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Chapter 1 --- The Dessert Disaster Protocol

My first official day begins with a sky the color of a pearl and a knot in my stomach the size of a cantaloupe. The Pearl Palace, as they call it, isn’t just white; it’s a blinding, glacial confection of marble and gilt that glows against the green hills of Eldoria. It looks less like a royal residence and more like a very expensive, very intimidating wedding cake. I feel like a smudge of chocolate on its pristine fondant.

I’m led through staff entrances—a warren of surprisingly modern corridors that smell of lemon polish and ambition—by a woman named Frau Helga, who runs the household with the stern efficiency of a Prussian general. My chef’s whites are crisp, my knives are sharp, and my resolve is… wobbly.

“You will address all members of the royal family as ‘Your Royal Highness’ on first meeting, thereafter as ‘Sir’ or ‘Ma’am.’ You will not speak unless spoken to. You will keep your eyes lowered. You will curtsy, not bow. And you will,” she says, pausing outside a set of double swinging doors, “remember that you are a temporary addition to a centuries-old institution. A cog. Do not aspire to be the clock.”

“Yes, Frau Helga,” I say, trying to sound meek. It comes out sarcastic. Her eyes narrow.

The royal kitchens are a symphony of stainless steel and white marble, bustling with at least two dozen people in various stages of preparing what looks like a state luncheon. The head pastry chef, Chef Alain, a wiry Frenchman with permanently floured eyebrows, barely looks up from a towering croquembouche.

“Ah, the American. You are… Delaney.” He says my name like it’s a dubious ingredient. “Your station is there. The Crown Prince has a private dinner tonight. Twelve guests. You will prepare the dessert. Something… modern. Impressive. But not frivolous. He dislikes frivolity.”

My station is a beautiful, isolated marble island at the far end of the kitchen, next to a wall of windows overlooking a formal garden. It feels like both a promotion and a test. A very public test, with the entire kitchen staff casting sideways glances.

I spend the morning in a focused haze, blocking out the whispers about the Prince’s upcoming engagement announcement to Lady Sofie of some neighboring country. It’s all anyone talks about. The wedding of the century. The merging of two ancient houses. The perfect, protocol-approved match.

I decide on a deconstructed lemon tart with lavender meringue and a blackberry coulis. It’s elegant, it’s sharp, it’s got a bit of an edge. Just like I imagine a man who hates frivolity might appreciate. Or utterly despise.

Hours blur. I candy lemon zest, I torch meringue peaks into delicate purple swirls, I reduce blackberries to a glossy, deep-purple sauce. The components look like jewels on the plate. It’s good. It’s really good.

Dinner service begins. The savory courses go out. The kitchen’s tension shifts from preparation to silent, urgent waiting. My desserts are plated, twelve perfect arrangements of color and texture. Chef Alain inspects them, gives a curt nod. “Acceptable.”

I feel a flush of pride. It’s quickly extinguished by the sight of a senior footman, his face pale, striding back into the kitchen holding one of my plates. The coulis is dripping over the side like a wound.

“The Prince,” the footman says, his voice hushed, “requests the presence of the pastry chef.”

A cold wave washes over me. The kitchen goes dead silent. Chef Alain pinches the bridge of his nose. “Mon dieu.”

“What’s wrong?” I ask, my voice too loud in the quiet.

“The coulis,” the footman whispers. “It has… stained the Lady Sofie’s gown. A new gown. From Paris.”

Oh, fuck. My deconstructed masterpiece has apparently decided to reconstruct itself all over the future princess. I feel the eyes of the entire kitchen on me—a mixture of pity and schadenfreude.

Frau Helga appears, her expression suggesting I’ve personally insulted the nation’s flag. “Follow me. And for God’s sake, try to curtsy.”

I’m led out of the kitchens, through a labyrinth of opulent hallways lined with portraits of frowning ancestors, and into a small, formal antechamber adjacent to the private dining room. The air is thick with the scent of old money and fresh disaster.

“Wait here,” Helga hisses, before disappearing through a set of carved wooden doors.

I stand alone, my hands clammy, staring at a tapestry of some mythic hunt. I can hear the low murmur of conversation from the next room, the clink of crystal. Then the door opens.

He steps through, and the door closes softly behind him.

Crown Prince Lucas Aldemar is taller in person than he is in the carefully managed press photos. His dark hair is perfectly, almost severely, styled. He’s wearing a navy suit that probably costs more than my student loans, and he looks… tired. Not angry, as I’d feared, but weary, with lines of tension around his mouth that his youthful face shouldn’t yet hold.

He regards me for a long moment. I remember my training. I drop into what I hope is a curtsy. It’s more of a stiff-legged bob.

“Your Royal Highness,” I mumble to the polished parquet floor.

“Stand up, please.” His voice is low, cultured, with the faintest trace of an Eldorian accent softening the edges of his perfect English. “Look at me.”

I stand. I look. His eyes are a startling shade of gray, like a winter sea. They scan me, not with royal disdain, but with a sharp, focused curiosity.

“You are the new pastry chef.”

“Delaney Cross, sir.”

“American.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This,” he says, gesturing vaguely towards the dining room, “was a disaster.”

My pride, brittle and defensive, spikes. “With all due respect, sir, the dessert was structurally sound. The coulis was reduced to the correct consistency. If it spilled, it was likely due to… an external jostle.” I immediately want to swallow my tongue. I’ve just blamed a guest, possibly his fiancée, for my culinary failure.

A flicker of something—amusement?—passes through his eyes. “An ‘external jostle.’ Not the fault of the architect, but the earthquake.”

“Something like that,” I say, lifting my chin a fraction.

He takes a step closer. He smells like sandalwood and cold night air. “Do you know what the first rule of palace service is, Miss Cross?”

“Don’t stain the nobility?”

“The first rule,” he says, his voice dropping, “is that the crown is never at fault. A servant’s mistake is a servant’s mistake. It is absorbed. You apologize. You accept the consequences. You do not argue about viscosity.”

The word ‘viscosity’ in that posh, serious tone is almost my undoing. A laugh threatens to bubble up. I bite my lip. “And what are the consequences, sir?”

“Typically, dismissal.”

The word hangs in the air between us. My dream job, evaporated in a pool of berry coulis. I feel my face fall, the defiance draining away, leaving sheer, cold panic.

He watches the change in my expression. He doesn’t move. “However,” he continues, “given that you are, according to your file, uniquely talented and that this position was notoriously difficult to fill… and given that I personally approved your hiring after sampling your portfolio… a lesson may suffice.”

Hope, treacherous and warm, trickles back. “A lesson, sir?”

“You will create a new dessert. Tonight. It will be perfect. And you will bring it to my private study at midnight for a… quality assessment.”

I blink. “Midnight? Your private study?”

“Is there an issue with the hour, or the location?” There’s a challenge in his tone now, a subtle shift from prince to… something else. Something more direct.

“No, sir. It’s just… unusual protocol.”

“Consider it part of your lesson in palace flexibility. The dessert. Something simple. Flawless. No deconstruction. No coulis that can escape.” He turns to leave, then pauses. “And Miss Cross?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Wear your chef’s jacket. The formality is… required.” With that, he’s gone, the door swinging shut silently behind him.

I’m left alone in the antechamber, my heart pounding against my ribs. A reprieve. A bizarre, unnerving reprieve. Midnight. His private study. The air still smells like him.

When I return to the kitchen, the story has already mutated. The consensus is that I’ve been given a final, impossible task before being sacked. Chef Alain assigns me a corner to work in, his expression one of grim satisfaction. “Do not humiliate the kitchens further,” is all he says.

I choose a chocolate pavlova. It’s technically demanding—a crisp meringue shell, a cloud of whipped cream, a sharp raspberry garnish. It’s also stable. And it’s beautiful in a clean, classic way. I work with a furious, single-minded focus. The kitchen empties around me as the clock ticks past eleven. By 11:30, it’s just me and the hum of the industrial refrigerators.

I plate the pavlova on a simple white dish. It looks like a dark, edible snowflake topped with fresh cream and jewels of fruit. It’s perfect.

I check my reflection in the dark window. My hair is escaping its bun, there’s a smudge of chocolate on my cheek, and my chef’s jacket is still crisp, if a little flour-dusted. I take a deep breath, pick up the plate, and head into the silent palace.

Finding his study is an ordeal. The corridors are dimly lit, guarded by the occasional impassive security agent who nods me along with a discreet earpiece. I feel like a ghost in a machine built for daylight grandeur. Finally, I stand before a heavy, dark-wood door on the second floor of the private wing. It’s slightly ajar, spilling a wedge of warm, golden light onto the runner in the hall.

I knock softly.

“Enter.”

His voice is closer than I expected. I push the door open.

The room is nothing like the gilded public spaces. It’s all deep greens and rich browns, lined with bookshelves that go up to a coffered ceiling. A large, worn leather desk sits in front of a fireplace where embers glow. And he’s there, standing by the hearth, having shed his suit jacket and tie. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, revealing strong forearms. He holds a crystal tumbler of amber liquid.

He looks more human. And more dangerous.

“You’re punctual,” he observes.

“I’m motivated, sir.”

“Set it there.” He nods towards a low table between two armchairs.

I do, placing the plate carefully. I straighten up, unsure what to do with my hands. The formality of the kitchen is gone. We’re alone. The rules are unclear.

He comes over, looks down at the dessert. “Chocolate pavlova.”

“Yes, sir. Stable. No runny components.”

A corner of his mouth lifts. “A direct response to my critique. Good.” He doesn’t sit. He doesn’t taste it. He just looks at me. “Do you know why I had you come here, Delaney?”

The use of my first name, without title, sends a shiver down my spine. “For the dessert lesson, sir.”

“That’s the reason. Not the purpose.”

I swallow. “I don’t understand the difference.”

“The reason is protocol. A chef corrects a mistake under the supervision of the principal. The purpose…” He sets his glass down. “The purpose is that I wanted to see if you’d come.”

The air in the room thickens. The crackle of the embers is the only sound. “I follow orders, sir.”

“Do you?” He takes a step closer. “You didn’t follow them this afternoon. You argued about viscosity. You have a defiance in you that’s been trained out of everyone else in this building. It’s… noticeable.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s a complication.” Another step. He’s within arm’s reach now. I can see the fine grain of stubble along his jaw, the slight pulse at his temple. “My life is a series of solved problems and managed complications. You are currently the latter.”

“I apologize, Your Royal Highness.” The title feels like a shield.

“Don’t.” The word is sharp. “Don’t retreat into formality now. You’ve been crashing through it since you arrived. I saw your file. The ‘curtsies badly on purpose’ note from the protocol officer.”

A real laugh bursts out of me, too loud in the quiet room. I slap a hand over my mouth. His gray eyes crinkle at the corners. It’s the first crack I’ve seen in that careful mask.

“See?” he says, voice softer. “There it is.”

“There what is?”

“The honest thing.” Hunger sits behind the words, nothing to do with dessert. His gaze drops from my eyes to my mouth, still open in surprise. “This is a very bad idea.”

“What is?”

“This.” His hand lifts, not touching, just marking the narrow space between us. “You. Me. After dark. With no one watching.”

The warning sits inside the pull. The arranged engagement, the wall of protocol, the gap between my staff ID and his crown—they press against the air like a held breath. He stands on the other side of it, looking at me like I’m the only solid thing he’s touched in years.

“I should taste the dessert,” he says, not moving.

“You should,” I whisper.

“Are you going to feed it to me?”

The question hangs, heavy and impossible. Crossing it means professional suicide. Political ruin. My heart knocks hard against my ribs.

I look at the perfect pavlova on the table. Then back at him, at the raw want in those winter-sea eyes, so at odds with his rigid posture. The defiance he spotted in me flares hot.

I hold his gaze and reach for the small fork. I spear a bite of meringue, catching cream and one glossy raspberry. My hand stays steady as I lift it.

His eyes darken, locked on mine. He doesn’t speak. He simply leans in, closing the distance, and parts his lips.

The fork is cool against my fingers. His mouth is slightly open, waiting. The air in the study has gone still, thick with the moment before a strike.

I bring the bite to his lips. He takes it, eyes never leaving mine. His lips close around the tines. He chews slowly, gaze heavy. I watch his throat move when he swallows.

“Well?” My voice barely carries.

“Perfect,” he says, but he’s not talking about the dessert.

He reaches out and wraps his fingers around my wrist, easing the fork from my grip. He sets it on the plate with a soft clink. The sound lands like a door closing.

“The lesson,” he says, voice low, “is complete.”

“So I’m not dismissed?”

“No.” His other hand rises. His knuckles brush a stray lock of hair from my flour-dusted cheek. The touch jolts through me. “You are… retained.”

His thumb strokes along my jaw, slow and deliberate. The pad is slightly rough. I can’t pull air. Every rule, every warning, every line of protocol screams in my head, and I shove it all aside. I lean into his hand.

A low sound breaks from him, almost a groan. “Delaney.”

“Sir?” The title slips out, thin.

“Lucas,” he corrects, voice rough. “When we’re alone. Say it.”

“Lucas.” The name tastes forbidden on my tongue.

That’s all he needs. His hand slides into my hair, yanking the bun apart. Pins scatter across the Persian rug. His mouth crashes down on mine.

The kiss is hungry, desperate, a dam giving way. It tastes of dark chocolate and expensive whisky and raw need. His lips are firm, commanding, yet a tremor runs through them. I kiss him back hard, fingers fisting the soft cotton of his rolled sleeves. I’m on my toes, straining into him.

He breaks the kiss, breathing hard, forehead pressed to mine. “We have to stop.”

“Do we?” I’m panting. My body hums.

“Yes.” He doesn’t move. “No. Christ, I don’t know.”

He kisses me again, slower, exploring. His tongue traces the seam of my lips and I open. The world shrinks to this: the taste of him, the solid band of his arms around me, the crackle of the fire, the deep silence of the palace pressing in from every side. He’s the heir to a throne, and right now he’s holding me like I’m the only thing keeping him upright.

His hands slide down my back, over the crisp cotton of my chef’s jacket, dragging me flush against him. I feel the hard plane of his chest, the thick ridge of his cock pressing against my belly through our clothes. The fact of it—of him, hard for me—sends a rush of wet heat between my legs.

He pulls back, gray eyes stormy. “This is impossible. You know what’s expected of me. The engagement. The announcement is weeks away.”

“I know.” The kitchen gossip never stops.

“Then why are you here?” The question scrapes raw.

“You asked me to come.”

“And you could have said no. You should have said no.” His fingers dig into my hips. “Why didn’t you?”

I meet his eyes, seeing the man behind the crown. “Because you looked at my dessert like it was a rebellion. And I think you need one.”

A shudder runs through him. He buries his face in the curve of my neck, breath hot against my skin. “You have no idea.” His mouth finds the spot just below my ear. I gasp, knees giving. He holds me up without effort.

His lips travel down my throat, over the stiff lapel of my jacket. His hands reach the long row of white buttons. “This formality,” he murmurs against my collarbone, “is required.”

One by one, he works the buttons open. Each soft pop sounds loud in the quiet room. My breath catches with every one. He pushes the jacket off my shoulders. It drops to the floor in a white heap.

Underneath I’m wearing only a simple black tank and my kitchen trousers. I feel stripped bare already. He looks at me, gaze burning.

“Beautiful,” he whispers, hands settling on my bare arms, rubbing up and down. “So real.”

He kisses me again, deep, hands sliding under the hem of my top. His palms are warm on my back. He peels the fabric up and over my head, tossing it aside. Cool air brushes my skin, followed instantly by the heat of his stare. My breasts are bare, nipples tightening under his eyes.

“Lucas…” A flicker of self-consciousness rises.

“Shhh.” He drops to his knees in front of me.

The sight stops my breath. The Crown Prince of Eldoria on his knees before a pastry chef in his private study. His hands go to the button of my trousers. He looks up, eyes asking.

I nod.

He opens the button, lowers the zip, helps me step out. I’m left in simple black cotton panties. He stays on his knees, hands sliding up my calves, my thighs, leaving fire in their wake. He presses a kiss to the inside of my knee, then higher, mouth blazing a path up my thigh.

My hands find his hair, fingers sinking into the thick strands. I’m shaking.

He hooks his thumbs into the waistband and draws the panties down. I step out. Now I’m completely bare. He sits back on his heels, just looking, expression raw with hunger.

“Perfect,” he breathes.

Then he leans in and his mouth finds my pussy.

I cry out, fingers tightening in his hair. His tongue is flat and hot and merciless. He doesn’t tease. He devours. One strong arm wraps around my thigh to hold me steady while his tongue works through my folds, licking and sucking. He finds my clit and circles it, slow at first, then firmer, faster.

“Oh, god,” I moan, head falling back. The room tilts. The taste of power and absolute impropriety hits harder than any wine. The heir to the kingdom is between my legs, tongue working me with a focus that feels both worshipful and possessive.

He slides two fingers inside me, curling them. I’m soaked for him. He pumps slowly, matching the rhythm of his tongue on my clit. The dual pressure builds tight in my belly, a spring wound to breaking.

“Lucas, I’m… I’m going to…” My words fracture.

He doubles down, mouth relentless, fingers hitting that deep spot that whites out my vision. The orgasm slams into me, violent and sudden. I clamp around his fingers, a raw cry tearing from my throat. He holds me through it, mouth gentling, soothing, until the last tremor fades.

I’m boneless, panting, held up only by his arm and my grip on his hair. He rises, kissing his way up my stomach, between my breasts, to my mouth. I taste myself on his lips, sharp and intimate.

“My turn,” I whisper against his mouth.

I push at his shirt. He helps, yanking it over his head. His chest is broad, hard, a light dusting of dark hair across it. I run my hands over the muscle, feel the steady thud of his heart. I fumble with his belt, then the button of his trousers. He kicks off his shoes and shoves everything down.

His cock springs free, thick, hard, curving upward. I wrap my hand around him. He hisses through his teeth. Hot velvet over steel. I stroke him, watching his face. The controlled mask is gone, replaced by naked need.

“Delaney,” he warns, voice strained.

I drop to my knees, mirroring him. I take him into my mouth.

He groans, deep and guttural, like the sound comes from the center of the earth. His hands cradle my head, not forcing, just holding. I work him with my tongue, tracing the vein along the underside, swirling around the head. I take him deeper, relaxing my throat. His hips jerk.

“Stop,” he rasps, pulling me up. “I want to be inside you. Now.”

He leads me to the large leather sofa by the fire. He sits, pulling me onto his lap, straddling him. My naked skin against his jolts like a live wire. His cock presses against my stomach. He reaches between us, guiding himself to my entrance.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I do. Our eyes lock as he lowers me onto him, inch by slow inch. I’m still sensitive from coming, stretched full around him. A moan slips from my lips as he fills me completely, our bodies joined.

For a moment neither of us moves. We just breathe, locked together. Firelight flickers over his face, over the place where we’re joined. This is the most forbidden thing I’ve ever done, and it feels more right than anything in my life.

Then he moves. A slow, deep roll of his hips drags the thick length of his cock along my inner walls. I gasp, nails sinking into the hard muscle of his shoulders. He finds a rhythm, steady and relentless, each thrust striking that swollen place inside me that makes my vision spark white at the edges. I ride him, meeting every stroke, my breasts dragging against the heat of his chest, nipples tight from the friction.

The wet drag of him, the blunt stretch, the sheer forbidden weight of what we’re doing coils the pressure tighter again, faster, hotter. He grips my hips, fingers digging deep enough to leave marks, guiding me down onto him. His eyes are dark, locked on mine, hungry in a way that has nothing to do with crowns or duty.

“You’re mine,” he growls, the words rough and stripped bare. “Tonight. In this room. You are mine.”

It isn’t a royal command. It’s a man, stripped of everything else, claiming a woman with nothing left to offer but the truth of his body. And I want it. All of it.

“Yes,” I sob, the orgasm already winding tight in my belly. “Lucas, yes.”

He surges up, mouth crashing over mine, tongue pushing deep as his thrusts turn harder, faster, losing their careful control. My cunt seizes around his cock in sudden, rhythmic spasms, pleasure ripping through me in thick, liquid pulses. The cry rips out of me and he swallows it, hips jerking as he fucks me straight through the peak.

A raw, broken sound tears from his throat. He drives deep one last time and pulses inside me, hot and thick, flooding me with each heavy throb. He holds me crushed against him while we shake through the aftershocks, his breath ragged against my neck.

Slowly the world returns. The low crackle of the fire. The mingled scent of sex and sandalwood and dark chocolate still clinging to my skin. The solid weight of his body pinning me to the sofa. His face is buried in the curve of my throat, breath warm and damp on my skin.

We stay like that, silent, until the fire sinks to glowing embers. He shifts at last, drawing me with him so we lie tangled together on the wide cushions, my head resting on his chest. His fingers move in lazy, aimless strokes along the bare skin of my back.

“The scandal,” he says finally, voice a low rumble beneath my ear. “If anyone knew.”

“I know.” I push up on one elbow to see his face. In the aftermath it looks softer, younger. “Your engagement.”

A shadow crosses his features. “Lady Sofie is a… suitable match. Our families are aligned. It’s been planned since we were children.” The words sound rehearsed, like lines from a prepared statement. His hand rises to cup my cheek. “It has nothing to do with this.”

“But it does,” I say quietly. “It has everything to do with this. This can’t happen again.”

“It will,” he answers, certainty absolute. “It will happen again. And again.”

“Lucas…”

“I have spent my entire life doing what is expected,” he cuts in, gray eyes blazing. “Every handshake, every speech, every public appearance, every fiancée—chosen for me. For the first time, I have taken something I want. For myself. Do not ask me to give it up.”

The raw need in his voice leaves me hollowed out. I lean down and kiss him, slow and deep, an answer given without words.

We lie there until the fire burns down to nothing but a few stubborn coals. He stirs at last. “You should go. The night staff rotation changes at two.”

The real world slams back into place. The kitchen. My narrow room in the staff quarters. Frau Helga. Chef Alain. The footmen who trade gossip like currency. I sit up, the sudden absence of his body heat sharp against my skin.

He stands, pulls on his briefs and trousers, then helps me gather my scattered clothes. He watches while I dress, eyes tracking every button I fasten on the chef’s jacket, as if he’s watching the wall go back up between us.

When I’m fully clothed, somehow more exposed than I was naked, he takes my hand. Brings it to his lips and presses a kiss to my knuckles, the gesture achingly formal and unbearably tender at once.

“Tomorrow,” he says.

“Tomorrow is a state luncheon. I’ll be in the kitchens.”

“Then the day after.” A real smile breaks across his face, transforming it. “I’ll find a reason. A dessert emergency, perhaps.”

I smile back, even though my chest aches. “I’ll be ready.”

He walks me to the door, opens it just enough to check the corridor. Empty. “Go left, then down the servant’s staircase at the end. It will take you to the kitchen level.”

I step into the cool, dark hallway. I turn back once. He stands framed in the warm spill of light from the study, shirt still open, hair mussed from my hands.

He nods once. I turn and walk away, footsteps silent on the runner.

The palace feels like a sleeping beast around me. I find the staircase, descend into the familiar, utilitarian hush of the staff corridors. The sharp scent of lemon polish replaces sandalwood. The silence is no longer intimate; it watches.

I slip into the darkened kitchen. My station sits exactly as I left it, the single tasted pavlova still on the low table where he set the fork. A quiet monument to the line we crossed.

I wash the plate, wipe down the marble, movements automatic. My body feels different—used, alive, humming with something secret. I touch my lips, still swollen and tender from his mouth.

As I leave, heading for the staff wing and my small, plain room, I pass the bulletin board in the corridor. The weekly palace circular is pinned there. At the top, bold letters announce:

A Reminder: The official engagement announcement for His Royal Highness Crown Prince Lucas and Lady Sofie of Thurnheim will take place three weeks hence. All departments to prepare accordingly.

I stop. The words land like cold water. Three weeks. The suitable match will be made official. The fairytale locked into place. And I will be in the kitchen, piping chocolate garnishes for the celebration.

The secret still humming in my blood suddenly feels heavy, dangerous, and impossibly fragile. I press a fingertip to the paper, leaving no mark, then turn and walk on into the dark, quiet halls. The taste of him lingers on my tongue. The ghost of his hands still warms my skin. But the future is already printed on that board, clear and cold as ink.


Chapter 2 — The Midnight Tasting

The announcement doesn’t disappear. It just gets laminated.

Three days later, it’s under shiny plastic, pinned to the same board, impossible to ignore. I’ve taken to using the longer route to the pastry pantry just to avoid seeing it, but it’s like a magnet for my peripheral vision. Three weeks. The words echo in my head, a silent countdown ticking behind every sugar rose I pipe, every chocolate curl I shape.

My days have settled into a rhythm that’s equal parts dream and dread.

Sunlight through the high kitchen windows, the cool touch of marble counters, the precise weight of Valrhona chocolate in my hands. It’s the job I wanted. It’s perfect. And at night, I lie in my narrow bed in the staff wing and replay the feeling of Lucas’s mouth on mine, his hands in my hair, the low, desperate sound he made against my skin. The secret hums, a constant, illicit bassline.

I haven’t seen him. Not really. A glimpse of his back in a corridor, surrounded by aides, his posture rigid. A flash of his profile from an upper gallery as I crossed the Grand Courtyard. He’s a ghost in a tailored suit, haunting the edges of my world.

It’s Thursday, which means state dinner. A delegation from some trade alliance. My domain is dessert: individual passionfruit soufflés, a terrifying, time-sensitive ballet of egg whites and hot ovens. My head pastry chef, Chef Alain, is a nervous man on the best of days.

Tonight, he’s vibrating.

“The rise, Mademoiselle Cross! Watch the rise! If they fall, we fall!”

he hisses, wringing his towel.

They don’t fall. They’re perfect, golden crowns trembling on their porcelain plates. I dust them with a whisper of icing sugar and step back, my part done. The savory chefs take over the final plating frenzy, and the servers sweep in, a flock of silent, efficient penguins in black and white.

The kitchen empties, the adrenaline crash leaving me wired and hollow.

It’s past eleven. The staff dining room will have cold cuts and tired conversation. The thought makes my skin itch. I need air that isn’t filtered through duck fat and anxiety.

I slip out the side entrance into the Palace Rose Garden. It’s technically off-limits to staff after dark, but the head groundskeeper, an old man who appreciates my habit of saving him failed macarons, gave me a wink and a key. The night air is cool and fragrant, heavy with the scent of damp earth and night-blooming jasmine. The palace rises behind me, a jeweled monster of light and shadow.

I find my usual bench, hidden by a trellis of climbing roses. I tilt my head back and close my eyes, just breathing.

“You haunt the gardens now, as well as the kitchens?”

The voice, low and familiar, shoots straight down my spine. My eyes snap open.

He’s standing ten feet away, under an arch of wisteria. He’s shed his dinner jacket and tie. His white shirt is unbuttoned at the throat, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. In the moonlight, he looks less like a prince and more like a rumpled, beautiful man who’s had a very long day.

“Your Highness,” I say, the title automatic. My heart is hammering against my ribs.

“Delaney,” he corrects, his voice quiet. He takes a step closer. “I saw you from the terrace. You looked… untouchable.”

I bark a laugh, the sound too loud in the quiet garden. “Hardly. I’m covered in powdered sugar and regret.”

He’s closer now. I can see the tired lines at the corners of his eyes, the slight tension in his jaw. “The soufflés were impeccable. As always.”

“You tasted one?” The question is out before I can stop it.

“I ate two.” A faint, wicked smile touches his lips. “It was the highlight of a four-hour discussion on mineral export tariffs.”

This is dangerous. We’re outside. There are security cameras, patrolling guards. And that laminated announcement is burning a hole in my mind.

But he’s here. And the pull is a physical thing, a rope tied between my ribs and his.

“Should you be here?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

“No.” The word is simple, final. He closes the last of the distance and sits on the bench beside me, not touching. The heat of his body is a brand in the cool air. “I have spent three days in meetings, in rehearsals, in fittings. I have nodded while they discuss the font for the engagement invitations. I have tasted cake samples that taste of nothing but obligation.” He turns his head to look at me. The moonlight catches the stormy grey of his eyes. “I needed to taste something real.”

The air between us crackles. Every rule, every warning, screams in my head. But under that is a deeper, older sound: want.

“This is a terrible idea,” I say, but I’m turning toward him on the bench, my knee brushing his.

“Catastrophic,” he agrees, his gaze dropping to my mouth. “The security detail stationed at the north gate has a direct line of sight to this bench. In approximately six minutes, a guard will make his standard patrol along the east hedge.”

My breath catches. “You’ve timed it.”

“I’ve considered little else.” His hand comes up, his fingers hovering just beside my cheek. He doesn’t touch me. He’s asking. “I want to kiss you again. Here. Now. Do you want that?”

Consent. Woven into the danger, into the banter. It makes my head spin.

“Yes,” I breathe. “God, yes.”

His hand cups my jaw, his thumb stroking my lower lip. The touch is electric. Then his mouth is on mine, and the world narrows to the slick heat of his tongue, the scratch of his late-day stubble, the desperate, hungry sound he makes as he deepens the kiss. It’s not like the first time. That was discovery. This is claiming. This is need with teeth.

I fist my hands in his soft cotton shirt, pulling him closer. He tastes of mint and expensive whiskey and pure, unadulterated want. One of his hands slides into my hair, cradling my head; the other presses flat against the small of my back, arching me into him. I can feel the hard line of his erection through his trousers, pressed against my hip. The reality of it, of his desire, is a shock of pure heat straight to my core.

He breaks the kiss, breathing ragged, his forehead resting against mine.

“Four minutes,” he murmurs, his voice rough.

“Not enough,” I gasp.

“Nowhere near.” He stands abruptly, pulling me up with him. His hand wraps around mine, his fingers threading through my own. “Come with me.”

“Where?” Panic and thrill mix in my veins.

“Somewhere with a door that locks.” He’s already moving, leading me off the path, through a gap in the hedge I never knew existed. It’s a servant’s shortcut, narrow and dark. He knows these shadows better than I do.

We move quickly, silently. My chef’s clogs are useless on the gravel; I kick them off, leaving them discarded by a rose bush. The cool stone of a hidden staircase bites into my bare feet. He doesn’t let go of my hand.

We emerge into a dimly lit corridor I’ve never seen. The walls are paneled in dark wood, lined with portraits of stern-looking men in uniforms. The private wing. His wing.

He stops at a plain-looking door, pulls a key from his pocket, and unlocks it. He ushers me inside, follows, and locks the door behind us with a definitive click.

The room is not what I expected. It’s not a grand salon. It’s a study, but a lived-in one. A large, worn leather sofa faces a cold fireplace.

Books are stacked haphazardly on every surface. A single lamp on a desk casts a warm, low pool of light. It smells like him—sandalwood, old paper, and now, faintly, of me.

We’re alone. Truly, utterly alone. The silence is vast and roaring.

He turns to me, his back against the door, as if barricading the world out. His eyes are dark, intense. “This is my private study. No one comes in without my express permission. Not even the cleaners before nine AM.”

I stand in the center of the room, feeling exposed, exhilarated. My feet are dirty. My chef’s jacket is smudged with chocolate. I am a chaos in his ordered sanctuary.

“Delaney.” He says my name like a prayer and a curse. “What are we doing?”

“Breaking every rule in the palace handbook?” I offer, my voice shaky.

A real smile, weary and gorgeous, breaks across his face. “Specifically, Article Seven, Section Three: ‘Fraternization between members of the Royal Household and domestic staff is strictly prohibited and grounds for immediate dismissal of the staff member.’”

The blood drains from my face. “Oh.”

He pushes off the door and walks toward me, slow, deliberate. “It’s a terrible rule. Outdated. Unjust.” He stops a foot away. “But it exists.

And the risk… it’s not just your job. If we were seen coming in here…”

“I know,” I whisper. The weight of it settles on my shoulders. The scandal. The headlines. His engagement. My deportation, probably. “I knew it the first time you kissed me.”

“And yet you’re here.” He reaches out, traces the line of my collarbone where it’s exposed by my open jacket. His touch is fire. “Why?”

I look up at him, at the conflict and the hunger warring in his eyes.

“Because when you taste something that perfect, you don’t just walk away. You crave it. You ruin your life for it.”

A low groan escapes him. He closes the distance, his arms wrapping around me, crushing me to his chest. I can feel his heart pounding against mine. “I have spent my life doing what is expected. Marrying Sofie is expected. This…” He pulls back just enough to look into my eyes. “This is the first purely selfish thing I have ever wanted. And I want it. I want you. But only if you want it, too. All of it. The secrecy. The risk. The… impossibility.”

He’s giving me an out. A noble, princely out. I could step back, cite the rules, save us both a world of hurt.

I slide my hands up his chest, over the fine cotton of his shirt, until my fingers curl around the back of his neck. I pull his mouth down to mine. It’s answer enough.

The kiss ignites. Whatever restraint he had left evaporates. His hands are everywhere—cupping my face, sliding down my back to grip my ass, pulling me tight against the hard ridge of his cock. I moan into his mouth, grinding against him, the friction through our clothes a maddening tease.

He walks me backward until my knees hit the edge of the leather sofa. I sink into it, and he follows, covering my body with his, bracing himself on his arms above me. He breaks the kiss to trail his mouth down my jaw, my neck, nuzzling aside the collar of my jacket to lick the hollow of my throat.

“This jacket,” he mutters against my skin, his fingers fumbling with the buttons. “It’s a crime.”

He gets it open, pushes it off my shoulders. My simple white t-shirt underneath is suddenly the most erotic garment in the world. He looks at me, his gaze hot and heavy. “May I?” he asks, his fingers hovering at the hem.

“Yes,” I gasp. “God, Lucas, yes.”

He pulls the shirt up and over my head in one swift motion. The cool air of the room hits my skin, and then his hands are on me, his palms skimming up my ribs to cover my breasts through my plain cotton bra. He thumbs my nipples, already hard and aching, through the fabric. I arch into his touch, a desperate sound escaping me.

“You are so beautiful,” he whispers. The reverence in his voice unravels something tight inside my chest. He unhooks the bra with practiced ease, and it falls away. His breath catches. He just looks for a moment, his eyes moving over my bare skin like he’s memorizing every inch. Then he lowers his head and takes one taut nipple into his mouth.

The wet heat of his tongue drags a line of fire straight to my clit. I cry out, my hands flying to his hair, holding him there. He sucks harder, teeth grazing just enough to make my back arch, then moves to the other breast and gives it the same slow, thorough attention until my hips are rocking up against nothing, chasing friction I can’t reach.

His hand slides down my stomach, over the waistband of my checked kitchen trousers. He pauses, fingers dipping just inside. “These, too,” he murmurs, voice thick. “I need to see you. All of you.”

I nod. Words won’t come. He sits back on his heels and pulls me upright with him so I’m perched on the edge of the sofa. Then he kneels on the floor in front of me, a prince on his knees. The sight of him there sends a fresh pulse of heat between my legs.

He undoes the button of my trousers, lowers the zipper. His knuckles brush the sensitive skin just above my pubic bone. “Lift your hips,” he says, voice gentle but certain.

I do. He peels the trousers and my cotton panties down my legs in one motion and tosses them aside. I am completely naked on his leather sofa, thighs spread by his hands as he pushes them apart. His eyes lock on my pussy, dark and hungry.

“Fuck,” he breathes. He leans in, hands sliding under my ass to tilt my hips higher. “I need to taste you.”

His mouth descends. The first flat stroke of his tongue against my clit makes my vision spark white. I cry out, head falling back. He doesn’t tease. He licks broad, wet stripes through my folds, then circles my clit with focused pressure, sucking it gently into his mouth. One hand stays under me, holding me open; the other slides up my stomach to pinch and roll my nipple, sharp and perfect.

The dual pull of sensation tightens low in my belly. I’m panting, fists clenched in his hair. “Lucas… I’m close…”

He answers by sliding two fingers inside me, curling them upward. The sudden fullness rips a sob from my throat. He pumps them in a slow, deep rhythm while his mouth stays locked on my clit, tongue working in tight, relentless circles. The pressure builds fast, wave after wave, until it crests and breaks.

My orgasm rips through me. I arch hard off the sofa, a silent scream caught in my throat as my pussy clamps around his fingers in hard, rhythmic pulses. He gentles his mouth, licking softly through every aftershock, drawing it out until I’m shaking and boneless beneath him.

He sits back on his heels, brings his glistening fingers to his mouth, and sucks them clean, eyes never leaving mine. The sight sends a fresh throb through my spent body.

“You…” I manage. “You’re still dressed.”

A dark smile curves his mouth. “A problem easily remedied.”

He stands. I watch as he pulls his shirt over his head, revealing lean muscle and smooth skin dusted with dark hair. His hands go to his belt. The leather slides through the loops with an obscene rasp in the quiet room. He shoves his trousers and briefs down in one motion and his cock springs free, thick, flushed, the head already wet.

He’s magnificent. My mouth waters.

He steps out of his clothes, completely naked, completely unselfconscious. He comes back to the sofa and kneels between my spread thighs, bracing his hands on the cushions beside my head. His cock brushes my inner thigh, hot and heavy.

He leans down and kisses me deep. I taste myself on his tongue, salty and sharp. “I need to be inside you,” he murmurs against my lips, voice ragged. “But I don’t have a condom in here. I wasn’t… I didn’t plan this.” He pulls back, eyes searching mine. “I’m clean. Tested regularly. But if you’re not comfortable…”

I reach between us, wrap my hand around his cock, and stroke him once, firm. He shudders. “I’m on the pill,” I say, voice low. “And I’m clean. But this… this is it. No going back.”

He nods, understanding the weight of it. “No going back,” he echoes, gaze locked on mine.

He guides himself to my entrance, the broad head nudging against me. I’m still slick and open from his mouth, but the stretch is intense as he begins to push in, slow, giving me time. I wrap my legs around his hips and urge him deeper.

He sinks into me with a groan that sounds torn from his chest. He fills me completely, achingly full. For a moment he holds still at the deepest point of me, forehead pressed to mine, breathing harsh.

“Delaney,” he whispers. My name sounds like a prayer.

Then he begins to move.

His thrusts start slow and deep, deliberate, as if he’s learning every inch of me from the inside. Each stroke drags over that spot that makes my vision blur. I cling to his shoulders, nails biting into the hard muscle of his back. The leather sofa is cool against my skin, a sharp contrast to the heat of his body covering mine.

“Open your eyes,” he rasps. “I want to watch you fall apart.”

My eyes flutter open. His gaze is locked on mine, dark and stripped bare. No royal mask left. Just raw hunger.

“You feel…” He drives into me again, a sharp, perfect angle that knocks the air from my lungs. “God, you feel incredible.”

I can’t speak. I moan, hips rising to meet his, finding a rhythm that starts clumsy and turns seamless. The room fills with the wet sound of him moving inside me, the soft slap of skin, our ragged breathing, my broken whimpers.

He shifts, bracing an arm beside my head, changing the angle. The head of his cock grinds against that spot with every thrust. Pleasure spirals up sharp and bright. “There,” I gasp. “Right there.”

A groan rumbles in his chest. He obeys, hips snapping harder, faster. The pace turns relentless. His other hand slides under my ass, lifting me, holding me open for deeper penetration. I’m completely at his mercy, and the freedom of it makes me moan louder.

The coil inside me winds tighter. The world narrows to the place where we’re joined, to the friction and heat and the overwhelming rightness of it. His face is tight with strain, jaw clenched, sweat gleaming on his brow. He’s holding back, waiting.

“Come for me, Delaney,” he commands, voice rough. “Let go.”

The orgasm detonates. My back arches off the sofa, a silent scream tearing from my throat as my pussy clenches and pulses around him in hard, rhythmic spasms. Pleasure whites out everything except his name.

My climax triggers his. He groans my name into my collarbone, hips stuttering out of rhythm, and then he goes rigid above me, spilling in hot, heavy pulses I feel with every aftershock of my own release. He sags over me, forehead damp against my throat, his breath sawing warm and uneven against my skin.

For long minutes there is only the sound of our breathing slowing, the beat of our hearts pressed together. The scent of sex and sandalwood and leather hangs in the air. He is still inside me, softening, a wet reminder of what we’ve done.

Eventually he shifts, sliding out of me. I wince at the sensitivity. He doesn’t go far. He rolls to his side and pulls me with him so I’m nestled against his chest, my head on his arm. His other hand strokes slow, absent circles on my bare back.

We don’t speak. Words feel too small for the silence. It’s not awkward. It’s heavy, saturated with everything that just happened and everything it means.

His fingers trace the line of my spine. “Article Seven, Section Three,” he murmurs finally, voice a sleepy rumble. “Thoroughly broken.”

A laugh bubbles out of me, surprised and a little shaky. “Was there ever any doubt?”

He kisses the top of my head. “None.”

We lie there for what feels like both an eternity and a heartbeat. The reality of the world starts to seep back in. The time. The risk.

“I have to go,” I whisper. The words taste like ash.

His arm tightens around me. “I know.” He doesn’t move.

Another minute passes. Then, with a sigh that seems to come from his bones, he sits up. He stands, a naked silhouette in the lamplight, and holds out a hand to me. “Come. I’ll show you to the private bath.”

He leads me through a door I hadn’t noticed into a small bathroom done in green marble. He turns on the shower, tests the temperature, and steps in with me instead of leaving. The hot water is a shock, washing away the physical evidence but not the feeling. He washes me with a tenderness that makes my throat ache, soapy hands moving over my breasts, between my legs, over my back. I wash him in return, hands sliding over the planes of his chest, the firm curve of his ass, the now-soft weight of his cock. It’s intimate in a way the sex wasn’t. It’s care.

We dry off with thick towels. He finds me a soft cotton shirt of his and a pair of sweatpants I have to roll at the waist and ankles. He dresses in simple trousers and a sweater. We look like two normal people who’ve spent the night together. The illusion is so perfect it hurts.

He walks me to the door of his study, hand finding mine. “I’ll take you back through the gardens. Safer.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to.” His tone leaves no room for argument.

We retrace our path through the hidden corridors and the servant’s staircase. My discarded clogs are still by the rose bush. I slip them on, the mundane act somehow both hilarious and tragic. The garden is still and silent, the moon higher now.

At the edge of the kitchen entrance he stops. The pool of light from the security lamp is a line we cannot cross together.

He turns to me, cups my face in his hands. His thumbs stroke my cheeks. “This changes everything,” he says, voice low and serious. “And nothing.”

I understand. The engagement announcement is still laminated on the board. His duty is unchanged. My job is still a privilege. But between us, the ground has shifted. Irrevocably.

“When?” I ask. The word hangs between us, weighted.

“Tomorrow night. The state gala rehearsal ends at eleven. The west conservatory. It’s locked after nine, but I have a key.” His eyes search mine. “Will you meet me?”

It’s a question, not a command. A thread of consent, even here, in the aftermath.

“Yes,” I say, because there is no other answer.

He kisses me, soft and lingering, a promise and a goodbye. Then he steps back into the shadows and is gone.

I slip into the kitchen, a ghost in an oversized shirt. My chef’s uniform is a crumpled pile on his study floor—a problem for tomorrow. For now, I make it to my room in the staff wing without seeing a soul. I lie in my narrow bed, the smell of his soap still on my skin, the ache of him between my legs, the crushing weight of an impossible future pressing down on my chest.

The next day is a special kind of torture.

Everything looks the same, yet nothing is. The marble counters stay cool under my palms. The oven timers beep with the same urgency. Chef Alain frets over a brioche dough that refuses to behave. I move through it all wrapped in a secret, sensual haze. Every time I close my eyes, I feel Lucas moving inside me again, hear the raw sound he made when he came.

I catch a glimpse of him just once. He’s crossing the Grand Staircase with a group of officials, including a tall, elegant blonde woman in a pale blue suit. Lady Sofie. Her laugh rings like crystal as she places a hand on his arm. He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. The same polite, practiced smile he gives the cameras. My heart squeezes, a sharp, painful pang.

I focus on my work, losing myself in the precision of a spun sugar cage. But my mind loops the same two lines: West conservatory. Eleven o’clock.

The day drags. By the time dinner service ends and the kitchens are cleaned, I’m vibrating with exhaustion and anticipation. I change out of my uniform in the locker room, pulling on a simple dark dress and flat shoes. I look like I’m going for a walk. Innocent.

The west conservatory sits on the opposite side of the palace from the kitchens, a glass-domed jewel box filled with rare orchids and tropical plants. It’s a public space during the day, but at night it’s a silent, humid jungle. I arrive at five past eleven, my pulse a frantic drum in my ears.

The door is unlocked. I slip inside.

The air is thick and fragrant, the only light coming from the moon through the glass ceiling. It paints the broad leaves in silver and casts deep, shifting shadows. I walk down the central path, the sound of a trickling water feature masking my footsteps.

He’s waiting by a giant fiddle-leaf fig, leaning against its pot. Dark trousers, simple black sweater, blending with the shadows. He straightens when he sees me.

No words. We come together in the middle of the path, his mouth finding mine with a desperation that says he’s been counting the minutes too. This kiss is different—less exploratory, more claiming, more familiar. His hands slide down to my ass, pulling me tight against the hard line of his arousal.

“I thought about this all day,” he mutters against my lips, his voice thick. “About you. About the way you feel. The sounds you make.”

His words send a fresh bolt of desire straight to my core. I’m already wet for him. “Here?” I whisper, glancing around. The glass walls feel suddenly very exposed.

“It’s safe,” he assures me, walking me backward until my shoulders meet the cool, leafy frond of a large palm. He kisses my neck, his hands sliding up my thighs, pushing the skirt of my dress up around my waist. “The doors are locked. The security cameras on this wing are on a loop from ten to six. A… precaution.”

He’s planned this. The thought is wildly erotic.

His fingers find my panties, simple black cotton. He hooks his thumbs in the waistband and draws them down my legs. I step out of them, kicking them aside. The humid air is a shock against my bare skin.

“I want you against this tree,” he says, his voice a dark command. He turns me gently so I’m facing the rough trunk of the palm. He presses a kiss to the back of my neck. “Put your hands on it.”

I obey, the bark rough under my palms. He steps close behind me, his body a solid wall of heat. I feel his hands on my hips, then the sound of his zipper. A moment later, the broad, hot head of his cock nudges at my entrance from behind.

He doesn’t push in immediately. He teases, sliding the length of him through my slick folds, coating himself in my arousal, grinding against my clit until I’m panting and pushing back against him, begging without words.

“Tell me,” he whispers, his breath hot in my ear. “Tell me you want it.”

“I want it,” I gasp. “I want you. Now, Lucas. Please.”

He drives into me in one smooth, deep stroke. I cry out, the fullness a delicious shock. He sets a punishing rhythm immediately, one hand splayed on my belly to hold me steady, the other braced against the tree by my head. Each thrust jolts me forward, the rough bark scratching through the thin fabric of my dress. The forbidden setting, the risk, the sheer animalistic need in his movements—it all coils into white-hot pleasure.

One of his hands slips down from my belly, his fingers finding my clit. The added stimulation is too much, too perfect. The orgasm builds quickly, a pressure about to snap.

“That’s it,” he encourages, his voice ragged. “Come for me. Let me feel you.”

His words, the relentless push of his cock, the clever circles of his fingers—they push me over. I shatter with a choked scream, my body clamping down around him in violent pulses. My vision whites at the edges.

My climax triggers his. With a guttural groan, he buries himself to the hilt and spills into me, his body shuddering against my back. We stay like that for a long moment, joined, breathing harshly in the humid air, the only sound the trickle of water and our slowing breaths.

He pulls out gently, turning me in his arms. He kisses me, slow and deep. “Every time,” he murmurs against my mouth. “Every time, it’s…”

He doesn’t finish. He doesn’t need to.

We straighten our clothes in silence. He retrieves my discarded panties, hands them to me with a wry smile. I step into them, feeling exposed and utterly his.

“Tomorrow?” he asks, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

“Tomorrow,” I agree, because it’s the only future I can see.

The days become a pattern of stolen moments.

We don’t meet every night. It’s too dangerous. But two, sometimes three times a week, I find a note slipped under my locker door—a time, a place. Never the same one twice. His private library. A disused linen closet near the old armory. Once, breathtakingly, his actual bedroom—a vast, serene space of cream and navy blue, where he made love to me slowly, agonizingly tenderly on a bed large enough for ten, whispering my name like a secret against my skin.

The sex is never the same. Sometimes it’s frantic and rough, pushed up against a wall, muffling our cries in each other’s shoulders. Sometimes it’s lazy and exploratory, him kneeling between my legs on a Persian rug for what feels like hours, learning what makes me come apart with his tongue and fingers until I’m sobbing his name. He is a generous, attentive lover, obsessed with my pleasure, and I learn his body with the same devotion—the spot just behind his ear that makes him shudder, the way he groans when I take him deep in my mouth, the exact rhythm of thrusts that makes him lose control.

But it’s the moments after that undo me completely. The way he wraps me in his robe and makes us tea in his study, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the fire. The way he listens, really listens, when I talk about the frustrations of a failed genoise or my homesickness for the diner breakfasts back home in Dayton. The way he laughs, a real, unguarded laugh that transforms his whole face. In these stolen hours, he isn’t the Crown Prince. He’s Lucas. A man who is funny, and kind, and secretly loves terrible action movies.

And I am not the pastry chef. I am Delaney. The woman who makes him forget.

But the world outside our bubble is relentless. The laminated announcement is joined by others. Seating charts for the engagement announcement. Menu tastings where I’m forced to prepare canapés I know Lady Sofie prefers. I see her more often now—a poised, polished presence on his arm at public events glimpsed on staff televisions. She is beautiful, gracious, and perfectly suited to be a queen. The knife of it twists deeper every time.

One afternoon, a week after the conservatory, I’m in the main kitchen piping delicate chocolate filigree for the engagement announcement dessert towers. The announcement is now only ten days away. The air is thick with tension and sugar.

Chef Alain approaches, wringing his hands. “Mademoiselle Cross, a moment.”

I follow him to his small office. He closes the door and gestures for me to sit. He looks deeply uncomfortable.

“Is something wrong with the work?” I ask, my stomach sinking.

“No, no! Your work is impeccable,” he assures me quickly. He sits, steepling his fingers. “It is… a matter of protocol. You are new here. You are American. The… nuances of our household can be… delicate.”

I feel a cold trickle of dread. “I’m not sure I understand.”

He leans forward, his voice dropping. “There are… rumors. Nothing concrete, you understand. Whispers among the junior staff. They see things. A look exchanged. A path taken too often after hours.” He clears his throat. “His Royal Highness is a man of great… pressure. Great duty. And he is, as we all know, soon to be… officially engaged. It would be a tragedy for anyone, especially a talented young chef with a bright future, to become… entangled in palace gossip. To have their loyalty… misunderstood.”

The words are carefully chosen, diplomatic. But their meaning is a blade. They know. Or they suspect.

“My loyalty is to my work, Chef,” I say, my voice surprisingly steady.

“Of course, of course!” he says, too brightly. “I merely mention it as a… friendly caution. The walls here, they have ears. And the press… they have long lenses. For your own protection, Mademoiselle. A scandal would not only cost you your position. It could… diminish the Crown during a very sensitive time.” He meets my eyes, and for a moment, the nervous man is gone, replaced by a stern, loyal servant of the monarchy. “The Crown must always come first. It is the burden of those who serve it. And the burden of those born to it.”

The message is clear. You are a servant. He is the Crown. This will end in ruin. Stop.

I leave his office with my hands cold and my pulse a dull, distant thump in my ears. The secret that once moved through me like warm current now sits heavy against my ribs, a live weight I cannot set down. That night the meeting is in the clock tower, a cramped room at the top of a narrow spiral stair, the only access a brass key he lifted from the master horologist’s ring.

He is already inside when I reach the landing, standing at the small window that overlooks the moonlit gardens. The moment he turns, the smile that breaks across his face lands like a fist to the sternum. How can something feel this necessary and still be this dangerous?

He steps forward, arms opening. I move back. “We need to talk.”

The smile vanishes. He nods once and gestures toward the worn velvet loveseat pushed against the stone wall. We sit without touching, the space between us exact and deliberate.

I tell him about Alain’s warning, the whispers already moving through the staff. I watch the change move over his face, the easy warmth shuttering behind the public mask he wears for cameras and ministers.

“I’ll speak to him,” he says, voice flat.

“No. That only makes it worse. It confirms every rumor.” I draw a breath that shakes on the way out. “Lucas, he’s right. These walls have ears. And eyes. We’ve been careless.”

“What are you saying?” The question is quiet, almost too quiet.

“I’m saying we need to be more careful. Or…” The rest of the sentence refuses to leave my mouth.

“Or stop.” He finishes it for me. His eyes flash once, bright and hard. He stands and begins to pace the small circle of floor between the mechanism and the wall. “Is that what you want?”

“No.” The word leaves me sharp and sudden. “God, no. But I don’t want to ruin you, either. Or get deported. Or watch everything I’ve built here collapse because of gossip columns.” I press my palms to my thighs so they stop trembling. “This isn’t a fling for me. You know it isn’t.”

He stops. Runs a hand through his hair until it stands up at the crown. When he looks at me again the exhaustion is plain in the set of his shoulders. “I know. It isn’t for me, either.” He crosses back to the loveseat and lowers himself to his knees on the dusty boards. His hands close around mine, warm and steady. “Delaney, I have spent my whole life doing what is required. Marrying Sofie is the final requirement. It is a contract signed with rings and press releases.” His fingers tighten. “You are the only thing in my life that belongs to me. That I chose. The thought of giving that up…” He shakes his head, throat working around words he does not say. “I can’t.”

Tears sting at the corners of my eyes. “Then what do we do?”

For a long moment the only answer is the deep, measured tick of the clockworks above us, each swing of the pendulum a small impact through the floorboards. Then he lifts his head. The resolution in his eyes is new and unyielding. “The engagement announcement is in ten days.”

My stomach drops. “I know.”

“After the announcement the official story is locked. The pressure will shift. Before that…” He draws a slow breath. “Before that, I have to do what I should have done months ago.”

A thin, dangerous spark of hope lifts in my chest. “What?”

“I have to tell my father the engagement is off.”

The words land like a shift in air pressure. “Lucas, you can’t. The treaties. The coverage. Everything your family has spent years building—”

“My duty is to govern a country, not to sacrifice the rest of my life for a photograph.” His voice is steady now, the decision already made. “My father will not understand. It will be a fight. But it is a fight I intend to have.” He lifts my hands and presses his mouth to the backs of my knuckles, the kiss brief and rough. “I am ending the engagement. When the dust settles, I am choosing you. Publicly. As far as the crown will allow.”

The promise hangs between us, beautiful and breakable. The kind of promise that topples princes and leaves commoners bleeding in the tabloids.

He reads the doubt on my face. “Trust me,” he says, low. “Ten more days. Be careful. Stay out of sight. Let me handle the rest.”

I look at him—really look—at the raw edge beneath the certainty. The answer is already forming before I can weigh it. I nod, once. “Ten days.”

He pulls me against him, arms closing tight enough that I feel the tremor running through his chest. We do not touch beyond that. We stay on the narrow loveseat, my face pressed to the collar of his shirt, his hand spread between my shoulder blades, while the great clock counts the seconds above us. The promise sits in the room with us, thin as spun glass.

When I finally stand to leave, the hope has hardened into something colder and heavier in my gut. He is asking me to believe him. To place everything on a prince’s word.

I walk back through the silent corridors, the laminated announcement still bright behind my eyes. Ten days is a long time inside a palace that watches everything. And once a clock begins to mark the hours, nothing stops its hands.


Chapter 3 — Ten Days

Ten days is a long time in a palace with eyes everywhere.

The first three pass in a blur of sugar, butter, and the head chef’s constant, narrowed stares. The laminated announcement stays pinned to the board in the staff hall, a daily reminder that Lucas Aldemar, Crown Prince of this postage-stamp kingdom, is publicly promised to another woman. I keep my head down, my apron starched, and my curtsies—when forced—deliberately, silently sloppy. My rebellion is microscopic, but it is all I have.

Except for the nights.

The first night after the clock tower, I don’t see him. I lie awake in my small room over the west stable block, listening to the palace settle, and feel the cold knot he planted twist lower, turning into a slow, persistent throb between my legs. I think about his hands, his mouth, the raw honesty in his voice when he said he would fight.

The second night, a note appears tucked into the spine of my battered culinary encyclopedia, slipped onto my workstation while I was fetching cream.

Midnight. The Winter Garden. The lock on the west-facing door is temperamental. A firm shoulder usually does it.

– L.

No royal seal. No title. Just an initial and an instruction that makes my heart hammer against my ribs. The Winter Garden is glass-ceilinged, filled with tropical plants and marble fountains, strictly off-limits to staff after ten. It is also directly adjacent to the private wing.

I go. Of course I go. The lock yields to my shoulder with a genteel click, and I step into a jungle of shadow and moonlight. He is there, leaning against the trunk of a potted orange tree, out of uniform. Dark trousers, a simple grey cashmere sweater that makes him look like a normal, devastatingly handsome man. The crown prince is gone. Lucas is here.

“You came,” he says, his voice a low vibration in the humid air.

“You asked,” I reply, my own voice unsteady.

We don’t touch. Not at first. We talk. He tells me about his day—a mind-numbing round of agricultural subsidy meetings. I tell him about mine—the head chef throwing a copper pan because my génoise had the “wrong crumb.” We orbit each other in the perfumed dark, the space between us charged, alive.

“Tell me you’ve thought about it,” he says finally, his eyes catching the silver light filtering through the glass above.

“About what?” I play dumb, my skin humming.

“About this.” He closes the distance in one fluid step, his hand coming up to cup my jaw. His thumb strokes my lower lip. “About me. About my mouth on yours. About how I promised to break my world for you.”

I shiver. “Yes.”

That single word is the permission he was waiting for. His mouth crashes down on mine, not with prince-like restraint, but with the hunger of a man who has been starving. It is deep and claiming and wet, his tongue sliding against mine, his teeth catching my lip. I moan into him, my hands fisting in the soft wool of his sweater. He tastes of mint and expensive scotch and pure, unadulterated want.

His hands slide down my back, over the cheap cotton of my work shirt, pulling me flush against him. I feel the hard length of his erection through our clothes, a blatant, thrilling press against my stomach. He groans, the sound swallowed by our kiss.

“Delaney,” he breathes against my mouth. “I need to hear you say it.”

“Say what?”

“That you want this.” His eyes are black in the shadows, utterly serious. “That you want me. Here. Now.”

The consent isn’t a formality. It is the spark that lights the fuse. “I want you, Lucas. Here. Now.”

He kisses me again, softer this time, a promise. Then his hands are on the buttons of my shirt, popping them open with an efficiency that speaks of impatience. The cool, damp air of the greenhouse hits my skin, raising goosebumps. He pushes the fabric off my shoulders, and it pools at my feet. My plain, serviceable bra is next, the clasp yielding under his clever fingers.

He stares at my bare breasts, his breath catching. “Christ, you’re beautiful.” He lowers his head, his mouth closing over one nipple, sucking hard, his tongue flicking the peak. I cry out, my fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to me. Heat shoots straight between my legs. He lavishes attention on one breast, then the other, until I am arching against him, desperate for more friction.

His hand slides down my stomach, over the waistband of my work trousers, dipping inside. He finds me through my underwear, hot and soaked. He presses the heel of his hand against my clit, and I nearly come undone right there.

“So wet for me,” he murmurs, his voice thick with arousal. He hooks his fingers into the waistband of my trousers and panties and pushes them down my legs. I step out of them, standing naked before him in the moonlit jungle, vulnerable and aching.

“Your turn,” I say, my voice trembling with need.

He doesn’t hesitate. He pulls the sweater over his head, revealing a torso that is all lean muscle and taut skin. His trousers and boxers follow, kicked aside. And there he is, fully erect, his cock thick and curving upwards, flushed and ready.

I reach for him, wrapping my fingers around his length. He is hot, velvety steel in my hand. He hisses, his hips jerking forward. “Fuck, Delaney.”

I stroke him once, twice, learning his rhythm, watching his face tighten with pleasure. But he is done waiting. He guides me backward until my bare shoulders meet the cool, smooth trunk of the orange tree. He drops to his knees on the soft earth.

“Lucas, wha—”

His mouth is on me before I can finish the question. He parts my folds with his thumbs and licks a long, slow stripe from my entrance to my clit. I gasp, my head thudding back against the tree. He does it again, then settles in, his tongue circling my clit with firm, deliberate pressure before plunging deep inside me.

“Oh, God,” I choke out. My hands fly to his head, not to push him away, but to hold on as the world dissolves into sensation. He eats me like a man possessed, like this is the feast he has been denied. He laps at me, sucks my clit into his mouth, fucks me with his tongue. The sounds are obscene in the quiet garden—my ragged moans, his low groans of approval, the wet, intimate slide of his mouth on my pussy.

The orgasm builds fast, a coil tightening deep in my belly. “Lucas, I’m going to—”

He redoubles his efforts, his fingers joining his tongue, two sliding inside me, crooking just right. The coil snaps. Pleasure detonates through me, sharp and shattering. I convulse against his mouth, crying out his name, my knees buckling. He holds me up, drinking every drop, until the last tremor subsides.

Before I can even catch my breath, he is on his feet, his body pressed against mine. He kisses me, and I can taste myself on his lips, salty and sweet. It is wildly possessive.

“I need to be inside you,” he grunts, his cock nudging my thigh. “Now.”

“Yes,” is all I can manage.

He lifts me easily, my back still against the tree, and I wrap my legs around his waist. He guides himself to my entrance, the broad head of his cock pressing against me. I am slick and open from my climax, but he is big. He pushes in slowly, an inch, then two, letting me adjust to the delicious, stretching fullness.

“Stay with me,” he grits out, voice strained. “Don’t go anywhere in that head of yours.”

I open my eyes. His face is a mask of intense concentration, of barely-leashed control. He is watching me, making sure I am with him. It undoes me.

“All of you,” I whisper. “Give me all of you.”

With a groan, he sheathes himself to the hilt. The feeling is overwhelming—complete, perfect. He holds there for a moment, buried deep, our foreheads touching. Then he begins to move.

He sets a relentless, driving pace, pulling almost all the way out before thrusting back in, each stroke hitting a spot that makes me see stars. The tree bark is rough against my back, his hands grip my ass, his breath is hot in the crook of my neck. It is raw, primal sex under a glass sky, hidden in a palace of a thousand windows.

“Touch yourself,” he growls in my ear. “Come for me again.”

I slip a hand between our sweat-slicked bodies and find my clit, swollen and sensitive. A few circles of my fingers, combined with his deep, punishing thrusts, and I am there again, tumbling over the edge with a broken sob. My inner muscles clamp down around him, milking his length.

It triggers his own release. He shouts, a raw, unfiltered sound that echoes in the domed space, and pumps into me, his hips stuttering, his whole body shuddering with the force of it. He collapses against me, pinning me to the tree, both of us breathing like we have run a marathon.

We stay like that for long minutes, tangled together, him still inside me, the reality of what we have done settling over us like the fine mist from the fountains.

He finally pulls out, setting me gently on my feet. My legs are jelly. He retrieves his clothes, handing me mine with a tenderness that contrasts starkly with the animalistic hunger of moments before. We dress in silence, the only sounds the rustle of fabric and the distant trickle of water.

Before he leaves, he kisses me, soft and deep. “Tomorrow night,” he says. It is not a question. “My rooms. The guard on the south corridor entrance rotates at eleven. The door will be unlocked for ninety seconds.”

Then he is gone, melting into the shadows of the plants, leaving me alone in the Winter Garden with the scent of oranges and sex clinging to my skin.



The third night—tonight—is different.

The note was more direct, slipped under my door this morning.

23:00. South corridor door. Come to me.

– L

No poetry. Just a command. My stomach has been in knots all day, a mixture of dread and desperate anticipation. The head chef yelled at me for over-whipping the mascarpone. I didn’t even care.

Now, standing in the dimly lit south corridor at two minutes to eleven, I care. The palace is a tomb at this hour. The only sound is the soft hum of climate control and the distant, rhythmic bootsteps of a guard on another floor. The door to the private wing is a heavy, dark oak slab, unremarkable except for where it leads.

I watch the second hand sweep on my watch. At exactly 11:00, I hear the faint metallic snick of a lock disengaging. My heart leaps into my throat. I push the door open. It swings inward silently on well-oiled hinges.

I’m in.

The corridor beyond is wider, carpeted in a deep, plush crimson. The walls are lined with portraits of severe-looking men in various historical uniforms. Aldemars, I assume. It is warmer here, and the air smells different—lemon polish, old books, and the faint, clean scent of his cologne.

I follow the hallway, my soft-soled chef’s shoes making no sound. It ends at another door, this one slightly ajar. Golden light spills from the crack.

I push it open and step into his sitting room.

It is not what I expected. It is not all gilt and velvet. It is… a home. Or the closest thing a prince can have to one. Large, comfortable-looking sofas in deep navy, shelves crammed with books and a few model sailboats, a grand piano in one corner, a fire crackling in a marble fireplace. French doors lead to a darkened balcony overlooking the formal gardens.

He’s standing by the fire, his back to me, wearing only a pair of dark lounge pants. The firelight plays over the sculpted muscles of his back and shoulders, catching on the faint sheen of sweat at the base of his spine. He’s holding a glass of something amber, staring into the flames.

He doesn’t turn. “Close the door, Delaney.”

The use of my full name, the quiet command in his voice—it lands differently than the desperate man in the greenhouse. This is the prince in his private domain. I close the door softly. The click of the latch echoes in the quiet room.

He finally turns. His face is all sharp angles and shadow in the firelight. He looks tired. And utterly desirable.

“You came,” he says, echoing his words from the garden.

“You commanded,” I reply, echoing mine.

A ghost of a smile touches his lips. He sets his glass on the mantel and walks toward me. He doesn’t touch me. He circles me, his gaze dragging over every inch like a hand. “Do you know the risk you took, walking here?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know the risk I took, inviting you?”

“Yes.”

He stops in front of me. “The engagement announcement is in four days. The treaty delegations arrive tomorrow. My father has scheduled a joint press appearance with Lady Sofie and her parents for the day after.” His voice is flat, reciting facts. “My world is closing in.”

I reach out, tentatively, and place my hand on his bare chest. His skin is warm, his heart beating a steady, strong rhythm under my palm. “And?”

He covers my hand with his, holding it to him. “And when I’m with you, it disappears. You are the only honest thing in my life.” He leans down, his forehead touching mine. “I need you tonight. Not just your body. All of you. I need to forget.”

“Then forget,” I whisper.

This time, the kiss is slow. Deep. A languid exploration that feels more intimate than anything we’ve done before. There’s no frantic tearing of clothes. He peels my jacket off my shoulders, then my shirt, his movements deliberate. I do the same for him, pushing his lounge pants down over his hips. We stand naked before the fire, skin glowing in the orange light, just looking.

He leads me to one of the large sofas, lowering me onto the soft cushions. He follows me down, covering my body with his, but he supports his weight on his elbows, his eyes searching my face.

“I want to taste every inch of you,” he says, his voice rough. “I want to learn you.”

And he does.

He starts at my mouth, kissing me until my lips are swollen and my head spins. Then he moves down, tracing the line of my jaw with his teeth, the flutter of my pulse in my throat, the hollow of my collarbone with slow, wet strokes of his tongue. He takes his time on my breasts, sucking one nipple deep while his thumb circles the other until both are tight, aching points. He maps my ribs with his mouth, the plane of my stomach, the dip of my navel, lingering at each sensitive spot until I arch under him.

He parts my legs, kneeling on the floor between them. He doesn’t go straight for my pussy. He kisses the inside of my knee, the soft skin of my inner thigh, the crease where my leg meets my hip. His stubble rasps against me, a delicious friction that makes my thighs twitch. I’m writhing by the time his breath finally ghosts over my core.

“Please, Lucas,” I beg, my fingers threading through his hair.

He looks up the length of my body, his eyes dark with intent. “Tell me what you want.”

“Your mouth. I want your mouth on me.”

He gives a low, satisfied hum and lowers his head.

His tongue is relentless. He teases at first, soft flicks that make my hips jerk, then broad, flat strokes that drag a moan from my throat. He finds my clit and sucks it gently into his mouth, applying just the right amount of pressure while two fingers slide inside me, curling hard. I cry out, arching off the couch.

“That’s it,” he murmurs against me. “Let go. I want to feel you come on my tongue.”

The combination of his mouth and his fingers is too much. The orgasm rips through me, a sudden, clenching rush that locks my thighs around his head and leaves me shaking. He doesn’t stop, drawing out every last shudder, licking me through it until I’m gasping.

Before the aftershocks have fully faded, he’s moving up my body, kissing his way back to my mouth. His tongue is slick with the evidence of what he just did to me, and I chase the taste of it, greedy. He’s hard against my thigh, his cock heavy and hot.

“Condom,” I breathe, the practical part of my brain flickering to life.

He shakes his head. “I had myself tested. Yesterday. I’m clean. And you told me you’re on the pill. I haven’t been with anyone since… well, in a very long time.” He meets my eyes, his gaze unwavering. “If you trust me… I want to feel you. All of you. Nothing between us.”

It’s the biggest risk yet. Not just of exposure, but of… everything. I look into his eyes, see the vulnerability there, the need for this one, true connection. I nod. “I trust you.”

The relief that floods his face is profound. He positions himself at my entrance, the head of his cock nudging against my wet, sensitive flesh. He pushes in slowly, so slowly, letting me feel every inch as he fills me. There’s no barrier, just skin on skin, a heat and intimacy that steals my breath. He feels bigger, more overwhelming like this.

“God, Delaney,” he groans, his forehead dropping to my shoulder as he sinks the rest of the way in. “You feel… incredible.”

He starts to move, a slow, deep rocking of his hips that strokes every nerve inside me. It’s less frantic than in the garden, more profound. Each thrust is a deliberate claiming, a silent promise. I wrap my legs high around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting him stroke for stroke.

The fire crackles beside us, casting dancing shadows on the walls. The only sounds are our ragged breaths, the soft slap of skin on skin, and the occasional groan torn from his lips. He shifts slightly, angling his thrusts, and suddenly he’s hitting a spot that makes my vision white out.

“There,” I gasp. “Right there.”

He obeys, hammering that spot with unerring accuracy. My second orgasm builds, a coiling tension deep in my core, different from the first—deeper, more all-consuming.

“Give me your eyes, Delaney,” he demands, his pace never faltering.

I force my eyes open. His gaze is locked on mine, fierce, possessive, full of an emotion I’m afraid to name.

“Come with me,” he grits out. “I want to feel you fall apart around me.”

It’s the command that sends me over. My climax breaks, a silent, shattering wave that rips through me, a convulsive, pulsing release that locks my muscles and steals my voice. I clamp around him, a tight, fluttering rhythm that wrings a guttural cry from his throat. His thrusts become erratic, desperate, and then he’s coming too, his body bowing over mine, a hot, liquid rush flooding deep inside me. He shudders, a series of violent tremors, and collapses, his full weight pressing me into the soft cushions.

We lie there, fused, for a long time. His breath is hot and damp against my neck. My own heart hammers against his chest. The reality of it—the unprotected sex, the intimacy of his release inside me—settles over us, heavier than any blanket.

He finally rolls to the side, taking me with him, keeping us connected. He tucks me against his chest, one hand stroking my sweat-damp hair. The fire pops and crackles.

“That was…” he starts, then trails off, his voice ruined.

“Yeah,” I whisper, because there are no words.

We stay like that until our breathing evens out and the sweat cools on our skin. He shifts, softening, slipping out of me. The loss feels profound. He gets up without a word, disappearing into another room. He returns with a warm, damp cloth and gently cleans me. The gesture is so tender, so at odds with the raw carnality of minutes before, that my throat tightens.

He tosses the cloth aside and pulls a soft cashmere throw from the back of the sofa, draping it over us both before settling back beside me. I curl into him, my head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart.

“The delegations arrive at ten tomorrow morning,” he says into the quiet. His fingers trace idle patterns on my shoulder. “I’ll be in meetings until late. Security will be doubled. Everywhere.”

I don’t say anything. I just listen to the dread threading through his voice.

“Sofie arrives the day after,” he continues. “For the press appearance. She’ll stay in the east wing.” He pauses. “She’s not a villain, you know. She’s just… a pawn. Like I was supposed to be.”

“You’re not a pawn,” I say quietly.

“No. Not anymore.” He kisses the top of my head. “But for the next few days, I have to play the part. Perfectly. I can’t see you. Not like this.”

The cold knot in my stomach returns. “For how long?”

“Until the announcement day. The press appearance is at noon. After that… I’ll do it. I’ll tell my father. I’ll tell her. I’ll tell the world.”

“And if you can’t?”

He goes very still. “I will.”

It’s not an answer, but it’s all he has. We both know the forces arrayed against him: centuries of tradition, international treaties, a monarchy’s stability. The weight of a crown.

“What do you need from me?” I ask.

“Stay out of trouble,” he says, a faint smile in his voice. “Don’t give Chef Alain a reason to fire you. And… believe in me. Even when you don’t see me. Even when you hear the news reports. Believe in the man in this room, not the prince in the pictures.”

I tilt my head up to look at him. In the firelight, he looks younger, and older, all at once. “I believe in you.”

He kisses me, soft and lingering. “Then that’s my armor.”

We drift into a doze, tangled together on the sofa. I wake sometime later to find him awake, staring at the ceiling.

“You should go,” he says softly, his voice thick. “Before the night staff rounds begin.”

The dismissal is practical, but it hurts. The fairy-tale bubble pops. I’m a chef in the prince’s bed, and dawn is coming.

I get up, retrieving my clothes from the floor. I dress under his watchful gaze, each piece of my uniform feeling like a layer of disguise slipping back into place. Chef’s trousers, plain shirt, sensible shoes. The woman who was just crying his name naked before the fire is packed away.

He stands, wrapping the throw around his waist. He walks me to the door of his sitting room. In the dim light of the hallway sconces, the distance between us feels oceanic.

“Four days,” he says, as if reminding himself.

“Four days,” I echo.

He leans in, kisses me once more, hard and quick. “Now go.”

I slip out into the crimson corridor, the door clicking shut behind me with a finality that echoes in my bones. The walk back through the silent palace is a blur. I make it to my room unseen, the scent of him and sex still on my skin. I don’t shower. I lie in my narrow bed, staring at the ceiling, feeling the phantom ache of him between my legs, and count the hours.

The four days are an exercise in torture.

Lucas is everywhere and nowhere. On television screens in the staff hall, welcoming dignitaries with a polished, vacant smile. In the newspapers left on the break table, photographed next to his father and stern-looking men in suits. In the hushed, excited gossip of the chambermaids—“Did you see the prince’s new cufflinks?” “He looked so solemn at the trade meeting.”

He is a two-dimensional ghost haunting the edges of my world.

I see him once, in the flesh. It is the second day. I am carrying a tray of amuse-bouches through the State Gallery when a phalanx of officials rounds the corner toward me. He moves at the center of them, medals flashing cold across his chest, his face cut from the same marble as the corridor. Our eyes lock for half a second. Nothing in his expression shifts—no flicker, no softening. Only the smallest hitch in his stride, barely enough to register, before the tide of protocol sweeps him around the corner and out of sight.

The message is clear: the walls have ears. The eyes are always watching.

I keep my head down and work. I pipe a thousand perfect rosettes onto chilled trays. I temper chocolate until it snaps clean between my teeth. I take Chef Alain’s abuse with a lowered gaze and a litany of silent curses. I am the model employee. And every night I lie awake in the narrow staff bed, replaying the drag of his skin against mine, the rough scrape of his voice in the dark, the impossible promise he left me with.

The day before the press appearance, Lady Sofie arrives.

I watch from the kitchen courtyard, half-hidden behind a window streaked with condensation. She steps out of a sleek black car, a slender figure with ice-blonde hair pinned into a flawless chignon. Beautiful in the way a porcelain doll is beautiful—cold, flawless, and slightly unreal. The pale pink suit she wears probably costs more than my yearly salary. She does not smile. She accepts the head of household’s curtsey with the smallest nod and glides into the palace like she has already memorized every corridor.

A spike of ugly jealousy drives straight through my ribs. She is the future he was supposed to have. The bloodline-approved, photograph-ready future. My hands shake as I zest a lemon over a bowl of cream. The bright citrus scent does nothing to cut the sour taste rising in the back of my throat.

That night there is no note. No secret summons. Only the empty, aching silence of my room and the relentless ticking of the clock on the dresser.

The day of the press appearance dawns grey and drizzling.

The palace moves like a hive under glass—controlled, frantic, humming with too many bodies. Security is so thick the corridors feel lined with men in dark suits and discreet earpieces. Press vans crowd the outer gates. In the kitchens we are plating a luncheon for the journalists: simple, elegant dishes that will not pull focus from the real performance.

My task is the dessert—individual passionfruit soufflés. They are viciously temperamental, prone to collapse at the slightest temperature shift or clumsy footstep. I focus on the physics of egg whites and sugar, the precise angle of the oven rack, the exact second the tops should blush gold. It is the only thing that keeps the scream caged behind my teeth.

At 11:45 Chef Alain barks for us to stop. “They’re assembling in the Rose Drawing Room. All non-essential staff remain in the west wing. No exceptions.” He pins me with a glare, as though he already suspects I am the one most likely to break protocol.

We crowd into the staff hall, a dozen bodies pressed around the small television. The laminated announcement still hangs on the board behind it, a fresh cruelty.

The broadcast begins. A local anchor speaks in the hushed tone reserved for coronations and disasters, describing the historic alliance, the blending of two noble houses, the stability it will bring to the region. Then the camera cuts to the Rose Drawing Room.

It is a flood of flowers and flags. Lucas stands between his father and Lady Sofie. King Alistair looks stern and satisfied. Sofie looks serene, her hand resting lightly on Lucas’s sleeve. Lucas looks like a statue someone dressed for the occasion—handsome, perfect, and utterly empty. The same vacant smile he wore through every trade meeting.

My heart turns to stone behind my ribs.

The king delivers his speech. Duty. Legacy. The bright future of the kingdom. He praises Sofie’s family, her grace, her suitability. Every word sounds scripted, already fossilized.

Then Lucas steps forward to the bank of microphones. He looks out at the cameras, and for one suspended moment his eyes seem to search the lens itself. A tiny, desperate part of me still hopes he will shatter the script, say my name, burn the entire charade to the ground.

He clears his throat. The room on-screen holds its breath.

“Thank you, Father,” he begins, voice smooth and broadcast-perfect. “On this momentous day…”

He continues. Thanks the delegations. Praises Sofie. Speaks of shared values and mutual respect. He does not look at her. He does not smile. He performs the part of the dutiful prince, betrothed, and he does not break.

The words land like a fist to the sternum. Air leaves my lungs in a single rush. Around me the other staff murmur approval—“What a handsome couple.” “So dignified.” The sound reaches me as though through water.

He finishes. He does not propose. He does not kiss her. He simply steps back, duty discharged. The king looks satisfied. Sofie’s smile never reaches her eyes.

The broadcast returns to the anchor, already speculating about wedding dates.

I cannot breathe. The room tilts. The cold, hard knot of hope he planted in me ten days ago cracks and splinters, leaving only shards of ice moving through my veins. He asked me to trust him. He promised.

And he stood there and promised himself to someone else on live television.

I stumble away from the screen, ignoring the curious glances. I push into the hallway, needing air, needing distance, needing to be anywhere but here. The laminated announcement mocks me from the board as I pass.

My feet carry me through the back corridors, away from the kitchens, away from the staff quarters. I end up in a small, unused pantry lined with dusty shelves and the shrouded shapes of old furniture. I sink onto an overturned crate, head in my hands.

The tears do not come. I am only numb. Hollowed out.

I do not know how long I sit there in the dark. Long enough for the sounds of the luncheon to fade, for the palace to settle into its afternoon lull.

Then the door opens.

Light spills across the floor, outlining a tall, familiar figure. He slips inside and shuts the door behind him, plunging us back into near-darkness.

Lucas.

He is still in his formal morning coat, the sash cutting across his chest, but his tie hangs loose and his hair is disheveled, as though he has been dragging his hands through it. He looks frantic. And furious.

Before I can speak, before I can stand, he crosses the small space and pulls me to my feet, hands gripping my upper arms hard enough to bruise.

“You watched,” he says, voice low and raw.

“Everyone watched,” I answer. My voice sounds dead even to me.

“I had to,” he hisses. His fingers tighten. “Don’t you understand? My father had security on you. On your family back in the States. He implied—made it very clear—that if I made a scene there would be consequences. For you.”

The shock cuts through the numbness. “What?”

“He knows, Delaney. Or he suspects. He didn’t say it outright, but the threat was there. ‘Ensure your American chef remains a valued employee, not a distraction.’” His laugh is bitter, almost savage. “So I stood there. I said the words. I played my part.” His eyes burn in the dim light. “But it was a performance. Nothing more. The engagement is not real. It will never be real.”

He is shaking, anger and adrenaline rolling off him in waves. “I waited until the last reporter left. Until my father was occupied with the ambassadors. I had to see you. I had to tell you.” He searches my face. “Do you believe me?”

The pieces slot together with brutal clarity. The increased security. His distance. The cold, dead look in his eyes during the broadcast. He was not betraying me. He was protecting me.

The ice in my veins melts into something hotter, sharper. “I believe you.”

He lets out a ragged breath and drags me into a crushing kiss. It is nothing like the kisses in the garden or by the fire. This is pure, desperate need, edged with fear and fury, a claim and an apology and a promise all at once. His mouth is hard, almost punishing, and I meet it with the same violence, tasting the metallic edge of adrenaline on his tongue.

When he breaks away we are both breathing hard. “I can’t stay,” he says against my forehead. “They’ll be looking for me. But tonight. After the state dinner. It’s a full formal event. It will run late. Everyone will be exhausted, security included. Meet me. The same door. One a.m.”

“Your father—”

“He’ll be in his rooms by then. He drinks after these things. He’ll be asleep.” Lucas’s gaze is fierce, almost feral. “This ends tomorrow, Delaney. I’m telling him. I’m ending it. But tonight…” His voice drops lower. “Tonight I need you. I need to remember what I’m fighting for.”

He kisses me again, hard and fast, teeth catching my lower lip, then he is gone, slipping out of the pantry as silently as he came, leaving me alone in the dark with a heart pounding a wild, dangerous rhythm.

The game has changed. The stakes are higher. His father knows, or suspects. The threat is no longer just scandal. It is me.

And Lucas is choosing me anyway.

I lean against the dusty shelves, a slow, defiant smile touching my lips. Ten days are up. The clock has run out.

Tonight, the palace after dark belongs to us.


Chapter 4 — The Gilded Cage

The hours before the state dinner stretch in a suspended haze. My hands move on autopilot—piping rosettes of Chantilly cream, arranging edible gold leaf on petit fours, checking the tempered chocolate for the grand dessert sculpture—but my mind stays trapped in that locked pantry, the ghost of his desperate kiss still burning my lips.

The clock has run out. Tonight.

The palace kitchen thrums with a different kind of tension. It’s the high-stakes buzz of a military operation, chefs in starched whites moving with silent precision under the glare of stainless steel and the watchful eye of Head Chef Alain. The state dinner is for the visiting President of Latovia, a key trade ally, and the entire apparatus of the monarchy is on display. Which means I, the lowly American pastry chef, am to be seen and not heard, and preferably not seen at all.

I catch glimpses of the spectacle through the service doors. A river of jewels and tuxedos flows through the Grand Hall, crystal chandeliers throwing diamonds of light onto marble floors. Uniformed staff glide with silent grace, bearing trays of champagne and canapés. And there, at the center of it all, is Lucas.

He stands beside his father, King Alistair, and his fiancée, Lady Sofie. Sofie is a vision in ice-blue silk, her blonde hair coiled in an impeccable chignon, her smile a practiced, placid curve. She rests a hand on Lucas’s arm, and he doesn’t flinch. He smiles, nods, shakes hands. He is the perfect prince. The crown rests easily on his head tonight.

But I see it. The slight tightening at the corner of his jaw when his father speaks. The way his eyes, for just a fraction of a second, sweep the periphery of the room before returning to the dignitary before him. He’s looking for the doors. For the exits. For me.

Our eyes meet once, through the crack of a swinging door as I deliver a refill of brioche rolls to a sous-chef. He’s listening to some ambassador drone on, but his gaze flicks to the door, to my face, and holds for a heartbeat. The heat in that look is a physical touch, a brand. Then he turns back, the perfect mask back in place.

The dinner service is a marathon. Courses come and go: poached lobster, consommé, venison with a blackberry jus. My desserts are presented and, presumably, eaten. I hear the muffled sounds of a string quartet begin as coffee is served. The formal part is ending. The schmoozing begins.

It’s past eleven when the kitchen finally starts to wind down. Exhaustion hangs in the air like a thick blanket, smothering the earlier frenzy. Chefs slump onto stools, untying aprons. I help wipe down my station, my skin prickling with every tick of the giant wall clock.

11:47 PM.

I change out of my whites in the staff locker room, my fingers fumbling on the buttons of my simple black dress. It’s nothing special—sleeveless, knee-length, demure. But underneath, I wear the lingerie I’d bought on a reckless, hopeful afternoon in the village last week: sheer black lace, a bra and panties set that feels like a secret and a promise against my skin.

12:14 AM.

The palace corridors are eerily quiet, the echoes of the gala absorbed by thick rugs and ancient tapestries. I know the route by heart now. Past the portrait gallery where kings glower, down the servants’ stairwell that smells of lemon polish and old stone, through the narrow passage that connects the state wings to the private ones. My pulse is a drum solo in my ears, so loud I’m sure the security cameras can hear it.

12:52 AM.

I stand before the unmarked service door to the Royal Family’s private wing. The same door he’d first pulled me through into another world. My hand hovers over the handle. The air is cool, smelling of beeswax and silence. This is it. The point of no return. He’s ending his engagement tomorrow. He’s choosing. This night isn’t just a stolen secret anymore. It’s the first night of a war he’s declaring on his own life.

I turn the handle. It’s unlocked.

His private sitting room is bathed in the soft glow of a single lamp. The room is all dark wood and deep emerald greens, masculine and comfortable. A fire crackles low in the hearth, casting dancing shadows. He’s there, standing by the fireplace, having already shed his tuxedo jacket and sash. He wears only his white dress shirt, untucked and open at the collar, and his trousers. He holds a crystal tumbler of amber liquid, but he’s not drinking. He’s staring into the flames.

He turns as the door clicks shut behind me. The firelight catches the planes of his face, the tension held in his shoulders. For a moment, we just look at each other across the room.

“You came,” he says. His voice is rough, stripped of its public polish.

“You asked,” I reply, my own voice quieter than I intended.

He sets the glass down with a soft clink on the mantel. “My father made a toast tonight. To the future unity of our families. To the enduring strength of the crown.” He takes a step toward me. “Sofie smiled and squeezed my hand. The press photographers loved it.”

I don’t move. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“No.” The word is absolute, a stone dropped into the quiet room. “Seeing you across that room tonight, knowing what I know is waiting under that dress… it cemented it for me. That life out there?” He gestures vaguely toward the window, toward the world of galas and duty. “It’s a beautifully furnished cage. And I’ve been a willing prisoner.” He closes the distance between us. “Until you.”

He reaches out, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw. His touch is electric, a shock after the long, tense hours of waiting.

“I need to hear you say it, Lucas,” I whisper, the consent a live wire between us, part of the heat, part of the banter. “After tonight… things change. For real. No more ten-day plans. No more ‘after the dust settles.’ Tell me what you want. Right now.”

His eyes darken, the grey turning stormy. “I want you out of that dress. I want to taste every inch of you. I want to feel you come around my cock until you forget your own name. And then I want to do it again.” His thumb brushes my lower lip. “I want to fall asleep with you in my arms, and I want to wake up and have the first thing I see be your face, not a schedule from my private secretary. I want to choose you. Publicly. Permanently. Starting tomorrow.”

A shiver runs through me, part fear, part pure, unadulterated want. “And tonight?”

“Tonight,” he says, his voice dropping to a husk, “I want to worship you. In my cage. Before I break the door down.”

He kisses me then, and it’s a universe away from the frantic, fearful kiss in the pantry. This is deep, deliberate, devastatingly slow. He tastes of expensive whisky and resolve. His hands come up to cradle my face, his thumbs stroking my cheeks as his tongue explores my mouth with a possessive thoroughness that leaves me weak.

My hands fist in his shirt, pulling him closer. The fine cotton is warm from his skin, from the fire. I can feel the solid wall of his chest, the rapid beat of his heart against my palms. He walks me backward until my legs hit the edge of a large, plush sofa.

He breaks the kiss, his breath warm on my lips. “Let me see.”

His fingers find the zipper at the back of my dress. He pulls it down slowly, the sound loud in the quiet room. The fabric falls away from my shoulders, and I let it pool at my feet. I stand before him in the lace. The firelight paints my skin gold and dances in the shadowy patterns of the bra.

His gaze is a physical caress, hot and heavy. “Christ, Delaney.” He says my name like a prayer. “You undo me.”

He sinks to his knees on the rug before me. The sight of the Crown Prince of Eldoria on his knees, looking up at me with raw hunger, sends a shock through my system. He hooks his thumbs into the waistband of my lace panties and slides them down my legs. I step out of them, my skin hypersensitive to the brush of the carpet fibers.

He places his hands on my hips, his touch firm, anchoring. Then he leans forward and presses a soft, open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh. I gasp, my fingers tangling in his perfectly styled hair.

“So sweet,” he murmurs against my skin, his breath a hot promise. He kisses a trail upward, nipping lightly, laving with his tongue, until he reaches the apex of my thighs.

He doesn’t tease. He parts me with his thumbs and his mouth is on me, hot and wet and devastatingly skilled. His tongue finds my clit immediately, circling, flicking, applying perfect, building pressure. A low moan tears from my throat, and my head falls back.

“Lucas… oh, god.” The curse is a plea.

He hums against me, the vibration shooting straight to my core. He licks into me, deep and slow, tasting me, devouring me. One of his hands slides around to cup my ass, holding me steady as his other hand strokes my inner thigh. The contrast is everything—the opulent room, the crackling fire, the prince on his knees, and the raw, explicit act of his mouth on my pussy.

The coil of pleasure tightens fast, too fast. It’s been the tension of the day, the week, the constant threat of discovery, all channeling into this point of exquisite contact.

“I’m close,” I pant, my fingers tightening in his hair.

He pulls back slightly, his lips glistening. “Keep your eyes on me,” he commands, his voice thick.

I force my eyes open, look down at him. His gaze is locked on mine, stormy grey reflecting the flames in the hearth. He holds that eye contact as he flicks his tongue over my clit again, fast and hard.

It shatters me. The orgasm crashes through me, a wave of white-hot pleasure that makes my legs buckle. He holds me up, his mouth staying on me, gentling now, drawing out the last, trembling aftershocks until I’m whimpering, oversensitive.

He kisses his way back up my body as I tremble—my stomach, between my breasts, the hollow of my throat. He stands, lifting me easily into his arms, and lays me down on the deep cushions of the sofa. He follows me down, covering my body with his, and kisses me deeply. I can taste myself on his tongue, salty and intimate.

“My turn,” I whisper against his mouth, my hands pushing at his shirt.

He sits back, pulling the shirt over his head in one fluid motion. His torso is exactly as I remember from the kitchen—all lean muscle and pale skin scattered with a light dusting of dark hair. I sit up, running my hands over his chest, tracing the lines of his abdomen. I lean in and lick one of his flat nipples, and he sucks in a sharp breath.

My fingers go to the fastening of his trousers. I pop the button, drag the zipper down. He helps me, shoving them and his boxer briefs down his hips. His cock springs free, thick and already fully hard, the head flushed a dark red. I wrap my hand around him, feeling the weight, the silken skin over steel. He groans, his head falling forward.

“Delaney…”

I lean down and take him into my mouth. He tastes of clean skin and salt, a faint musk beneath. I swirl my tongue around the head, teasing the slit, then sink down until my lips meet the base. His hands rise to fist in my hair, not pushing, just holding—a taut claim.

“Fuck,” he grits out, his thighs trembling. “Your mouth… it’s heaven.”

I bob my head, using my hand at the base to set a relentless rhythm. His hips jerk, a barely restrained thrust that rocks him deeper. I glance up through my lashes. His eyes squeeze shut, jaw clenched so tight the muscle leaps—a portrait of agonized pleasure. The power of this, of reducing a prince to a trembling animal, coils hot in my belly.

After a minute, he pulls me off—gentle but urgent. “Enough,” he rasps, voice frayed. “I need to be inside you. Now.” He settles between my legs, pushing them wider with his knees. He leans over me, bracing on one forearm, his other hand guiding his cock to my entrance.

He pushes in slowly, an exquisite burn that stretches me open. I cry out, a sharp sound swallowed by the room. He stills, seated fully inside me, his forehead pressed to mine. We breathe together, ragged and synchronous.

“Okay?” he whispers, the question a rough caress against my lips.

“More than okay,” I gasp, locking my legs around his hips. “Move. Please.”

He obeys. His hips drive deep, a relentless rhythm that finds the spot where stars burst behind my eyelids. The sofa cushions sink beneath me; his body is a hard, sweating weight above me. The friction builds, perfect and urgent, cresting toward a sharper peak. I meet each thrust, my nails scoring tracks down his back.

The room fills with our sounds: skin slapping skin, gasps tangled with moans, the sofa’s soft, rhythmic creak. The fire pops. His name becomes a chant on my lips, a desperate mantra.

“Don’t hide from me,” he demands, pace quickening. “I want to see you.”

I open my eyes. His are wild, pupils blown black, every trace of protocol and princehood erased. This is just a man—my man—claiming me. His gaze holds mine, raw possession searing through me, and that alone tips me over the edge. My second orgasm tears through me, convulsive and screaming, my cunt clenching tight around his cock, milking him.

He shouts my name—raw, unfiltered—and follows me over, his body shuddering as he spills inside me. He collapses atop me, his weight a welcome anchor, his breath hot and ragged against my neck.

For long minutes, only the fire’s crackle and the slowing drum of our heartbeats. He shifts, rolls to his side, and pulls me with him until I’m tucked against his chest. His lips brush my hair.

We lie tangled in the aftermath, on the sofa in his private sitting room, the palace’s heart silent around us. The world outside—the engagement, the king, the press—feels like a distant, fading dream.

His fingers trace idle patterns on my arm. “I meant what I said,” he murmurs into the quiet. “Tomorrow, I tell my father. I call Sofie. I make a statement.”

I tilt my head back to look at him. “And if he disinherits you?”

A shadow crosses his face, but his jaw sets. “Then I’ll learn to bake. You’ll need a kitchen assistant.”

I laugh, soft and breathy. “You’d be terrible. You’d eat all the profits.”

He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. The reality settles back over us, cold and hard. “There will be a scandal. The press will be vicious. They’ll dig into your life, your family…”

“I know.” I press a kiss to his chest. “I’m still here.”

He holds me tighter. “I have to go to the morning briefing with my father and the Privy Council at eight. It’s in the King’s private study. I’ll tell him after. Alone.”

“Do you want me to be there?”

He shakes his head. “No. This is my fight. But after… meet me. In the East Garden. By the fountain. At noon.”

“A secret rendezvous in the daylight?” I tease, though my heart clenches like a fist.

“The last one,” he promises, his voice grave. “After that, no more hiding.”

We drift into a fitful doze, wrapped in each other and the fire’s fading warmth. I’m half-asleep, lulled by his steady heartbeat, when a sharp, insistent buzzing slices the silence.

Lucas stiffens. He gropes for his trousers, digs them from under a cushion, and pulls his phone from the pocket. The screen lights his face, etching sudden tension into his features.

“It’s Marcus,” he says, voice tight. Marcus is his head of personal security. “He never calls this late unless…”

He answers. “Marcus.” He listens, his body rigid beside mine. Color drains from his face. “Where?” A pause. His eyes close. “How many?” Another pause, longer. His free hand fists in the blanket. “No. Do not approach. Do not engage. I’m on my way.”

He ends the call and sits up, abrupt. The intimate, sated peace shatters, replaced by a chill urgency.

“What is it?” I sit up, dragging the throw blanket around me.

He looks at me, and his eyes are the Crown Prince’s again—hard, assessing. “A photographer. Not press. A paparazzo. He’s been hiding in the trees beyond the east wall. Marcus’s team just spotted his lens. He’s had a direct line of sight…” He swallows, gaze flicking to the tall windows, the heavy curtains we hadn’t fully drawn. “…to these windows.”

Ice floods my veins. “He saw us?”

Lucas is already moving, pulling on boxers and trousers with the speed of drilled emergency procedures. “He had a telephoto lens. High-grade. Marcus says he’s been camped there at least an hour.” He runs a hand through his hair, his mind racing. “He saw the lights. He saw…” He gestures at the sofa, our discarded clothes, me wrapped in a blanket. “Everything.”

The weight crashes down. Not just a scandal. Evidence. Photographic proof. Of the Crown Prince, hours after his engagement announcement, fucking a staff member in his private rooms. My face, my body, captured in high-definition. The story wouldn’t just be salacious; it would be a constitutional crisis. It would ruin him.

“What do we do?” My voice shrinks, stripped of the defiance from an hour ago.

Lucas finishes buttoning his shirt, movements sharp and focused. “We contain it. Marcus has a team ready. They’ll detain him, confiscate the camera.” His expression softens for a fraction of a second. “Get dressed. Quickly. Go back to your room. The normal way. Act normal.”

“Normal?” A hysterical laugh escapes me. “How is any of this normal?”

He strides over, crouches before me, and takes my face in his hands. His touch is firm, grounding. “Listen. This changes nothing about my decision. It just makes the timeline… messier. I need to handle this, now. You need to be invisible. Go back to the staff wing. Don’t talk to anyone. I’ll come to you when it’s done.”

He kisses me, hard and brief. The taste is goodbye and promise fused. Then he’s pulling on shoes, grabbing phone and jacket, heading for the door. He pauses, hand on the knob. “The East Garden. Noon. No matter what.”

He’s gone. The door clicks shut with a finality that echoes in the suddenly cavernous room.

I sit frozen for a full minute, blanket clutched to my chest. The fire pops, a cheerful sound that mocks. His scent, ours, lingers on my skin, in the air. But the warmth is gone, replaced by a deep, creeping cold.

I move mechanically. I find my lace underwear, my simple black dress. I pull them on, fingers clumsy with cold. I zip up, run hands through tangled hair. I look at the sofa, the indentations where our bodies pressed, and nausea surges. Someone saw that. Someone with a camera.

I slip out of his rooms into the silent corridor. Every shadow is a watching eye. Every floorboard creak a shutter click. I retrace my steps, heart hammering against my ribs. The servants’ stairwell feels like a trap. My room, when I reach it, offers no solace—just a small, impersonal space in the staff quarters. There is no hiding here.

I don’t sleep. I perch on the edge of my narrow bed, watching the digital clock tick toward morning. 3:17 AM. 4:42 AM. 5:55 AM. The sky outside my small window lightens from black to deep blue to a pale, sickly gray.

At seven, the palace stirs. Muffled sounds of other staff heading to breakfast, to duties. I force myself to shower, dress in my chef’s whites. The uniform feels like a costume now, a lie. I tie my hair back with trembling hands.

The kitchen is its usual organized chaos, but the air hums different—a tense, gossiping energy just below the surface. Clusters of staff whisper, eyes darting. Head Chef Alain is in his office, on the phone, voice low and urgent.

“Did you hear?” a junior saucier murmurs to a dishwasher as I pass the scullery. “Security caught an intruder last night. A photographer. Right by the east wall.”

My blood chills. I keep walking, face a mask of professional indifference.

“Marcus’s team tackled him, apparently,” the dishwasher replies, wide-eyed. “He tried to run. Had one of those big lenses.”

“Do you think he got anything?”

A shrug. “Who knows? Probably just trying his luck. The Prince’s engagement is big news.”

I make it to my pastry station, back to the room. I stare at a bowl of unbaked choux pastry as if it holds answers. They detained him. They confiscated the camera. That’s what Lucas said. Contain it.

But containment is a fragile thing in a palace. Secrets have a way of leaking, of oozing through the cracks in the ancient stone.

The morning drags. My hands work, shaping eclairs, filling piping bags, but my mind is in the King’s private study. Eight o’clock. The briefing. Then after. Lucas, telling his father. Alone.

Noon. The East Garden fountain.

I watch the clock like a prisoner awaiting sentence.

At 11:30, I tell Chef Alain I have a migraine. It’s not a lie; pressure pounds behind my eyes. He waves me off, mind clearly elsewhere, probably on the security breach.

I change out of my whites into a simple sweater and jeans. I avoid main corridors, taking the long, circuitous route through lesser-used palace grounds. The late autumn air bites, crisp and cold. The East Garden is formal, geometric—clipped box hedges, gravel paths. The fountain, a marble statue of some mythical sea god, stands as centerpiece. Its water is turned off for the season, the basin empty and dry.

I’m five minutes early. I sit on the cold stone edge, hands tucked under my arms for warmth. The garden lies deserted. The palace looms behind me, countless windows like indifferent eyes.

He arrives at 12:02. I spot him first as a distant figure crossing the lawn, stride long and purposeful. Dark jeans, charcoal sweater, no jacket. As he nears, I see the damage.

A fresh bruise, the colour of a storm cloud, blooms along his left cheekbone. A cut, neatly stitched, mars his lower lip. His knuckles are scraped raw, the skin shredded.

I surge to my feet, my heart hammering against my ribs. “Lucas. Your face…”

He doesn’t answer. He halts before me, eyes scouring my face as if committing it to memory. They’re hollow, shadowed with exhaustion, yet burning with a cold, clear light.

“The photographer wasn’t working alone,” he says, his voice flat. “He had an accomplice—a driver, parked in a van outside the grounds. When Marcus’s team moved in, the photographer bolted. He scaled the wall, tossed the camera to the driver.” Lucas’s jaw tightens. “I caught up to him at the wall. We… struggled. He slipped away. The driver sped off.”

A fresh wave of ice floods my veins, thickening. “So they have the photos.”

“They have the camera,” he corrects, but there’s no hope in his tone. “Marcus is using every connection, every favour, to track the van. But it was a rental, likely under a fake ID. It could be anywhere by now. On a ferry to the mainland. Tucked in a private hangar.”

“And your father?” I whisper.

A grim smile twists his battered mouth. “I told him. After the council left. I told him I would not marry Sofie. That I was ending the arrangement. That my… affections… lay elsewhere.”

I can see it: the oak-panelled study, the king behind his massive desk, his son standing bruised and defiant before him. “What did he say?”

“He asked if it was the American chef. He didn’t wait for an answer.” Lucas looks away, toward the palace. “He said he’d seen the security reports of my ‘nocturnal movements.’ He’d hoped it was a passing fancy. A stress relief before the wedding.” The words seethe with a quiet fury. “When I confirmed it, he gave me an ultimatum. Renounce you publicly. Apologise to Sofie and her family. Proceed with the wedding as planned. Or…”

“Or he disinherits you,” I finish, the words ash on my tongue.

“Or he disinherits me,” Lucas confirms, his gaze snapping back to me. “Strips me of my title, my position, my inheritance. I would be Prince Lucas in name only—a royal without a role, a function, a purpose.” He takes a step closer. “He said the photos, if they exist, would be the final nail. They would force his hand. To save the monarchy from scandal, he would have to cast me out. It would be a clean break. The rogue prince, seduced by an outsider, choosing love over duty. A romantic tragedy for the tabloids, a stabilizing move for the crown.”

The enormity of it crushes me, a physical weight on my chest. He would lose everything. For me. “Lucas, you can’t…”

“I already have,” he says, simple and absolute. “I told him my choice was made. That I was done being a prisoner in my own life. That I choose you. The consequences are mine to bear.”

Tears blur my vision. “It’s too much. This… this isn’t just a life, it’s your identity. Your family.”

He reaches out, his scraped knuckles brushing a tear from my cheek, the roughness catching on my skin. “My family is the one giving me the ultimatum. You’re the one who sees me. Not the prince. The man.” He takes my hand, presses it against his chest where his heart beats a steady, strong rhythm. “This is my identity. And it chooses you.”

He pulls me into a kiss—not desperate, not worshipful, but fierce. A claiming, yes, but also a sealing of a pact. It tastes of his split lip, of iron and resolve.

When he breaks away, he doesn’t let go of my hand. “There’s more,” he says, his eyes holding mine. “The story is going to break. Today, tomorrow. Marcus can’t contain it forever. When it does, it will be a hurricane. They will come for you. The press will be outside the palace gates. They will dig into your past, your family in Ohio, your ex-boyfriends, everything.”

I think of my mom, a high-school librarian in Dayton, her quiet smile. My dad, a retired electrician, his hands permanently stained with grease. My messy, normal, wonderfully boring life. The invasion feels violent, obscene.

“I can send you away,” Lucas says, his voice urgent. “I have a place. A private villa on the Mediterranean. You could be there by tonight. You’d be safe, hidden. You could wait it out.”

The idea is tempting—a sun-drenched escape from the storm. But as I look at him, at the bruise on his face that he earned fighting for us, at the determined set of his shoulders, I know I can’t.

“No,” I say, my voice firming. “If you’re staying to face this, I’m staying with you. I’m not hiding in some villa while you fight our battle alone.”

A flash of something like pride lights his tired eyes. “It will be ugly.”

“I’m an excellent baker,” I say, forcing a small smile. “I can handle heat.”

He brings my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “Then we face it together. But not here. Not in this cage.” He looks around the ordered, rigid garden. “Come with me. Now.”

He doesn’t wait for an answer. He laces his fingers through mine and starts walking, pulling me with him. We don’t go back toward the palace. We head for a small, ornate gate at the far end of the garden, one I’ve never used.

“Where are we going?”

“Away,” is all he says.

He leads me through the gate, down a winding path through a wooded copse, to a small, discreet garage I never knew existed. The air inside smells of oil and concrete. A sleek, black car idles there, a driver standing ready. It’s not one of the official limousines; it’s understated, powerful.

“Your security…” I start.

“Is Marcus,” Lucas says, opening the rear door for me. “He’s driving.”

I slide in. Lucas gets in beside me. Marcus, in the driver’s seat, meets my eyes in the rear-view mirror. His expression is unreadable, professional. He gives a short nod.

We pull out, taking a service road away from the palace. We drive for an hour, leaving the capital behind, winding into the forested hills that form the kingdom’s heartland. The tension in the car hums, a live wire. Lucas holds my hand, his thumb stroking my palm, but he stares out the window, lost in thought.

Finally, we turn onto a narrow, private lane. It leads to a modern structure of glass and steel and weathered stone, nestled into the hillside with breathtaking views of the valley below. It’s stunning, and utterly unlike the gilded palace.

“This is mine,” Lucas says as the car stops. “I had it built a few years ago. A place to… breathe. No staff. No schedule. No history.”

We get out. Marcus remains in the car. “I’ll be nearby, sir,” he says. “You have the secure line.”

Lucas nods. He takes my hand and leads me inside.

The interior is all clean lines, warm wood, and floor-to-ceiling windows. It feels like a sanctuary. He closes the heavy door behind us, and the silence is profound, swallowing everything but the sound of our breathing.

He turns to me, and the mask of the prince, the weary fighter, finally falls completely away. What remains is raw, exposed need.

“No one can see us here,” he says, his voice rough. “No cameras. No protocol. No king.” He frames my face with his hands. “Just us.”

This time, the kiss is a conflagration—all the fear, the anger, the defiance of the past twelve hours channelled into a single, scorching point of contact. He backs me against the door, his body pinning mine, his mouth devouring. I kiss him back with equal ferocity, my hands dragging his sweater over his head, desperate to feel his skin, to know he’s real, that this is real.

He strips my sweater and jeans with impatient hands. Soon we are naked in the shaft of afternoon sunlight streaming through the high windows, our clothes in a heap on the polished concrete floor. He looks at me, his gaze searing.

“I need you,” he growls. “I need to feel you, to know this is real.”

He picks me up effortlessly, my legs wrapping around his waist. He carries me through the open living space to a wide, low platform bed that faces the view. He lays me down, following me, covering my body with his.

The lovemaking is different now. It’s not the slow worship of the night before, nor the frantic passion of our first time. This is possession. A reclamation. Of his body, his choices, his future. With every touch, every thrust, he is shedding the crown, and claiming me as his kingdom.

He kisses the hollow of my throat, my breasts, my stomach. He parts my thighs and his mouth finds my pussy again—no leisurely worship now, but desperate, hungry. He licks and sucks until I’m writhing, my fingers clenched in the sheets, crying out his name as I come against his tongue.

He moves up my body, settling over me. He enters me in one deep, sure stroke, filling me completely. We both gasp. He braces himself above me, his arms trembling.

“Look at me,” he commands, and I do. His eyes are wild, beautiful. “You are mine. And I am yours. Nothing else matters. Not the crown, not the title, not the bloody photographers. This. This is what matters.”

He begins to move, a deep, driving rhythm that obliterates thought, leaving room only for feeling. The world narrows to the place where our bodies join, to the sweat-slicked slide of skin on skin, to the sounds of our ragged breathing. I meet him thrust for thrust, my heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper.

The climax builds like a storm, inevitable and powerful. It breaks over me in a series of rolling waves, my body arching off the bed, a wordless cry torn from my lips. He follows moments later, his own release a harsh shout against my neck, his body shuddering as he empties himself into me.

He collapses, rolling to the side and pulling me with him so I’m sprawled across his chest. We lie there, slick and spent, as the sun begins to dip toward the hills, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple.

The silence is peaceful. Complete.

His phone buzzes once on the floor beside the bed. He reaches for it, reads the screen, and I feel the last thread of tension leave his body. “Marcus,” he says. He listens for a moment, murmurs a low reply, then sets the phone down and turns back to me. “They tracked the van to a private airfield outside the capital. The driver was trying to sell the memory card to a tabloid in London. Marcus got there first—recovered the camera, wiped every copy, and made it very clear what happens if the man ever breathes a word about tonight.” He exhales, slow and unsteady. “There are no photos, Delaney. Not anymore. That part, at least, is finished.”

Relief loosens something in my chest that has been clenched tight since the phone first rang in the dark. Whatever storm is still coming, it will not come with our bodies splashed across a front page. One threat, at least, is gone.

“I’m not going back,” he says after a long while, his voice quiet but firm. “Not to live. This is my home now. Ours, if you’ll have it.”

I prop myself up on an elbow to look at him. “What about your duties?”

“I’ll fulfil them. On my terms. As a private citizen who happens to have royal blood. I’ll do the charity work, the ambassadorial visits. But I’ll do them with you by my side. Not as my mistress. As my partner.” He traces the line of my eyebrow. “It will be a fight. Every day. The press, the court, my father… they won’t give up easily.”

“I know,” I say. And I do. The fear is still there, a cold knot in my stomach. But lying here, in this house he built for himself, with his skin under my hands, the fear is outweighed by something fiercer. By belonging.

“I love you, Delaney Cross,” he says, the words simple and devastating in their truth.

Tears well in my eyes again, but they’re happy tears this time. “I love you, too. Even though you’d be a terrible kitchen assistant.”

He laughs, a real, free sound that fills the sun-warmed room. He pulls me down for a soft, lingering kiss.

Later, we order pizza from a village down the hill. The delivery arrives an hour later, brought by a wide-eyed teenager on a scooter who stares at the bruises on Lucas’s face, then at the sweatpants and unshaved jaw, and doesn’t seem to recognize the prince who hands him cash. The scent of garlic and melted cheese fills the doorway as we take the box inside.

We eat it on the floor by the fireplace, wrapped in a single wool blanket that smells of pine and woodsmoke. The fire crackles, throwing orange light across our hands as we tear slices, cheese stringing between our fingers. We laugh like kids, the sound bouncing off the stone walls, and for a while there’s no palace, no press, no tomorrow—just the two of us and the warmth of the flames and the greasy, glorious pizza.

As night falls completely, black beyond the windows, we climb into the big bed. The sheets are cool and rough against my skin. He makes love to me again, slowly this time, a tender exploration that feels like a promise spoken with hands and mouth and breath. His touch maps every curve, every scar, every place I’ve ever felt alone, until my body hums with a quiet certainty. Afterward, I lie with my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart beneath my ear, a rhythm that says here, here, here.

“What happens tomorrow?” I whisper into the dark.

His arms tighten around me, pulling me closer so I feel the solid heat of him along my back. “Tomorrow,” he says, his voice a low rumble against my ear that vibrates through my bones, “we wake up. Together. And we start our life. The press will scream. My father will rage. The court will gossip.” He presses a kiss to my temple. “But we will be here. And we will be free.”

I close my eyes. For the first time since I arrived at the palace, with its gilded cages and ancient rules designed to crush anything real, I feel a sense of peace settle deep in my chest. Not an ending, but a beginning. Messy, uncertain, scandalous—a life we’ll build with our own hands, brick by brick, day by day.

But ours.

Utterly, completely, irrevocably ours.


Chapter 5 — Plated in Daylight

I wake to sunlight instead of a clock. That’s the first thing I notice—no red digital numbers glowing in the dark, no mental countdown ticking toward a door that locks in ninety seconds. Just pale gold morning slanting through floor-to-ceiling glass, dust motes turning lazy circles in the light, and Lucas’s arm heavy and warm across my ribs, his breathing slow and even against the back of my neck.

For a long, greedy minute, I let myself have it. The quiet. The ordinary weight of a man asleep beside me, not counting the hours until he has to go. Somewhere in this house there’s a kitchen I haven’t even seen yet, and I decide, with the particular clarity of a woman who has just realized she is allowed to want small things again, that I am going to find it and make him breakfast. Something ridiculous. Something with too much butter, the kind of thing Chef Alain would confiscate on sight.

I don’t get the chance. His phone buzzes on the floor where it fell last night, insistent, and Lucas is awake in an instant, the soldier’s reflex under the softness I only saw for the first time yesterday. He reads the screen and goes very still.

“Marcus,” he says.

He answers, listens, and I watch the morning drain out of his face in real time. “Say that again,” he says, and then, “How bad.” A long pause, his jaw working. “Show me.”

He sits up, drags a hand through his hair, and turns the phone so I can see. A gossip site, garish and fast-loading, the kind with more exclamation points than facts. The headline is already up, already spreading, already being screenshotted and reposted a thousand times an hour: ROYAL RUNAWAY: Prince Vanishes With American Kitchen Girl Hours After Engagement Announcement — Palace Silent.

No photograph, thank God. Just a grainy still from last night’s broadcast, Lucas at the microphones, and beside it a stock image of a chef’s jacket that isn’t even mine, some wire-service photo of a hotel kitchen in a country that isn’t Eldoria. The driver, it turns out, didn’t need the memory card after all. He only needed a story, and a phone number for a tabloid desk, and about four hundred dollars, and a headline is a headline whether or not it’s been proven.

“They don’t have pictures,” Lucas says, more to himself than to me, scrolling with a thumb that isn’t quite steady. “They have a driver’s word and a guess dressed up as fact. That’s still enough to burn down a week. Enough to make my father’s private secretary field forty calls before lunch.”

“So we deny it,” I say, and even as I say it I hear how thin it sounds, how much it sounds like exactly the kind of managed non-answer that’s been strangling this whole story since a coulis first hit a Parisian gown.

“No.” He says it simply, the way he says the things he’s already decided, sitting up straighter, some of the prince coming back into his spine even in yesterday’s untucked shirt. “We don’t hide from a headline we’ve earned. We get ahead of it.” He looks at me, and there’s no royal mask in his face right now, just a man who has clearly been rehearsing this conversation with himself since before I opened my eyes. “But not without you agreeing to it first. This isn’t a decision I make for you again.”

That lands harder than anything else he’s said all morning. Twice now he’s chosen for me—sending me home through the servants’ stair while he faced his father alone, deciding I’d be safer not knowing what the ultimatum cost. This time he’s asking. I feel the difference in my chest like a change in air pressure.

“What does ‘ahead of it’ look like?” I ask.

“A statement. Today. My face, my words, no spin doctor smoothing it into something anyone can vote on.” He takes my hand, turns it over, presses his thumb into my palm like he’s checking it’s real. “And you, if you’ll stand next to me. Not smuggled out a back door. Delaney Cross, in daylight, where anyone can look.”

I think about my mother in Dayton, who still calls the palace “that place” like it might not be entirely real, and who is going to see this on a screen before I can get to a phone. I think about curtsying badly on purpose in front of Frau Helga on my first morning, about a laminated announcement under shiny plastic, about a deconstructed lemon tart that started all of this by ruining a stranger’s dress.

“Give me five minutes to call my mom before the whole world does it for me,” I say. “Then yes. God, yes.”



My mother, God love her, takes it better than I do. “Is he handsome in person?” is the first thing she asks, and then, after a pause, real worry threading under the joke, “Are you happy, baby? Truly?” and when I tell her yes, twice, she goes quiet for a second and says, “Then let the vultures print whatever they want. I raised you to survive worse than a headline,” and I cry a little, sitting on the edge of a stranger’s beautiful bed in my stolen sweatshirt, and feel steadier than I have in weeks.

The rest happens fast, the way a kitchen moves in the last ten minutes before service—not chaos, just speed with intention behind it. Marcus drives us back to the Pearl Palace by the service road, and Lucas is on the phone the entire way, first to his private secretary about timing and microphones, then, jaw tight, to his father. He doesn’t put that call on speaker. I only get his side of it, low and controlled, the accent thickening the way it does when he’s holding himself very still.

“I’m not asking permission,” he says at one point. And then, quieter, “I know exactly what it costs. I’ve decided it’s mine to spend.” A long silence, longest of the whole drive, just listening, his knuckles white around the phone. “Then that’s what it costs,” he says finally, and hangs up.

“Well?” I ask.

“He wants to see us both. Now. Before I say a single word to a camera.” Lucas exhales, long and slow. “In person. He was very clear about that part.”

The morning study smells the way I remember from the first night—old leather, woodsmoke, the particular hush of a room built to make ordinary men feel small—except this time King Alistair is standing behind the desk instead of a stranger on the other side of a fireplace, and he doesn’t rise when we enter.

He is older than his photographs, the lines around his eyes carved deeper by a night that plainly didn’t include much sleep. He looks at me for a long moment—not with disdain, which I braced for, but with something more like assessment, the way Chef Alain looks at a component he isn’t sure will hold its structure under heat.

“So,” he says. “The pastry chef.”

“Delaney Cross, Your Majesty.” I don’t curtsy. I’m not entirely sure my knees would do it convincingly right now, and some stubborn, defiant part of me decides that’s fine.

He notices. A muscle moves at the corner of his mouth that might, in a more forgiving light, be the beginning of a smile he refuses to finish. “You have caused this family a considerable amount of trouble, Miss Cross.”

“With respect, sir, I made a dessert. Your son did the rest.”

Lucas makes a sound that isn’t quite a laugh, quickly swallowed. The king’s gaze cuts to him, sharp, and holds.

“You understand what you are surrendering,” the king says. Not a question.

“I understand what I’m choosing,” Lucas answers. “There’s a difference, Father, and you taught it to me, whether you meant to or not. You gave up choosing the moment you signed the Thurnheim accord for me before I was old enough to shave. I’m only doing, twenty years late, what you never let yourself do.”

Something crosses the king’s face then—not anger, something older and more complicated, gone before I can name it. “Your mother,” he says, very quietly, “would have liked her. God knows she never did care for Sofie’s mother’s taste in seating charts.” He looks away, toward the window, toward the gardens where a dessert lesson once became something neither of them could have scripted. “Henrik will need guidance. He is eager and not yet wise. You will make yourself available to him.”

“Always,” Lucas says.

“And you.” The king turns back to me, and for the first time there’s no performance in it at all, just a tired man deciding something. “If you are going to stand beside my son in front of every camera in Europe within the hour, Miss Cross, you will not do it looking like you expect to be thrown out. Stand like you intend to stay.” A pause. “I am told you curtsy badly on purpose. I would consider it a personal courtesy if you continued.”

It takes me a second to understand that this is, in its own iron-plated way, as close to a blessing as the man is built to give. “I’ll do my best not to improve, Your Majesty,” I say, and he makes the sound again, the almost-laugh he won’t let land, and waves us both out of the room like he’s dismissing an audience he’s grown tired of performing for.



There’s one more stop before the gates. Sofie is waiting in a small drawing room off the state wing, alone, still in yesterday’s ice-blue silk, like she hasn’t slept either. I hover in the doorway, not sure I’m wanted, but she looks past Lucas straight at me and says, “Come in, please. I’d rather say this once.”

She doesn’t look at me the way I braced for—no venom, no crown-princess frost. Mostly she looks tired, and a little bit free.

“I want you to know this isn’t a wound,” she says, folding her hands with the same composure she wore on television, except now it isn’t a performance. “Our families built this match before either of us could vote on it. I did my duty by it because it was asked of me, not because I loved him.” A glance at Lucas, wry, almost fond. “You’ll forgive me for saying he was never terribly difficult to give up. There is someone in Thurnheim I have wanted to give up for, for some time now, and no one has ever once asked me if I could.”

“Sofie—“ Lucas starts.

“Don’t,” she says, not unkindly. “Don’t apologize for choosing the thing I never got permission to choose. Just—do it well. Publicly. Don’t make me the tragic footnote in your fairy tale. Make me the woman who also, eventually, got free.” She looks at me directly then, and there’s something almost like solidarity in it, one conscript to another. “Good luck out there. It’s colder than it looks on television.”

She’s gone before I can find the words to thank her, and I understand, watching her go, that I have just witnessed someone else’s quiet, private rebellion, and that a palace like this one holds more of those than anyone downstairs will ever know.



By noon the gravel forecourt in front of the Pearl Palace’s main gates is a wall of cameras, three deep, shouting questions before we’ve even stepped outside. I have never in my life wanted a chef’s jacket more than I want it now—something with a job to do, something armored. Instead I’m in the plainest dress I own, my hair down, Lucas’s hand wrapped around mine so tightly I can feel his pulse hammering through his palm.

“Ready?” he murmurs.

“No,” I say. “Go anyway.”

He almost laughs. The doors open.

The noise hits like weather—shouted names, my name, his name, the click and whir of a hundred shutters firing at once. Lucas doesn’t flinch from it the way I expect him to. He walks straight into it, unhurried, and stops at the small bank of microphones his private secretary set up an hour ago, and he does not let go of my hand.

“Three days ago,” he says, and his voice carries, steady, none of the flat broadcast-voice from the announcement, “I stood in front of cameras very much like these and performed a commitment I did not feel, to protect someone I do. I’m not going to do that again.” A ripple through the crowd, a hundred pens moving at once, a boom mic swinging closer. “The engagement to Lady Sofie of Thurnheim is ended, by mutual agreement, with my respect and my gratitude for her grace in it. I am stepping back from the line of succession, effective today, by my own choice and my father’s ruling. My cousin Henrik will be named heir apparent, and he will have my full support.” He pauses, and his hand tightens around mine. “And this is Delaney Cross. She is a pastry chef. She curtsies badly, on purpose, and she is the only honest thing that has happened to me inside these walls. I love her. I intend to keep loving her in public, where anyone can look, for as long as she’ll have me.”

A reporter near the front shouts something about the driver, the tabloid story, whether there’s any truth to the timeline. Lucas answers it directly, without flinching, without a single practiced pause—yes, the affair predates the engagement announcement by weeks; no, nothing about it was staged for sympathy; yes, he understands exactly how it looks, and he’d rather it look like the truth than like a lie polished smooth. It isn’t the answer of a man being managed. It’s the answer of a man who has finally stopped being edited.

Then he turns to me, cups my face in both hands the way he did that very first night by the fire, in front of every lens on the continent, and kisses me—unhurried, unbothered, the way you kiss someone when you’ve stopped keeping time.

I hear, distantly, a reporter behind us already murmuring the phrase that will be on every front page by evening: the pastry princess. It isn’t my title. I never wanted a title. But I feel Lucas smile against my mouth like he’s already decided he likes it, and, God help me, so do I.



The days after are a strange, loud blur—statements, a very awkward interview I give in the kitchen still in my whites because it’s the only place in the palace I feel entirely like myself, a tabloid photograph of me buying lemons in the village market captioned like it’s breaking news. Frau Helga, of all people, corners me by the staff board one morning, studies me for a long moment with her general’s eyes, and says, with what might genuinely be approval, “Your curtsy is still terrible.” A beat. “Good. Don’t let them train it out of you.” Chef Alain cries, actually cries, when I tell him I’m keeping my station, at least for now, at least until we all figure out what a prince’s kitchen looks like when the prince isn’t, technically, a prince who’ll be king.

King Alistair does not attend the gate that day, and does not call for a week. When he finally does, it’s three clipped sentences and a demand that I address him properly at family dinners, which Lucas tells me, delighted, is as close to warmth as his father has ever extended to anyone outside the direct line. Henrik, for his part, sends a single text message that just says thank you for the toy soldiers, which makes no sense to me until Lucas laughs so hard he has to sit down.

It isn’t a fairy tale where everyone claps. It’s messier than that, and slower, full of headlines that turn cruel before they turn kind and a security detail that still, out of old habit, checks the tree line before I sit on any bench in any garden. Some days it still feels like standing at a pass with a dessert that might not survive the walk to the dining room. But it’s ours, out loud now, where anyone can see it, and no one is asking me to hide the recipe anymore.



That night, back at the glass house in the hills—away from cameras that are, for the first time, choosing to look somewhere else out of sheer exhaustion—Lucas finds me on the wide deck at sunset, still faintly giddy, watching the valley turn violet at the edges.

“You did that,” he says, coming up behind me, arms circling my waist, chin dropping to my shoulder. “You stood in front of the entire world today and didn’t run.”

“You’re the one who quit a country,” I say. “I just stood there and let a stranger yell ‘pastry princess’ at me and didn’t die of it.”

“You stood there and let the whole world see exactly what I see.” His mouth finds the curve of my neck, unhurried. “Which is, I promise you, considerably more interesting than a country.”

I turn in his arms. There’s no clock ticking down in this house, no guard rotation to beat, no ninety-second window closing on us. Just the two of us and the last of the light, and for once neither of us is in any kind of hurry.

“Take me to bed,” I say. “Slowly, for once. We have time.”

He does. He undresses me on the wide platform bed like it’s the first time and the hundredth time at once, unhurried, reverent, laughing softly against my collarbone when I fumble his shirt buttons because my hands won’t stop trembling with something that isn’t fear anymore. He kneels between my thighs first, unrushed, and takes his time relearning me with his mouth—slow, deliberate passes that build instead of race, no clock threatening to cut it short, until I’m shaking and clutching the sheets and coming softly, wave after gentle wave, against his tongue with nothing chasing either of us.

He kisses his way back up my body, and when he finally settles over me, when he finally sinks home, deep and unbroken and slow, he doesn’t tell me to look at him. He doesn’t have to. I haven’t looked away since the gates opened this morning.

“Say my name,” I whisper against his mouth. “Not sir. Not Your Highness. Just—“

“Delaney,” he breathes, like it’s the only word he has left, and moves.

There’s no urgency in it, no countdown, no door about to open on us. Just his hips rolling into mine, patient and devastating, his hand finding mine and lacing our fingers together against the pillow like an anchor neither of us needs anymore but wants anyway. I wrap my legs around him and pull him deeper, and he groans against my throat, rougher now, and picks up a rhythm that builds instead of races, that means to last.

“I want to feel every part of this,” he murmurs, forehead against mine, hips still moving in that slow, devastating roll. “I don’t have to memorize it before someone calls me away. I get to just—have it. Have you.”

“Then have me,” I tell him, and roll my hips up to meet him, and for the first time since a stained gown and a ruined pavlova set this whole impossible thing in motion, I take the pace for myself—pushing him onto his back, straddling his hips, slowing him when he tries to rush, riding him hard and unhurried when I want more, watching his face come undone under my own hands instead of the other way around. He lets me. More than lets me—he watches me do it like it’s the finest thing he’s ever tasted, gray eyes gone dark and unguarded, his hands mapping my hips like he’s learning a recipe he never wants to forget, thumbs pressing into the crease of my thighs, urging me faster and then, when I want it, slower again, until neither of us can tell which one of us is setting the rhythm anymore.

The pleasure builds slow and complete, no clock forcing it faster, coiling low and easy until it breaks over both of us at once—my body clenching around him in long, rolling waves, his own release following hard on the heels of mine, a low, broken sound of my name against my collarbone as he empties into me, hips stuttering, hands fisting in the sheets like he needs something to hold onto besides me. We stay locked together long after, breathing each other’s air, his heartbeat thudding hard and unhurried under my palm, and neither of us moves to check a clock, because for the first time since the coulis first hit that gown, there’s nothing left to be late for.

“No more midnight tastings,” he says into my hair once we can speak again. “No more stolen hours. No more notes hidden in a cookbook spine.”

“No,” I agree, tracing a lazy line down his spine. “Just breakfast. In daylight. Where anyone can see.”

He laughs, the real one, the one that used to be a secret and now belongs to anyone who happens to be looking, and pulls me closer against his chest.

Outside the glass walls, the valley goes dark and the stars come out over a kingdom that will have a different king one day, and a woman in Dayton, Ohio, is probably still showing the neighbors a screenshot of her daughter kissing a prince on live television. Somewhere down the hill there is, I happen to know, a kitchen with a good oven and a bad radio, and tomorrow, if I want it, there is nothing stopping me from getting up early and making something with too much butter, for no one’s approval but my own.

I curtsy for exactly no one anymore. I never did it well, and I never will, and it turns out that was always the point.
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