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“When you feel cast into the wind, find your happy place to ground you. Grounding is the only way to feel connected. Search for your happy place with passion. It’ll be the only thing that helps,” Keith said as he placed his hands on his daughter’s shoulders. 

“Help with what?” Gisella asked as she looked up at her daddy. 

“Anything,” Keith said. “Remember to find your happy place.” 

She nodded. She didn’t know what a happy place was, but she was determined to find it. No matter how long it took. 

Gisella remembered her father’s words as she thought about the picture she’d let go. She’d found her happy place. And her father had been right. The soft, warm dirt on her feet grounded her. That’s what she remembered when she took the picture that just sold. It sold within seconds of the auction going live for more money than she’d ever seen. It had been taken near her home on her favorite battlefield. Who would want a photo of the Union line in the center of the Hornet’s Nest at Shiloh? 

Well, besides her. Since she took the picture. It’d been her favorite, but she let it go. Supporting her dream meant more than the picture. She could always take another one, and the money would float her business until more jobs came in. 

She still wondered who would want this picture. Apparently, someone who had a lot of money. If the check amount was anything to go by. 

“Here you go, Gisella. Don’t spend that all in one place,” Mabel said as she handed Gisella a check. 

“That’s a lot of zeroes,” Gisella said as she stared at the check. “It won’t bounce, will it?” 

Mabel laughed. “Honey, the man paid cash. No bouncing checks here.” 

Gisella nodded as she looked up. “I can’t believe someone bought my photo.” 

“The gentleman asked when your next photo would be available,” Mabel said as she stood up and adjusted her glasses. “I think you have a fan.” 

“Wow,” Gisella said, shaking her head. “I’m developing film tonight, but I don’t know if any of them will be good enough. I’ll let you know next week.” 

“Alright, sweetie. Call me this week if one of them is up to your standards,” Mabel said. 

“I will,” Gisella said as she shoved the check inside her purse and walked out of the auction house. 

She had one stop to make on her way home. The bank. This check covered her building rent for three months. It was one worry off her mind. She’d already paid her two employees this week from the deposits of future bookings. Since she lived above her studio, the building rent included her apartment rent.  

Maybe one of the photos she developed tonight would be awesome and earn another check with a few zeroes to float her a little longer. At least her business was taking off. Three weddings over the next month would put her business firmly in the black. It was skating a fine line now, but in a month, she could breathe easier. She’d still sell her pictures to help build her nest egg. She didn’t want to worry about money or paying her employees. 

Ever. 

She’d worried enough as a child about bills not being paid. Having free-spirit parents wasn’t always a good thing. One day they’d be in a tent, and the following week she’d have a real bed. Nomads. That’s what they called themselves. She used to dream about a prince from a fairy tale coming to save her. She’d spent hours losing herself in those fairy tales. They always seemed to be carefree and had no worries about where they would live each day. A prince never questioned where he’d live. They lived in castles that had been in their families for generations. 

Shaking her head, she sighed. She didn’t need a Prince Charming sweeping in to save the day anymore. This shoe-hating Cinderella was taking on the world alone. 



“Your highness, your parents have requested your presence in their chambers,” William said after bowing. 

“Their chambers, William?” Edward asked as he studied the Lord Chamberlain and his parent’s royal assistant. 

William ran the royal family’s calendars with the help of three assistants. Nothing slipped past this man. 

“Their chambers, your highness,” William said, nodding. 

“Fine, I have time,” Edward said as he glanced at his watch. 

“I’ll let Josefine know so she can adjust your schedule,” William said. 

Edward nodded as he turned instead of heading out of the palace. His parents’ chambers were at the farthest end of the palace. Nowhere near their kids’ suite of rooms. Or the exit. Today wasn’t going as planned. He’d overslept, and after this meeting with his parents, he’d be late for today’s parliament session. 

Once he was outside their room, he knocked and waited. No one ever entered their room without permission. Even if he’d been summoned and knew they were waiting on him. 

“Enter.” 

His father’s booming voice called out. His father even had a king’s voice. Although, he hadn’t been born royal.  

“Mother, father,” he said as he opened the door and closed it behind him. 

This conversation wasn’t an open-door one, he could tell. 

“Edward, sit, please.” 

Edward looked at his parents and sat. When the King and Queen wanted you to sit, you sat. He wasn’t sure why they requested his presence in their private chambers today. The papers featured nothing from the royal family in months. No scandals for the princes or princess. The only thing that seemed to dominate every paper was the upcoming anniversary of the country. 

Three hundred years. 

It was a big anniversary with events scheduled all year. The celebration would end with a ball in the royal palace. His mother, along with the events staff, had been planning for this for the past five years. Which for a royal affair wasn’t too long. Nothing could be overlooked or left out for this ball. The caters were selected last year, with backup caters ready in case something happened. 

“Is everything okay with Jack?” Edward asked. 

He hadn’t heard from her in a few days. 

“I wish you wouldn’t refer to your sister as Jack. I named her Jaclyn after your grandmother,” his mother said as she sat across from him. 

“And all grandmothers’ friends called her Jack too,” Edward said as he relaxed. 

“They did,” his father said as he patted his wife’s hand. “And your sister is fine. She’s still in Scotland on her country tour. She’ll be home by the end of the week.” 

“Since it’s not Jack, what about baby brother? George keeping his nose clean in America?” Edward asked. 

He really needed to check on his siblings more. Between resigning his commission and attending more and more meetings, he hadn’t spoken to his brother or sister for the better part of a week. It was unheard of. The three of them were close, even if they were royal. 

“George is currently taking his finals. He’ll be flying in next week,” his mother said as she crossed her ankles. 

She was the image of a perfect queen. Until it came to family game night. But the press didn’t know about how the queen liked to cheat at board games. She’d denied it if they ever found out. A queen couldn’t be known as a cheater, even if only at board games with her kids. 

“So, why am I here? I was to listen in on parliament’s new session today,” Edward said. 

“We’ve decided that we’re stepping down as king and queen,” his mother said. 

“What?” 

He couldn’t have heard her correctly. His parents were not old enough to think about abdicating. They were in their sixties. Still young enough to rule the country. In fact, his grandmother ruled into her seventies until health problems forced her to abdicate to his mother, who in turn made his father a king with the matrimonial crown. 

“You’re ready to take the throne,” his father said. “We’re announcing our abdications once George and Jaclyn are both back in the palace. No one else knows, but you needed to be told first as the Crown Prince.” 

Edward nodded. 

“Thanks for not springing this on me in front of the press,” Edward said as he leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. “Which engagements will I be attending in your places in the next few weeks? Josefine will need to know to make the necessary changes to my schedule.” 

“The schedules will stay the same for a while. We’re not making this change quickly. We have a full year before your coronation.” 

“My coronation is happening around the anniversary?” Edward asked. 

This anniversary was a big one for his country. Why would his parents want his coronation during the same time? 

“Your coronation will take place a week before the ball. It’ll be your first ball as King of Lorvena,” his mother said as she stood. “A year sounds like a lot, but it will fly by.” 

“I wondered why you asked me to review the coronation procedures a few months ago,” Edward said as he leaned back. “Anything else?” 

“Yes,” his father said. “Your mother and I want you to seriously consider marriage.” 

“Coronation and marriage,” Edward said as he stood up to pace. “Do you have a list of princesses you want me to consider, or do I get the choice?” 

“You get the choice,” his mother said, folding her hands in her lap. “Edward, we’re not asking you to get married. But to consider a stable relationship that could lead to marriage. With your sister and brother, you don’t have to get married for an heir. We just want you to be happy. Having a partner to stand at your side and help you rule the country will ease the constraints of being king.” 

“Trust us. Ruling a country is hard. Ruling alone is harder,” his father said. 

“If it wasn’t for your father, I wouldn’t be half the queen I am,” his mother said. 

“I’ll think about it,” Edward said as he stopped pacing. “I am happy.” 

“With your pictures of American battlefields?” his father asked as he stood. “Son, we’re asking you to think about it. That’s all.” 

“I said I’d think about it,” Edward said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Am I excused? I can still make the session.” 

“Go and don’t interrupt the Prime Minister. I don’t need Alma requesting an audience because you shut her down in front of the other members,” his mother said. 

“She was wrong,” Edward said. “And, she wouldn’t listen to the other members on the correct numbers of the roadway budget. I made sure she heard the correct numbers.” 

“You made it known that you don’t side with her. As the future king, you’re to remain neutral on the political parties,” his father said. 

Edward nodded. “I’ll do better now that I have a date of when I’ll be king.” 

“We are proud of you,” his mother said. “Go.” 

“I’ll see you at dinner,” Edward said as he walked out of the room. 

He would be king in a year. A year! As he walked out of the palace, he thought about their other request. 

Marriage. 

There was no woman in his life he could see helping him rule the country. And if he ever met a woman he could see as the queen of his country, he’d marry her. At least she didn’t have to be of noble birth. 

From soldier to king in a year. He didn’t even have time to enjoy what was left as his time as the Crown Prince. After his parents announced their abdication, he would go from prince to future king. The people would judge his actions and compare them to his parents. As they always did when a change in the monarchy happened. 

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he checked his messages. One made him smile. Huck did it. His American security guard secured the latest photograph for his collection. One day he’d meet the artist, G.S. Smith, and thank them for capturing the beauty of American battlefields. The pictures were so good that you could almost smell the dirt and grass and hear the wildlife. The artist captured the serenity of the blood-soaked dirt better than anyone could hope. 

He fired a quick thanks and shoved his phone back in his pocket. Time to listen to the latest fight between the elected members of the government of Lorvena. 
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Eight Months Later 

Gisella clicked the back button as she checked the natural lighting on the bride’s face. The soft light filtering through the stained glass was beautiful. She couldn’t have lighted the bride’s face any prettier. Saving her edits, she added it to the preview email for the newly married couple. Choosing twenty photos was always the hardest, but she tried to pick a variety for the couple to see before she finished her edits. 

“I bet she orders a black and white copy of that one,” Duke said as he set her coffee cup down. 

“I hope so,” she said as she grabbed the cup. “Thank you. I didn’t get my normal cup this morning.” 

“This is your first cup? I’m surprised you’re functioning,” he said as he backed away from the desk. 

“My coffee pot upstairs died. I might’ve cried, and I didn’t have time to get some before my first call,” she said before sipping. “Ah, perfect.” 

“At least that wedding’s over,” he said, pointing to the finished book on the corner of her desk. 

Pushing her blonde hair back with her glasses, she nodded. The bride was sweet, but the mother was a different story. 

“Tell me again why I chose Memphis? The combination of brides is sometimes too much,” she said, gripping the cup between her hands. 

“Big cities offer more job opportunities. And I’ve seen your hometown. There ain’t nothing there to support your business. You’d still be the only one working,” he said as he sat down. “Homesick again?” 

“Gosh, no,” she said, shaking her head. “You have to have a home to be homesick, I’d imagine.” 

“You can be homesick for a place. When’s the last time you drove to your battlefield?” 

“It’s not my battlefield,” she said. “But, it’s been a while.” 

“Could be your problem,” he said. “Go this weekend. It’s supposed to be pretty.” 

“I can’t,” she said as she set her cup down. “I need to check out zoo’s China exhibit. I don’t know the space well for Taryne’s bridal shoot.” 

“Her bridal shoot? I thought she turned it down for a boudoir,” he said as he braced his hands on his thighs. “When’s this shoot?” 

She sighed as she leaned back in her chair. Best purchase since she opened the business. It made all those hours sitting in the chair worth it. 

“She’s looking at dates with the zoo. The problem is, we either have to shoot before the zoo opens or after it closes. I hate time constraints.” 

“At least her wedding isn’t until November. It shouldn’t be too hot here in the city. Who gets married in the city in summer?” 

She laughed. “You know it doesn’t get cold until after Christmas, but at least it’s not August. The humidity alone would kill her hairstyle.” 

He nodded. “At least we won’t have sweat rolling down our backs. I need your appointments so I can update the calendar.” 

Groaning, she grabbed her mouse and double-clicked her calendar. She checked the last time she updated it. Two weeks ago. 

“Take my planner,” she said as she pushed her personal planner toward him. “I haven’t updated my online one.” 

“Why do I even try to drag you into this century. I don’t know anyone who writes in a planner. They type it in. On their computer,” he said as he reached for the calendar and flipped it open. “You even have stickers. You took the time to place stickers on certain days? You’re killing me.” 

She laughed as she closed the online calendar. 

“I have to have my calendar on paper. It makes me feel powerful to mark stuff off. I can’t get that same satisfaction on the computer,” she said. “At least it’s updated.” 

“True, but dang,” he said as he stood. “We’ve got to discuss your hate on technology.” 

“I don’t hate technology,” she said, shaking her head. “I edit on my computer. I have a smartphone.” 

“Only because of the camera on it. If a flip phone had a better camera, you would have that,” he said. “Don’t worry. You got three good employees who love technology, well, for the most part.” 

“Whatever,” she said, waving her hand. “Did you make the follow-up call to Paisley?” 

“Yes, she’s trying to convince her mother to get the expensive package instead of the basic,” he said. 

Pulling her glasses out of her hair, she pushed them back on her face. 

“I doubt her mother goes for it since it’s her checkbook paying for the entire wedding. I didn’t want to include the other packages, but Paisley asked for them.” 

He nodded. “I’ll let you know. And try to take a break. You’ve been working too hard over the last several months.” 

“I know, but I want my business to succeed,” she said as she looked back at her computer. “I can’t afford to take time off for a break. Once I’m comfortable with the numbers, I’ll take a break. Until then, I’m working hard so that my employees can be paid.” 

“The paycheck’s nice,” he said as he walked to the door. “I’ll get the calendar updated and bring back your planner. Let me know if you need me to cover any meetings.” 

“I will,” she said without looking away from the photo she was editing. 

A break would be nice, but she didn’t have time. The weekends were booked with weddings, while the weeks were full of prom photos, senior pictures, and family sessions. It wasn’t enough for three full-time photographers, but she wanted to have employees when more bookings poured in. She was determined to make her business work. Failure didn’t factor into her planner on any day. Thankfully, word of mouth kept the phone calls coming in, especially since she didn’t have the money to spare on building a functional website. One day she’d have one. 

Maybe. 

She’d rather spend the money on traveling to wedding trunk shows to display her photos. Social media was free as well. She just had to post the pictures. 

Shaking her head, she focused on the picture. She didn’t overly edit photos. There was no need unless the client requested it. Her job was to get the best angle, lighting, and details so that the pictures looked great when she took them. 

If the client was happy with her photos, then she was happy. 


“How are you not bored?” 

Edward looked at his sister as he shifted in his chair. He’d rather them just donate money to the hospital instead of having this over-the-top dinner with several speakers. The dinner was boring, but people paid a lot of money to be here. After everything was totaled up, the hospital wouldn’t get half of what was raised. It was the main reason he didn’t donate as much at the dinner but would send a bigger check to the hospital later. 

“I am bored, just better at not showing it,” he said as he leaned closer. “You did not have to join me. You already had a full schedule today.” 

“Did you really want Isla sitting next to you?” 

“Jack, please do not mention that woman to me. William escorted her out of the palace last night,” he said. 

The thought that the woman snuck past his guards made him question the security of the palace. They couldn’t have people sneaking in. What if one wanted to harm the royal family? All of them were in the palace until after the ball, which was still four months away. 

“Why wasn’t I told this?” she asked before sipping her water. 

This wasn’t their first dinner as royals. They knew how to smile and drink water while discussing something important. 

“I asked William not to tell. Our parents know, and dad is reviewing the security plans,” he said as he nodded to one of the parliament members waving at them. 

“Vera normally tells me everything,” she said. 

“Your assistant wasn’t told, and neither was Bram,” he said as he clapped when the speaker finished. 

“George’s assistant doesn’t care about the gossip since George doesn’t care. He’s too wrapped up in his online classes. I hope he gets that degree soon,” she said as she clapped. “How many more speakers?” 

“At least three,” he said before signaling the waiter for more water. 

They were alone at their table. It was more of a security issue than a seating issue. Most people here would’ve loved to sit with the Crown Prince and Princess, but Huck flipped out when he was given the list of attendees. He wondered what his head of security thought about last night’s incident. 

“Did you anger Huck? He’s glaring at Prime Minster Alma Lindaman,” she said. 

Glancing at his head of security, he saw the glare. The American didn’t hide his emotions. At all. Huck said he wasn’t hired to hide his emotions. He was hired to provide security to the royal family. A job that Huck performed well. His team was elite and would probably be moved on the palace detail after the Isla incident. 

“No. He doesn’t like the prime minister.” 

“He doesn’t like anyone,” she said. “He’s a bit scary.” 

He didn’t say anything as the waiter approached their table with the water pitcher. 

“Thank you,” he said as the waiter bowed then filled their glasses. 

“Anything else, your highness?” 

“No, we’re good. Thank you again,” he said as the waiter nodded before walking away from their table. 

“I hate the bowing. When you’re king, please outlaw bowing,” she said. 

He smiled as he reached for his glass. “Wish I could.” 

“Does Huck know about last night? I miss all the good stuff when I have to make an appearance at the news station,” she said as the next speaker stepped up the podium. 

“I haven’t told him. I’d say if he doesn’t know, he will soon enough,” he said, setting his glass down. “By the way, our mother is sending for a photographer. She wants the last three months photographed. Almost every event.” 

“Yeah, she told me. I helped her look for people,” she said. “She’s bringing in three later this week. I don’t know anyone who would be available that long.” 

“I’m sure the money will make people available. Are there any Lorvenas on the list?” 

He wanted to provide jobs to their people as much as possible. It was critical to hire their people and not outsiders. 

“She reached out to them first. They all turned it down because they were busy. Some didn’t want the pressure of taking pictures of the royal family, and others won’t pass a background check,” she said. “And before you ask, background checks have been completed on the potential hires. She’s calling them tomorrow.” 

He nodded as he thought about all the events in the last three months. The biggest two were the ball and his coronation, but there were several events throughout those months. A new wing on the hospital would be opening and groundbreaking on a new park in honor of his parents. But all his time wasn’t events. He would be sitting in different sessions about the country while showing his people he was ready to rule. 

When his parents announced their abdication, the people panicked. They didn’t know if he was ready even though he’d never given them a reason to question his ability. His approval didn’t seem to be getting better. No matter what he did. 

“Guess I’ll meet them next week,” he said as he clapped for the speaker. “One more speaker, then we can leave.” 

“After shaking a thousand hands,” she said as she patted her lips with her napkin. 

“Not tonight,” he said, shaking his head. “Huck didn’t want to risk an incident. If you notice, all his people are here.” 

“I didn’t know all of them were here, but Dani and Lex followed me to the bathroom earlier. Those women could take down a tank if they needed to.” 

He smiled as he thought about Dani and Lex. They were both from Germany and pulled in for Jack’s protection. Huck convinced his parents that women needed to be over his sister’s safety. They could follow his sister in the bathrooms and other places that only women could go. 

His parents thought about it and agreed. Being a princess came with more risks than being a prince. Or so Huck claimed. 

“Looks like Huck’s ready to go,” he said as he watched the man walk toward them. 

“Fine by me. I’ve been ready since the third speaker,” she said as she placed her napkin on the table and reached for her purse. 

“Your highness, your car is ready,” Huck said as he stood next to their chairs. “We have the opening while the director reads the list of sponsors.” 

“I hope you gave our regards,” Edward said as he stood up. “If the press prints our departure in the morning, I’ll let you answer.” 

“Already taken care of,” Huck said as he pulled out Jack’s chair. “Your mother has sent her thanks and made a personal donation.” 

“Checked every box, I see,” Edward said as he pushed his chair forward. 

“Edward, stop. I’m happy to be going,” Jack said as she stood up. “Thank you.” 

Edward nodded as he presented his arm to his sister. “Let’s go, dear sister.” 

“If people weren’t looking at us, I’d hit you,” she said as she looped her arm around his. “Stop being obnoxious. Huck can take you down and make it look like an accident.” 

“I’d never do that, your highness,” Huck said as he pushed her chair in. “Tom and Ripper are out.” 

Edward shook his head as he followed Huck out the side passage. 

“Who are Tom and Ripper?” his sister asked as they exited the building. 

“Us,” Edward said as Huck opened the car door for them. “He thinks he’s Secret Service.” 

“Might have to change those names,” Huck said as he followed them inside and hit the roof. 

“Or just use our real names,” Edward said as he settled against the door when the car pulled away from the curb. 

“If someone links into our headsets, I don’t want them to know when the royal family is on the move. Code names are a must,” Huck said as he looked out the window. 

“So, Tom? Ripper?” she asked. 

“Tom as in Tom Sawyer and Ripper for Jack the Ripper,” Huck said as he looked at her. 

Edward rolled his eyes. “I thought you’d decided on Earp.” 

“You’re not a gunslinger,” Huck said. “And I’m not your Huckleberry.” 

“But that’s your name,” his sister said, shaking her head. 

“No one calls me that,” Huck said as he glared at her. “Not even the royal family.” 

“Noted,” she said as she leaned back. “I’m cool with Ripper.” 

“A murder,” Edward said as he looked out the window. “Man, it’s been a long day.” 

Rubbing his forehead, he closed his eyes as the car drove through the streets before making the turn toward the palace. The stress building in his neck was worse. Every day he was closer and closer to being king. Which caused the stress to increase. Somehow, he needed to find some downtime and relief, or he’d be unfit to lead his people. 

How did his parents do this? 

How did they lead the people without raising their blood pressure and heart rate? 

Listening to his sister and Huck debate serial killers gave him a moment to release some stress. A day off might be needed. Although his schedule didn’t allow breathing room until after the ball. And even then, he would be king. No time for breathing room. A country needed him to be strong and rule. To push through the stress and deal with it between meetings and events. 

He breathed deep as the car stopped in front of the palace. A short car ride wasn’t enough to deal with the stress. Especially with talk of murders succumbing to the pressure and madness. 

“Edward?” 

Looking at his sister, he saw that she and Huck were already out of the car and staring at him. 

“Coming,” he said as he opened his door and climbed out. 

The footmen wouldn’t be happy he opened his own door, but sometimes a man needed to open his own door. 

“Anything you want to talk about?” Huck asked as he waited for Edward to walk around the car. 

“I’m good,” Edward said as he adjusted his cuffs. 

“Don’t bottle it up, or you’ll crumble. Kings can’t crumble,” Huck said in a low voice. 

Edward nodded as he looked up at the palace. The stone walls weren’t allowed to crumble, which meant he couldn’t either. He wouldn’t be the one to fail his family or his country. 

“I’m not crumbling,” Edward said as he followed his sister inside. 


Clicking through her emails, Gisella deleted the junk and pinned what looked important. The pictures from this weekend were uploading in the background. The early morning hours were her favorite time. The office was still quiet as well as the city. She sipped her coffee as she read through the pinned emails. Most were from clients emailing their questionnaires back or their signed contracts. 

She set her coffee down and grabbed her planner. She checked the dates to verify they were still the same. No double booking for this firm. When she started Ever After Photography, she promised to not be one of those businesses that doubled booked and rushed through a photoshoot or wedding because of a booking mistake. Each client was unique and deserved for their day to be the only thing on her mind. At least the time they paid for to be the only thing she was focused on. 

Once all the dates were confirmed, she read through the rest of the emails that she wasn’t sure if they were inquiries about booking or actual junk mail. The downside of having her email everywhere was the amount of junk mail she received every day. At least she could delete these. As she moved the mouse to the top right corner, another email appeared. 

She read who the sender was. 

“Lord Chamberlain? Totally sounds like junk,” she said as she deleted the email without even opening it. 

She’d seen all the ads about becoming a lord or lady with the purchase of land in some foreign country. She didn’t need a title, nor could she buy any land right now. No need for that spam this early in the morning. 

Minimizing her email, she checked on the photos uploading. Two hundred and seven out of three hundred fifty-three. It was almost done. She could grab another cup of coffee while it finished. Just in time for everyone to come into the office for the day. 

She stood as the door opened and the bell jingled. 

“Thank goodness you’ve got coffee.” 

She smiled when she heard Stella. 

“I was just about to get another cup, but go ahead, and I’ll make more,” Gisella said as she walked out of her office. 

“You’re a sweetie. The line at the coffee shop was down the block this morning,” Stella said as she set her bag on her desk and grabbed her coffee cup. “I have a phone call with Angela in ten minutes.” 

“Guess you’re catching her between shifts,” Gisella said. 

Angela was one of their brides who worked crazy hours as an ER nurse. The wedding had been postponed last month to early October. Her fiancée, Ralph, was an Army medic and had his tour extended in Iraq. Ralph would be home in August, but the Hall where they were getting married didn’t have an opening until October. At least they didn’t have to wait a year or more. 

“Between her shifts and phone calls to Ralph. I’m so glad I don’t have to worry about time zones and when it’s okay to call the people I love,” Stella said as she walked into the kitchen. “Don’t forget about lunch with Heather.” 

“It’s on my calendar,” Gisella said as she walked into the kitchen. She waited for Stella to fill her coffee before opening the cabinet to grab the coffee container. 

“If something comes up, I can handle lunch with Heather. I know you have pictures to edit,” Stella said as she sipped her coffee. “I’m not sure she’ll choose us for her wedding. She’s already complained about our prices.” 

Gisella sighed as she dumped a scoop of grounds into the coffee pot. She hated when people complained about prices when in the breath before they gushed about how much they paid for something else. Heather bragged about spending almost ten thousand dollars on a dress, but the lowest package of two hundred dollars was too much for her to spend. 

“I’m sure she’ll offer publicity in exchange for us taking her pictures. Has she even said when her wedding is? I’ve tried to ask her, but she keeps harping on the prices,” Gisella said as she turned around and leaned back against the counter. 

“It’s what you’re supposed to discuss today,” Stella said. “Listen, I can lie and tell her we’re not available no matter what day it is. You don’t need this headache this early in your business.” 

Gisella shook her head. “No. I won’t lie to her. I don’t want us to be known as liars.” 

“Okay.” Stella nodded. 

“It’ll be fine. We’re getting more emails and calls every day. We might be booked for whatever date she’s selected,” Gisella said. 

The coffee pot bubbled as the smell of French roast filled the room. It was one of her favorite scents. 

“French Roast again?” Duke asked as he walked into the kitchen. “I swear I’m throwing those grounds away. Real coffee. That’s what you need.” 

“This is real coffee,” Gisella said as she grabbed her cup while she waited for the pot to stop. 

“By the time you’re done adding stuff, it’s like a milkshake. Try drinking dark roast, black,” Duke said as he held up his to-go cup. 

“How did you get through the line? I didn’t see you there,” Stella said as she narrowed her eyes. 

“I ordered mine on the app before I left my house,” Duke said before taking a drink. 

“That’s what’s destroying the coffee shop,” Stella said as she set her cup on the counter. “You people and your app ways. What happened to people standing in line, waiting their turn for coffee?” 

“It’s almost as if I’m talking to my mother,” Duke said as he leaned against the wall beside the trashcan. “She hates ordering on apps too.” 

“Are you calling me old? I’m younger than you, buddy,” Stella said, waving her finger at Duke. 

Gisella smiled as she grabbed the coffee pot and poured herself a cup. She’d heard the app talk before. It was always the same outcome between Stella and Duke. They argued like an old married couple even though they were both in their twenties. 

“I’m not calling you old. Just technology challenged,” Duke said as the bell jiggled. 

“I ordered food over my phone last week,” Stella said as she grabbed her cup again. 

“Took you an hour to figure it out. I’m shocked we even got food.” 

“Okay, enough,” Gisella said as she replaced the pot and opened the fridge to grab the creamer. “We can’t scare Wanda off.” 

“They can’t,” Wanda said as she walked into the kitchen with her lunch bag. “My grandkids have prepared me for anything. And I do mean anything. Arguing over ordering through apps doesn’t faze me.” 

“Do we want to know what your grandsons did this time?” Duke asked. 

“I’d say no,” Gisella said as she poured the creamer into her coffee until the color was almost a cream color. 

“You’d be right,” Wanda said as she shoved her bag in the fridge. “They’re suspended from swimming lessons for a week.” 

“How does one get suspended from swimming lessons?” Stella asked. 

Gisella shook her head at the puzzled looks on Stella and Duke’s faces. Replacing the creamer, she shut the fridge door and grabbed her cup. 

“They hid all the girls’ suits and accidentally pushed their coach in the water,” Wanda said. “The girls found their suits on the bottom of the pool, so at least they didn’t run those up the flagpole like they did the football team’s uniforms last October.” 

“How do you accidentally push someone in the pool?” Duke asked. “They either pushed their coach or not.” 

“Well, Manny pushed Danny, who fell into Coach Beckett, who in turn fell in the pool,” Wanda said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what my son’s going to do about them. They need some guidance or military school. That used to be a thing, right? I remember my Willie threatening our son with military school when our son got into mischief.”  

“Your husband threatened your son with military school? Who does that?” Duke asked. “My parents threatened to take away my gaming system but not send me away.” 

“Didn’t your son go into the military?” Gisella asked as she turned around to face everyone. 

“He did, and he’s a Commander in the Navy. His boys give him more trouble than the men who served under him,” Wanda said before smiling. 

“I bet their momma has her hands full. Are they twins?” Stella asked. 

“They are with their own language. I always thought people were lying about twins having their own language,” Wanda said, shaking her head. “If they don’t want you to know, you don’t know. Their momma is the only one they’re afraid of.” 

“She in the military?” Duke asked. 

“Nope. She’s a tiny woman with the sweetest smile, but she can bring her three men to their knees,” Wanda said. 

“My kind of woman,” Gisella said as she moved away from the counter. “As much as I love stories about your grandsons, my pictures from the weekend should be uploaded. I need to edit those and figure out the best places for photos.” 

“I need to get ready for Angela’s call. She only has thirty minutes,” Stella said as she leaned away from the counter. 

“Sounds like a busy day,” Duke said. “I’ll be available if anyone comes in.” 

“Thanks,” Gisella said as she walked out of the kitchen and into her office. 

Sitting down, she set her cup to the side and checked on the status of the photos. They were all uploaded. Time to play around with them. 

She was so focused on the photo details that she jumped when there was a knock on her door. Blinking, she looked away from the screen to Wanda. 

“Sorry,” Wanda said with her hand resting on the doorknob. “I knocked, but I guess you didn’t hear me.” 

“No,” Gisella said as she shook her head. “What time is it?” 

“Almost noon,” Wanda said. 

“Oh, shoot. I need to get ready. I’m supposed to go with Stella to meet Heather,” Gisella said as she reached for her cell phone and planner. 

“You have an Ann Wallace on line two.” 

Gisella looked back at Wanda. The woman was amazing. She answered the phone before they could complete their first ring. Wanda knew all their clients, so her not knowing who was on the phone meant it wasn’t a client. 

Yet. 

The name sounded familiar, though. 

“Ann Wallace? Not sure who that is,” Gisella said as she pushed her glasses on top of her head. “She’s not one of our brides or mothers.” 

“She’s not American. I’d say she’s European,” Wanda said, clasping her hands in front of her body.  

“Still could be American with an accent,” Gisella said. “She asked for me?” 

“Yep. First and last name. She reminds me of Julie Andrews,” Wanda said. “Proper sounding, that’s why I don’t think she’s American. Too proper.” 

Gisella smiled. 

“Okay, I’ll take it. Tell Stella that she’ll have to go to lunch alone. I don’t know how long this will take,” Gisella said with her hand hovering over the receiver. 

“I’ll tell her,” Wanda said before closing the door behind her. 

Taking a deep breath, she lifted the phone. 

“This is Gisella Smith with Ever After Photography,” Gisella said as she pulled her planner closer to her. She’d need to look at dates if this was an inquiry call. “How may I help you?” 

“I’m honored to speak with you. Do you have a moment, or am I catching you at a bad time?” 

“Now is fine,” Gisella said as she pulled her glasses down out of her hair. “Are you looking to book us for your occasion?” 

“Yes, but it’s a little delicate,” Ann said. 

Gisella held her sigh. Delicate could mean any number of things like the wedding is happening now and we need a photographer because ours got sick. She had those phone calls before. She went and made great contacts from one of those weddings. 

“We can work with delicate as long as we have an opening,” Gisella said as she grabbed her pen. “Tell me a little more about your occasion.” 

“Well, it’s several occasions celebrating my country’s 300th anniversary with the big event being the annual ball. You would be required to attend certain events, but we could work around others. It would be better if I explain this in person so we can look over the events. Are you free the rest of this week?” Ann asked. 

Gisella glanced down at her planner, not really processing precisely what the woman said. Something about celebrating the three hundredth anniversary. Ann must’ve meant something else. To her knowledge, nothing in the area was celebrating three hundred anything. 

Focusing on her week, she saw it was wide open except for the Neil wedding on Saturday. Duke could handle it since they requested him personally. Stella could be his second since she was free as well. 

“I’m free. When would you like to meet?” Gisella asked with her pen poised and ready. 

“I’ll send a plane for you tomorrow. It’ll be an overnight flight if that’s okay. You’ll be able to sleep before you land, then we can meet after lunch,” Ann said. 

“Wait. What? You’re sending a plane for me? I don’t understand. You’re not here in Memphis,” Gisella said as she rubbed her eyes. 

“Oh, dear. You don’t know who I am. My husband warned me that you might not. I forget Americans don’t keep up with all the royal families. I’m Ann Wallace, Queen of Lorvena. We’re close to Denmark, if that helps.” 

This woman said she was a queen. Queen? Of a country? Maybe the three hundredth anniversary was correct. 

“You know I don’t live in Europe, right? I live in Memphis as in Tennessee, not the one in Egypt. Although I’d love to visit there, that’s not the point,” Gisella said, shaking her head. “Are you sure you have the right person?” 

“I am,” Ann said, followed by soft laughter. 

“How do you know my company?” Gisella asked. 

Was this a joke? It must be. No way was a queen calling her to take some photos. 

“To be honest, I don’t know of your company. I have seen your work, and I think you’re perfect for the job,” Ann said. “I understand if you’re worried about getting on a plane. Our head of security will be waiting for you. His name is Huck. He’s from the state of Kentucky. I believe that’s close to Tennessee if my geography is correct.” 

“It borders Tennessee to the north, but you telling me his name doesn’t reassure me of anything,” Gisella said. 

This was crazy. She couldn’t get on a plane and fly anywhere. Although she wanted to. 

“How about I email his picture and bio. That way, you have a face to go with the name. He’s not the most open, but I guess that works for a man in security. I’ll also send over some information on my country and the royal family. You’ll need it if you decide to accept the job. The plane will be ready for takeoff at seven tomorrow night. If you’re not there by then, I’ll assume you don’t want the job.” 

Was she crazy to even consider taking this job? She knew nothing about it. 

“Okay. I’ll look over everything. When is my flight back?” 

“Depends on when you want to leave. The plane can be ready for you as soon as our meeting has concluded. We’re not kidnapping you,” Ann said. 

Gisella laughed. 

“It’s not kidnapping if I get on the plane of my own free will.” 

“True. I’ll have my Lord Chamberlain send you the information. I had him send over some information earlier, but I’m sure it went to that junk mail folder. That’s where Edward has to retrieve some of my important emails,” Ann said. 

“Oh,” Gisella said as she looked at her computer. “I did get something from Mr. Chamberlain, but I thought it was a scam.” 

“Then your email was correct, perfect. I’ll have him send it again. And I hope to see you soon, Gisella.” 

“Thanks,” Gisella said as she replaced the receiver. 

As soon as she pulled her hand back, Duke cleared his throat. She lifted her eyes to look at him. 

“So, who was that? Wanda said it was some proper European lady,” Duke said as he walked into her office. “Must’ve been someone important for you to miss a lunch meeting with Heather.” 

“She said her name was Ann Wallace, Queen of Lorvena,” Gisella said as she pushed her glasses on top of her head. 

“Queen? Like a real queen? Of a country? Not one that walks down Beale Street,” Duke asked as he sat down. 

“A real queen, apparently,” she said as her computer dinged. “Guess her Lord Chamberlain works faster than Wanda if that ding was for my email.” 

“Who’s Lord Chamberlain? He the queen’s husband? And what did she want? To hire you?” Duke asked in rapid-fire. 

“Breathe,” she said as she opened her email. “Whoever this Lord Chamberlain is, he’s on the ball. There are ten attachments to this email. And I don’t think he’s the queen’s husband. Shouldn’t that be a king?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t keep up with royalty. Did she say what the event was?” 

“Not really, but her country is celebrating its three hundredth anniversary. She said it would be several events, but she wanted to discuss it further in person. She has a son, so one event might be his wedding,” she said as she opened the first attachment. “And this man is scary. Who would get on a plane with him?” 

“Who? The son? A prince can’t be scary. He’s supposed to be charming,” he said as he jumped up and leaned over her desk. “I take it back. He looks like he can kill a grizzly bear. With his bare hands!” 

“He’s not Davy Crockett. His name is Huck, and he’s in charge of security,” she said as she looked at Duke. 

“Looking like that, he better be in charge of security,” he said as he sat down. “So, is this Huck speaking for the queen? Is he meeting you?” 

“The queen wants me to fly to her country. Tomorrow. I don’t know if I want to go. What if this is a scam?” 

“Uh,” he said as he braced his hands on his thighs. “It’s weird, but I think you should fly there. Think about what this job will do for Ever After.” 

“I know,” she said, nodding. “Being able to say we worked with a royal family would be huge.” 

“Gisella, we’ve got your back. Go. If it’s a wasted trip, it’s a wasted trip. But, I don’t think it’ll be a waste,” he said. “A queen called you, personally.” 

She nodded
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