horrible,” the king said after a few seconds. “He’s just a bit different. Broody sometimes.”

I waited.

“I suppose I could offer you riches but what good would that do if you’re married to my son? Wait. You’re not already married, are you?”

“No.”

“Boyfriend? Lover? Betrothed?”

“No.”

“Any family? Mother, brother, sisters?”

I shook my head, nearly tearing up again when I thought of my father.

“What is it you want then? What could I offer that would entice you to marry my son?”

Nothing, there was nothing. I didn’t want an arranged marriage. I wanted love. 

How much was I willing to pay though? If I refused, what would become of my country and my home? How many people would die in a war I might be able to stop? Besides, there was no guarantee I would ever find love. I was already one-and-twenty and I’d met hundreds of young men at the palace in my lifetime. Many people never found love, or they thought they did but they were wrong. 

Arranged marriages were the norm. If other women could do it, I could too, as long as a man didn’t have any really annoying habits, and I didn’t have to spend a lot of time with him, and he wasn’t a wife-beater.

“Is he kind?”

“Well, he’s no bunny-kisser, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It is not. Will he hit me?”

He frowned at me. “Did someone hit you? If I caught anyone doing that to a woman, even my son, I would put them on the north side of the mountain in the middle of winter.”

No one had hit me, but I knew of at least one lady who wore long sleeves even in the summer to hide the bruises on her arms. 

“Will I have my own rooms?”

He gave a single nod. “If you wish.”

“Then I can hope for not less than to give my life in the service of my country.” My stupid tears destroyed the proud stance I was going for. I ducked my head so they wouldn’t be so obvious.

“Was that something your father said?”

I nodded. 

“He was a wise man, and I can see you take after him. You want me to honor my deal with King Rupert even though his daughter ran and left you to clean up her mess.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

I took a moment to compose myself and wipe my tears while I put an argument together.

“You are asking me to do the same thing you asked of her. Unless you have another princess lined up to be here in three days or you can find Princess Arabella, I’m the only female with royal blood available and willing to marry him today if necessary. I promise not to run, and I will do my best to be a good wife to your son. In return, you must agree to ally yourself with King Rupert and come to his aid as if he were a beloved brother if any other kingdoms attack without just cause as defined in the Proclamation of Kings.”

“You know about that, do you?”

“I have been a companion to Princess Arabella as long as I can remember. I took all the same classes she did.”

“And probably paid more attention than she did.” 

He was already pacing back across the room. He made two circuits past the fireplace before speaking again. 

“All right. Same deal as I made with King Rupert except not another bride price since that’s already been paid. Actually, I’m going to ask for it back since, technically, it’s yours, and I’m not going to tell him of our deal right away because I’d like to have him squirm a bit. You, in return, must marry my son even if you find him repulsive and you must treat him with the respect and honor he deserves as my heir. If you do not agree, I will turn my back on King Rupert and his little kingdom and may even attack it myself so my soldiers can get in a little practice. Do we have a deal?”

“There is no need to threaten me.”

The king shrugged. “I just wanted to lay it all out for you.”

Praying I wouldn’t regret it for the rest of my life, I nodded. “Put it in writing and make it official and we have a deal.”
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The annoying squeak from one of the carriage axles ceased, only to be replaced by even louder trumpets. Truthfully, they sounded amazing as the clear tones bounced off the nearby mountains. Were they for the king or for Princess Arabella? I hoped the former. I didn’t want to disappoint anyone.

My stomach hurt; I was so nervous. A few marks ago, my looming marriage had seemed very far away. Now I was here. My betrothed probably waited just outside the carriage door. Michael and the rest of the guards were on their way back to Lumbria. King Belos had insisted they leave after I signed the document he produced. There was no going back. 

Would I find the prince repulsive? Why had the king even said that? My overly imaginative mind had worried over the word the whole bumpy trip. Was there something horribly wrong with the prince? Was he even capable of having a wife? Maybe he chewed on his toenails or had breath bad enough to wake the dead or drooled everywhere. The extremely logical yet not-always-realistic little voice in my head spoke up again. If he could chew on his toenails, then he was very limber. Breath could be solved by lots of mint and drool...a bib? His father was determined to make the prince his heir so there must not be anything too horrible. Assuming his father cared for him and wasn’t just doing all this to pass down the throne, that meant
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