
Once Upon a Royal Christmas

By Teri Wilson

Nick did his best to keep his expression neutral as he 
held the door of the carriage open for Gracie, but it 
was nearly impossible. 

Honestly, he deserved a medal for the effort. Per the 
palace’s official request, Gracie had arrived at the castle 
dressed in full Princess Snowflake mode—from the heavily 
embellished crown on her head to the glitter-strewn glass 
slippers on her feet. Nick had only gotten a brief glance of 
one of the shoe’s pointed toes as she’d swished toward him 
across the palace courtyard. It was a miracle he’d caught 
so much as a glimpse because her ballgown pretty much 
swallowed anything and everything in its path. 

Hence the struggle not to smile. 
“Hello, Your Royal Highness,” Gracie said without meeting 

his gaze. She seemed to be focusing intently on his forehead. 
Nick felt himself frown, and before he could ask why 

on earth she’d suddenly decided to start calling him by his 



HRH, she dropped into a deep curtsey. 
His chest tightened, right in the vicinity of his heart. 
What was she doing? And more importantly, why? Sure, 

they’d gotten off to a rocky start, but he’d thought they’d 
moved past mere formalities. 

“Gracie, don’t.” He let out a ragged exhale and pinched 
the bridge of his nose. “Please.”

She lifted herself to a full standing position and at long 
last, looked him in the eye. “Why not? Curtseying is the 
proper protocol when greeting the Crown Prince, isn’t it?”

Nick narrowed his gaze at her. Same lovely blue eyes. 
Same bow-shaped lips. Same billowing gown, decorated 
with a profusion of shimmering rhinestones and lace. This 
time, she’d added a faux fur-trimmed velvet cape and a 
white fur muff for her hands, as though she’d prepared for 
a stylish trip to the Arctic tundra. But the overall effect was 
the same—snow queen meets glitter bomb. 

So why the sudden change in demeanor? 
“And how are you so well-acquainted with royal protocol 

all of a sudden?” he asked. There was a telltale ache in his 
voice that he hoped she didn’t notice. 

She blinked up at him. “Google.” 
He felt the corner of his mouth hitch into a grin. 
She jabbed her pointer finger at his chest. “Do not laugh 

at me.”
Ahh, there was the fiery American girl he knew and 

loved. Not loved loved. Loved, as in liked. A lot. Far more 
than he should, if he was really being honest. 

He held up his hands. “I’m not laughing. I promise. I 
just find it interesting that you Googled me.”

She studied him for a moment with those icy blue eyes of 
hers. “What about you? Have you done any Googling lately?”

“Maybe,” he said, choosing not to mention the embar-
rassing amount of time he’d spent poring over the photo-
graphs on the slideshow page of the Perfect Party Princess 



website late last night. Mittens had finally given up and 
gone to bed without him. 

Gracie’s lips twitched as if she was trying her best not 
to smile. But the sparkle in her eyes gave her away. 

Right answer. 
“Please don’t curtsey to me,” he said, just as a gust of 

wind blew a lock of hair free from her elaborately braided 
chignon. He reached a tentative hand toward her face, and 
when she smiled at him, he took it as permission to brush 
the stray curl from her eyes. 

“Why not?” she asked with an inflection that Nick knew 
all too well. It was the same vulnerability he’d heard in her 
tone in the contest video when she’d been singing to the 
child in the hospital bed. 

Nick drew his hand back, and then paused with his 
fingertips just a whisper away from her porcelain skin.

He wanted to kiss her. Was that crazy? It was, but Nick 
didn’t care. He longed to cup her face, lower his lips to 
hers, and kiss her until she forgot he’d one day sit on San 
Glacera’s throne. 

Or maybe he was the one who needed to forget…
Even if just for a moment. 
“Why don’t you want me to curtsey to you, Nick?” Gracie 

asked in a soft voice—so soft that he had to lean in to make 
sure he heard her correctly. 

Her breath fanned over his face, warm and sweet in the 
winter wind. Nick had never wanted to kiss a woman so 
badly in his life. 

He rested his forehead gently against hers instead and 
brushed a tremulous finger down the soft curve of her 
cheek. “You don’t need to defer to me, Gracie. I want to be 
your friend, not your prince.”

“Your friend,” she repeated. Her breath hitched, and 
before either one of them could say another word, a throat 
cleared nearby.



Gracie sprang away from him as if he were the last 
person on earth she’d want to be seen with. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” Jaron said. 
“You’re not.” Gracie shook her head. A lovely flush 

flooded her cheeks, as pink as the lush carnations that 
grew wild outside the castle gates in springtime. “We were 
just talking.”

“About carriages,” Nick added. If she was so desperate 
to pretend they hadn’t just shared a moment of tenderness, 
he’d go along with it.

For now. 
Jaron glanced back and forth between them. 
“I was just wondering how I’m supposed to get inside 

this thing,” Gracie said, eyeing the coach. 
Good question. It might be a challenge for both of them to 

fit inside of it along with approximately ten miles of glitter 
chiffon and lace. 

“Not to worry. The coachman is right behind me, and 
he’s got a step stool,” Jaron said, and then he turned to 
Nick. “I’m glad I caught you. I need to let you know that the 
visiting royals have arrived, but your presence is no longer 
required at dinner later this evening. Princess Alana won’t 
be in attendance.”

Nick blinked. He’d forgotten all about Princess Alana. 
Again. Why did she keep slipping his mind? And why wasn’t 
she planning on attending dinner? Had his abominable 
reputation scared her off? 

He didn’t want to think about that right now. For once, 
he was going to listen to his father, try to let things go, and 
enjoy himself. 

“Very well. Thank you for letting me know,” he said. 
Jaron regarded him through narrowed eyes. “So, you’re 

fine with it?”
“Yes, that’s what I just said.”
“Great.” Jaron glanced over his shoulder. “Here comes 



the coachman now. He’ll get you all settled, Gracie.”
“Good evening, sir.” The coachman nodded at Nick and 

Gracie in turn. “Miss.”
“Good evening, Charles,” Nick said. Charles had been part 

of the palace staff for as long as he could remember. He’d 
driven the carriage on Nick’s first Christmas ride around 
the kingdom, back when he’d been just a small boy sitting 
alongside his grandfather. 

“Hello.” Gracie removed one of her hands from her muff 
to wave at the coachman. 

Charles glanced at her ballgown in alarm. Even the 
four white horses connected to the carriage with harnesses 
strewn with silver sleigh bells had to be wondering how this 
was going to work. 

“Shall we?” Nick took the step stool from Charles’s hand 
and placed it at the foot of the carriage door. He’d already 
made Gracie feel self-conscious enough about her costume. 
The best thing to do was just plow forward. 

He offered Gracie his hand. 
She took it, stepped gingerly onto the stool and into the 

carriage. The dress took up every square inch of the small 
space. She patted it down around her. It was like watching 
someone trying to cram one of those exploding snakes back 
into a fake can of nuts. 

Once she was situated, Nick joined her and the dress 
spilled over…everywhere. He could barely see over the pro-
fusion of airy fabric in his lap. 

“Charles is going to take you for the usual ride around 
all four sides of the village square,” Jaron said, focusing on 
Gracie. “Afterward, if you’re enjoying yourself, he’ll exit the 
square and take you on a spin through the countryside. 
It’s surprisingly peaceful away from the hustle and bustle 
of the kingdom proper. Any questions?” 

Gracie nodded. “What do you mean by ‘the usual ride’?”
Nick batted a swathe of tulle from his face. “This is the 



annual candy cane toss. Every year, a few members of the 
royal family take a ride through the kingdom and toss candy 
canes to the children gathered in the square.”

“We thought this would be a perfect tradition for you 
to take part in.” Jaron’s gaze flitted to Gracie’s snowflake 
crown. “Considering your affinity for kids.” 

“It sounds wonderful. Hopefully, Prince Nicolas here 
won’t scare them all away.” 

Charles didn’t flinch. He just sat staring straight ahead 
on the driver’s seat. Jaron, on the other hand, laughed a 
little too hard for Nick’s liking. 

“Oh, come on.” Gracie nudged Nick with her elbow. 
“What’s a little joke between friends, right?”

Maybe this exercise in indignity wouldn’t be so bad. The 
iciness between them was beginning to thaw. They were 
friends now, just as Nick had proposed. 

The horses clip-clopped along the cobblestones in the 
palace courtyard, propelling the carriage forward with a 
sudden jolt. Gracie let out a delighted squeal, and Nick’s 
chest filled with warmth. Despite the occasional mouthful 
of ballgown, Nick realized he was actually enjoying himself. 
It was like being lost in the Christmas maze all over again. 
Rituals that he’d known for his entire life had a tendency 
to feel brand-new as seen through her eyes.

Friends.
Nick glanced at Gracie, and the warmth in his chest felt 

weighted down all of a sudden, tinged with a bittersweetness 
he didn’t recognize. He didn’t really know this woman. He 
wasn’t even sure what had prompted her to enter the Royal 
Winter Wonderland contest in the first place, other than the 
prize money. He should have been more than satisfied by 
the simple fact that she no longer found him abominable. 

Why, oh why, didn’t it seem like enough? 


