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CHAPTER ONE
Alison
Everybody in the world of politics wore armor. Metaphorically speaking, that was. For me, it was a very specific ensemble, curated and perfected over time. I suited up in a pair of four-inch stiletto heels that clicked loudly as I walked to warn my enemies of my approach. I donned a form-fitting black dress to catch unsuspecting men—and sometimes women—off guard, and I applied my battle colors in the form of bold black eyeliner winged sharp enough to cut. Tigers could keep their stripes. I had liquid lip stain in matte red.
I arrived late—by fashionable design—through the massive double doors. A room full of eyes fell upon me as I gracefully made my way down the narrow aisle, nodding respectfully at fellow dignitaries from other nations as I passed by. Klaus Philips, my personal assistant, was sat in the front row. When he finally noticed me, he threw me a shy little wave. He was wearing his armor too—a bespoke navy-blue suit and red power tie gifted to him by his ex-husband—but he didn’t have the same level of confidence that I carried with me. As I took a seat behind the beautifully engraved name placard that rest just before me on the table, Klaus nervously readjusted his glasses.
“I thought I ordered you a wakeup call,” he grumbled.
“You did.”
“Then why are you just getting here? Why haven’t you been answering your phone? Do you have any idea how worried I was?”
I patted Klaus’ knee reassuringly and smirked. “Just breathe.” I chuckled. “I’ve got everything under control.” With a quick tilt of my chin, I indicated the group of diplomats huddled together on the other side of the grand atrium. Their group consisted of several older gentlemen in stiff suits, one of whom looked like he was more than ready for a nap. “You see them?” I asked.
“Yeah. What about them?”
“They’re annoyed.”
Klaus rolled his eyes and scoffed. “Can you blame them? You had them wait almost an hour and a half.”
“Do you know why that works in our favor?”
My personal assistant frowned, bushy brows pulling together in concentration. “No,” he admitted, “please feel free to impart your wisdom at any time.”
“They’re going to want to rush through their speeches. By wasting their time, I’ve actually saved us time. They’ll skip over the trivial parts of their presentations. And the sooner they finish speaking–”
“The sooner you get to take the podium,” realized Klaus, eyes widening. “Ali, you’re a genius.”
I shrugged a shoulder nonchalantly. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Okay,” he sighed, “King Regis won’t be here today.”
I frowned at this news. “What?”
“Well, you took so damn long that the King decided to leave in order to take care of other business.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this?”
“I tried. You didn’t answer your phone. Don’t try to pin this on me, Smith.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and pressed my lips into a thin line. “Then who’s taking his place? One of his parliamentary representatives?”
A mischievous twinkle flashed behind Klaus’ dark brown eyes. “Prince Sebastian the Fourth.”
A boisterous laughter was about to escape my chest before I realized Klaus was being serious. I never knew him to make jokes, especially not while we were at work. I took a quick look about the room, making a mental note of where dignitaries had been assigned to sit. The representatives of more influential countries, such as my own, sat closer to the front. Diplomats from smaller, less consequential nations—though no one would dare point that out aloud—were positioned closer to the back.
Taking a deep breath in through the nose, I finally leaned forward to murmur in his ear. “I thought he was off gallivanting in the countryside.”
“That’s what I heard too. But I have it on good authority that King Regis is trying to force the Prince to take up more responsibilities.”
“But he isn’t qualified in any way to be making those kinds of decisions. We’re talking about a water crisis here, not partying with supermodels on some big, expensive yacht.”
Klaus clicked his tongue and sighed. “Which can mean only one thing.”
“The government of Wyvernbank doesn’t care about the issue,” I hissed under my breath. I closed my eyes, seething quietly. “This whole thing’s for show.”
“Obviously. What better way to keep up appearances on the international stage than hold a multi-national development conference?”
I set my jaw and did my best not to outright pout. I’d spent months gathering up all the data, collecting first-hand testimonies, and speaking with experts on how to deal with the water crisis being experienced in the Belwald region of the Kingdom of Wyvernbank, located near the south of the country. Hundreds of thousands of people had been displaced, forced from their homes due to lack of safe drinking water. It had been several months since it had rained, and now the region was facing crop failure and famine. Since the region of Belwald lay a few hundred miles north of the borders of my own country, I’d been selected to liaison with the Wyvernbank government with regards to organizing an emergency response. But now that I knew King Regis was willing to pass off the conference to his egotistical, spoiled, and quite frankly pompous son, I knew all my hard work and impassioned words were about to fall on deaf ears.
Prince Sebastian was an elusive figure. He always managed to stay out of the tabloids, pictures of the man a rarity in the media. But the same could not be said about the stories surrounding him. I once heard he bought an entire village along the coast so that he could house his collection of expensive sports cars in every vacant garage. I also heard that he liked to party, with supermodels constantly bragging about spending time with the Crown Prince of Wyvernbank. In last week’s issue of Entertainment Sun, I happened to read about a particular investment venture made by the Prince that involved lobster, pearls, and cologne. I wasn’t entirely sure how all three of those things related to one another, but I had absolutely no interest in learning more.
A flare of trumpets cut through the tense air, announcing the Prince’s arrival. I jumped in my seat, startled by the volume even though I saw the lone trumpeter step up onto the raised platform. Klaus hid an amused smile behind his hand, but not before I poked him in the ribs with my elbow. Everybody in the atrium stood as a man walked in through the atrium’s back entrance, dressed rather depressingly in black. From his leather shoes, to his fitted dress pants, to his button-down shirt and fitted blazer, Prince Sebastian looked more like a man in mourning than a royal attending to his duties. It was only when he took a seat in the large wooden chair at the front of the room that I managed to get a good look at him.
The blurry pictures of him in gossip magazines, which was often obscured by a ball cap or large pair of sunglasses, definitely didn’t do him justice. I swallowed hard at the dry lump that had formed in my throat. There was a sternness about his face, a coldness I didn’t expect to see on someone so young. His light hazel eyes were serious, framed by a set of thick brows and high cheekbones. The Prince had a strong jaw and a round chin, face framed by short wavy brown hair. The point of his nose was sharp, and his lips were pressed thin thanks to the seemingly permanent scowl he wore. He seemed like a perfectly average man. If I ever passed him on the street, I’d probably walk right past him without a second thought. The only thing that distinguished him from the rest of the room were the badges he wore upon his lapel, along with the Royal Family’s crest embroidered in beautiful gold thread upon his breast pocket.
Prince Sebastian looked about the room with general disinterest before waving his hand dismissively, his way of signaling to us that it was okay to resume our seats.
“My father would like to express his sincerest apologies for being unable to attend,” he spoke clearly. His words were clipped, tone steady and sure. I hated to admit it, but I rather liked his voice. It was deep, but not grumbly. His voice sounded like how running one’s hand through warm water would feel. There was a lilt to his pronunciation, the result of several years of formal training behind palace walls. Prince Sebastian was far more put together than the tabloids had me to believe. 
But I shook my head and rid my mind of the echo of his voice. He wasn’t important, just a pawn to be used by his father to deal with distractions. I wasn’t about to let a man with a pretty face derail me from the reason why I was here. Even if King Regis didn’t take the water crisis seriously, I did. People’s lives were on the line, not just in Belwald, but the surrounding areas as well. If the situation worsened, there was no telling what kind of violence and turmoil the water shortage could bring. After all, desperation had a way of bringing out the worst in people. If the area didn’t see an immediate relief response, there was no telling how badly things would escalate.
Prince Sebastian slumped in his chair, resting his chin on his hand. “Take a seat,” he ordered. “Let’s get down to business.” His eyes flitted over to the floor speaker; a woman dressed from head to toe in official Wyvernbank garb. “Let’s skip the pleasantries, shall we?”
The speaker bowed her head and took her place at the front of the presentation hall, placing herself behind a standing mic. “Our first order of business today is to discuss tax imports on international salt trade. Now, if the representative from the honorable nation of Dulan could please–”
I stood up before the Dulanian envoy had a chance. “Madame Speaker, if I may?”
“Diplomat Smith,” the woman said slowly, frowning in confusion, “please take a seat. I’m afraid it’s not your turn. We’ll get to you eventually.”
“This is important,” I stressed. I looked up at the Prince and held his gaze, glaring with all the strength I had. “People are literally dying of thirst, and you want to waste time talking about salt taxes?”
“Miss Smith, you are not to address His Royal Highness directly,” snapped the floor speaker. “Have a seat. I will not repeat myself.”
“The longer you sit on this issue, the more people–your people–are going to suffer for it,” I continued.
Klaus placed a hand on my forearm and tugged, trying to reign me in. “Ali, what the hell are you doing?” he hissed under his breath. “We can’t help anybody if you get us kicked out of the conference.”
The floor speaker beckoned to one of the security personnel standing to the left of the raised platform. With a curt nod, the man started over, turning up at my side with incredible speed. He took me by the upper arm firmly–not forcefully enough to hurt–and placed another hand on my opposite shoulder to try to steer me away. I struggled a bit against the pull, maintaining eye contact with the Prince for as long as possible. He hadn’t looked away yet, probably too stunned.
“People are dying,” I shouted. “Men, women, children, and the elderly. King Regis has ignored the issue for far too long. And in favor of what? Taxes?”
“Enough,” snapped the speaker. “Remove Diplomat Smith from the premises.”
Another security officer joined the first, applying more pressure to get me to move. The two of them could have easily picked me up and dragged me out, but even they knew that was a terrible idea. Even without the ID badge slung around my neck by a red lanyard, they knew who I was. I was Alison freaking Smith, attaché of Sunyata like my father and his mother before him. 
To remove me from the conference through any method less than dignified would surely be seen as a slight against my country, something I knew for a fact the Kingdom of Wyvernbank could not afford. Our nations had a rocky history, centuries upon centuries of war written into the very lands we claimed. They needed to tread carefully when it came to me, and that was a weakness I was fully willing to exploit.
Prince Sebastian raised his hand, sitting up straighter in his chair. “Stop,” he ordered calmly. Without hesitation, the security guards did so, releasing me from their hold. The Prince leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Something akin to amusement ghosted across his lips. “I want to hear what she has to say.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
Sebastian
I recognized her the moment I entered the room. She was kind of hard to miss, really. In an entire hall packed full of grumpy old men, she was a breath of fresh air. Alison Smith was undeniably dazzling in person, and far more intimidating than the private reports I’d been given could do her justice. She had her long black hair pulled up into an elegant bun, loose strands of hair curling gracefully at the sides of her face. Her bold makeup only served to compliment the distressingly bright blue of her eyes, as well as the plump form of her lips. But what struck me hardest was the sheer resolve that seemed to radiate off of her, almost like she breathed in determination and exhaled confidence.
Patrick Laurent, who’d been standing just behind me, leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “What are you doing?” he questioned, voice only audible to me amid the ruckus that was the presentation hall. “This goes against protocol. There are several others scheduled to speak before her. She’ll get her turn.”
I leaned back in my chair, studying her with intrigue. “Go on,” I urged.
A brilliant glint of excitement flashed across her eyes as she took a big breath, likely relieved that I’d given her permission to continue. The woman extended a hand to the man sitting next to her, a timid thing in a suit and thick-framed glasses, and grabbed up the files he handed to her. Alison moved with purpose, just slow enough to give off a sense of grace. Once she plucked a single document out of the stack, she returned her attention to me. Patrick was right. This went against all protocol. What she really should have been doing was working the room, talking directly to the floor speaker. But instead, Alison Smith chose to work me.
“As you’re probably well aware,” she stated clearly, hints of her gorgeous accent slipping through, “the region of Belwald has been suffering drought conditions for nearly five months. Rivers and water basins have completely dried up, leaving over a hundred thousand of your citizens without adequate drinking water. In addition, the agricultural sector in the area has experienced detrimental crop failure. The threat of famine has resulted in the migration of thousands toward the Sunyata border in search of refuge.”
I crossed one leg over the other, chewing on the inside of my cheek in deep thought. I’d been warned that Alison Smith was more than just a pretty face. It was obvious that she had a sharp mind and a quick tongue, two tools more powerful than most weapons. I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration, doing my best to keep up. My father had effectively thrown me to the wolves by having me act as his substitute, and now I was facing off with the fiercest of the pack.
“Let me guess,” I grumbled, “you want to know what our response will be.”
“No,” she said on the heel of my words. “I want to know why there hasn’t been a response at all.”
I knew the answer. But I also knew I couldn’t say anything. One wrong word out of me could result in a disgrace. There was no way I could tell her that the Kingdom’s treasury was running low. There was no way I could tell her that they were running low because my father was a better shopper than he was a King. I’d seen the headlines, occasionally glanced at an online gossip article. It was no secret that the world thought I lived in the lap of luxury, partying whenever I had a chance to sneak away from my duties. If only they knew the truth, had my side of the story. Maybe then, Alison Smith wouldn’t be standing in front of me glaring me down like I was an inhuman, uncaring monster.
“From an administrative perspective,” said Patrick on my behalf, “our hands are admittedly tied.”
Alison frowned, unconvinced. “How is that an excuse?”
“The Kingdom of Wyvernbank is a constitutional monarchy, Diplomat Smith. All motions that have been put forward to organize a response has unfortunately been lost in bureaucratic limbo.”
“So what you’re saying is that it’s out of your hands.” This was a statement, not a question. The corner of her lip twisted upward into a smirk as she looked at me. “Does His Royal Highness always have someone to answer the tough questions for him?”
“I am the Prince’s advisor,” explained Patrick. “He speaks through me.”
“Does he?” She raised curious eyebrow. 
I swallowed hard. Such a simple action shouldn’t have affected me as much as it did. Her tone was infuriating, her confidence was suffocating. But I couldn’t bring myself to stop wanting to hear her voice. It was melodic, hypnotizing in a way I never thought was possible, like a beautiful siren out on the open seas. I’d known many beautiful women, as well as many intelligent women. But Alison Smith was different. I grew up around people who only ever wanted my approval. This was the first time I’d met someone who genuinely didn’t care.
“If it’s support you need,” she continued, “I would be more than content to discuss logistics with you on behalf of Sunyata.”
“A joint operation?” I mused. “Old enemies working together for a single cause?”
A small smile stretched across her rouged lips. “It beats the alternative.”
“What would that be?”
“The death of your people and a flood of refugees that Sunyata simply cannot afford to take care of,” she stated simply. “I’m not interested in putting a bandage over this issue in the hopes that it fixes itself. It’s not possible. We need immediate short-term solutions and a long-term plan.”
“You sound like you’re a woman with a plan.”
“I certainly am,” she said, tilting her chin up with pride. “Your Royal Highness,” she added for good measure.
“What are some of these short-term solutions, then?”
“Sunyata would like to request permission to open up the space over Belwald so that we may deliver food, water, and first aid supplies via airdrop.”
Patrick scoffed and rolled his eyes, indignant. “Absolutely not!” he snapped. “Why the hell would we give your Air Force the go-ahead to fly over our country? What’s to stop them from flying over our capital and bombing us to smithereens?”
Alison shook her head. “We’re not interested in war. We’re only interested in saving people’s lives. You also don’t have a large enough Air Force to pull this off, either way.”
“No thanks to the terms of the peace treaty,” hissed Patrick.
“Enough, Pat,” I piped up, waving a hand dismissively at him. He set his jaw but said nothing more. “What else, Diplomat Smith?”
“I’d also like to propose that your Reserve Army arrive in the area to ensure the equal and fair distribution of the resources we provide,” she went on. “I’m sure the presence of your own colors will be an encouraging sight to your people.”
I took a sharp breath in through the nose. She really knew what she was talking about. The Army answered solely to the orders of the prime minister, and the royal vanguard answered only to the King, but the Reserve Army was under my control. It was customary for the heir to the throne to control the reserves, much like practice for the real thing upon ascension to the throne. The thought of using them to assist in an emergency response hadn’t even occurred to me, so I was utterly impressed that Alison–a woman from an entirely different country–managed to see an opportunity where I hadn’t.
“That’s your short-term goal,” I muttered. “What about long-term?”
Alison lifted her head and smiled. “I would like to propose redevelopment of the area. Belwald consists primarily of farmland, but it’s obvious that in today’s shifting climate, a transition into the industrial sector is far more suitable. Manufacturing will provide your people with stable work and steady revenue. The land development would be great for the area, and it would also provide the opportunity to update the region’s water infrastructure to ensure another crisis like this one is unlikely to happen again.”
Her last statement caught me off guard. They’d been talking about humanitarian relief just seconds ago. How did Alison manage to seamlessly transition this into a conversation about economic development? I had to admit I got a little rise out of it all. Part of me desperately wanted to know what else she had in store.
“We unfortunately don’t have the resources to see a project like that through,” I said slowly as a small smile stretched itself across my lips. “But I take it you have a plan for that, as well.”
Alison smiled back, bright and brilliant and bewitching. The air caught in my lungs, and for a moment, I thought my heart had stopped. There was just something about her, in her element at the top of her game, that had my mind swirling uncontrollably.
“I would like to propose a trade deal on behalf of Sunyata’s foreign trades minister.” She took another stack of documents from her personal assistant. “This is a draft trade agreement my government has come up with. We’d be happy to provide all the required resources you’ll need to develop the region at a very agreeable price.”
“In exchange for what?” asked Patrick, always one to read between the lines.
“In exchange for exclusive rights to steel exports into the Kingdom of Wyvernbank.”
I took a deep breath. When father asked me to take his place at the conference, he assured me that everything was going to be simple and straightforward. But that was before Alison threw everything out the window. I may have been the Crown Prince, but I didn’t have the authority to agree to any of these proposals. Things were escalating at a rate I was no longer comfortable with. I’d started the day believing all I had to do was sit through hours of speeches, not negotiate legitimate trade deals that could impact my fellow countrymen. Alison had a knowing look in her eye. She had me right where she wanted me. And it certainly didn’t help that I was sitting on the hot seat in a room full of witnesses. I could have refused to give an answer, dismiss what she had to say. But that would only paint me and my country in a poor light. She was forcing my hand.
And it was absolutely exhilarating.
“I will agree to take immediate action with regards to the water crisis,” I said clearly. Patrick shot me a concerned look, nervously shifting his weight from foot to foot. He looked as anxious as I felt. I made sure to keep my expression neutral and calm. “But I’m afraid I will have to take your trade proposal back to parliament for review. That decision isn’t up to me. Have your people submit the logistics for the relief project so that we may coordinate the response promptly.”
Alison smiled. Not as wide as she did before, but it was still something. I’d given her half of what she wanted, which was by no means a small victory from her perspective. She gave a small bow while maintaining eye contact before returning to her seat.
“Thank you, Your Royal Highness.”
“I don’t like her,” grumbled Patrick under his breath.
I couldn’t help but smirk. “But I do.”
 



CHAPTER THREE
Alison
“Oh my God,” mumbled Klaus. “Oh my God.” He nibbled at his fingernails, knees bouncing uncontrollably. He was sat on the edge of the hotel bed, rocking his weight back and forth in an attempt to expend the nervous energy he’d stored throughout the remainder of the conference. “You almost started a war.”
I threw my head back and laughed. “Don’t be such a drama queen.”
“Ali, I’m being serious. You can’t pull shit like that.”
“I had everything under control.”
“I think you took twenty years off my life. I thought we were only going to propose the humanitarian response. What the hell was the whole steel export thing about?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s a negotiation tactic, honey. I figured that if I presented two proposals, the latter being out of his experience and control, the more likely he’d be to agree with the original plan. And it worked.”
Klaus’ jaw dropped. “Sometimes I think you’re the spawn of Satan.”
I threw my personal assistant a cheeky wink. “You think, or you know?”
He simply shook his head and rolled his eyes. “I know. How else could you have played the Prince as well as you did? I mean, did you see his face? He was practically drooling over you.”
I scoffed. “No, he wasn’t.”
“I guarantee you no one has ever spoken to him like that before.”
“First time for everything, right?”
“Seriously, please behave yourself at tonight’s gala dinner. Pull another stunt like you did at the conference, and I swear to you my heart will burst. And then you’ll have to call my mother and tell her how you’re the one responsible for my death.”
I dragged the tip of my finger over my chest, drawing an X over my heart. “I swear I’ll be good.” I giggled. “And I don’t think I could do that to your sweet mother anyway.”
Klaus took his glasses off and polished the lenses with a microfiber cloth he always had in his inside blazer pocket. He cleared his throat, returning to the matter at hand.
“Now, I’ve been informed that dinner is six courses long. I’ve made arrangements to have you excused by the time the third arrives, so you don’t have to spend too much time making small talk.” He replaced his glasses and mimed quotes in the air with his fingers. “‘A work emergency.’”
“Classic.”
“You have a meeting first thing tomorrow morning with Prince Sebastian’s team of assistants with regards to the response plan. With any luck, supplies should start arriving to the people within a matter of days.”
“Do you think the Prince will show up?”
Klaus snorted. “I sincerely doubt it. He probably doesn’t want to give you the chance to make a fool of him again.”
“It wasn’t that bad.”
“If I were you, I’d be on the first plane back home. I’m terrified of the man.”
“Why? He’s harmless.”
Klaus pressed his lips into a thin line and frowned at me. “You know as well as I do that there’s a lot of bad blood between our two nations. As the next in the line for the throne, he holds a great deal of influence. I know you’re a confident woman, Ali–and I love you for it–but he isn’t somebody you want to piss off. We may not presently be at war, but politics are a fickle bitch. Wyvernbank is still recovering after their loss. And a lot of people are still pissed with the treaty their King signed.”
I sighed and nodded. “I understand, Klaus.”
“You’re an amazing person. You’re selfless and kind. And you’re exactly the type of person who gets hurt first when things go south. All I’m saying is you need to be careful. No more playing with fire, okay?”
“You deserve a raise,” I giggled weakly, exhaustion suddenly washing over my mind.
“I can fill out all the paperwork to make that happen.” Klaus stood, straightening his tie. “I’m going to go get ready. Don’t forget to text your sister.”
“I know, I know. Otherwise, she’ll blow up your phone with messages.”
“Was there anything else I could help you with before I go?”
I shook my head and smiled, patting Klaus on the shoulders. “No, I think I’m good.”
“Good work today.” He chuckled. “You deserve to enjoy yourself tonight.”
“I fully intend to.”
With a curt nod, Klaus turned on his heels and left the hotel room, making his way down the hall to return to his own. Once the heavy door clicked shut, I sat on the edge of the bed and lay down on my side, kicking off my heels with a relieved sigh. As great as they made me look, they were killers on the arches. I momentarily closed my eyes, collecting my thoughts after the crazy morning I’d had. I was alive with bubbly excitement, fingers and toes tingling with electricity. The day had gone spectacularly well, which was surprising considering King Regis’ last-minute change of plans. I’d been forced to adjust my whole strategy on a whim, but the fact that I actually pulled it off wasn’t a miracle. I lived and breathed negotiation.
I thought back to my exchange with Prince Sebastian and smiled to myself. Klaus was obviously being overdramatic when he said the Prince had been drooling over me. Prince Sebastian handled himself really well, all things considered. When he spoke, he commanded the room’s attention. He was able to keep up with me, our consistent back and forth echoing in my memories like music. When I spoke, he actually listened. Not once did he cut me off to make a point. Not once did he raise his voice at me or lose his temper. Prince Sebastian was entirely different in person, nothing at all like the tabloids made him out to be. He seemed far more responsible, more level-headed than the party-loving Prince I’d heard so much about.
My cell phone buzzed on the bedside table, screen lighting up to alert me of a text message from my sister. I groaned, lifting myself off of the comfortable sheets to snatch the device up.
[Kamrin] How’s my favorite sister doing? Did you get the King’s autograph?
My thumbs quickly moved about the screen, typing up a quick reply.
[Ali] 1) I’m your only sister. 2) I didn’t get to meet the King.
[Kamrin] You’re the only sister that I know of. You know how Dad got around.
[Ali] Ugh. Gross. Stop it.
Kamrin sent a string of laughing emotes.
[Kamrin] When are you coming home? I miss you.
[Ali] Miss you too. It’s a week-long conference. First day is done and out of the way.
[Kamrin] I’m so jealous. I’ve always wanted to visit.
[Ali] You know I’m not here on vacation, right?
[Kamrin] I know, I know. Still. You should find some time to sneak out.
[Ali] And do what, exactly?
[Kamrin] I dunno. Go see some sites? Go chat up some cute boys? Normal people things.
[Ali] But I am normal.
[Kamrin] Sure. You’re just a normal girl who likes to broker peace on weekdays.
[Ali] It’s what I do.
[Kamrin] Will you bring me back a souvenir?
Just as I was about to text a reply, three sharp knocks sounded on the hotel door. I frowned. I wasn’t expecting any guests, I hadn’t ordered room service, and Klaus had his own key and probably wouldn’t have bothered to knock. Making my way quietly down the entryway hall, I pressed my face up to the peephole. On the other side of the door stood a familiar man, the one who’d been at Prince Sebastian’s side the entirety of the conference. Cautiously, I cracked the door open an inch.
“Miss Smith,” he greeted dryly. There was nothing but bitterness in his tone. “I’m Patrick Lane, Prince Sebastian’s personal advisor. Do you have a moment?”
There’s a lot of bad blood between our two nations.
“How did you know which hotel I was staying at?” I questioned.
“I know everything, Miss Smith. When it comes to the Prince’s well-being, it’s a must. Now, do you have a moment? There are a few things I would like to discuss with you.”
“May I ask what about?”
Patrick’s eyes grew cold. “This evening’s formal gala,” he stated. “Would you please open the door? I’d rather not do this in the hallway. I promise not to take up too much of your time.”
I hesitated for a moment, making quick study of the man. He was taller than me by a foot or so, but he had an incredibly slender frame. As annoyed as he looked, I didn’t get the sense he was here to do me any harm. I eventually stepped out of the way of the door and swung it open, allowing him to brush past me. In my line of work, it was better to be safe than sorry. I clicked the door closed behind me and turned to face him. Patrick reached into the inside pocket of his blazer, which immediately set off all the alarms in my head. He grabbed hold of something, concealed by the fabric. Instinctively, I reached out and grasped his wrist, holding his arm firmly against his chest.
“What the hell?” he spat. “Would you calm down? It’s not a gun.”
I blinked, cheeks feeling awfully hot. “What?”
Patrick shrugged me off and pulled out a small beige envelope. He held it out to me, gritting his teeth. “Prince Sebastian wanted me to deliver this to you.”
“What is it?”
“How should I know?”
“I thought you knew everything,” I quipped.
His expression hardened. “I don’t like you,” he admitted with great ease.
I scoffed. “Well, that makes two of us.”
“Hurry up and open it. I was instructed not to leave until I could confirm you read its contents.”
“The Prince put you up to this.”
“He did.”
Curiosity forced my hands to move before I even had the chance to think. Since when was it considered normal for the Crown Prince of Wyvernbank to send private messages to a foreign envoy?
“He could have sent an email,” I muttered, half-joking. I carefully tore open the envelope, which had been sealed with red wax. It was almost a pity that the beautiful seal design cracked when I retrieved the cardstock from within.
“Prince Sebastian didn’t leave any trace of his correspondence,” explained Patrick. “I’ve been instructed to destroy his message to you once you’re finished.”
“This is all very cloaks and daggers.” I chuckled.
“His Royal Highness has had bad experiences with leaked emails to the press in the past. He thinks it’s tedious to communicate this way, as well, if you must know.”
I looked down at the message Prince Sebastian sent me, which had been handwritten. The script was elegant, like something out of an old fairy tale book. The ink flowed across the page with great ease, loops and spirals connecting letter to letter in an endless stream of movement.
Dear Diplomat Alison Smith,
It is customary at state dinners such as this one to formally request an invitation to dance.
Would you do me the honor of being my partner this evening?
Patrick will provide me with your answer.
I breathed shakily, heart pounding in my chest as a giddy smile pressed itself onto my lips. Was this real? Was this some weird Wyvernbank joke that I didn’t understand? Running my fingers along the edge of the cardstock, a small chuckle of disbelief bubbled past my lips. I didn’t know what to say. I had to admit that there was something irresistibly charming about Prince Sebastian, an undeniable magnetism about his very being. But Klaus’ words of caution were still loud and clear in my head, soaked into every corner of my brain.
I was terrified of the man.
“Well?” urged Patrick, tapping his foot impatiently. “I don’t have all day, Miss Smith.”
Part of me wanted to say no. I was here in an official capacity, not to go dancing into the night with a Prince of a foreign country. There were people who needed my help here, people counting on me to look out for them when they couldn’t for themselves. I had to be professional, distant by necessity.
No more playing with fire, okay?
I looked at Patrick and gave him a small smile, handing the card back to him. “Tell the Prince that I must unfortunately decline.”
He rolled his eyes and snatched the card back, pulling out a lighter from his pants pocket. With a quick flick and a tiny spark, the Prince’s invitation went up in smoke within a matter of seconds.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
Sebastian
The banquet hall that had been selected wasn’t as elegant as the one in Father’s summer palace in the northern part of the country, but it was still a sight to behold. There were rows upon rows of circle tables, covered over with pristine white tablecloths that dangled an inch above the polished tile floor. Every table had a floral centerpiece of red and blue lilies, representative of the Royal Family’s colors. All of the silverware had been polished within an inch of its life, and the gold-rimmed dinnerware had been set before every chair. The platform at the very front of the room had its own row of tables, designed for me, my personal advisor, and a space left open for our absent King. It was tradition at events such as these to leave a chair open for my father, symbolic of his overarching presence even when he wasn’t available to attend.
I stood at the front entrance, surrounded on all sides by my security detail, as I begrudgingly greeted every single guest that walked through the front doors. I shook so many hands that I started to lose count. The forced smile I wore was really starting to become exhausting. But I had to keep up appearances, represent my country well. Father said that it was good practice, to be able to look one way when you really felt the other. That was all politics was–a game to see who the better liar was. Some of the greatest Kings to ever rule Wyvernbank were known to sweet-talk their way into favorable deals, sometimes even bed their enemies.
But I didn’t know if I had what it took. I’d only been shaking hands for the better part of an hour, and I was already eager to lie down and take a nap. It was honestly no wonder that my father chose to skip the conference in favor of his private beaches up north. His excuse had been that he was attending to other matters, but I knew better than that. He was probably lounging about somewhere, relaxing as his assistants met every single one of his needs and wants. I’d much rather be anywhere else, but nobody could deny King Regis. Especially not if he demanded something of you in person. That wasn’t the way things worked around here, no matter how inconvenient his request.
Patrick arrived half an hour after the first guests started to show. He immediately shook his head upon seeing me. Taking his place at my side, he leaned forward to mumble in my ear. “My apologies, Sebastian. She said no.”
Disappointment settled in my chest, but I couldn’t say that I was surprised. “Shame,” I mumbled. “I was really hoping to get a chance to speak with her.”
“There are plenty of eligible women here tonight,” he reasoned. “Why not ask one of them? I’m sure King Regis would approve of your choice.”
I shook my head at his suggestion. In truth, the only person who’d managed to capture my interest was Alison Smith. There was something electric about her, something that had me thoroughly tantalized. I liked the way that she spoke, the way she held herself with certainty and calm. The other women at the gala didn’t compare. I supposed that if I absolutely had to, I could ask one of them to the first dance of the evening. But an air of dissatisfaction loomed over my head. I didn’t feel like talking to any of these other guests. I felt like talking to the only woman in the room with a sharp tongue and quick wit. She was just as intriguing as she was elusive, which made me want her even more.
But the rate at which guests trickled in began to slow, and Alison Smith still hadn’t arrived. Patrick eventually had to clear his throat and tap me on the shoulder, gesturing with an open palm to come inside. Dinner was about to be served, and the cooks could no longer wait for me to take my seat. After all, festivities couldn’t start without me. I did my best to hide my displeasure, but took a deep breath in through the nose, puffed out my chest, and held my head high. I was the Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Wyvernbank. Nobody was allowed to see me as anything but.
Once I took a seat at the head of the room, a swarm of serving staff expertly weaved through the tables to deliver dishes of steaming hot food. The banquet hall quickly filled with the sound of boisterous conversations, laughter, and the clinking of forks and knives of plate surfaces. Part of me wanted to be a part of the conversations, but that was an impossibility because of where I was. I sat above everybody else, isolated on the platform to only Patrick’s company. It wasn’t that he was a bad conversationalist. It was just that when he did speak, it was always work-related. The guy wouldn’t know a good joke if it hit him over the head with a brick.
“Would you please cheer up?” he asked me after our first course plates were quickly busked away. “I don’t understand why you asked her in the first place.”
I tilted my head to the side and exhaled. “I don’t know. Maybe I did it because I knew it would annoy you.”
“That you’d ask a Sunyata? Of course, it would annoy me.”
“The war was ten years ago, Pat. Don’t you think you should be over it by now?”
My personal advisor took a sip of his sparkling wine. “You were too young to understand, Sebastian. I, however, was not.”
“Do you think it was unwise of me to agree to Miss Smith’s terms?”
“I didn’t say that. You could have let her sweat a little.”
“But she made some very good points,” I reasoned. “She’s right. My people are dying due to my father’s negligence.”
Patrick glanced at me with concern. “Careful what you say here, my Prince. I made sure to have the security team sweep for cameras and to keep news reporters as far away from the venue as possible, but you never know who could be listening in.”
“It’s fine, Pat,” I sighed. “You worry way too much.”
“It’s kind of in my job description.”
“Is it?”
He nodded. “I had it officially rewritten a while ago.”
“Dear God, did you just make a joke? Today’s full of surprises.”
“Speaking of surprises,” he mumbled, looking toward the entrance of the banquet hall.
I followed his line of sight to find Alison Smith and her personal assistant walk in through the large glass doors. She looked stunning. In fact, to say she was stunning was an understatement. There were simply no words to describe what she looked like. She’d let her hair down, gentle curls of raven-black locks cascading down past her shoulders. She still wore here eyeliner bold and sharp, but she replaced her bright red lipstick with a shade of pink to give her overall ensemble a softer appearance. The color of her lips complimented the grey floor-length A-line dress she wore. The front of the fabric had an intricate pattern of crystals sewn into it, catching the light like the bubbles in Patrick’s sparkling champagne. Her dress hugged her form in all the right places, accentuating the curves of her hips and the delicate slope of her exposed shoulders. If I didn’t know better, I could have mistaken her for a Princess rather than a diplomat.
“Your Royal Highness?” came a voice.
I had to tear my eyes away and settle them on an older gentleman and a young woman who now stood before me, looking up expectantly. The man was in his late sixties, dressed in a poorly fitted tuxedo. There was a faint red wine stain on his white dress shirt, hastily wiped away and smudged into the fabric, but I decided not to draw any attention to it. The young woman beside him shared his pointed chin and widow’s peak, so I assumed she must have been his daughter. There was no denying her beauty, what with long hair like liquid gold dripping from the top of her head, and pale skin that drew attention to her kind eyes.
Patrick stood and cleared his throat. “Prince Sebastian, this is Ambassador Clavets of Dulan. And this is his daughter, Elena Clavets.”
The ambassador bowed low, whisking an arm out in front of him. His daughter was slightly more subtle, curtseying with a quick bend of the knees.
“I wanted to thank you,” said the man, “for hosting such a lovely evening. We’re having a wonderful time. Isn’t that right, Elena?”
“Yes,” his daughter said obediently. Her eyes were glossed over, her attention not entirely all there.
“I’m afraid I can’t take all the credit,” I said calmly. “It wouldn’t be much fun had you and your fellow ambassadors not taken the time to attend.”
“We wouldn’t have missed it. Any chance to visit the Kingdom of Wyvernbank is an absolute pleasure. Right, Elena?”
The girl squirmed, shifting where she stood. “Yes,” she repeated softly.
Ambassador Clavets placed a hand on the small of his daughter’s back, forcing a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “My daughter can’t wait to dance,” he said, looking directly at me. He chuckled, a little nervous. “It’s all she’s been going on about since I told her I’d bring her to the gala.”
Beside me, Patrick nudged his elbow into my ribs. It wasn’t like I needed the hint; I was simply praying that I wouldn’t be forced to ask. When neither of the Clavets said anything, didn’t bother to move on, Patrick nudged me again. The only thing my advisor hated more than Sunyatas was awkward silences. I slowly rose from my chair and smiled down at the poor girl, feeling nothing but pity. I knew what it was to be a pawn in someone else’s gains. I’d lived in my father’s shadow long enough to grow accustomed to the feeling. My only responsibility to King Regis was to comply with everything he told me to do, just as it was Elena’s to follow her father’s wishes. She’d get used to it sooner or later–preferably sooner.
I stepped down from the platform and met with the Clavets face to face. Extending my hand, I took Elena’s hand in my own and kissed the back of her fingers. “Miss Clavets, would you do me the honor of this evening’s first dance?”
Her eyes widened in surprise, mixed in with a whole lot of worry. She quickly looked to her father, who was nodding furiously. Elena took in a shaky breath and started to mimic the ambassador’s movements, nodding quickly.
“O-of course,” she stuttered. “It would be my pleasure, Your Royal Highness.”
I guided her by the hand onto the dance floor, which was an open space clear of any tables at the front of the room. A crowd started to form almost immediately, curious eyes falling on us. The live band, which had set themselves in the corner of the room, started to play a gentle tune. It was hard not to notice how badly Elena was shaking as I led her about the floor. She kept looking down at the floor, either too shy to look me in the eye or too worried that she’d trip over her own feet.
“You look very lovely this evening,” I said politely.
“T-thank you, Your Royal Highness.”
“You’re not having much fun, are you?”
Elena blanched. “T-that’s not true. This is loads of fun.”
“It’s okay,”—I chuckled—“you don’t have to lie. This was your father’s idea, right?”
She shivered, a streak of bumps popping up on her forearms. Elena nodded slowly, cheeks flushing a light shade of pink. Now that the song was in full swing, several other couples joined us on the dance floor, placing more space between us and her father.
I whispered into her ear. “It’s just one dance. Why don’t you tell me about yourself? Do you have someone waiting for you at home?”
“Y-yes, I do. His name’s Tomas. How did you know?”
I shrugged. “I’m really good at reading people.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“Don’t worry. No offense taken. Overbearing parents are the worst, huh?”
Elena’s face lit up. “I know, right?”
“Does your father approve of this Tomas?”
“I suppose he doesn’t mind him. He comes from a good family.”
“But does he treat you well? That’s the only thing that matters.”
“Yes,” she giggled. “He’s very sweet to me.”
“Good. Hold on to him if you can.”
When the song came to an end, so did our dance together. Elena curtseyed again and smiled up at me sweetly. “Thank you,” she said. “I hope you get to dance with someone you actually want to dance with.”
“I hope so too,” I admitted. “Enjoy your evening, Miss Clavets.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Alison Smith leaving through the back doors of the banquet hall. The gala was far from over, so I was interested to know where she was going so early. My heart picked up its pace, and my legs willed me forward. I hadn’t been afforded the opportunity to speak with her yet. Not on a personal level, that was. I weaved my way through the crowd, which frankly wasn’t difficult because people tended to step out of the way when they saw me approach.
“Where are you going?” Patrick called after me.
“Fresh air,” I managed. “I need some fresh air.”
“Take one of the guards with you.”
“I’ll be two minutes,” I insisted before leaving Patrick behind entirely.
The back entrance to the venue led out into a flourishing garden beneath a dark sky, illuminated only by the glow of the full moon and the soft twinkle of stars. Beads of moisture covered every petal, leaf, and blade of grass beneath my shoes. All was quiet out here, terrifyingly still in contrast to the loud music and festivities inside, now muffled behind closed doors. But I wasn’t paying attention to how chilly the air felt against my skin, or how wonderful the flowers smelled. All I could focus on was the woman sitting on a stone bench, looking out to the horizon.
“Miss Smith?” I said, keeping my voice low in an attempt not to startle her.
She turned, lips parted in surprise, before curling to form a sweet smile. The woman rose and bowed her head respectfully. “Prince Sebastian,” she said coolly. My throat suddenly grew dry. It was the first time I’d heard her speak my name. It disturbed me just how heavenly it sounded on her tongue.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
Alison
“Are you enjoying your evening, Miss Smith?” he asked softly.
“Please, call me Alison.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Alison,” he echoed.
Prince Sebastian looked incredibly dashing. He’d changed out of his moody black ensemble from earlier today and into his formal navy-blue military uniform. Several badges and metals decorated his chest, and the gold stripes sewn into his blazer’s shoulder pads indicated his rank as captain. In every conceivable way, he looked like a man of honor. Up close, his smile was not only enchanting, but his deep, dark eyes had me frozen in place. They were tantalizing, full of calm that I’d failed to see before, like deep waters that ran perfectly still.
“You look like you’re about ready to leave,” he stated.
“I am. I’ve never been one for parties. And my assistant just informed me of a work emergency.”
“I hope everything’s alright.”
“They will be once I attend to the matter.”
A beat of silence passed between us, a tense fire building up within my core. Prince Sebastian looked at me far too kindly. After everything I’d heard about the man, from both the tabloids and Klaus, I thought that he would be different. I came to Wyvernbank with the expectation that he was wild, immature, and brash. But the man before me exuded control, respect, and authority. I considered for a moment if this was all an act. After all, someone like Prince Sebastian–who’d grown up in the push and pull of a ceaseless political atmosphere–would benefit greatly from homing in on his acting skills. Maybe this was all just a big game of pretend to him. I just needed to find his tell, pull at a weakness, and watch him unravel.
But I couldn’t find one.
“I’d like to apologize for the scene I caused,” I started slowly.
“No need to apologize. It’s refreshing to see someone so driven. You were right. My people are suffering. I’m glad I’m able to work with someone so compassionate.” Prince Sebastian took a single step forward, testing the waters. “It’s not safe to be out here alone.”
“I could say the same to you. Especially you, actually.”
“My guards are close by if I need them.”
“Do you think you’ll need them?”
He looked about the space. “It’s just the two of us.”
“And you trust me enough to be alone with me?”
The Prince chuckled. “I do.” There was a warmth in his gaze that left my insides bubbling with excitement. “You speak my language incredibly well,” he said. “Where did you study?”
“The University of Almas in Dulan. I actually graduated with a degree in business and minored in Wyvernbank linguistics.”
The Prince raised an eyebrow, amused. “How did you find your way into politics?”
“It’s a long story,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t want to bother you.”
“I wouldn’t mind listening, Ali.” The way he said my name shot a wonderful chill down my spine. Prince Sebastian must have noticed me shiver, because he immediately asked, “Are you cold?”
“I’m alright,” I insisted.
But he had already slipped off his blazer and walked over, slipping the garment over my shoulders. I caught an intoxicating whiff of his delicious cologne, all the while relishing in my newfound warmth. He’d closed off the distance between us, unabashed at how close we were.
“This is the closest I’ve ever been to nobility,” I giggled.
“What do you think? Do you feel different?”
“Not really.”
“When you get right down to it, we’re just like everybody else.”
“True. Except, you know, you get fancy titles and tons of money.”
Prince Sebastian winced at my last comment. “I’ll admit I’m more fortunate than others.”
“I’m sorry,” I rushed. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“I like that you speak your mind.” He chuckled.
“You do?”
“People are always careful about what they say around me. It’s kind of annoying. Everybody’s got their own agenda, but they try to hide what they want until the last minute.”
“I’m not like that at all,” I laughed. “Klaus is always worried I’m going to anger the wrong people by saying something stupid.”
“Who’s Klaus?” he inquired.
“My personal assistant. The guy with the dorky glasses?”
“Ah,” he hummed, nodding slowly. “I remember him. He looked absolutely petrified when you spoke out of turn today.”
“I’ll have to take your word for it. I was kind of wrapped up in my speech.”
Prince Sebastian laughed, loud and absolutely brilliant. His voice vibrated in my chest, left me aching to hear more. I supposed he wasn’t so bad, after all.
“Will you be attending tomorrow’s meeting?” he asked, a glimmer of hope in his question.
“Yes. I’ll be here until next week.”
“I see,” he mumbled, his expression dropping slightly. “I take it you’ll be quite busy.”
“Most likely.”
“That’s a shame.”
“Why would that be, Your Royal Highness?”
He smiled wide. “Please, call me Sebastian.”
My heart leapt up into my throat and lodged itself there. “Sebastian,” I echoed, testing his name in my mouth. I swallowed hard, too occupied with how close he was to remember to breathe. In fact, he was so close that I could easily lean forward and press my lips to his. But I stopped myself, fought every urge to do so.
We may not presently be at war, but politics are a fickle bitch.
“If you find yourself free one evening,” he started, “I would love the chance to invite you out to dinner.”
I smirked. “We’re already out to dinner.”
Sebastian rolled his eyes, but there was no heat behind the action. “You know what I mean. I’m asking you out on a date. Just the two of us.”
He wasn’t somebody you would want to piss off.
I looked away, cast my eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry,” I grumbled. “That’s… It’s not a good idea. You’re royalty.”
Sebastian squinted and gave me a crooked smile. “I’m aware.”
“And I’m a foreign diplomat from a country your Kingdom used to be at war with,” I sighed. “It’s complicated.”
“Are dinner dates complicated in Sunyata? I promise they’re far more casual here.”
“You know what I mean. I’m sorry, Prince Sebastian, but I have my reputation and career to think about. If word got out that I was out on a date with you, however innocent it may be, I’d lose all credibility. And you probably don’t want another scandal under your belt. I have to assume dating a commoner, let alone a foreigner, isn’t something your people would approve of.”
He straightened his back and relaxed his shoulders, pulling away slightly. Sebastian pressed his lips together, silent. “I suppose you’re right,” he eventually concluded. “I’m a little jealous I don’t have someone as dedicated as yourself working for me.” He stuck his hand out amicably to shake, which I took with all the grace I could muster. “Well, at least I asked.”
Our hands lingered together for far longer than necessary. His large, rough palms were warm against mine. Sebastian’s touch was gentle, like he was handling fine crystal or something equally as precious. The smile he gave me was sweet, if a bit tainted with disappointment.
“Ali? Where are you?” shouted Klaus as he barged through the banquet hall doors.
Sebastian snatched his hand back, startled by Klaus’ sudden entrance. The gentle, kind man who’d joined me in the gardens was suddenly gone, replaced by the cold indifference of a Crown Prince. Klaus’ mouth dropped open like he was about to say something, but he promptly shut it again.
“The car is here,” he informed me, voice cracking under stress.
“Thank you, Klaus,” I sighed. I handed the Prince his uniform blazer, which he took and slipped back into. “Enjoy your evening, Your Royal Highness.”
“Likewise, Diplomat Smith.”



CHAPTER SIX
Sebastian
I was used to getting what I wanted. As the Crown Prince, people were ready to serve me at my every beck and call. Growing up in my father’s court, I’d been surrounded by people who were willing to do anything and everything to please me. Of course, they did so in order to gain my favor–and by extension, my father’s–to achieve their own goals. The only person I trusted wholeheartedly was Patrick. In an official capacity, he was my personal advisor, selected out of hundreds to provide me with fresh perspectives and ultimately keep me out of trouble. But Patrick was more than that. All things considered, he was probably the closest thing I had to a best friend and brother. With him, I never had to lie or worry about ulterior motives. He was my soundboard, someone I shared my concerns with. And right now, my mind was plagued with concerns about a particularly stunning diplomat.
“Would you please stop moping?” Patrick sighed as he delivered a stack of documents, placing them before me on my mahogany desk.
“I’m not moping.”
“You can have literally any girl you want. If you’d like, I can bring you a list of potential marriage candidates your father selected.”
“No,” I stressed, “absolutely not.”
“I don’t understand what makes her so special.”
“I can’t describe it, Pat,” I grumbled as I ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t think I could explain without doing her an injustice. She’s… She’s just amazing.”
“Do you think you’re hung up on her because she rejected you? Twice?”
I winced at his comment. “I respect her decision to say no.”
“Then move on, Sebastian. There are plenty of fish in the sea. She clearly doesn’t feel the same way, so I suggest you save yourself the heartache.”
Something about what he said just didn’t ring true in my mind. He wasn’t there in the gardens with us. He didn’t see how Ali looked at me. I recognized all the signs–from her parted lips, the blush that tinted her cheeks, her blown-out pupils, to the way she stared at my mouth and giggled breathlessly. Ali looked like she wanted me as badly as I wanted her. The only thing standing in our way was circumstance.
“She said she didn’t think my people would approve of us if they found out,” I muttered.
“Smart girl,” huffed Patrick. “The Crown Prince and a Sunyata commoner? The press would have a field day. I’m glad she has a level head on her shoulders.”
I balled my hands into tight fists. “It’s not fair. My title’s never been an obstacle for me before.”
“I know you don’t want to hear it, but you have a responsibility to your people. As the next in line to the throne, you need to ensure your family’s legacy.”
“We’ve had this conversation before.”
“I’m well aware. I just thought you could do with a refresher course.” Patrick frowned, nothing but pity in his eyes. “Sebastian, I know it’s hard. You can never act on your impulses. You can’t act recklessly without severe consequences. Your title is both a privilege and a burden.”
“You’re being awfully cryptic today.”
“I was trying to be,” he said dryly.
“Was that another joke? You’re on a hot streak.”
Patrick stood, eyes glossed over like he was deep in thought. “I just want what’s best for you.”
“I know you do. I appreciate it.”
“I must deliver some reports to Diplomat Smith at her hotel with regards to the relief response. Was there anything I could help you with before I go?”
I shook my head. “No. Thank you, Patrick.”
“I’m always at your service.”
Just as Patrick was about to turn, a thought occurred to me. “Wait,” I said.
“Yes?”
“Let me come with you. I need to stretch my legs.”
Patrick chewed on the inside of his cheek as his brows pulled together. He finally clicked his tongue and sighed. “As you wish, Your Royal Highness.”
The security team had the car pull up to the back entrance of the building. It was one of five buildings that I owned throughout the city, which offered me the freedom to go about my day to day activities without being restricted by the stuffiness of my father’s palace, which was located roughly three hours to the east nearer to the mountains. I much preferred living in the city–though Patrick had admitted on several occasions that it made my security detail more of a hassle. I didn’t want to end up like my father, squirreled away behind high walls. He claimed he represented the people, but he hadn’t been amongst his subjects in several years. I didn’t want to feel disconnected from the people around me. In a figurative sense, I wanted an ear to the ground. What better way to understand my countrymen than to live amongst them? I’d admit I lived significantly better than most, but at least I was out and about with them whenever I had the chance.
The driver got out of the car and opened the back door for me, allowing me to slip inside quickly. There didn’t look to be any reporters around looking for the latest scoop. It was one of the many benefits of owning five different homes. It was hard for nosy paparazzi to snap photos of me if they didn’t know where I’d be spending the evening. Once Patrick took a seat beside me, the driver closed the door and immediately circled around the car to get back behind the wheel. The security officers assigned to my personal protection hopped into their only vehicle, a discreet black SUV, which was to drive a few feet behind us.
I looked out through the tinted window and admired the city’s architecture. Half of the capital had been burned to the ground during the war, resulting in an oddly satisfying mix of new and old. Tall glass buildings replaced old brick ones, rising from the ashes like eager sprouts after a forest fire. The combination of old Wyvernbank architecture and newer, modern towers was truly a sight to behold. Recently constructed buildings didn’t overshadow their predecessors. Rather, they complimented their charm and elegance. My Kingdom was growing, thriving despite our struggles. As I examined my surroundings, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride well up in my chest. One day, all of this was going to be mine.
The streets were packed with people from all walks of life. Children walked hand in hand with their mothers, flustered businessmen in suits dashed hurriedly to their next destination, and elderly couples took their time as they strolled together, arm in arm. I was curious to know what it was like in Sunyata. Did the city that Alison lived in look like mine? Did her people go about their lives like mine did, occupied in their own thoughts and concerns while navigating through busy streets? I grew up in a time after the war, when everything was still unstable and uncertain. For my safety, I was never allowed to travel very far out of fear of kidnapping for political gains.
We eventually arrived at the hotel where Ali was supposedly staying for the duration of the conference. It was an older building, with distinct marble columns holding up its massive roof. The first thing I noticed was the number of private security officers surrounding the perimeter.
“Are they with us?” I asked.
Patrick didn’t even look up from the file he was browsing through. “No. They’re here to protect Diplomat Smith.”
I frowned. “I don’t recall the other diplomats having such tight security.”
“She’s a Sunyata, remember?”
“Oh,” I mumbled, instantly realizing. 
That made a lot of sense. Ali was a Sunyata national in the heart of my Kingdom. It was probably just as dangerous for her to be seen in public as it was for me. Ali was incredibly brave to come here so willingly, and to help some of my subjects no less. If this was Sunyata’s way of repairing the damage they’d done to my Kingdom all those years ago, sending her to negotiate was an incredibly smart move. After all, who could hate a beautiful woman who clearly wanted to help?
The car pulled up to the front entrance of the hotel where a bellhop in a gaudy, bright red uniform immediately opened the door for me. When I stepped out, the young man gasped and immediately threw his head down in a bow.
“Y-your Royal Highness,” he stammered.
Patrick followed on my heel and slipped the boy some cash, tucking it away in his breast pocket. “We’d appreciate your discretion,” he said, keeping his voice low.
“O-of course. You were never here.”
I smiled as Patrick led the way, documents tucked away in the crook of his arm. The inside lobby was impressive, with tall walls and an arched ceiling decorated with a colorful fresco. The floor-to-ceiling windows allowed the soft glow of daylight to stream through, warming the air around us. The marble floors were so well-polished that I could see the reflection of my face when I glanced down. Behind the tall receptionist counter, several employees gawked upon recognizing me. Patrick sighed and tilted his head in my direction.
“This is why I don’t like going out with you,” he grumbled. “You leave everyone starstruck.”
“You’re just jealous.” I chuckled.
Patrick approached the counter. “I am here to see Diplomat Smith. Would you please call her for me?”
“R-right away, sir,” said the receptionist, reaching with a shaky hand to dial the correct number.
One of the other employees reached into her pocket to pull out her cell phone. “W-would it be alright if I took a picture with you, Your Royal Highness?”
I was about to agree to her request, but Patrick shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t allow any images to be taken,” he said quickly. “For his safety. I’m sure you understand.”
The employee blushed, swallowing hard. “Oh, right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean–”
“It’s okay.” I chuckled, relishing in the way the woman practically swooned.
The receptionist looked up from his phone call. “Diplomat Smith’s assistant is on his way down to meet you.”
“Do you know if she’s coming?” I asked, a little too eager. Patrick threw me a wary look.
“The man on the phone didn’t say.”
My personal advisor clapped his hand on my shoulder and whispered in my ear. “Behave yourself.”
I placed a hand over my heart dramatically. “I always behave.”
Hard clicks against the cold floor echoed off the walls, alerting us of someone’s approach. We turned to see Ali and Klaus make their way down the hall. My guts tied themselves into terrible little knots when I laid eyes on her. She looked like a model straight out of a fashion magazine, wearing chic dress pants made of teal fabric and a flowing light peach-colored blouse. Ali once again wore her lips bright red, confident and proud. But what sent my heart into overdrive was the smile she gave when her eyes locked with mine. She stuck her hand out to shake.
“Your Royal Highness,” she greeted.
Patrick cleared his throat. “Proper protocol is to bow, Diplomat Smith.”
“It’s fine,” I interrupted, reaching out to take her hand. Her fingers were long and delicate, the surface of her palm impossibly smooth. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Likewise,” she giggled quietly. “You remember Klaus?”
“Yes,” I replied. “And I’m sure you’ve met Patrick.”
“Yes,” she echoed, grinning.
Patrick cleared his throat. “Right, well, now that we all know who’s who, shall we get down to business?”
“You can let go of his hand now,” Klaus whispered to her.
Ali laughed nervously and finally let go of my hand. “The hotel has an on-site restaurant,” she explained. “Maybe we can conduct business over a few drinks.”
“An excellent idea,” I beamed.
Klaus looked to me and then to Ali and then back to me before frowning. He mumbled something in his language under his breath, too quiet for me to hear. Ali nudged her elbow into his side, shutting him up instantly.  She gestured in the direction of the restaurant.
“Shall we, gentleman?”
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
Alison
I couldn’t concentrate. There was absolutely no way I could. Every time I tried to focus on the matter at hand, I’d accidentally distract myself with a stolen glance at the Prince. Klaus had informed me that Sebastian’s advisor would be stopping by to finalize our joint relief mission, but he hadn’t said a thing about Sebastian showing up to personally take care of matters. I was a proud and capable woman when it came to my work. Very little could distract me from accomplishing my goals. But now, sitting across from Sebastian at a small square table, everything had officially been thrown straight out the window.
“The reserve army is already on their way to Belwald,” explained Sebastian. “Once they arrive, they will set up several emergency response posts at key locations to get to as many people as possible.”
“When are they expected to reach their destination?” asked Klaus, who was furiously scribbling into his black notebook.
“Later this evening,” answered Patrick. “Early tomorrow morning, at the latest.”
Klaus nodded. “Excellent. I’ve already reached out to my contacts within the Sunyata Air Force. They’ve got all the supplies loaded and are waiting on your troops’ arrival. Isn’t that right, Ali?”
I snapped to attention, inhaling sharply. I swear I wasn’t lost in Sebastian’s eyes. That would have been foolish. I was here to work, to help people. This was no time to admire the light flecks of hazel around the circumference of his pupils. This was no time to admire how his eyes reminded me of dark, melted chocolate.
“Right,” I managed. “Yes. Everything’s good. Good to go.”
Klaus removed his glasses and started to polish the lenses, even though he’d done it just minutes before, while Patrick chewed on the inside of his cheek. Klaus eventually replaced his frames and clapped his hands together.
“Well, I guess that concludes our business here.”
“Excellent,” sighed Patrick. “We should really get going.”
“Already?” asked Sebastian. “We just got here.”
“I told you. I just needed to hand them some files.”
“Maybe I wanted to spend a bit more time with the diplomat.”
I smiled at him, unable to hide my amusement. “Is that so?”
“You know,” he mumbled, “to build better diplomatic relations.”
“Right,” mumbled Patrick slowly.
“Diplomatic relations,” snorted Klaus.
I kicked Klaus in the shin under the table. “I think that’s a fantastic idea.”
“You do?” inquired Sebastian.
“Drinks over lunch fits my schedule better than a dinner.”
“I’m honored you could fit me in. To your schedule, I mean.”
I choked on the laugh that forced its way out of my lungs. “Well, I’m glad. That I could fit you in.”
“Good God,” Klaus murmured under his breath, pressing the palm of his hand to his eyes. “You know what? I’m not that hungry. I think I’ll go for a walk.”
The corner of my lip twisted up into a grin. “A walk? You don’t know the area.”
Klaus rose from his seat, shifting uncomfortably. “It’ll be an adventure. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
“I’ll come with you,” offered Patrick, standing up immediately.
“Really?”
“Yes.” The Wyvernbank advisor gestured toward the restaurant exit. “Please.”
Klaus nodded, picking up what Patrick was putting down. “Do you need anything before I leave, Ali?”
“I think I’m good.”
“Your Royal Highness?” said Patrick.
Sebastian’s attention was solely on me when he said, “No. I think I’m good.”
“I’ll instruct the driver to wait for you out back. Your security team will remain with you. You have my number if you need anything.”
“Thanks, Patrick.”
Klaus and Patrick left in a hurry, eager to get away. When they both disappeared behind the restaurant doors, Sebastian and I burst out laughing.
“Well, that was fun.” He chuckled.
“I’ve never seen Klaus that embarrassed.”
“And I’ve never seen Patrick squirm like that.”
“Do you think we’re cruel for picking on them?”
“Not at all. I can’t speak on behalf of Klaus, but Patrick knew what he was getting into when he was hired.”
“Have you known each other for very long?”
“Patrick’s been my advisor since I was thirteen.”
“Wow, that’s a long time.”
Sebastian nodded. “I like to think I recognize talent when I see it. I’d gone through five advisors before I found him. He was the only one who could deal with the pressure of the job. What about Klaus? Has he worked with you long?”
“He’s been with me for several years. I actually met him and his husband at university. Well, his ex-husband. Not that that’s important.”
“Well, he’s in good hands. Patrick grew up in the area.”
“Do you think they’re going to spend their time gossiping about us?” I giggled.
“Probably. I think it’ll be good for Patrick’s health to have someone in a similar position to vent to.”
“I think so too. Klaus threatens to quit every other week.”
Sebastian threw his head back and laughed. “What a coincidence. So does Patrick.”
“Talk about drama queens.”
“I know, right?”
I bit my lower lip, shifting my weight in my seat. “Are you sure this is okay? You joining me for drinks?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Well,” I swallowed at the dryness in my throat, “you know. Everybody’s cell phone is a camera these days. I’d hate for you to be suddenly swarmed because someone snapped a picture of you and posted it online.”
Sebastian shook his head. “My security team’s highly trained. They’ve got the whole block covered. And Patrick’s already gone through the trouble of tipping the hotel staff generously for their silence.”
“It sounds like you’ve had a lot of practice.”
His expression fell slightly, smile shrinking a bit. “It’s one of the many perks of being the Crown Prince. I’m too popular for my own good.”
“I can’t imagine what that’s like,” I admitted quietly.
“It’s not so bad. You get used to it pretty quick.”
“I don’t know. Doesn’t it get lonely?”
Sebastian exhaled, smiling fading away completely. “It does.”
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled hurriedly. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“I already told you I don’t mind. I prefer to surround myself with a few good, honest people than a crowd of dishonest ones.”
“That’s a great way to look at it.”
He shrugged. “I like to think so.”
A calm silence fell between us. It wasn’t as intense as the one we had back at the gardens. There was still tension in the air, but this time, I felt a whole lot safer. In the gentle light of the noonday sun, Prince Sebastian seemed like the farthest thing from a dangerous man. He was sweet and kind. He had a sense of humor hidden away within him. Sebastian was undeniably handsome and charismatic, focused on every word that I spoke and every movement I made.
“Will you tell me about Sunyata?” he asked softly. “I’ve never been. What’s life like where you’re from?”
“It’s a beautiful country,” I recounted. “We’re surrounded on all sides by mountains and the boreal trees that grow on their slopes. It’s the perfect place to visit if you love the snow.”
“I’m not a big fan of the cold.”
“Most people aren’t. But I personally love it. My fondest memories are of evenings spent warming up by the fire and sipping hot cocoa. Or watching snowflakes flutter from dark clouds to cover the streets in white.”
“It sounds quite magical.”
“It is. But your country is beautiful too.”
Sebastian grinned. “I imagine the temperature change comes as quite a shock to you.”
“Yes. I don’t know how you stand the heat.”
“Have you had a chance to see the sights? I highly recommend visiting the northern beaches, if you have time.”
I shook my head. “I’m afraid I’m only here until the conference is over. I’m on the first flight back the next day.”
“Oh,” he muttered quietly. “Right.”
“Right,” I grumbled, displeasure washing over me.
Returning home the day after the conference had always been the plan. A week-long visa had been specially ordered and expedited for me so that I could attend. Once all of my meetings were wrapped up, I had to head straight home or face forcible deportation. A terrible bitterness settled in my stomach. The end of the conference was only six days away. My time here was much too short for my liking, but there was very little I could do about it. I had to return and report to my superiors, needed to get home to my family, had a life I needed to get back to.
Even if all I wanted was to stay.
The atmosphere took a sudden shift off the deep end, the quiet between us now feeling much more solemn.
“I think…” He trailed off.
“Yes?” 
“I think I should get going.”
“Oh,” I huffed, unable to hide my disappointment. “I understand. I’m sure you’re busy.”
Sebastian rose from his chair, reaching into his pants pocket to pull out a couple of bills to leave a tip for our waiter. He walked around the table and stood next to me, extending his hand for me to take. “May I walk you back to your room?”
Warmth spread across my chest, heart rattling inside my rib cage. I nodded slowly, licking my lips absentmindedly, as I took his hand. “You may.”
We made our way out of the restaurant and took the elevator up to my floor. I hooked my arm around his elbow as we walked, breathing as steadily as I dared. I felt oddly light, like the giddiness welling up inside my core was making me float. Sebastian’s warmth was a wonderful comfort, a welcome sensation that kept me grounded in reality. We stopped outside my hotel room door, facing one another with less than a foot of distance between us.
“This is me,” I sighed, looking up at him. I couldn’t ignore the way he intensely studied my lips.
“I hope the rest of your week goes smoothly,” he said politely, voice delectably deep.
“Will you…” I swallowed. “Will you be attending any other meetings?”
“A few,” he replied, leaning in closer. “I hope we have the chance to run into each other again.”
“I hope so too.”
“I guess this is where I say goodbye.”
“Goodbye, Sebastian,” I whispered.
“Ali.”
But we didn’t part ways. Instead, Sebastian quickly slipped his fingers through my hair as I grabbed him by his jacket collar, both of us pulling each other in to crash our lips together.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
Sebastian
The taste of her lips was sweeter than anything I’d ever tasted before. I breathed her in, dizzy off the scent of her vanilla shampoo, floral perfume, and coconut butter lotion. Her hair was so ridiculously soft that I thought I was carding my fingers through a gentle stream of water. As we stumbled in through the door, Ali gasped into my mouth, giggling with me as she helped me out of my jacket and made quick work of my button-down dress shirt. Her nimble fingers were efficient and firm, eagerly grabbing and tugging at the fabric of my shirt before throwing it off entirely. She pressed the flat of her palms against my chest, guiding me backward until the back of my knees hit the edge of the bed. I sat immediately and reveled in the way Ali climbed up onto my lap, grinding her hips against me as she deepened our kiss.
She parted her lips slightly, providing me with permission to explore her mouth greedily with my tongue. I slid my tongue over hers, wrestling for dominance as we breathed each other in. Ali dragged her teeth along my bottom lip and sucked hard, drawing out a languid moan from deep within me. I circled my arms around her slim waist and pulled her flush against me as she hooked her hands around the nape of my neck. I fumbled with the zipper on the back of her dress, dragging it down slowly to expose her back. Before I could fully undo the garment, Ali lay against me and pressed my back into the mattress.
I could only stare in stunned amazement as she straightened her back, bracing herself with a hand on my stomach. She dragged her hands down my bare chest, admiring hard muscles beneath tight skin. Ali pulled her dress off, leaving her in nothing but a black lace bra, a matching lace thong, and dark pantyhose stretched up the length of her legs. Her lips were swollen, blue eyes half-closed and entirely full of want. Ali continued to circle her hips about, grinding hard against my growing erection. She leaned forward to once again capture my mouth with hers, giggling breathlessly as she did so. 
I grabbed Ali by the waist and spun us around, pinning her against the bed with nothing more than the weight of my body. I quickly slipped off the edge of the bed and undid the front of my pants, the tightness of the fabric starting to become uncomfortable. Hooking my thumbs over the waistband of my briefs, I pulled the remainder of my clothes off in one swift motion. I sucked in a breath through my teeth as the cool air of the hotel room hit the sensitive skin of my swollen member, which stood tall amid a bed of wiry hairs. Alison’s eyes widened, licking her lips hungrily.
Without another word, she got onto her knees and crawled to the edge of the mattress. She placed her hands on both of my hips to hold me in place as she teased the head of my cock with the tip of her tongue. The contact had been light, but it was more than enough to ignite a fierce hunger within me. Ali wrapped her lips around my length and swirled her tongue about relentlessly, sending pulses of pleasure through me. I closed my eyes and groaned, once again running fingers through her long hair and fisting my hand at the base of her skull. I let out a sharp grunt when she swallowed me down to the base, the head of my cock hitting the back of her warm, wet throat.
“Ali,” I whined.
She hummed, the vibrations of her voice down my shaft sending chills slithering up and down my spine. Ali hollowed her cheeks as she bobbed her head, flicking her tongue about without abandon. A tight pressure deep within my gut started to form, growing in intensity as she continued to suck me down. I couldn’t wait any longer, desperate to know what she felt like. I cupped her face and tilted her chin upward.
I applied gentle pressure to Ali’s shoulders and guided her back onto the bed. I grabbed her by the waist and dragged her to the edge, leaning down to pepper heated kisses down her neck, trailing my lips down to her breasts. Reaching behind her, I quickly undid the clasps to her bra. Once undone, Ali threw the delicate fabric away. I cupped her weighty breasts and kissed her tender chest, teasing at a nipple with a careful graze of the teeth. I squeezed, not hard enough to hurt, and earned myself a desperate whine. The sound of her voice was enough to make me feel crazy, enough to have my cock throb with heat and desire.
“Is that your only pair of tights?” I asked.
“No, why?”
I palmed the thin fabric covering her crotch and yanked, tearing a large hole in her tights. Ali gasped, patches of her skin flushing red with arousal. I raked my eyes over her and exhaled slowly as I committed her form to memory. Splayed out before me on the bed, she looked like a work of art. Her hair fell upon the sheets like a dark halo, her bare breasts heaved as she panted, and the way she reached down to slip her hand beneath the band of her thong to tease herself was utterly divine. I couldn’t remember the last time I wanted anybody more. I wanted to make sure she enjoyed every second with me as I would with her. What little time we had together, I wanted to make the most of it.
I pressed my index finger against her wet entrance, palm facing up, while nudging the string of her thong to the side. She writhed beneath my touch, back arching as she threw her head back and closed her eyes. After adding a second and then third finger, nothing but filthy noises escaped her lips. She grasped at the sheets beneath her, digging her nails for traction.
“Sebastian,” she gasped. “Please, just– I can’t wait any longer. I need you.”
Without hesitation, I aligned myself between her thighs and slowly pushed into her. The warmth and slickness of her tight walls nearly left me winded, a never-ending wave of pleasure washing through me. Ali snaked her arms around my neck and held me close as I started to thrust my hips into her at a steady pace. I swallowed her delicious moans, dragged my tongue across hers as slowly as I dared, relishing in every little whimper she made each time I snapped into her. The bed creaked in protest under our weight, but it was quickly drowned out by the sound of our synchronized panting.
Ali felt amazing, better than I could ever hope to describe. She dragged her nails down my back, dug her fingers into my flesh. The hot coil within me started to grow tighter, building up with more and more pressure until I could deny my primal urges no longer. My pace became more urgent, desperate for friction to bring me to the very edge.
“Sebastian,” she breathed against me, “I’m close. Please, I–”
I gathered up the last of my energy and thrust into her harder, listening in utter delight as Ali groaned in ecstasy. She grew tighter around my throbbing cock, providing me with just enough pressure to come undone myself. I came hard, my seed spilling into her. We shuddered in each other’s arms, dizzy as euphoria gripped at both our minds and bodies and refused to let go. I was suddenly aware of how hard we were both breathing, as well as how rapid my heart had been beating in my ear. I propped myself up on my elbows and slipped out from between her legs, a rush of cool air brushing against my now spent cock.
“I’m sorry,” I panted. “I didn’t mean to.”
“It’s okay.” She chuckled, still winded. “I’m on the pill.”
I lowered myself enough to kiss her softly, chastely. I couldn’t help but let out an exhausted laugh. “That certainly wasn’t what I had in mind, but I’m glad we got here.”
“I’m guessing this is one story I’m not allowed to recount for my friends back home.”
And there it was again—the bitter truth amid such wonderful pleasures. Alison was going to return to Sunyata at the end of the week. I’d known from the start that she was going to leave, but now it felt much too cruel. How could I possibly say goodbye–possibly forever–to a woman I’d just been afforded the opportunity to meet? How was it fair that I got to meet a beautiful, intelligent, distressingly sexy woman only for her to leave quickly after? I wanted to keep seeing her smile, to hear her bright laugh at all hours of the day. I wanted to know everything about her. What did she like? What did she dislike? I wanted a chance to get to know her, not just on a professional level, but a personal one.
“Alison,” I breathed, “may I see you again?”
She looked up at me with curious, wide eyes. “Sebastian,” she whispered my name. Something akin to worry flashed across her brow. “What if… What if someone catches us?”
The thought had occurred to me. The stories the local news media had picked up years ago had been based on nothing but false testimonies and drunken lies. But even so, they were enough to shake my flawless reputation and the people’s trust in the monarchy. What I had with Alison wasn’t a story made up by some attention-seeking, up and coming writer. We were two very real people trying to figure out what we were. 
She had given me a taste of her mind at the first conference meeting. She’d given me a taste of her beauty at the gala. And now she had given me a taste of who she really was behind closed doors. I couldn’t deny that there was something here, something electric and new and exhilarating.
And I needed more.
“Is that a yes?” I asked her.
She sat up and searched my eyes. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed before she finally took in a breath and answered, “Yes.”
 



CHAPTER NINE
Alison
We had a very clear set of unspoken rules. The first being that while we were at work, we would only refer to one another by our official titles. I wasn’t allowed to call him Sebastian, only His Royal Highness. To him, I wasn’t Ali, but Diplomat Alison Smith. Our second rule was that we weren’t allowed to correspond via phone. There was always the possibility of wires being tapped, of emails and text messages being hacked. We needed to do things the old-fashioned way, passing notes back and forth with the assistance of Klaus and Patrick, to be burned after reading. And the last unspoken rule between us was, rather obviously—don’t get caught.
Klaus sighed as he took a seat beside me, passing me a large stack of documents. There was an envelope, sealed with the Prince’s crest, tucked between a few of the pages.
“I want a raise,” he grumbled.
“I’ll have to see about that.”
“I’m serious, Ali. If I have to deal with Patrick one more time, I think I’m going to lose it.”
“He’s not that bad to deal with, is he?” I giggled, discreetly opening up the envelope to reveal the message hidden inside.
Dear Diplomat Alison Smith,
Please allow my personal chauffeur to drive you this evening.
There is something I would like to show you.
Sincerely, HRH Sebastian IV
The message got the point across, while also giving no details whatsoever. This was obviously by design, just in case someone happened to pass by and read over my shoulder. I handed the letter back to Klaus, who promptly stuffed it away in his inside blazer pocket to burn on his next smoke break. I looked up at Prince Sebastian, who’d taken his seat on the raised platform at the front of the atrium. Our eyes locked, an instant understanding passing silently between us. Patrick stood beside the Prince, but he didn’t look as pleased as his charge.
“You see?” sighed Klaus. “He won’t stop glaring at me. He hates this as much as I do.”
“I think he likes you,” I joked.
“Let’s focus on keeping one scandal under wraps at a time, please,” he scoffed. “And besides, he’s not my type.”
The floor speaker took her place at the podium at the front of the room and cleared her throat. She looked about the room and smiled. “Let’s get started with today’s agenda,” she started. The woman then looked directly at me and said, “And hopefully, we’ll be able to follow the schedule as listed.”
I raised my hand in mock surrender, earning a stifled laugh from the Prince. To see him smile like that, even when hidden behind a hand, left my heart skipping.
The rest of the day went by without incident. Diplomat after diplomat had their turn to speak about key issues they’d like to address with the Kingdom of Wyvernbank. Most of it had to do with trade and economics, which honestly didn’t surprise me. Wyvernbank was a large nation, full of resources and opportunities for wealth. Every neighboring country wanted a slice, to join in on the prosperity, and what better place than to ask when the international spotlight was on you? It was always a lot harder to deny someone their request when the world was able to hear your response. 
There were no secrets in the realm of politics, just elaborately spun half-truths and pretty words. That was the only thing I didn’t like about my job. Politicians before me were men of words, not action. When I finally worked my way up to the role diplomat, I fully intended on making changes. My negotiations with Prince Sebastian proved to my fellow dignitaries, as well as myself, that I was more than capable of getting things done. And if it hadn’t been for my bold tenacity, I probably wouldn’t have met the Prince.
I was admittedly very distracted throughout the remainder of the meeting. It was difficult not to notice the stealthy glances Prince Sebastian would try to steal. Equally difficult to ignore was Klaus’ heavy sighs every time he happened to notice.
“You two need to chill,” he warned me in our mother tongue. “Somebody’s going to catch on if you’re not careful.”
“Right. You’re right.”
“Can you say that again so I can record it? I want to play it on repeat.”
Time seemed to drag on forever, the second hand taking its sweet time to complete a full cycle about the clock face of my wristwatch. I was supposed to be paying attention to the Dulanian ambassador as he detailed his plans for a joint economic partnership between all the nations of the continent, but I found my thoughts drifting back to my heated evening spent with Prince Sebastian. It had all happened in such a rush that most of my memories were a blur in my mind. He’d been so wonderfully domineering, something that I wasn’t used to in my everyday life. I liked to be the one in control, the one with all the right cards. But hidden away behind the privacy of four walls, it had been surprisingly easy to submit to him as he had his way with me, pleasing me in ways I’d never been before.
When the second conference meeting that week finally wrapped up, several diplomats attempted to grab the attention of Prince Sebastian, gathering at the front of the room before him. I was one of the very few who packed up their things in a hurry, ready to meet up with Prince Sebastian’s driver as I’d been instructed. But I couldn’t help overhearing the Dulanian ambassador’s words as he spoke to the Prince, eagerness bordering on obsessiveness in his tone.
“I wanted to thank you again for hosting the gala dinner yesterday evening,” Ambassador Clavets said in a hurry as Prince Sebastian got up from his seat and climbed down the three steps adjacent to the platform. “My daughter had a wonderful time. You remember Elena, right?”
“Yes, of course,” Prince Sebastian said slowly. “She was quite lovely.”
The older man laughed joyously. “I like to think so. She’s the apple of my eye. Would you perhaps be interested in seeing her again? She hasn’t stopped talking about you and your wonderful dancing skills.”
I looked up curiously, the tiniest feeling of jealousy gripping at my heart.
I’m too popular for my own good.
“Well, I–” stammered Prince Sebastian, caught off guard.
“Elena’s been going on and on about how interested in international politics she is. Perhaps I’ll bring her along for tomorrow’s meeting so she can see how things work. I know she’d love a chance to speak with you again, if that pleases Your Royal Highness.”
The Prince glanced over at me, exasperated. It was a brief look, lasting no more than a second, but that was all the time Ambassador Clavets needed to follow Sebastian’s line of sight. The bitterness in the old man’s eyes was undeniable, especially as he puffed out his chest and balled his hands into tight fists. He made sure to keep a professional smile on his face, but the friendly façade he wore was starting to drip away. Ambassador Clavets returned his attention to Prince Sebastian, chuckling uneasily. He opened his mouth, about to speak, but Patrick stepped in before he had a chance.
“I’m afraid His Royal Highness has a very busy schedule,” said the Wyvernbank advisor. “We really must be on our way, lest we keep our next appointments waiting.”
Ambassador Clavets bowed stiffly. “Yes, how silly of me. I wouldn’t want to keep your appointments waiting.”
Prince Sebastian and Patrick left without another word, leaving the disgruntled diplomat grumbling under his breath.
“We should get going too,” Klaus whispered to me. I nodded in agreement and exited the atrium through the main doors.
Outside the building, a black SUV sat waiting alongside the curb. A driver donned in the colors of the Wyvernbank Royal Family was there, already holding the backdoor of the vehicle open for me.
“Diplomat Smith,” he greeted, “right this way.”
“I guess I’ll see you at the hotel later,” said Klaus.
“Actually,” the driver piped up, “your presence has been requested, as well, Mr. Philips.”
“What? By who?”
“Royal Advisor Patrick Laurent.”
I turned to Klaus and smirked. “See? I told you he likes you.”
“That can’t be right. Are you sure?”
“I’m just the messenger, sir. Please, take a seat. I’ve been instructed to take you directly to the destination.”
I got into the vehicle, stifling an amused giggle as Klaus eventually followed, sitting next to me. We looked about the interior of the vehicle. The rear windows were all tinted for privacy, the seats were made of fine brown leather, and there was even a small fridge built into the armrest in the center of the backseats. There were various snacks like chips and cookies, along with an assortment of beverages like water bottles, Wyvernbank brand sodas, and even small bottles of liquor more commonly found in hotel room minibars.
I quickly realized that our driver was taking us down an extremely complicated route, circling full blocks only to end up in the same place a few minutes later before finally moving on. We weaved in and out of traffic, picking up in pace only to slow down.
“Excuse me,” I said, “how much longer before we arrive?”
“A few more minutes. I’m just making sure we aren’t being followed.”
Everything suddenly made much more sense. I couldn’t go from the conference hall straight to Prince Sebastian without being too obvious. We had to be careful, go above and beyond to ensure that our secret rendezvous was just that–a secret. It was only after another twenty minutes of navigating through busy streets that we finally pulled into an underground garage of a tall building in the downtown core. The driver pulled the SUV to a stop and got out of his seat, circling to the back to open the door for us. Klaus and I stepped out, looking over our shoulders to try to figure out where we were.
Patrick was already there waiting for us, leaning against one of the cement columns that held the garage roof up over our heads. He walked over and quickly slipped the driver some cash, paying for his silence.
“Where are we?” Klaus asked on my behalf.
“We’ll talk inside,” answered Patrick immediately. “Follow me.”
He guided us over to the metal doors of a private elevator. Patrick tapped a keycard to the gray reader directly beside, which beeped twice before the doors slid open. We followed him into the elevator as he once again tapped the keycard to a reader on the inside panel, beeping once before the doors closed and the elevator started to move upward.
“This building belongs to His Royal Highness,” explained Patrick, folding his hands neatly before him.
“The whole building?” I gasped.
“What does he do with all this space?” inquired Klaus.
“Whatever he wants to,” Patrick stated simply.
We arrived at the top floor of the building and stepped out into a large penthouse suite. The floor-to-ceiling windows offered a mesmerizing view of the city, looking out over the mountain ranges in the east and the faintest hint of the blue oceans to the north. The suite was lavishly furnished, and the walls were decorated with priceless art pieces and sculptures. There was even a water feature made of glass to my right, streaming down into a bed of pebbles and lush plants. I found myself looking around, searching for some sign of the Prince’s presence.
Sebastian stepped out, dressed in a tight blue dress shirt tucked into black pants. He’d shrugged off his uniform and looked distressingly handsome in the glow of city lights. He smiled at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling, as he spread his arms wide to embrace me. It was almost ridiculous how quickly I went to him, already feeling lightheaded and bubbly when he pressed his lips to mine.
“I’m glad you could make it.” He chuckled. “I hope the drive over was okay.”
“In all honesty, I thought your driver had gotten lost.”
“Are you hungry? Patrick’s already prepared us dinner.”
“Starving!” I laughed.
Patrick cleared his throat and turned to Klaus. “You and I have to talk.”
My personal assistant removed his glasses and started polishing the lenses. “What about?”
“If His Royal Highness is as serious about your diplomat as I unfortunately believe he is, then you and I need to speak in private about their collective security.”
Klaus turned to me and frowned. “Ali, is this what you want?”
I nodded. “I know you probably think this is reckless of us.”
“We do,” they said in perfect unison. They exchanged brief glances, surprised by their unrehearsed synchronization, before returning to me.
“I can’t tell you what I want out of this,” I admitted, feeling my cheeks heat up. “I just know that I would love the chance to get to know Prince Sebastian better.”
“And you’re okay with all the sneaking around that would involve?” pressed Klaus, replacing his glasses.
“Yes. Just until I figure out what this is. I think we deserve that chance, away from the public eye.”
Klaus set his jaw, deep in thought. “Only if you’re sure.”
“I am.”
He turned to Patrick and shook his head. “Let’s talk details, then.”
“Very well,” sighed Patrick. “We can grab something to eat while we’re at it.”
After bowing to the Prince, they stepped into the elevator and disappeared behind the doors, leaving me alone with my Prince.
“I must apologize for Patrick,” said Sebastian softly. “He’s not usually this grumpy. Well, he is. But especially so today. He’s incredibly protective of me.”
“The same goes for Klaus.”
“I rather like him. He seems to have a good head on his shoulders.”
“I just hope they get along,” I mumbled.
Sebastian grinned down at me. “I wouldn’t worry too much. I think Patrick likes him.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Come,” he beckoned, taking my hand to lead me further into the penthouse, “I’ll give you a tour.”
“Where’s our first stop on this tour of yours?”
Sebastian threw me a wink. “The bedroom.”



CHAPTER TEN
Sebastian
The next couple of days had me feeling like an absolute teenager. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this excited to see someone. Every morning when Alison walked through the front doors and took her place in the front row of the atrium, I felt like even the sun couldn’t outshine her. I felt stupidly happy whenever she smiled—even if it wasn’t at me—and weirdly proud whenever she presented her thoughts and ideas to her fellow diplomats. Alison spoke eloquently, gracefully, taking her time to pace out her syllables like a perfectly timed song. It was honestly an honor to watch her work, to shoot down the ideas of fellow colleagues who opposed her own views. She was fierce with everyone else, but with me, she was nothing less than an angel.
Free hours were far and few between, but we made it work. I was happy to go out of my way to grab lunch with Alison back at her hotel—despite Patrick’s protests that such things were beneath me. When we passed each other by in the hallways at work, she only dared to let the side of her hand graze mine. The fleeting contact was enough to make me hold my breath, to leave me high off a rush of adrenaline.
It was hard to describe exactly how Alison affected me. Every time I laid eyes on her I was left breathless. I longed to hear her voice, always disappointed once she was done with her turn presenting. When I started to crave her warmth, it suddenly dawned on me that we couldn’t have this forever. At the end of the week, she would return home. At the end of the week, there was no telling when I’d be allowed to see her again. Alison lived an entire country away, had a life south of my Kingdom’s borders where she existed without me. Our time together was far too short, seven days giving us just enough time to learn about each other, but not enough for full truths.
On the evening of the fifth day of the conference, I had Alison arrive not at my third home, but at a small, exclusive restaurant hidden away in a back alley. Patrick had gone ahead and reserved the entire floor, ensuring that we would not be disturbed by neighboring tables and nosy customers. The staff had all been paid off and sworn to secrecy. I was sat at the center table, anxiously double checking my wristwatch as I counted down the seconds until I could see her again. I’d already had a glass of wine, hoping that the beverage would soothe my nerves. But then Ali entered in through the restaurant doors, and I knew I was a goner.
She wore a floor-length dress made of red silk, a gorgeous golden pattern embroidered into the fabric, accented with tiny pearls. She wore her hair up in a high bun, a few longer strands having been braided and pinned in place. Her makeup was far less severe when she wasn’t at work. Instead of a bright red, her lips were a glossy pink. The liner around her eyes was a lot less dramatic, softening the color of her irises to resemble a gentle stream rather than raging seas. Alison was so undeniably beautiful that I almost didn’t realize she’d walked in on Klaus’ arm.
I stood when she drew closer to the table, heart slamming in my chest. I took her hand in mine and pulled her in, kissing her slowly to savor how she felt pressed against me.
“Enjoy your evening,” said Klaus, clearing his throat. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll be over there with Patrick. You know, should you need us.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Since when did you start calling him Patrick?”
Klaus swallowed, glancing away all too quickly. “Have a good dinner,” he mumbled before rushing away.
Alison laughed. “Don’t tease him like that.”
“But it’s so easy.”
I pulled her chair out and let her take a seat before returning to mine. The waiter was already by our side, pouring us individual glasses of red wine. Dinner had been prepared in advance, so it was only a matter of minutes before piping hot food was delivered to the table. As savory as our meals were, I wasn’t concerned with the needs of my growling stomach. What I was more interested in was the lovely woman sitting across from me.
“You look stunning,” I said.
“Thank you. You’re rather dashing yourself.”
“Please take your time and enjoy the meal. No one’s going to rush us here. I reserved the whole place.”
“You really know how to treat a girl,” she giggled. “Do you do this for all your secret dates?”
“No, just you.”
Alison grinned. “Be careful. I might get used to you spoiling me.”
“That’s all I want to do.”
“May I ask you a question? It may seem a little sensitive.”
“For you, anything.”
“Have you done this before? The sneaking around thing.” She played nervously with the bracelets that decorated her wrist. “I’ve… I’ve read things. Not that I believe the stories to be true. I just wanted to know your side of things. It’s kind of hard for me to believe that out of everybody, you chose me.”
I reached across the table and took her hand. “Why is that so hard to believe? You’re amazing.”
“I have to admit I don’t have much experience when it comes to… Well, relationships. I was always too focused on my career.”
“And then there’s me,” I huffed, “the philandering Prince of Wyvernbank, if you believe the tabloids.”
“Are the stories not true?”
I shook my head. “Parts of them are, but the details are grossly over-exaggerated. The papers sell more that way.”
“Doesn’t that bother you?”
“Of course, it does. But I grew up with the world watching my every move. It’s my version of normal.” I tilted my head to the side and clicked my tongue. “You can ask me anything you want, Alison. Nothing’s off-limits for you.”
She eyed me curiously. “There was a story that ran a few months ago. About an investment to do with lobster, pearls, and cologne. What was that all about?”
I threw my head back and laughed. “Honestly? I have no idea. That one was news to me too.”
“And what about that village you purchased last year?”
“That one was true,” I admitted. “I bought the land so it could be added to the neighboring national park. That way, the area and all the animals that lived in it would be protected against poaching.”
“You didn’t buy it to house your car collection?”
“I don’t have a car collection,”—I chuckled—“so I don’t see how that’s possible.”
“Wow, I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I’m not going to lie, before I met you, I had you pegged as a pretty bad guy.”
I shrugged it off. “Maybe I am a bad guy. Everyone’s got something to hide, and I’m no different.”
“I’m sure that’s not true. I like to think you’re pretty perfect.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere.”
Alison laughed, resting her hand gingerly on top of mine. Everything about this moment felt utterly flawless. I wanted to get used to it all, but the lingering approach of Alison’s return to Sunyata lingered above my head like an axe. I took a deep breath and swallowed, gathering the courage I needed to speak.
“I was wondering,” I began slowly, “would you…” I trailed off, unable to find the right words.
“Yes, Sebastian?”
“These last few days have been wonderful.”
“They really have.”
“But the thought of you returning home…” I took a sharp breath. “Well, I know you have to return eventually, but...” I cleared my throat, too nervous to string my thoughts together.
Ali squeezed my hand. “Go on,” she encouraged.
“Would it be at all possible for you to stay for a while longer?” I asked. “I just… I really like you, Alison.”
She smiled wide, eyes beaming. “I really like you too.”
“I could have Patrick extend your visa. Maybe you could ask your superiors for a vacation. I think after what you’ve accomplished here this week, you’ve more than earned it, and I–” I cut myself off, noticing how badly I started to ramble on and on. “A week with you just isn’t enough time.”
“I feel the exact same way, Sebastian.”
“Does this mean you’ll stay?”
Before Alison had a chance to answer, a loud commotion erupted at the front of the restaurant. I turned to see Patrick and Klaus out of their seats standing with their backs to us by the doors, arms raised to prevent someone’s entry.
“The restaurant is closed this evening, Ambassador Clavets,” snapped Patrick.
Clavets. What was he doing here? Of all the places to run into the man, it had to be here. Alison’s eyes widened in horror as she let her shoulders slump, curling in on herself like she wanted to avoid being seen. I had to fight against the urge to freeze. If the Dulanian representative let it get out that I was having a private dinner with a foreign diplomat, things could get ugly very quickly. I could already imagine the headlines accusing me of favoritism, of plots and treason. None of them were true, of course, but my people didn’t know that.
“You’re going to have to leave,” said Klaus firmly.
“I wish to speak with His Royal Highness,” growled Ambassador Clavets.
“He is otherwise occupied,” replied Patrick. “I can deliver a message to him, if you’d like.”
“Out of the way,” the old man hissed. “Don’t lay a hand on me. Do you know who I am? I could have you arrested.”
He shoved his way past and froze where he stood when he spotted me and Alison. Ambassador Clavets’ cheeks grew red with rage, eyes dark with anger. He clenched his jaw, tendons tightening on the side of his face, obviously peeved and unsure what to make of everything. When he spoke, he chose his words carefully, keeping his voice as flat as possible.
“Your Royal Highness,” he muttered, bowing his head. He turned to Alison and flared his nostrils. “Diplomat Smith. What a pleasant surprise.”
Alison cleared her throat. “We were just–”
“It’s quite alright,” interrupted Clavets. “I’m clearly interrupting something intimate.”
“Ambassador Clavets,” I rushed, “let me explain.”
He raised his hands, chuckling harshly. “No, no, Your Royal Highness. You owe me no explanation. I can tell this is a bad time. Perhaps I can invite you to a private dinner of my own before the week is up.”
I mentally kicked myself. The rate at which our evening was crumbling from out beneath us was alarming. There was no telling what he’d do, no telling how he’d interpret what he saw. For all he knew, Alison and I were simply talking business. But the dim lighting of the restaurant, the singular candle on the tabletop for mood lighting, the way Alison was dressed, and the fact that we were eating together in private could really only mean one thing. How Ambassador Clavets chose to use that information was ultimately up to him.
“I’ll take my leave,” he said, before turning altogether to exit the way he came.
Patrick rushed after him, no doubt for damage control, while Klaus immediately came to Alison’s side.
“We should go,” he said to her.
Alison rose, all the color having drained from her face. She looked too stunned, too out of her element, like a deer caught in the headlights. My heart twisted in my chest to see her like this, and I knew I only had myself to blame. After all, Alison had tried to turn me down twice. But I’d selfishly insisted, wanted her near me no matter the consequences.
“Alison,” I called to her, voice uncharacteristically weak, “it’s going to be okay.”
“I need to go back to the hotel,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”
I shook my head. She shouldn’t apologize to me. I should have been the one apologizing to her. I’d faced my fair share of public humiliations. It came with the territory of being the Crown Prince. From a young age, everybody wanted a piece of me. If something bad happened to me, nobody could take away my title. Things were different for Alison, though. She could lose her job. She could be targeted by jealous diplomats, by people who still harbored resentment for the war between our countries. She was the one risking everything, while I risked nothing except a slap on the wrist.
Klaus guided Alison out, and I was absolutely speechless.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Alison
Klaus and I had locked ourselves in my hotel room, too rattled to do anything else. I’d changed out of my dress and taken a long shower, hoping that the hot stream of water rushing over me would somehow calm my nerves. After changing into a loose t-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants, my hair tied up in a messy bun, I crawled under the covers. Hugging my knees close to my chest, I rested on my side and allowed the clicking of Klaus’ laptop to drown out my thoughts. He sat on the end of the bed, furiously scrolling through news feeds.
“Nothing’s popped up on local websites yet,” he murmured.
“Give it a few hours.”
“Do you really think Ambassador Clavets will make a move?”
“There’s no way of knowing.”
I ran my hands over my face. My magical week with Sebastian had come to a screeching and abrupt halt as reality dug its claws into me. Why did I think this would work? Why did I let my emotions get the better of me? I knew I was better than that. All that mattered was the job and being the best at it. So why did I let Sebastian into my life even though I understood all of the risks? Things would have ended between us one of two ways: we would have realized we were just too different to be together and break things off, or Sebastian would have gotten bored of me eventually and left. I was just some career-driven woman from a foreign country. Sebastian was a Prince. He could have anybody he wanted, every wish fulfilled and every need satisfied at the snap of his fingers. What we had wasn’t sustainable.
So why did I feel so heartbroken without him?
He was the only thing on my mind, even with the threat of our relationship becoming public knowledge at any given moment. We’d only been separated for a few hours, but I already missed the warmth of his arms around me. I detested the awful vacancy he’d left by not being here. I wanted to hold his hand and kiss his lips, knowing that I was just as much the center of his attention as he was mine. For a brief moment, I wondered if I was being selfish. How could I let Sebastian risk his reputation for a nobody like me? That just didn’t seem fair at all.
Three sharp knocks came from the front door. I bolted upright, startled out of my mind. I wasn’t expecting anybody, and Klaus always made sure to schedule my appointments to end before suppertime. Klaus slammed his laptop shut and stood, raising his index finger to signal for me to wait where I was. He frowned, just as confused, as he slowly approached the door.
“Who is it?” I whispered.
“Diplomat Smith,” came Clavets’ booming voice from the other side of the door. “I know you’re in there. May I have a moment?”
“Should I send him away?” Klaus asked.
I bit my lower lip in thought. After a moment of deliberation, I threw the covers off and slipped out of bed, straightening my shirt. “Open the door,” I ordered.
With a curt nod, Klaus did as instructed and allowed Ambassador Clavets into the room. He wore an extremely pompous smirk as he looked around, tutting at what he saw. I crossed my arms over my chest, already irritated despite him not having said a word.
“What do you want?” I demanded.
“Now, now”—he chuckled—“let’s not get snippy. Can’t two people just have a nice little chat.”
“Get to the point,” snapped Klaus, “or I will have you removed.”
Clavets snorted, looking Klaus up and down with a judgmental squint of the eye. “Someone’s a little touchy. Did you have a bad day?”
“Ambassador,” I interrupted, “get on with it. How did you even now I was staying here.”
He leaned against the hallway wall casually, looking far too proud. “You’re young,” he hummed, “so you probably don’t remember much about the war.”
“What does that have to do with everything?”
“Dulan allied with the Kingdom of Wyvernbank against your nation,” he explained. “Do you know what we specialized in?”
“No,” I grumbled. “Tell me.”
“Espionage. Dulan was and is known for their spy technology and intelligence gathering. I like to believe my country’s efforts were the only reason why Wyvernbank was able to last so long against Sunyata.”
“Until they didn’t,” snapped Klaus.
Clavets raised a hand sharply. “I wasn’t talking to you.” He returned his attention to me. “To answer your question about how I found you, the answer is quite simple. You’d be surprised how easily information can be bought and sold if you ask the right people and offer the right price.”
“You paid the hotel staff,” I realized.
“Smart girl.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a few pieces of paper, which had been rolled up for easy handling. “I was curious about you from the moment you cut me off on our first day. I like to know all there is to know about my enemies, you see, so I had my assistants investigate your past.”
“You what?” I seethed.
“I figured a pretty young thing like yourself had to have a past. We all do. I thought if I dug up a little dirt, I could use it to my advantage in case you ever decided to pull a stunt like that again.” He tossed the documents onto the bed, which I immediately snatched up to inspect. “I thought I’d find something small, a little piece of treasure to tuck away for a rainy day. But it looks like you’ve buried an entire hoard.”
“What the hell are you playing at?” snapped Klaus. “This is ridiculous. Get out before I–”
“Before you what?” Clavets snorted. “What are you going to do? Throw me out now, and I’ll just reveal to the world all about Diplomat Smith’s dirty past.”
“This is–” I gasped, mind spinning so hard I thought I was about to be sick.
“Your arrest report,” he confirmed. “Looks like you had a little drug problem when you were younger. That’s really quite a shame. I have to say I sympathize. I know Sunyata’s been dealing with their street drug problem for quite some time.”
“I was just a kid!” I shouted, clutching the documents so hard that the paper crinkled beneath my grasp. “These records were supposed to have been sealed away because I was a minor. I wasn’t even charged with anything. I was just walking around with a little bit of weed. How the hell did you–” I was shaking so hard that I had to sit down. This couldn’t be happening. Maybe I slipped in the shower and now I was having a nightmare. That was the only way any of this could make sense.
“It would be a real shame if word got out that the Crown Prince was involved with someone like you. A former delinquent with a record cozying up to the Prince seems rather… Well, scandalous.”
“These have to be fake,” I whimpered under my breath. “They have to be. There’s no way.”
“I don’t think the people of Wyvernbank will care, to be honest,” continued Clavets. 
“Then I’ll tell them the truth. I was arrested for minor possession. It’s not that uncommon these days.”
“Even if they aren’t real, it’s still enough to drag your name—as well as the Prince—through the mud. And even if you told the truth, nobody would care. You’re a nobody to them. You’re a nobody who’s tainting His Royal Highness, seducing him for your own gain. The public will turn on you faster than you can blink. It’d be a real shame if this wound up affecting Sunyata’s delicate peace with Wyvernbank.”
My eyes welled up with the threat of tears as adrenaline rushed through my veins. It was sickening how quickly everything was falling apart.
“What do you want from me?” I demanded.
The corner of the man’s lip curled up into a dark, mischievous grin. “Leave town,” he said calmly. “Tonight.”
“But the conference doesn’t end until the day after tomorrow,” argued Klaus. “People will be suspicious.”
Clavets chuckled and patted Klaus harshly on the shoulder. Klaus recoiled like he’d been burned, glaring at the ambassador with a fiery hatred and disgust.
“People are going to talk one way or another, young man. It’s entirely up to you what they say.”
“If I leave,” I mumbled slowly, “you promise not to say anything about me and Sebastian?”
Ambassador Clavets nodded. “You have my word.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
Sebastian
My heart sank into the pit of my stomach when the last day of the conference commenced and Alison was nowhere to be seen. I held out hope that she was making some grand entrance, arriving stylishly late just as she did on the first day. But as each hour passed, the quiet hope I held within me started to shrivel away—little by little—until all I felt was a cold emptiness. The diplomats took turns with their closing statements, reciting vaguely worded, but generally positive pathos to fill their speaking time. 
I leaned toward Patrick in my seat and whispered, “Any news? Where is she?”
“I’ve been trying to text Klaus all day,” he informed. “Even tried calling. I haven’t received any answers.”
I frowned. “Since when did you get his phone number?”
“Er, not important,” he said defensively. “Just because your correspondence has to be discreet, doesn’t mean that mine has to be.”
“Sure, sure,” I grunted.
“I’ll continue to try to locate her.”
“Thank you.”
I did my very best to sit still while the conference came to a close, but I was too anxious. I bounced my knee in an attempt to expend some energy while I nervously stroked my chin and the side of my face. I’d managed to sit through an entire week of speeches and overly formal presentations, so why was I having such a hard time now? The answer was simple, of course. The one person who I most looked forward to seeing every day was nowhere to be found. Alison had disappeared, and what bothered me the most was that this was all my fault.
Ambassador Clavets showing up unannounced probably frightened her. Maybe she was taking some space, trying to figure out her next move before coming to see me again. We needed to tread lightly, needed to think with clear minds and distinct end goals. Patrick had been checking the news on my behalf all day to see if the Dulanian representative let the knowledge of my date with Alison slip, but so far, everybody was none the wiser. I supposed I should have been relieved that our secret hadn’t been revealed to the public, but it only made me more irritable. What was the man waiting for? If he wanted to, he could expose my relationship with Alison with ease. He was biding his time. For what, I didn’t know.
The moment the floor speaker announced the close of the conference, I was out of my chair and storming down the hall toward the back exit in an instant. My driver was already waiting for me, the car pulled up to the curb. Patrick followed, hot on my heel.
“Where are you going?” he asked as we briskly walked.
“I have to see her.”
At that exact moment, Patrick’s phone pinged. He glanced down and read the message on the screen, the muscles in his shoulders visibly tensing.
“What? What is it?” I demanded.
Patrick bit the inside of his cheek. “She’s not going to be there.”
“What?” I hissed.
“Klaus just messaged me.”
“And? Patrick, tell me.”
“The just touched down in Sunyata,” he said gravely. “They’re gone.”
I shook my head in disbelief, swallowing hard against the dry lump that had lodged itself in my throat. “No. No, this isn’t right.”
“I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness.”
“She wasn’t supposed to–” I leaned against the car door, the world around me reeling. “I wanted to ask her to stay. I needed more time with her. I can’t—
This isn’t right.”
“Get in the car,” Patrick said softly. “I’ll take you home.”
“Patrick, I think I am falling for her.”
The realization came all too hard and much too quickly. My lungs burned for air as my heart thrummed angrily, sending blood pumping so hard that the tips of my fingers and toes were tingling. Patrick regarded me with pity in his eyes, brows pulled together in concern.
“Get in the car, Sebastian. You’re upset. We can’t have you out here making a scene.”
“Give me your phone,” I demanded.
“What?”
“You heard me. Give me your phone.”
I snatched the device out of his hand and dialed Klaus’ number. The three dial tones that played were as painful as drilling teeth. By the time someone on the other end finally picked up, I was a bumbling mess.
“Where is she?” I exclaimed. “I need to speak with Alison.”
“She can’t come to the phone right now,” Klaus grumbled.
“What happened? Please, tell me what happened? Why did you two leave?”
“I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness. I’m not at liberty to say.”
“Klaus, I swear to God, if you don’t put her on the phone right now I’ll–” I choked on my tongue, anguish devastating my heart.
Patrick plucked the phone and held the device to his ear. “Klaus, it’s me.” He pressed his lips together and nodded along, listening carefully. “I understand. I’ll let him know.” And then, in a softer voice. “It’s okay, Klaus. There’s nothing to apologize for. I’ll text you later.” He promptly hung up and shoved the device into his pocket.
“Well?” I picked at my fingernails, realizing much too late that I’d started to grind my teeth together. The muscles in my jaw were already starting to ache.
“Diplomat Smith is refusing to take your call.”
“This can’t be right,” I mumbled weakly.
“I’m sorry, Sebastian. There’s nothing more you can do. She was going to leave eventually.”
“But I didn’t want her to.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Alison
I didn’t realize that something was off until I woke in the middle of the night with a terrible craving for lobster and strawberries. I’d been incredibly moody the last few weeks, suffering from an almost constant bout of headaches. I chalked it all up to the breakup, though, because that was exactly what it was. I broke up with Prince Sebastian IV of the Kingdom of Wyvernbank and ghosted all his attempts to contact me through Klaus. As much as I wanted to give in, to talk to him and explain myself over the phone, I had to remind myself that this was all for his own good. As much as I didn’t want to stay away, I had to in order to protect him. Ambassador Clavets had kept his word about not revealing anything about our affair to the public, and I fully intended on keeping it that way. To be completely fair, Prince Sebastian was the least of my worries now. 
What worried me more was the fact that it was five in the morning and I had my face shoved into the toilet, vomiting my stomach out.
“What the hell?” grumbled Kamrin from down the hall. “When I took up your offer to move in with you to save money, I didn’t realize that included you doubling as my alarm clock.” She stumbled into the bathroom, eyes widening in shock when she finally noticed me keeled over the toilet bowl. Kamrin dropped to her knees and rubbed a comforting hand on my back while she tried to pull my hair away from my face with the other.
“I feel like shit,” I whined.
“You look like shit, sis.”
“Thanks.”
“What did you eat last night? Did you eat something bad?”
“No, I don’t think so,” I managed to get out before I started to hurl again. I wiped at my sweaty brow and shivered, a chill running itself down the nape of my neck to the base of my spine.
“You didn’t catch some weird disease from Wyvernbank, did you?”
“I don’t think that’s it either.”
“Good. I’m not up-to-date with my vaccinations.” Kamrin continued to rub circles into my back, but the friction felt more like fire against my sensitive skin. “I’m about to ask an icky question, but I don’t want you to be offended.”
“I’ve got splashes of toilet water on my face,” I groaned. “I am the very definition of icky right now.”
“Did you sleep with anyone while you were on your trip?”
I curled my face up. “What?”
“I told you it was an icky question. Now I can’t stop picturing my big sister with some Wyvernbank between her–”
“I get the picture,” I interrupted.
As I dragged my forearm across my mouth to rid it of spit and traces of vomit, I took in a deep breath and thought hard. My throat squeezed shut as dread sunk its teeth into me. In the week that Sebastian and I had spent together, we’d had sex a number of times. He’d always worn a condom, saying that it was better safe than sorry. But now that I thought about it, he hadn’t worn protection our first time. We were so caught up in the moment, trapped in each other’s passionate embrace that the thought hadn’t occurred to either of us. I had to admit that when he came inside of me, it was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced. And when all was said and done, I made sure to clean up thoroughly. I was also on the pill, so the chances were slim.
But not impossible.
I looked up at my sister slowly. The shock must have been written all over my face because her mouth immediately fell open.
“You used protection, right?”
“Er,” I stammered.
“Oh my God, Ali. What the hell were you thinking?”
“Would you relax? You’re freaking me out.”
“You’re freaking me out.” Kamrin rose to her feet. “What if you’re… Oh my God, Ali, what if you’re pregnant?”
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“I’m going to the corner store right now to pick up a test!”
“It’s five in the morning. Nothing’s open yet.”
“I’m waiting two hours and then I’m going to pick up a test!” she corrected.
“Since you’re up, would you mind grabbing me a glass of water?”
“Nope. Water is for good girls who listened to their sex-ed teachers.”
I glared daggers at her.
“Fine,” she sighed, rolling her eyes. “But only because I feel really bad for you right now.”
I snorted, “Get in line.”
“Should I message Klaus? He was going to pick you up on your way to work, right? Maybe he can buy something to settle your stomach.”
“God, no,” I wheezed. “He can’t know.”
Kamrin frowned, deeply concerned. “Since when do you keep things from him? Is it–” She gawked, eyes widening in horror. “Is it his? I thought he was–”
“It’s not,” I interrupted quickly.
“Then why can’t he know?”
“Because…” I took in a careful breath. My stomach had twisted itself into a tight little knot, leaving absolutely nothing behind, but there was still a terrible pressure at the base of my throat that left me nauseated. “Because he’ll definitely know who the father is, and I don’t want to deal with any of that right now. Just let me take a test first, and we’ll go from there, okay? We might be freaking out over nothing.”
Kamrin nodded slowly and sighed. “Okay. The moment stores open up, I’ll go get a test for you.”
“Thank you.”
It took another thirty minutes before the nausea finally passed. I was still running through the different possibilities in my head. Maybe I really was just sick. I was suffering from awful chills, I was breaking out into a cold sweat, and my forehead was warm to the touch. My chest felt heavy, both because I’d been hurling all morning and because the guilt of leaving Sebastian the way I did was still eating me alive. I wondered if Sebastian was thinking about me, wondered if he was as distraught as I was. We had a really good thing going. Had it not been for Clavets, I probably would have still been in Wyvernbank. Out of all the things that I regretted, I regretted not kissing Sebastian one last time.
Kamrin eventually returned with a test, a small box with a single stick inside. I followed the instructions carefully—not that peeing on a stick was a particularly difficult thing to accomplish—and found myself reading it over and over again in an attempt to distract myself. It was easier to lose myself in the words, zone out while staring at the spaces between lines, than focus on the seconds that passed by before the test was complete. Maybe this was all in my head. Maybe I picked up a bad sandwich while at the airport last evening. I tried to think of as many alternative explanations as I could, because the thought of being pregnant left me hopelessly lost. I didn’t know what I was going to do if it turned out that I was in fact carrying Sebastian’s child.
The prospect of having a kid didn’t upset me. I’d always wanted children. I grew up in a small family and would always get jealous of classmates with more than one sibling. A life surrounded by children was a dream I had to push aside in order to focus on my career. The only thing holding me back was the fact that I always imagined raising the child with a partner. It wasn’t like I couldn’t afford to do it on my own. I’d saved for years and could easily make time in my busy schedule to shower my baby with all the love and attention it would need. But the idea of being a single parent sowed doubts in my mind. Could I really pull it off? It wasn’t like the Crown Prince of Wyvernbank could  drop everything and be with me and the child. But I knew I was thinking hypothetically. There was only one way to find out for sure. I gingerly picked the pregnancy test up from off the edge of the sink after another minute and swallowed hard.
“Kamrin!” I exclaimed.
“What?” she shouted from the other side of the closed bathroom door.
“I need you to call Klaus for me.”
“Wait, does this mean you’re–”
“Yes,” I said hurriedly. “I’m pregnant.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Sebastian
I was balancing on a tightrope, waiting for a strong breeze to knock me over and plummet. The last couple of days had been absurdly tense as I spent every waking hour awaiting any kind of news, both good and bad. Clavets hadn’t made a move. At least, not in the way I’d expected. He’d been invited to speak at a public gathering where he sang praises of my efforts in the region of Belwald. Thousands of people now had access to food and fresh drinking water, while many more were starting to settle down in the region to begin development like Alison had suggested. But I couldn’t take his compliments at face value. I knew what Clavets was trying to do. His televised appearance had been a warning. If he felt so inclined, he could easily use the same outlets to reveal the truth about my affair with Alison.
Affair didn’t sound like the right word. It felt dirty and awful. It had been passionate and quick, but it meant something to me. I’d never met anybody like Alison before. I’d never felt that happy to be around someone, to want them near at every opportunity. My whole life, I’d been surrounded by people, but Alison was the first person I ever truly saw. She was like a bright light in the darkness, illuminating the way while keeping me warm and safe. But without a word, without an explanation, she was simply gone.
Patrick opened and walked through the door to my private study. I looked up from where I was slumped over on my desk, discouraged by the frown he wore.
“Well?” I asked, though I could easily guess the answer.
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t find very much.”
“I need details. Is she okay?”
“The private investigator I hired on your behalf says that she’s returned to work. There aren’t a lot of interesting details. I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness, but I think she’s moved on with her life.”
I clenched my jaw tight enough to hear my molars squeak against one another. This couldn’t be right. Was I really just a fling to her? Did she really not care about our time shared together? She seemed so happy, despite her initial hesitation. Ali smiled so bright and laughed so carefree that I’d easily been fooled into believing that she maybe felt something for me, just as I did her. Every inch of my body felt numb at the thought, made heavy by the realization that she left much too easily. She hadn’t tried to reach out through Klaus, hadn’t tried to explain her decision. But I couldn’t bring myself to be angry with her. The only person I was angry with was Clavets. If he hadn’t shown up at dinner and scared her away, none of this would have been happening.
And maybe, to a degree, I was angry at myself.
I should have known better than to get involved with Alison. She was only at the conference to do her job, to make things better for people. I was the one who pursued her, chased after her like I had no control. If only I’d remained professional and distant. If only I hadn’t fallen so deeply and so quickly for her. In such a short period of time, Ali had managed to render me absolutely useless, paralyzed by her absence to the point I could no longer function without memories of her creeping into my mind. Maybe I could have saved myself the heartbreak by focusing on my work as the Crown Prince, just as my father had asked me to.
I didn’t know if I could take having my heart torn into pieces again. I needed to dive into my work. It was the only thing that was going to distract me. And maybe then, just maybe, I’d stop hurting. I could throw myself into my responsibilities and become the Crown Prince of Wyvernbank that my people deserved. If I put my mind to it and focused, I could prove to not only myself, but my father and my countrymen, that I was more than capable of carrying the crown. Nothing else mattered to me except moving forward. And the sooner I moved forward, the sooner I’d forget all about her. There was no way I was ever going to allow myself to be this vulnerable ever again. A future King under the thumb of a woman wasn’t worthy of being King at all.
“Your Royal Highness?” called Patrick. “Are you alright.”
I cleared my throat. “Yes, Patrick. Thank you for all your hard work.”
“That’s what I’m here for. Is there anything I can get you before I go?”
“I’m fine,” I lied.
Patrick nodded his once, but didn’t leave immediately. I looked up to study him. His brows were pulled together into a steep frown, and there was something akin to worry glazing his eyes. He stood with his hands folded neatly in front of him as he glared down at the floor.
“What?” I demanded.
“I just wanted to inform you that Ambassador Clavets has an appointment to speak with His Royal Majesty.”
“My father? What about?”
Patrick refused to meet my eyes, throat bobbing as he swallowed.
“Out with it, Patrick.”
“There are rumors,” he began softly, “that your father has started to look at the list of potential marriage candidates very seriously.”
“Not this again,” I growled.
“Nothing’s set in stone yet, but it’s very obvious your father is hoping to abdicate soon. He’s not getting any younger. As you know, he’s been pushing more and more of his responsibilities on you.”
“To make the transition easier,” I realized.
“Yes.”
I ran my hands through my hair, frustrated. “He can go through the list as many times as he wants. I’m not getting married just because I’m about to become King.”
“I was getting there,” snapped Patrick. “He’s not considering the list. He’s only considering one marriage candidate.”
“And who would that be?”
Patrick inhaled through his teeth. “Ambassador Clavets’ daughter. Elena Clavets.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Alison
As weeks turned into months, it slowly became harder to hide my pregnancy behind loose shirts and bulky sweaters. It finally came to the point where Klaus could no longer stand my questionable fashion choices and dragged me out of the office to go maternity clothes shopping on our lunch break. I found myself roaming the spacious aisles, shifting through racks of clothes, but couldn’t make up my mind about what I wanted to wear.
“How about this one?” he suggested, holding up an awful pair of polka-dotted stretch pants.
“Absolutely not.” I grimaced.
“You’re going to have to pick something at some point, Ali.”
“I know, I just… Can’t we find something that’s monochromatic? I don’t want to attract more attention at work than necessary.”
“You don’t think the baby bump will do that for you?”
I glared at Klaus, who immediately put his hands up in mock surrender.
“I’m just trying to help,” he argued.
“I know you are. Sorry if I’m snappy.”
“I’ll blame it on your hormones.”
“Thanks.”
On the other side of the clothes rack, Klaus continued to browse the store’s limited selection. He pursed his lips in thought. “So you’re really not going to tell him?”
I shook my head and sighed. “No. I’m not.”
“I know this is really none of my business, but don’t you think he has a right to know?”
“I’m feeling incredibly judged right now.”
“Oh, stop that. You know I’m not judging you. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”
I let out a nervous laugh. “Know what I’m doing? Are you serious? I have absolutely no clue. I just…” I trailed off, the words on the tip of my tongue dying before I could speak them. “It’s complicated,” I finally said.
“No offense, Ali, but no shit.”
“If you could dial back the sassiness by a notch or two, I’d appreciate it.”
“So let me get this straight,” mumbled Klaus as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re keeping the baby, but you’re not telling the father.”
“Exactly.”
“And the father is Prince Sebastian?”
I shushed him hastily, looking left and right to make sure nobody overheard. The shop was relatively empty, save for the cashier at the front register. She was too distracted with a silly little mobile game on her phone to have noticed.
“Not so loud,” I snapped.
“I’m going to take it that, that’s a yes?”
“Yes. Sebastian’s the father.”
“On a scale of one to ten, how sure are you?”
“Ten,” I stated. “I hadn’t slept with anyone in years before I met him. He’s the only possibility.”
Klaus sneered. “A simple ten would have sufficed.”
I snorted, grinning for the first time in what must have been forever. “I’m sorry.” I chuckled. “I forgot heteronormativity freaks you out.”
“No, it doesn’t. Talking to my boss about her sex life, however, does.”
I finally found a shirt I could half-way tolerate and picked it off of the rack. The fabric was stretchy and would easily get the job done, but it was a faded shade of green that reminded me too much of moss.
“Why won’t you tell him?” asked Klaus after a moment.
“Like I said, it’s complicated.”
“Are you really prepared to raise the child on your own?”
“What am I supposed to do?” I snapped. “If I tell Sebastian, any number of things could happen. I’m just trying to do what’s best for the baby.”
“Is this because of Clavets?”
“He’s definitely part of the problem. If I go back to Sebastian and explain that I’m having his baby, that asshole Clavets could make good on his threat and expose us. It’d ruin not only Sebastian’s life, but the baby’s life, as well. I couldn’t live with myself if I brought a child into the world that already hated it for no reason other than it was born out of wedlock. People are vicious like that, and they won’t let the fact that it’s an infant deter them from speaking their minds.”
“Ali, that’s–”
“And even if I did tell Sebastian, what would he do? He’d probably insist on getting back together. Which, again, doesn’t solve the fact that Clavets has dirt on us.” I instinctively placed a hand over my swollen belly. “This child is royalty, Klaus. The Wyvernbank Royal Family will probably want to raise it. They’ll take the baby away from me.”
“Ali, calm down before you hurt yourself,” warned Klaus in a soft but firm voice. “Take a deep breath, okay?”
I did as I was told, breathing in slowly through the nose and exhaling through the mouth. It made me feel a little better, but stress had sunk its teeth into the muscle of my back and neck. I could feel the start of a migraine coming, a terrible pressure building up behind my eyes.
“I’m just trying to do right by the baby,” I whispered. “I want to make sure it’s safe above all else. Relations between Wyvernbank and Sunyata have been remedied, but not smoothed over. Throwing a child into the mix isn’t good for anyone. There’s no telling what could happen. I’m just trying to protect the baby. And Sebastian. And maybe even our two nations.”
Klaus managed a small, gentle smile. “You’re going to be a good mom.”
“I hope so,” I admitted quietly. “I swear, I’ll tell him as soon as the baby arrives, but not a moment sooner. At least that gives me time to get everything sorted out, you know?”
“I have a feeling nothing I say will change your mind.”
“It won’t,” I confirmed.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Sebastian
When King Regis asked something of you, you did it. No questions asked, no protest given. I’d returned to the palace at his request almost eight months ago, and was now fully settled into the east wing. I rarely left the palace grounds, and I only made short trips into the city to take care of business on my father’s behalf. Rumors were going around like wildfire that my father’s health had been deteriorating at an alarming rate, and now nosy reporters were doing everything they could to catch a few pictures of me. Patrick had informed me that several news vans had parked themselves outside the palace gates in hopes that they’d be the first to any headline-worthy stories. My two favorite places were the royal gardens located in the back courtyard and my study, primarily because nobody bothered me there.
But today was different. Today, I had to entertain a guest, and that involved leaving my stuffy study for the grand hall. Patrick, ever the steadying anchor in my life, followed a few steps behind me.
Elena curtseyed when I entered the room, even though I’d expressly told her that wasn’t necessary anymore. Behind her stood her overly protective father, who bowed with all the dramatic flare he could muster, bending so far that his upper body was parallel to the cold marble floors.
“Your Royal Highness,” they greeted in unison, Ambassador Clavets’ booming voice swallowing that of his daughter’s.
I held out my elbow for Elena to take, which she immediately did. We started to walk down the hall together before her father had a chance to say anything further. As I passed Patrick, I whispered in his ear. “Leave us. I want to speak with Miss Clavets alone.”
“Of course, Your Royal Highness,” he said, immediately placing himself between us and the Ambassador, preventing him from following.
I took Elena to the library at the end of the east wing. The space was the size of my entire apartment back in the city. Massive hardwood shelves lined the walls, filled to the brim with books, new and old. The curtains had been drawn over all of the windows to prevent damaging the fragile pages, so it was absurdly stuffy inside the library. The air was heavy, and the clicking of our shoes on the floors was muffled by the collection of books that encircled us. We took a seat at an empty table where one of the house attendants had left a fresh tray of pastries and a hot kettle of tea.
“Are you sure it’s okay to talk here?” asked Elena quietly, picking at her nails.
I poured her a cup of tea and slid the delicate teacup and saucer to her. “It’s fine,” I confirmed. “I had Patrick sweep for bugs, and none of the house attendants are allowed here without my permission. No one’s going to be listening in.”
Elena sighed, relief. “That’s good.”
“How have you been?” I asked politely. “It’s been a few weeks since you returned to Dulan.”
“Everything’s good,” she answered vaguely.
I served myself a cup of tea and sipped at the rim of my cup. “And how’s Tomas? Is everything well with him?”
Elena’s eyes glossed over, suddenly wispy. “He’s fine,” she mumbled, voice shaking from nerves. All I had to do was raise a skeptical eyebrow before she finally cracked. “No, that’s a lie,” she admitted. “He hasn’t spoken to me since he found out–” She broke out into harsh sobs, covering her face with her hands.
“Our marriage hasn’t been confirmed yet,” I reasoned.
“But it will be. My father’s been pushing hard to solidify the arrangement. He says that Wyvernbank would benefit from a formal alliance through marriage. It’s all so… It’s all so archaic.”
I nodded. “Can’t argue with that.”
“What are we going to do? I don’t want to marry you. No offense.”
“None taken,” I said dryly. “I don’t want to marry you either.”
“How do you deal with it?”
“Deal with what?”
“How do you deal being a pawn in someone else’s game?”
I shrugged, staring at the bottom of my cup. “You get used to it.”
Elena shook her head and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hands. “I don’t think I ever will. Don’t tell my father, but I secretly hope he’s replaced soon. I don’t think I can take this any longer.”
“Have patience,” I insisted. “This kind of game requires… Well, long-term thinking. Things are going to look bleak for a little while, but I promise things will work out.”
“You sound really sure of yourself.”
“There’s an old Dulanian expression,” I hummed to myself. “Fake it until you make it?”
She managed a small, pathetic giggle. “We don’t say that. I think you’re thinking of Sunyata.”
In the last few months, I’d had Patrick deal with all my work that dealt with Sunyata foreign policy. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to even look at a map. Even with the slightest mention of Sunyata, my thoughts immediately found their way back to her. I’d promised that I wouldn’t allow myself to be hung up, to tread about in my own pity. I couldn’t remember the sound of her voice or the scent of her hair. I couldn’t remember quite what she looked like, just the general shape of her face and the relative length of her dark hair. All I could remember was the way she made me feel, like a new man with a fire in my soul.
I hadn’t kept tabs on her because I knew doing so would only make me miserable. Even though he denied it, Patrick was still in touch with Klaus. Whenever his phone would buzz and he’d crack a smile, I knew it must have been her personal assistant. The private investigator I’d hired all those months ago hadn’t come up with any new information, but I urged him to keep a watchful eye on Alison anyway. I simply couldn’t just let her go, even after learning she’d moved on. There was more to her abrupt departure, I could feel it—the distressed pit in my gut told me something was amiss, and eventually, I’d learn what. 
“How long will you be here?” I asked, making general conversation.
“For the next couple of days. My father has a few meetings he needs to attend.”
“Feel free to message me if you want somebody to talk to.”
“Thank you. That’s really sweet.”
“And make sure you speak with Tomas. If you feel strongly about him, don’t let him go.”
“I guess sometimes I feel hopeless.”
“Trust me, if you don’t at least fight for him, you’ll only regret it.”
“You sound like you’re talking from experience,” she mumbled.
I smiled sadly, but refused to answer.
Little did she know … I was.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Alison
I didn’t understand what true joy felt like until I got to hold my son in my arms. The nurses had cleaned him up and wrapped him in warm blankets before finally letting me take him. I was exhausted, but none of that mattered now that he was part of my life. Peering down at his small eyes, his chubby cheeks, and pouty lips, I realized I’d never known a greater love. I just wanted to enjoy this quiet moment, to appreciate the journey I’d taken to bring him into the world. I pushed all my hopes and fears for his future to the side. Nothing else mattered except for this little boy who had, in an instant, stolen my heart.
“What’s his name?” Kamrin asked me. She’d been with me when my water broke and rode with me in the ambulance. She looked almost as tired as I did, what with her hair up in a messy bun, and clothes a little disheveled from having slept in an awkward position on one of the spare chairs.
“Adam,” I answered. “Adam Smith.”
“Adam,” she echoed. “Hi, Adam. I’m your Auntie Kamrin.”
The baby boy cooed, yawning wide. It was so preposterously adorable that I almost cried then and there. There was no way I was going to let anything bad happen to him. I was going to protect him from the world with every ounce of strength that I had.
Kamrin giggled. “I’m going to spoil you rotten. Your mommy’s going to hate me so much.”
“You absolutely will not,” I laughed.
“I’m going to be one who teaches you how to drive, since your mommy doesn’t know how.”
I rolled my eyes. “I weep for the sake of fellow drivers.”
“I’ll even teach you how to flirt with girls. Or boys. Whatever floats your boat.”
The door to the hospital room clicked open, and Klaus entered, face hidden by a tall bundle of freshly picked flowers.
“Speaking of boys,” mused Kamrin.
Klaus smiled down at me and Adam while he placed the flowers on the bedside table. “These are for you,” he said before reaching into his pocket to pull out a stuffed bear. “And this is for the little guy.”
“Thank you,” I hummed.
Klaus took a seat next to my sister. “You’ll be happy to know that I managed to extend your maternity leave,” he informed me. “You’ll have an additional three months, so I hope that helps with the transition.”
“You’re a lifesaver.”
“I do my best.”
“You really do deserve a raise,” I sighed. “Remind me to put in the paperwork for an increase the moment I get back.” 
“That is considerate of you, Ali, but for now, you need to rest while you can. The joys of motherhood have only begun.” 
 
***
 
Squalling cries jolted me from my sleep, and I could cry right along with Adam. These last five months had been bittersweet—the restless, sleepless nights full of colic fits and projectile vomiting had caused us both to cry together on more than one occasion. I tossed the blanket aside when his little cries grew louder and trudged down the hallway only to meet Kamrin at the nursery door, rubbing her eyes. 
“His lungs … too strong,” she mumbled sleepily. 
“I got him, Kam. You can go back to bed.” 
“It’s okay. I’m already up. I’ll make his bottle while you change his diaper,” she said as she turned toward the kitchen, her steps slow and sloth-like. 
I opened the nursery door and approached the crib, and Adam choked on his sobs as I soothed, “Momma is here, little one.” His cheeks were stained red, and tear tracks ran down under his little chin. I scooped him up and rubbed the pacifier across his lips as I swayed him back and forth to ebb the tears. When he was settled, I laid him on the changing table and changed his diaper, all the while humming his favorite lullaby. 
I didn’t expect the struggles of single parenthood when I’d decided to keep the news of my pregnancy from Prince Sebastian. Luckily, I’d had the support of Kamrin every step of the way. Even Klaus, as adamant as he had been about being honest with the Prince, had stepped in at times, helping me with the baby when Kamrin would be at work or running errands. They’d both stepped in and were as much co-parents to Adam as I was a single mother. 
I’d made myself a recluse since his birth, never taking Adam out of the house. He was yet an infant, and he didn’t need to be exposed to germs of others at such a young age. But eventually, I’d have to find childcare for him as the clock was ticking and my maternity leave was soon to expire with no further extensions. I was concerned Kamrin’s work schedule wouldn’t mesh with mine, and caring for my son wasn’t my sister’s responsibility. 
As I sat in the rocker by the crib and placed Adam on my lap, I noticed how his looks were changing. His eyes had finally changed from the deep midnight blue and to a piercing hazel—like Sebastian’s eyes. Adam resembled me with his dark as night hair and round face, but his eyes and nose were all Sebastian. It hurt my heart that Adam was five-months-old, and yet his existence remained a secret from his father—Prince Sebastian, heir to the throne of Wyvernbank, but the turmoil that would be caused if the secret was revealed… I wouldn’t be the cause of a war between nations. 
“It’s too late to be lost in your head, sister.” Kamrin’s voice pulled me to the present, and I looked up to find her standing in front of me, sleep-deprived and holding the baby’s bottle. “Do you need me to feed him?” she asked. 
I extended my hand and shook my head. “It’s okay. I enjoy his late-night feedings.” I took the bottle from her outstretched hand and didn’t even have it placed against his lips before his little hands grasped onto it and pulled it forward. Adam latched his lips around the bottle and sucked, emitting small gulps of pleasure as he filled his belly. 
“You need to get out of the house, Ali.” 
“It’s three am, Kamrin,” I replied. 
I could feel her disapproving gaze, but I tried to ignore it. “I don’t mean right this second. Tomorrow. Take Adam for a walk. The park is lovely this time of year, and you both could use some fresh air.” 
I shook my head. “It’s not safe, Kamrin.” 
“So you’re going to keep your child holed up inside a small three-bedroom apartment for all of eternity?” she challenged, her hands placed firmly on her hips as she shot daggers at me. “Tell me, Ali, how is it not safe?”      
This had been an argument between Kamrin, Klaus, and I for a couple of months now. At first I used the excuse that Adam had been too young to be out, but only Klaus understood the real reason. I’d never been open with Kamrin about who Adam’s father was, and that was a secret I’d keep from even my sister for as long as I could. 
Klaus had tried to convince me that all was safe, and that my concerns of possible prying eyes were without cause. But Sebastian had the money and power to keep his eyes on me at all times, even if I hadn’t caught anyone in the act, so to speak.
“I’m serious, Ali! You’re going crazy staying inside all the time. It would do both you and baby Adam some good.” 
“Kamrin, am I doing the right thing?” I asked abruptly, and I could feel my lip quivering. 
“What do you mean, Ali?” 
“Adam. I don’t talk about his father because it breaks my heart. He doesn’t even know he has a son. But there’s a reason, that which is my own, and I’m simply protecting my son.” I shook my head, feeling stupid for even broaching the topic with her. Kamrin didn’t know all the details behind my tryst with Sebastian, and it was much too late to get into all of that now. “Never mind. I know the answer to all of that. I’m talking out loud.” 
“Ali, I’m always here if you need to talk. You know that, right?” 
I nodded, swaying baby Adam on my lap, his little eyes fluttering closed. 
“Maybe tomorrow we can all go to the park, and maybe grab lunch afterward.” 
Kamrin clapped as she bounced on her toes, and I quickly tapped my lips with my finger, signaling for her to be quiet. 
“He’s finally asleep,” I whispered, and she grasped her chest with an awed expression, as she slowly backed out of the room, mouthing goodnight. 
I continued to sway Adam on my lap as I let my mind wander, now one more worry in mind. But Kamrin was right, I couldn’t continue to hide away from the world. Tomorrow I’d take baby Adam out on his first adventure, consequences be damned. 
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Sebastian
Stacks of paperwork littered the surface of my desk, the glass coffee table in the center of the room, and even the side tables on either end of the expensive ottoman. I was overwhelmed with work, my lack of focus lately causing me to fall behind. Ambassador Clavets was a thorn in my side, and I’d stalled his every effort of meeting with King Regis to propose an arranged marriage between myself and his lovely daughter, Elena. But that proposal was preposterous. Elena was content and in love with Tomas, and I … I was consumed with work and serving the people of my land. 
A heavy knock pulled me from my thoughts, and before I could answer, Patrick burst into the room. He quickly pulled the door closed behind me, looking around the room suspiciously. There was a wired look about him, the color having drained from his face. I couldn’t remember the last time he looked this out of sorts.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, anxiety clawing at my chest. “Is everything alright? Is it my father?”
“No, no,” he mumbled, “your father’s fine.”
“Then what?”
“I just received a message from the private investigator. It seems there’s been a break in the case regarding Diplomat Smith.”
My heart plummeted into my stomach. I hadn’t heard her name spoken aloud in what felt like forever. I thought I had managed to move on, but just the mention of her last name was enough to leave me reeling. The tips of my fingers started to tingle, suddenly cold. I held my breath and willed my heart to stop thrumming, but that only seemed to make things worse.
“Out with it,” I snapped. “What about her?”
“She was seen with a young woman, at a park local to her in Sunyata.”
Dread washed over me, threatened to drag me into the deepest, darkest pits of despair. I couldn’t explain what caused that feeling, but it was there—right in the pit of my stomach. “What?” I breathed. “Is that all?”
 “Well, no, sir.” Patrick hung his head, nervousness apparent in his demeanor.
“Then what?” I hissed. “Dammit, Pat, just tell me. You’re killing me here.”
“She… She was pushing a carriage, sir,” he said, sounding almost like he was asking a question.
“What?”
“A baby carriage.” 
My mind reeled at the possibility, but could it be so? 
“The younger woman Alison was with … is it possible the child is hers?” 
Patrick took a step forward and crossed his arms over his chest, looking down at me with a serious and pointed glare. “After receiving the case notes from the private investigator, I confirmed the information before relaying this to you.”
The  man was maddening with his bits of clues then strained silence. “Out with it, Patrick. What did you confirm?” 
Patrick nodded and pierced his eyes closed as he breathed, “Alison gave birth to a healthy baby boy, five and a half months ago. Seven pounds, four ounces.”
“Pat, what are you saying? Are you serious?”
“The child could be the second in line to the throne. You’re a father, Prince Sebastian.”
I was floored … completely stunned into silence. I couldn’t process all the emotions that were bombarding me at the moment. Joy that we’d created a precious child together. Anger that it took a private investigator to bring me this information. Then back to excitement that—I was a damn father! 
“Sebastian, focus, please,” Patrick urged, and I looked up to see his pacing the room. 
“There’s no time to focus, Patrick. I need a flight to Sunyata—now.” 
He sighed, frustrated. “Your Royal Highness, had you been listening, you’d heard that all has been scheduled. But I do encourage you to go about this matter with caution.” 
I dismissed his statement with a wave of the hand as I slid my cell phone into my breast pocket and rounded the desk to leave the room. 
I had a flight to catch.
*** 
I’d been a nervous wreck the entire flight to Sunyata. Patrick obviously took care of minor details like booking the last-minute flight on the Royal Family’s private jet,  arranging a small, discreet team of personal security officers to accompany me, and tracking the location of Alison’s family home. I studied what I was going to say to Alison when I saw her, over and over again in my head. I wasn’t entirely sure how she’d respond to me showing up out of the blue after what was drawing closer to the better part of a year and a half. I thought she was going to be angry. I thought I was going to be angry. After all, she left without a word. Not even so much as a goodbye.
Patrick had arranged for me to stay in a hotel located near Alison’s apartment so that I could pop over as frequently as I pleased—if I would be welcomed. He had even gone through the trouble of mapping out a predetermined route to ensure I didn’t get lost on my way, as well as avoid the general Sunyata public by taking numerous side streets. 
Alison’s apartment building was smaller than I imagined. On a diplomat’s salary, I would have guessed Alison lived in a place much more modern and chicer.
After knocking on the door and not getting an answer, my security detail and I waited rather impatiently for Alison’s return. It was getting dark, so I’d hoped she wouldn’t be much longer. 
I heard movement from my team, and the sweet scent of jasmine filled the air; I knew Alison was nearby. As she cut the corner of the hallway and met my gaze, the shock was evident in her expression as her face fell. She stopped in her tracks and hurriedly rushed to lift the baby from the carriage holding him protectively to her chest. 
“What are you doing here?” she pleaded, her voice wobbly. Before I could reply, a shorter version of Alison rounded the corner, a panicked look upon her face. 
“Who the hell are you?” she asked, standing protectively in front of Alison. She took in the scene before her, and it appeared she was mentally counting every member of my security detail. 
“Alison, may we talk please?” 
“Hey, pal, did you not hear me ask you—who the hell are you? And what the hell are you doing at my sister’s apartment?” 
“Kamrin,” Alison said nervously, “this is Prince Sebastian.”
Her sister froze, eyes widening in shock. “Like, the Prince Sebastian?” Kamrin glanced to me, then to Alison, and then back to me. “No freaking way.”
“Miss, please be mindful of your language in the presence of the Prince,” Patrick demanded, by my side. 
“And who the hell are you?” Kamrin hissed, immediately defensive.
I shook my head and approached Alison carefully.
“I mean you no harm, Alison, but I would like to talk, in private if you will. My security detail will remain outside your door until our conversation is over,” I pleaded, and Patrick spoke up, with, “Miss, would you mind joining me for a coffee so the Prince and Miss Alison may speak privately.”
“Oh no you don’t, pal! I’m not leaving my sister with this man and his goons! Move out of our way now!”
“Kamrin, stop!” Alison said calmly, grabbing her sister by the wrist. “It’s fine, go ahead with Patrick. He’ll return you once the conversation with Prince Sebastian has concluded.” She sounded as if we were planning to negotiate a contract or peace treaty, not the existence of my son. 
“Ali, I’ve already said I’m not le—” she started, but Alison cut her off with, “Sebastian is Adam’s father, Kamrin. Now please, go with Patrick. I’ll fill you in later.”
“Wait a second,”—Kamrin gawked in shock—“the Prince Sebastian is Adam’s father? Oh my God, I need to tell someone about this.”
“You will do no such thing,” replied Patrick.
Alison’s sister—Kamrin—looked up at Alison in shock and said, “Really, this is how I find out my nephew is a damn prince! Woman! You have a lot of explaining to do!”
“Later, Kamrin. Please. Sebastian and I have much to discuss.” 
Patrick took the young lady by the arm and gently led her out of the building. I’d seen a small café just up the block from Alison’s apartment, so I was sure he wasn’t taking the young woman too far, only giving Alison and I some privacy for a short while. 
Alison approached her apartment, the baby snug against her chest, and I followed closely behind, signaling to a guard to retrieve the carriage while Alison unlocked the door. 
 I followed her inside and closed the door behind us, then stood patiently while she settled the infant. 
 “I take it that’s your sister,” I started, mumbling awkwardly.
Alison eyed him carefully. She hadn’t changed in the time that we had been apart, only motherhood strengthened her beauty tenfold. 
“She’s always been the dramatic one,” Alison whispered, gently tucking the baby into a playpen. 
“Is that… May I see him?”
Alison tensed, her breath catching in her throat. She nodded hesitantly, and I took a careful step forward, testing the waters. I sat on the edge of the couch and watched the peaceful, sleeping baby. Very carefully, I ran my hand over the baby’s little head, a sweet smile stretching across my face.
“He looks just like you,” I mumbled.
“You think so?”
“Definitely. He got all of his mother’s good looks. What’s his name?”
“Adam.”
“That’s a good name.” I chuckled tenderly. “A strong name.”
“What are you doing here, Sebastian?” Alison asked softly, but firmly.
I continued to admire the baby boy, unsure of how to broach the topic of Alison leaving. 
“Patrick learned that you’d had a child, and I had to see it for myself that you had moved on.”
“H-how did Patrick find out?” Alison inquired, not making eye contact with me. 
“The private investigator I hired to find you after you left Wyvernbank submitted a case log of new evidence to Patrick, who relayed the information to me. Thus, here I am.” I swept my arms out wide in display of my presence.
“You’ve been watching me?” she asked in disbelief.
“I was worried about you, Alison. All I knew was you’d returned to Sunyata, returned to work, then suddenly you weren’t seen at work, or in meetings. For months, the PI wasn’t able to offer any new leads, and I was hopeless. Then the PI sent Patrick images of you at the park with a baby carriage, snuggling a baby on the park bench. I was completely in shock.” I shook my head, reining in my anger. She didn’t deserve that emotion just yet. “You owe me an explanation, Alison.” 
“I wanted to tell you myself when I was ready.”
I glared at her, my resolve wearing thin. “And when was that going to be? When the boy was eighteen?”
“Of course not,” she muttered. “I just needed time to figure things out.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant? I could have … I could have been there for you. You didn’t have to go through all of this by yourself.”
“I did have to.”
“Of course you didn’t. What happened, Alison? Why did you leave Wyvernbank without another word or explanation?” I demanded to know. She’d hidden my son from me for months, without any just cause or reasoning. 
She gasped on a sob and clutched her hand to her chest. 
 “That night after our private dinner, after Klaus and I went back to the hotel, a man came to my room.”
I pressed my lips into a fine line, listening intently. 
“He threatened me,” I continued. “He told me to stay away from you. He told me that I wasn’t good enough for you.”
“Why didn’t you just tell me this?” I asked, my expression softening. “Do you have any idea how worried I was about you?”
“I didn’t want to leave. I swear, I didn’t. But the man threatened to expose us if I didn’t go, and I was scared because I didn’t want anything bad to happen to you.”
I reached out slowly and caressed the side of Alison’s face. “This entire time, I thought you left because you didn’t care. I thought you didn’t feel the same way about me.”
Alison shook her head. “That’s not true at all. I just thought … I thought I was protecting you. And when I found out I was pregnant, I knew that it would only hurt you more if I returned.”
I gingerly pressed my lips to her forehead and breathed in deep, the scent of her perfume bringing me back to our first and only week together. Things had been simpler then, nicer. And now we were together again, albeit however briefly this would be, and my heart was consumed with the overwhelming news that I hadn’t just found Alison, but my son as well. 
“Alison, I know you’re scared, but I’m here now. All I ask is that you don’t run away anymore. I want to get to know you. I want to get to know my son. I promise you, nothing else in the world matters to me more than you two. So don’t push me away, even if you think you’re protecting me. I want to be part of your life. You just have to let me.”
She the tears from her face, and as she stared at me, I could see the gears in her mind winding in thought. 
“What do you say? Can we try and be a family?
“Okay,” she mumbled. “Okay.”
 
***
 
The apartment couldn’t have been more than the size of my bedroom back at the palace—which I’d admit, was larger than the average person’s bedroom—and all the signs pointed to the place being relatively lived-in. Family portraits in pretty little frames decorated almost every inch of wall space. There was an abundance of potted plants tucked away in corners, hanging from hooks that had been jammed into the ceiling, and placed on shelves for the dual purpose of serving as bookends. I had to admit that there was something incredibly charming about where Alison lived. If her sense of décor was at all a reflection of her personality—bold and lively—then it definitely suited her in every way.
She had apparently turned her office into Adam’s nursery. Her work desk had been tucked away against one of the walls, baby supplies like diapers, burping rags, and the like spread out all over the place. A cheap white crib had been constructed and placed in the center of the room beneath a hand-made paper mâché mobile of various marine animals. Various stuffed toys had been gathered up into a giant pile in the corner, and all of the hard corners in the room had been taped over in a thorough process of babyproofing. Adam lay on his back, fast asleep amongst a nest of soft knitted blankets.
Patrick and Kamrin had returned from their evening stroll for coffee, as the café has closed, and they were currently holed away in the kitchen, minding their own while Alison and I shared these moments with our son.
“Do you want to me to take him?” asked Alison. “You’ve been holding me for an hour.”
“I’m okay,” I answered, still looking down at my son. “I could do this forever.”
“What do we do now?” she asked softly, an edge to her words. She was choosing them carefully, thinking before she spoke. I didn’t know why she felt the need to be so guarded, but I didn’t think it wise to press her.
“The question is, what do you want?”
“I don’t follow.”
“You kept Adam a secret from me for a reason. I’m not trying to be accusatory—that’s just a fact. I only want to do what makes you feel comfortable the most. As Adam’s mother, I respect your decision completely.”
“You’re not taking him away?” she asked cautiously.
“What? No. Why would I do that?”
“Adam is a Prince. Isn’t there some protocol that says he needs to return to Wyvernbank? Away from me?”
I looked up, alarmed at the distress in Alison’s voice, which was so thin that it sounded like it was going to break at any given moment. I wanted to reach out and hold her hand. I wanted to wrap her up in my arms and hold her close, to whisper reassurances into her hair and drown in her warmth. But I couldn’t. Things were different now. It wasn’t like we could just pick up where we left off, like she hadn’t left in the first place. It had been a little over nine months since I’d seen her last, but the hurt of her sudden absence still weighed heavily on my chest. Not only that, she’d kept my son a secret from me.
Regret ate away at my deepest thoughts. I’d missed out on so much because Alison was too afraid to reach out. I’d missed the first ultrasound, the first time the baby kicked, missed all of the doctor’s appointments. And now, the future was everything but uncertain. Alison was right. After me, Adam was next in line for the throne. The laws of succession were one thing, but determining what was going to happen to my son and his claim considering the fact that he was born outside of Wyvernbank was an entirely different can of worms. This wasn’t something I could just pass off onto Patrick to take care of. When it came to the well-being of my boy, I needed to deal with things myself. But whatever it was that I decided to do, I needed to make my decision quickly. 
“Let me stay here,” I suggested.
“What?”
“Just for a week. I don’t want you to feel pressured into making any decisions right now. We’ll have plenty of time to work things out. And in the meantime, I’ll get to spend time with you and Adam. Does that sound reasonable?”
Alison nodded, suddenly looking exhausted. “Okay,” she whispered. “Yes, that sounds reasonable. But won’t people wonder where you are?”
“I’ll have Patrick tell them I’m on vacation.”
“You want to stay here? Like, in my apartment?”
“If that’s okay with you. I’d like to be as close to Adam as possible. If you’re comfortable with it, I’d very much like to help out.”
Alison pressed her lips into a thin line and remained silent, supposedly thinking things over. “Okay,” she eventually said. “I’d be okay with that.”
“Wonderful,” I sighed with relief.
“I can make up the couch, and you can take my bed.”
“No, that’s quite alright. I’ll take the couch. You’re the one who deserves a good night’s sleep.”
“Or,” said Kamrin, rounding the corner, “you can take my room. I can always stay with one of my friends for a week.”
“How long were you standing there?” demanded Alison.
Alison’s sister glanced at her wrist, even though she wasn’t wearing a watch. “Oh, a good ten minutes.”
I smiled. “That’s very kind of you, thank you.”
Kamrin waved a dismissive hand while giggling behind the other. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Alison
I didn’t realize how much of a handful raising Adam all by myself would be until Sebastian came crashing back into my life. I awoke around five in the morning out of pure habit to tend to Adam’s diaper change and feeding. Much to my surprise, Sebastian was already in our son’s nursery room, cradling Adam close as he held a baby bottle with prepared formula to the child’s lips. The soft glow of the morning sun seeped in through the crack in the curtain, casting golden rays upon father and child. It blew my mind how perfect they looked together, like the time they’d spent apart meant nothing at all. I leaned against the door frame and rested my head against the cool wood and sighed in relief. Sebastian looked up at the sound and offered me a small smile.
“Go back to sleep,” he whispered. “I’ve got things covered.”
I shook my head slowly. “It’s okay. I’d be up around now anyway.”
“After he’s had breakfast, what do you normally do afterward?”
“I usually lay him down in the playpen out in the living room while I make breakfast. Speaking of, would you like anything?”
“Why don’t you relax while I prepare something?”
I raised my eyebrows in minor surprise. “You’re going to cook breakfast?”
“Well, not so much cook as send Patrick for some delivery. Although, I’m not sure if he’s asleep or not.”
“You don’t have to do that. It’s really no trouble for me to–”
“I insist,” he interrupted gently. Sebastian looked down at Adam in his arms and chuckled, speaking in simple Wyvernian, “Even Mommy needs a day off.” The boy cooed, grasping at the bottle with his tiny hands as he ate.
I watched in warm amazement at how easily Sebastian took up the role of fatherhood. I had to admit that he hadn’t exactly struck me as the parent type, too busy with Princely responsibilities and enjoying the finer things in life to be concerned with children. But the mere sight of Sebastian rocking back and forth slowly with Adam in his arms, warm smile upon his lips and a twinkle in his eye made me realize how wrong I was. Maybe he’d turn out to be a great father, after all. For a brief moment, I was able to cast aside all of the politics and unanswered questions to enjoy the quiet of the morning. In another life, if Sebastian weren’t a Prince and I wasn’t a foreign dignitary, we would have been indistinguishable from any other happy family of three.
“Go on,” he whispered. “I’ll wake you when the food arrives.”
“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”
Sebastian nodded once. It was a brief gesture, but it was loaded with endless significance. I wouldn’t describe the air between us as tense, just careful. We weren’t waltzing around one another in an awkward dance to get out of each other’s way. There was a silent understanding between us. When it came to Adam, we were a team. We had to work together for our son’s sake, no matter the history between us. A tiny voice in the back of my mind kept nagging me that maybe Sebastian would try to find a chance to run off to his country with Adam, but I pushed the voice aside. It was obvious to me how much Sebastian loved our boy, and I felt that I could trust him to Sebastian’s care.
I returned to bed and slipped beneath the warm duvet, exhaustion gripping at my body as I sank into the foam mattress. I’d spent every day since Adam’s birth up at ungodly hours to tend to him and his needs. It was almost ridiculous how tired I really was. I’d occasionally asked Kamrin to babysit, and was always grateful for the sporadic reprieve, but my little sister had a life of her own and her studies to focus on. Part of me was definitely thankful that Sebastian showed up when he did. Good help was hard to find, and I didn’t trust anybody enough to take care of my son, hence the reason why I decided not to hire a nanny.
Sleep took me quickly, dragging me under and dropping me in the middle of a foggy dream. I dreamt I was back in Wyvernbank, running around in secret to meet up with Sebastian. I met with him over and over again, arriving at a location just to discover that we had to meet somewhere else for his security. I dreamt I was running down a maze of hallways, opening door after door to find him. I could hear him calling out my name, laughing and teasing. When I finally found myself at a large door at the end of the hall and opened it, I was horrified to discover Ambassador Clavets. Except, it wasn’t really Ambassador Clavets. The man in my dream lacked a distinguishable face, visage blurred like a heavily pixelated image. He spoke no words, but the file he held out in his hands said plenty. I didn’t even have to peer inside the file to know what the documents inside said. The Ambassador was holding up my record, a silent threat to expose me and ruin absolutely everything.
I awoke with a start, jolting at the sound of the front door slamming shut. My heart was in my throat, pounding so hard I thought it was going to burst out of my chest. What if Sebastian had taken Adam while I’d slept? What if I’d let my guard down, and I’d lost my son to a foreign land? What if this was all part of Sebastian’s plan? What if he wanted me to feel at peace and relaxed around him so he could find an opportune moment to take advantage of? I threw the covers off and immediately dashed out of the bedroom into the living room, a sudden fear clawing its way into my spine. I was probably just delirious from my nightmare, panic still coursing through my veins, but I couldn’t shake the irrational feeling that Adam was in trouble.
I managed to take one step out into the living room before I froze. Sebastian was sitting on the couch, Adam still pressed to his chest, sucking on his tiny left thumb and cooing a string of bubbly nonsensical sounds. Patrick was in the kitchen rummaging through a large brown paper bag full of takeout breakfast. The door must have swung loudly behind him as he entered the apartment. Patrick had cut his hair short since the last time I saw him, and the dark circles beneath his eyes made him look extremely tired. He was probably jetlagged from the sudden last-minute trip Sebastian decided to take, powering through his exhaustion to continue to serve his Prince.
“I wasn’t sure what you wanted to eat,” said Sebastian from the couch. “I had Patrick grab you a little bit of everything from a restaurant around the corner.”
“You really shouldn’t have,” I mumbled, voice a little groggy with sleep.
“Think nothing of it. I highly recommend the strawberry waffles.”
“A recommendation from a Prince,” I hummed. “They must be good.”
Sebastian nodded, tossing me a casual grin. “I like to think I know a thing or two about fine dining.”
I made my way over to the kitchen and took a seat at the island, greeting Patrick with a quick nod of the head. He nodded back, verbal greeting unnecessary. To be honest, I didn’t really know what to say. On one hand, I felt like apologizing to both Sebastian and Patrick for causing them so much trouble. On the other hand, I knew I’d done what I had to do. I was just trying to protect myself, my son, and Sebastian. Leaving had been the only choice I’d had. I was sure Sebastian was angry with me, even if he wasn’t showing it, and the fact that I’d kept Adam a secret couldn’t have helped my cause.
“Did you have any plans today?” asked Sebastian.
I shook my head as Patrick handed me a plate full of buttered toast, scrambled eggs, and an assortment of freshly cut fruits. “I’m on maternity leave for another few weeks, so I’ve got nothing but free time. Did you have something in mind?”
“I’m not sure, to be honest. I was just hoping to spend some more time with you two.”
“There’s an aquarium not too far from here,” I explained. “We could maybe take Adam to look at the fish.”
A delighted sparkle flashed in Sebastian’s eyes. “That sounds like fun.”
Patrick cleared his throat. “Are you sure that’s wise, Your Royal Highness? Someone might recognize you if you’re out in public.”
Sebastian waved a dismissive hand. “It’ll be fine. I’ll wear a ball cap and sunglasses.”
“Ah, yes,” he snorted. “Because that will definitely make you invisible.”
“I can call Klaus,” I offered. “I think his cousin works there. Maybe we can arrange something so we can visit after hours and avoid the crowds.”
Patrick visibly stiffened, casting his eyes down to the counter. “Will Klaus be coming too?” he mumbled sheepishly.
I stifled a wide, knowing smile. “I’m sure he’d make the time to see you. I mean, just to catch up, of course.”
Sebastian chuckled, not bothering to keep his amusement in check for Patrick’s sake. “Well, I think little Adam would really love to see some fish. Isn’t that right, little guy?”
Adam giggle-shrieked, waving his tiny hands in the air as though to say he agreed wholeheartedly.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
Sebastian
Alison pushed little Adam ahead in the stroller as I walked alongside her, matching her slow pace as we looked about the space. We had the entire aquarium to ourselves, and Patrick and Klaus very graciously held back by a room or two to give us some privacy. Alison and I walked through a tunnel made of curving glass, colorful fish and crustaceans going about their business as blue mood lighting lit up our path and paved the way forward with wave patterns. Adam was silent for the most part, too amazed by the wonders of the sea to do much else other than stare. He occasionally giggled and cooed as he stared up at a stingray that would glide back and forth, almost as if it were putting on a show for him.
“Do you like that one?” Alison asked Adam, voice sweet and light. “I wonder if he’ll grow up to become a marine biologist.”
I smiled, but the muscles in my face felt stiff. I knew I couldn’t put off the conversation any longer, no matter how much the dread of it all was eating me alive. “Alison, I think we need to talk.”
Alison pressed her lips together and cast her eyes down at Adam. She didn’t come across as cold or distant. If anything, she looked conflicted and sad. I had to admit that motherhood had given her a radiant glow, a warmth that hadn’t been there before. I still thought she was gorgeous, and the fact that she looked down at our son like he was the brightest star in the night sky filled my chest with hope and pride. From what I’d seen, she was a great mother. Alison was attentive, calm, and caring. She was diligent, patient, and strong. The sharp edge she’d worn the first time I saw her at the conference was duller now, replaced instead with a maternal instinct to protect. She wasn’t looking out for herself anymore. I could tell her priorities had shifted, and Adam was the center of her universe.
“You want to bring him back to Wyvernbank,” she concluded softly. We continued to walk side by side, taking a left at the end of the hall to head toward the jellyfish displays.
“I think it would be best for him,” I said. We approached a massive tank full of one type of jellyfish. They floated around in crystal clear water, illuminated by pink lights installed into the base of the tank.
“I don’t know, Sebastian,” she muttered. “It’s just so much to think about.”
“I know it’s complicated. Adam was born in this country, so that technically makes him a citizen. But as my son, he has a right to the Wyvernbank throne. I’d very much like to have him close. He needs to undergo a certain education, become familiar with our culture.”
“The same thing can be said for Sunyata. He should grow up to understand our history and our culture.” Alison reached down to stroke the top of Adam’s head, straightening a few of his fine hair. “And what about me? If you take him, where does that leave me? I don’t think I can be away from him, Sebastian.”
The pain was clear in her words, accompanied with worry and a great deal of stress. My heart twisted in my chest. I didn’t like this any more than she did. If only she’d told me the truth, if she hadn’t just disappeared. We could have worked something out. Things didn’t have to be this complicated. 
As it stood, everything was rushed and last minute, and I wasn’t entirely sure if any of this even made sense. Adam was a dual citizen, which in and of itself wasn’t an uncommon thing. But to be of noble birth and to belong to two countries with a less than friendly past was another thing entirely. And Alison was right. If I did somehow manage to convince her to let Adam come with me, what was going to happen to her? Would we get back together? Would she even want that? After the way she’d left, I wasn’t sure if I could trust her. For the time being, I needed to think of a compromise, something that would give us time to organize our thoughts and work out a more concrete plan.
“How many more months is your maternity leave exactly?” I asked.
“Two months.”
“Then come with me.”
“What?”
“Just for two months. I can house you in one of my properties in the city. You’ll have everything you’ll need to take care of both yourself and our son. All I ask is that you allow me to take Adam on the weekends.”
“Joint custody.”
“Exactly. You’ll have him for the majority of the week, and I’ll see him twice a week. If you’re comfortable with that.”
“And after the two months is over. What then?”
“Think of it as a buffer period. We’ll have more time to work things out. The fact of the matter is I can’t stay in Sunyata for very much longer. Patrick’s already running around like a chicken with his head cut off trying to keep everything under wraps while I’m here. If we were back in Wyvernbank, I’d have access to all kinds of resources. I’m limited in what I can do for you and Adam while I’m here.”
“I don’t know. This is a lot to take in.”
“I know it is. But please believe me when I say that keeping you and Adam safe is my top priority. I won’t let anyone get near you again. You can trust me, Alison. I just want what’s best for our son. He’ll want for nothing if he’s in Wyvernbank, of that I’m sure.”
Alison worried her bottom lip with her teeth. I had to glance away from the sight, the memory of her nibbling on my bottom lip during our heated nights spent together flashing across my mind. It was almost embarrassing how easily she could affect me, leave my mind spinning and heart racing at the simplest of motions. I mentally berated myself, forcing my feelings for her down into the pit of my stomach where they’d hopefully be forgotten. I couldn’t allow myself to fall for her like I had all those months ago. I’d been foolish then, naïve and all too trusting. I fell in love with her once, and that had clearly been a mistake. To do so again was just a disaster waiting to happen.
“Can I have some time to think about it?” she asked quietly.
“How long do you think you’ll need?”
“A couple of days, at most. There’s a lot I need to consider.”
I nodded slowly, swallowing hard at the anxious lump in my throat. “Of course,” I replied. “I’ll be here until Thursday. You’ll have three days.” I gestured with my hand. “Shall we continue?”
Behind us, Patrick and Klaus exchanged heated whispers.
“I know it’s difficult,” sighed Klaus, “I never said it wasn’t.”
“My point is, you’re not technically employed right now. You could … I don’t know.”
“What? Come with you? That’s a lot of paperwork to get through just to visit. I don’t know if my passport is even valid anymore.”
“Are you saying you don’t want to?”
“Pat, that’s not–” 
“Am I not worth it?”
“That’s not what I’m saying at all.”
“I know it’s a lot to ask, but I thought maybe… If she agrees to it, maybe you could come with.”
I cleared my throat as my advisor and Alison’s assistant approached, unaware that we hadn’t continued walking. “Is everything okay?” I asked. Maybe if I interrupted, that would relieve some of the tension.
Klaus’ cheeks flushed red while Patrick glanced to the floor. They took a step away from one another, their hands falling to their sides. I wondered if they’d been holding hands or something.
“Everything’s fine,” my advisor mumbled.
“Yeah, it’s cool. We were just talking.”
I nodded slowly, not buying a word they said. It looked like Alison and I weren’t the only ones going through a bit of a rough patch.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Alison
Nobody told me how easy it was to lose my grip on the concept of time after having a child. Taking care of Adam took up most of my energy, so seconds easily slipped through my fingers like the wet wipes I’d been using to clean my son’s backside. I only had one day left to make up my mind about going with Sebastian back to Wyvernbank, but I was nowhere near ready to make a decision yet. Adam had broken out into a fever earlier that morning, and I hadn’t had the time to even consider our options. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get Adam’s temperature to come down, and I was honestly so frazzled and tired that I couldn’t think straight enough to find a solution.
“Please stop crying,” I said, exasperatedly as I slipped Adam into a new diaper. “It’s okay, honey. Everything’s going to be okay.”
I picked my son up and gingerly cradled him against me, pressing the back of my cool fingers against his forehead. He was burning up. I didn’t need a baby thermometer to know he was too hot. Adam hadn’t stopped crying since he woke up that morning, and I was genuinely concerned he was going to dehydrate himself if he didn’t stop soon.
Sebastian entered through the front door with Patrick close on his tail. There was a plastic bag in his hand, the familiar design of the local drug store printed across the front. He pulled out a small bottle of baby aspirin and immediately came to my side, sitting on the couch to inspect his son.
“Any better?” he asked.
I shook my head wearily. “No,” I mumbled. “I don’t know what to do. I’m really worried, Sebastian.”
“It’s all going to be fine. We’ll give him a dose of medicine and monitor his fever.”
“Do you think we should go to the hospital?”
Patrick cleared his throat. “I can call the royal doctor,” he offered. “He can be on a plane in under the hour, and be here within two.”
“Just call Klaus,” I said quickly. “He can get us in touch with a local doctor.”
“But there’s no telling if they’ll clear security. We run all of our staff through rigorous–”
Adam wailed with all his might. His cries were so loud I thought his little lungs would collapse on themselves. I worried my bottom lip with my teeth, cradling Adam close. “Can’t we take him to a local clinic? Aren’t we wasting time getting a doctor to come to us?”
Sebastian nodded slowly. “I’d be spotted immediately. And I heard wait times in your country can take forever.”
I sighed, shoulders slumping. “Okay. Okay, please call your doctor. I don’t want him to be in any more pain.”
“I’ll get right on it,” Patrick said as he pulled out his phone and slipped into the next room to hold the call. “I’ll ask him for some advice. Maybe a trip might not be necessary.”
Adam wailed, hot, angry tears streaking down his face. His cries were so loud that they were nearly piercing, leaving a ringing tone in my ears. I tried to shush him gently, did my best to get him to calm down, but nothing I did seemed to work. 
I sighed in frustration. “My God, I’m a terrible mother.”
“Don’t say that,” whispered Sebastian. “You’re doing everything you can.”
“What kind of a mother can’t get her child to stop crying?”
“You’re tired,” he reasoned. “And you’re overworked. There’s no need to blame yourself.”
A terrible pressure behind my eyes began to throb and make my head feel heavy. I didn’t realize I’d started crying until I sniffled, a single tear dripping off my chin and soaking into Adam’s blanket. Sebastian placed a hand on my shoulder, a small comfort. His touch was warm and steady, like an anchor in warm seas. He eventually began to rub my upper back, drawing large circles with the flat of his palm between my shoulder blades.
“It’s okay, Alison,” he said calmly. “Why don’t you let me hold him for a little while?”
“I’m fine,” I insisted, though my voice betrayed me. It sounded thin and bitter and all-around frustrated. “What if he needs me?”
“Alison, that’s why I’m here. When it comes to our son, we’re a team. Remember? Let me take him for a little while so you can get some sleep?”
“But what if–”
“If Adam needs you, I will come get you immediately. Okay? Please, you’re starting to worry me.”
I let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Okay, I’m sorry. Here.” I passed Adam over to Sebastian, who easily scooped him up.
“Lie down. Get some rest. I’ll be right here.”
“Thank you,” I sighed.
Sebastian gave me a small, sweet smile. “Don’t mention it.”
I got up from the couch and slowly made my way across the living room, treading quietly over the creaky wooden floorboards. My head was pounding, and my arms and legs felt heavy like lead. I placed my hand on the doorknob to my bedroom and hesitated, turning just to catch one last glimpse of Sebastian and our son. My heart warmed at the sight. Sebastian looked down at Adam with nothing but patience and love. I realized I was wrong to mistrust him at first. It was clear to me in that moment that Sebastian only had Adam’s best interests at heart. Sebastian was an amazing father, and it saddened me that I’d probably ruined any chance of a relationship between us. Because I’d made the decision to run away, I didn’t think there was ever going to be a chance for Sebastian to love me the way he loved our boy.
I crawled into bed, unease keeping me wide awake. Staring at the blank ceiling, I willed my mind to still. Through the closed bedroom door, I could hear Sebastian whispering to Adam. He’d quieted down a bit, but I was still extremely aware of his soft sobbing. I told myself I just needed some sleep. If I closed my eyes and tuned everything out, maybe I could get some rest and be ready to help Adam the second I woke up. Sleep didn’t find me for another hour, made evident by the sad little clock staring at me on my bedside table. I lay there, too restless to drift off, but too exhausted to do much else.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Sebastian
I awoke with a start. At some point in the early hours of the morning, Adam’s fever finally broke. He’d fallen asleep directly on my chest, and I couldn’t find it in my heart to move him. As a compromise, I lay down on the couch and had him secure on top of me. But now, Adam was nowhere to be found. The bright morning light that pierced through the cracks in the curtains only added to my alarm, leaving me in a disoriented state. I jolted upright and quickly looked around, frantically patting at the cushions beside me as if to find Adam hidden away beneath the bulk. When I heard Adam coo, I instantly relaxed and turned to find Alison and our son eating in the small kitchen area.
“Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked, a little harsher than I intended.
“Sorry,” she mumbled. “You were out like a light. Adam was getting a little fussy for breakfast.”
I stood and stretched my arms and legs. I was pretty sure I heard my knees pop from the tension. “How is he? Doing better?”
Adam wolfed down his mashed carrots and peas, messily smearing the food across his plastic eating tray with his hands. He giggled, clearly amused.
“Yes,”—Alison giggled softly—“part of me wonders if he was just hamming it up. He’s perfectly fine now.”
I sighed in relief. “That’s good, I guess.”
Alison poured me a fresh cup of coffee and placed it in front of the empty seat at the kitchen island. The surface was covered in little knickknacks—several fruit bowls with no fruit, cute little salt and pepper shaker sets in the shape of people, a giant vase full of cutlery, and a stack of colorful red napkins. The mug she’d used had the Sunyata flag painted on it, with the slogan No Place Like Home written just beneath in golden cursive letters. I sat on the stool and held the coffee mug between my hands, breathing in the scent deeply as I focused on the heat radiating into my palms.
“I’ve been thinking,” said Alison, “about your offer.”
“Oh?”
“I think… You’re right. I think Adam should live with you in Wyvernbank.”
I raised my eyebrows, a little surprised. “What made you change your mind? I mean, not that I’m complaining.”
“I think you’re an excellent father,” she explained. “I want to know that Adam will live a comfortable life. I don’t think I can give that to him here.”
“And you’re okay with this? I know you were worried.”
Alison nodded slowly. “I think so. It’s going to take some getting used to.”
“What about your job? Your life here?”
“I go where my son goes,” she said firmly. “He’s all that matters to me. If I need to leave my job and my country, so be it. Adam is my sole priority. If he’s going to be raised as a Prince of Wyvernbank, I want to make sure I’m at his side whenever he needs me.”
I smiled wide, unable to contain my excitement. “This is great, Alison. I really think this is the best thing we can do for him. People are going to find out about him sooner or later. If he’s back home, we can at least control the narrative and protect him better.” I patted my son on the head. “You’re going to love it there. I’ll have everything ready for the two of you. If there’s anything you need from me to make the transition easier, all you have to do is ask.”
“Thank you, Sebastian,” she said in a small voice. “I really appreciate it.”
I frowned at the worry in her words. “What is it?”
“It’s nothing. Just nerves, I guess.”
“I completely understand. But I promise, you and Adam have nothing to worry about. I’ll personally make sure that you’re both safe. I’ll be just a car-ride away should you ever need anything. You’ll also have a full staff at your disposal to help out around the house so you can focus on raising Adam.”
“What about my family?”
“They can come and go as you wish. Just because you’re living in another country, doesn’t mean I’m going to dictate who you’re allowed to see. As long as they’re discreet, they’re more than welcome. There will be plenty of guest rooms available.”
“And what about work?” she questioned. “How am I supposed to earn a living?”
“Alison,” I said slowly, “you’re the mother of a Wyvernbank Prince. We may not be… Well, things might be complicated between us, but I assure you that I’ll have you covered on the financial front. If I’m being perfectly honest, you might be limited in what you can do once you get there. It’s a privacy concern. But I’m sure Patrick can help you pick up a hobby or two to keep you occupied.”
Alison pressed her lip into a thin line, eyes glazed over like she was deep in thought. “Okay,” she mumbled. “If it’s for Adam, then I’m okay with it. I’d rather be bored out of my mind than away from my child.”
“I’ll have Patrick arrange everything. Plane tickets, packing up your things. Everything. You won’t even have to lift a finger.”
I could see the conflict written all over her face. I could hardly imagine what she must have been thinking. If I were her, I’d be nervous to move to another country. I’d be frightened to leave behind my home for a world I didn’t really know. But I knew how strong Alison was, how fierce and brave she could be. There was conflict in her expression, sure, but there was also determination to do right by our son. She had already proven that she was a fine mother, and for that, I was incredibly grateful. Our son deserved nothing but the best, and I could guarantee that would be so back in Wyvernbank.
“I guess I’d better get packing,” she said softly.
Adam raised both his hands in the air and giggled, happy with the mess he’d made.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Alison
Six months later
Sebastian wound up giving me the keys to his villa in the Wyvernbank countryside, far outside the reach of the city. I supposed it was the smarter option. With more square acres than there were people, the chances that Adam and I would be discovered were incredibly slim. Sebastian had hired his most trusted employees to help with the cleaning, cooking, and so on. He’d even hired a nanny, one of those incredibly fancy ones whom had gone to school specifically to learn how to take care of royal children. I rarely let Adam out of my sight, however, my protective instincts settling into an overdrive state ever since we’d crossed the border. The woman seemed reliable enough, but the last thing I wanted was for some stranger to place their hands on my child. The nanny would always be by my side to help when I needed it, but I made it a point that I was the only one to care for my baby.
Klaus didn’t end up coming with me, much to my disappointment. It was a lot to ask of him, so I honestly couldn’t say that I was surprised. Although things would have been a lot easier on me if I had a familiar face around. I didn’t know any of the house attendants, and it was tiring speaking in Wyvernian all the time. But Klaus had a life too, and he stayed in contact often.
The villa had more rooms than I could count. Sebastian had made it sound quaint, like a tiny little cottage in the middle of the woods. As it turned out, the place was massive. There was an east and a west wing, both of which had four different floors. There was a giant courtyard at the rear of the building. It had a perfectly manicured green lawn, several smaller gardens that hosted vibrant flowers, and there was even a working fountain that was large enough to serve as a swimming pool. The outer perimeter of the property was surrounded by a tall brick fence with spiky ironwork to deter trespassers, and a thick line of trees hid the home perfectly.
I had to admit I sort of liked it out here. There was no need to worry about the hustle and bustle of the city to wake Adam up in the middle of the night. There was no need to worry that Adam was sucking up the exhaust of city cars and the pollution from the industrial park a couple of blocks north of where we used to live. Out here, the air was always cool and crisp, perfect to help Adam’s lungs grow big and strong. Adam and I spent most days playing outside in the gardens. He was particularly fascinated with the little fish who lived in the fountain. One of the house attendants had actually placed them in there to give him something interesting to look at.
I was sitting along the edge of the fountain, cool marble chilling my thighs through the delicate dress I was wearing. Sebastian had apparently brought a team of some of Wyvernbank’s most talented fashion designers to curate my wardrobe over the months we’d been here. There was nothing wrong with the clothes they’d chosen for me, it was just different. I was used to my power suits, used to dark colors. But Sebastian had ultimately chosen beautiful fabrics in a wide range of gorgeous patterns and colors. All the ensembles sitting in my closet were light and flowing, giving me an almost weightless and floating quality whenever I took a step. I’d gotten to wear designer brands I never even dreamed of owning because I either couldn’t afford it before, or because I would have been highly scrutinized for overzealous spending as a diplomat.
One of the house attendants brought out a platter of sandwiches and tea, which she promptly placed on the glass patio table just off to the side. She busied herself by setting up two different plates. 
I raised a curious eyebrow. “Am I expecting company?”
“My apologies, ma’am. I thought someone had told you. His Royal Highness just arrived. He said he wished to join you for lunch before taking Adam for the weekend.”
Sebastian descended the stone steps leading into the courtyard and clapped his hands together, laughing as Adam spread his arms out wide. Sebastian picked Adam up and tossed him into the air, catching him in his arms before tickling the boy senseless. The house attendants around us stood at attention, bowing their heads in respect for their Prince.
“You’re getting so big!” Sebastian exclaimed. “I feel like you grow five inches every time I come to see you.”
“Papa stop,” giggled Adam, voice sweet and high. “No tickle!”
“No tickle? You love tickle?”
Adam shook his head, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled wide. “No tickle,” the boy reaffirmed.
Sebastian placed our son in his lap and sat next to me. “You look lovely today,” he whispered in my ear.
“Thank you. You have excellent taste.”
“I really can’t take all the credit. Patrick was the one who had the final say. I just picked out what I thought would look pretty on you.”
I smiled, a warmth blooming within my chest. “I didn’t know you were stopping by for lunch.”
“I thought I’d spend a little time with you and check up on how you’re doing. How have you adjusted?”
I shrugged, reaching over to brush some of Adam’s hair out of his eyes. He was fidgeting about, fussy because he had refused to take his nap earlier. “The last couple of months have been alright. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t been going stir crazy, though. I was really hoping to take Adam to a park or something.”
Sebastian shook his head. “You know we can’t do that. It’s not safe.”
“I know, I know,” I sighed. “I was just thinking about it.”
“You okay?”
“I guess I just…” I sighed slowly. “I feel like a kept woman.”
“You are a kept woman.”
“Yeah, well, it’s making me feel… I don’t know what the word is in your language.”
“Gross? Weird? Icky?”
I nodded. “Icky.”
Sebastian looked me over, a twinge of concern behind his eyes. “I’ll talk to Patrick. Maybe we can plan a little trip together, just the three of us. Well, the four of us. Pat’s pretty much a guarantee at this point. If I get all of my work done early, maybe we can go somewhere next weekend. I’m thinking the mountains for a bit of skiing.”
“You really mean it?” I asked, excited.
“Of course.” Sebastian nuzzled his nose into Adam’s hair. “Anything for Momma, right?”
“Momma!” our son echoed happily.
Adam’s mood shifted on a dime. His wide smile quickly dissolved into a look of frustration. “Momma,” he repeated, this time with his voice wearing thin. He broke out into a hiccup before sobbing altogether. “Momma!” he cried, eyes turning red with tears. Adam reached for me with his tiny, chubby little fingers.
I took Adam from his father and held him, patting the boy gently on the back while hushing him softly. “What’s wrong, honey? Everything’s fine.”
“No go,” he huffed.
“No go? What do you mean?”
He shook his head adamantly. “No go. Papa stay.”
I chuckled. “Papa came all the way here to see you, honey. He’s been waiting all week.”
“No go,” he whined again.
Sebastian and I looked at each other, unsure of what to say or do. We stayed silent for a moment; eyes locked in a silent conversation. Adam eventually calmed down, but he’d grabbed a fistful of my dress and refused to let go.
“Are you expected anywhere this weekend?” I whispered to Sebastian.
He hummed thoughtfully. “I have a few meetings, but nothing that can’t be rescheduled.”
We sat there for a moment as an awkward blanket of quiet draped itself over our shoulders. Despite my moving to Wyvernbank so that Sebastian could be closer to our son, we hadn’t spent a great deal of time together. Save for our brief encounters in passing whenever Sebastian would come to pick Adam up for the weekend, we had never found ourselves alone for very long. It was sort of an unspoken understanding. We weren’t a thing, weren’t a couple. If we delved into the issue, I feared we would only cause ourselves—and by extension, Adam—more grief than it was worth. Things were simpler this way. We didn’t have to define our lives with labels. Here, hidden away in the middle of nowhere, Sebastian and I were two ships passing in the middle of the night. There had been no attempt to patch things up, to give our relationship another chance. Sebastian was still the Crown Prince, and I was still the woman with whom he’d had an affair.
Part of me was always worried that Adam would find out one day. I was worried that maybe he’d come to resent me, see me only as Sebastian’s mistress. What if he grew up to be ashamed of that fact? From what I understood, it was shameful in Wyvernbank culture to give birth out of wedlock. The fact that Adam was of noble birth only served to amplify my fears. The repercussions he’d face would no doubt be harsher thanks to my scandalous past. No, Sebastian and I were fine with the way things were. Even if there was still a flicker of hope for us, a tiny spark of fondness that remained, I promised to swallow the feeling down for the sake of my boy. My mistakes would be mine alone.
“Stay,” I invited, and nodded to the house attendant, Rita.
“Your Royal Highness,” Rita bowed, “allow me to prepare the master bedroom in the east wing for your stay. That way you can be close to your son.”
“Thank you,” Sebastian replied. He tilted his head to look at Adam. “Papa’s staying. Are you happy now?”
“Yah!” Adam shouted.
Sebastian laughed, though there was a tinge of discomfort in the sound. “I hope you don’t mind, Alison.”
“Would I have invited you to stay if I didn’t want you to have time with our son?” I asked, a little defensive. “Besides, this is your home.” I quirked my brow, challenging him. He nodded, the victory mine. “The whole family’s together now,” I muttered and sat back in my chair, raising the glass to my lips.
“Yes,” he said quietly, frowning to himself. “The whole family.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Sebastian
“Again!” cheered Adam.
I closed the book of fairy tales and rested it on my lap with a sigh. “I already read it to you three times. You promised to be good and go to sleep after this.”
Adam grinned, mischievous, but was unable to suppress an adorably large yawn. “Okay,” he mumbled. He shifted in the crib and rolled over, snuggled his blanket tighter. “Nigh-nigh.”
“Good night.” I chuckled.
“Momma nigh-nigh.”
“I will, sweetheart. I will. Now, get some sleep. Maybe we’ll take Momma out for a picnic in the courtyard.”
Adam quickly drifted off, snoring softly. It amazed me how easily it was for him to fall asleep. In fact, I was a little envious. I’d give anything for a full night of quality rest. After setting the book on the nightstand, I stood quietly and shuffled out the door, closing it as gently as possible so I wouldn’t disturb my boy. There were two security guards standing on the other side of the door, backs against the opposing wall so they could keep a watchful eye over everybody who entered and left Adam’s room. They bowed their heads at me as I passed by them, slowly making my way down the hall to my prepared room. It had been a number of years since I’d visited this particular summer home, preferring to vacation elsewhere rather than at the base of the mountains, so I was admittedly a little unfamiliar with the layout.
There were so many rooms that it was entrancing, each door looking just like the last. The majority of the lights had been turned off to save electricity, which only made it more difficult for me to find my room. As I walked down the length of the hall, I listened to the sound of my shoes clicking against the polished tile floors. The tall windows to my left offered a scenic view into the courtyard where the gardens were softly illuminated by the silver of the moon. The grounds were quiet, incredibly still. The longer I stared out the window, caught in the beauty of the flowers and shrubbery just outside, the faster a feeling of emptiness crept into my system. The feeling grabbed hold of my spine, of my heart, and froze me to the spot.
I’d spent the majority of that afternoon turning Alison’s words over and over again in my head. She’d put on a brave face in front of our son, but her tone made everything clear. Alison was lonely. For a second, I put myself in her shoes. While I was off at the palace taking care of royal business matters, Alison was tucked away in the middle of nowhere like my dirty little secret. I supposed she technically was my dirty little secret, but that fact alone didn’t sit well with me. I hadn’t meant for her to feel like a kept woman. I’d simply been selfish, wanted Adam close to me. Alison had given no indication that she was unhappy, but I could tell that she was. She’d given up everything to be with Adam, whilst I had given up nothing. The more I thought about it, the more I realized how unfair everything was. It left an incredibly bitter taste in my mouth.
I would have been lying if I said I didn’t miss her. My heart ached in my chest every time I caught her eyes, only for her to immediately look away. It was as though she was trying to keep some distance, trying to keep me at arm’s length to protect herself. But I saw how she looked at me when she thought I wasn’t watching. There was something akin to yearning behind her eyes, a glimmer of hope for something more. We’d spent the last couple of months tiptoeing around, too afraid to reach out to one another. My initial mistrust of her had died down as time passed, reduced to a quiet murmur of doubt in the back of my mind. Alison had been nothing but pleasant, just as I’d remembered her to be, and she was undoubtedly a perfect mother.
I wanted her. I really did want her. Some nights I’d lie awake in bed, trying to remember what it was like to hold and kiss her. I frequently found myself thinking back to our time together, cracking a smile at an old joke she’d told me or stifling a laugh at a compliment she’d once given me. I missed her brilliant smile, her light giggle. Alison was putting on the appearance of happiness, but I knew that it wasn’t genuine. I really just wanted to see her happy, but I didn’t know what to do to achieve that. When she called us a family, I couldn’t help but swallow bitterly. We weren’t a family. We could have been, but maybe it was too late to entertain such a thought.
I finally made it to the end of the long hall and pressed against the master bedroom’s door, slipping inside quickly. The room was lavishly furnished, the ottoman, bedside tables, bedframe, and wardrobes all made of the same dark mahogany wood. The bed had been made up with several puffy pillows stuffed in silk cases, and the warm goose down duvets that I once used had been replaced with thinner, cooler cotton blankets to combat the summer heat. The evenings out in the countryside were mild in temperature, but the brick walls of the house easily trapped in the heat like an oven beneath the hot sun.
Exhausted, I pulled off my blazer and lay it down at the foot of the bed, kicking off my shoes and socks before wandering off to the bathroom. The bathroom’s door was closed, but I could see that the lights were on through the small crack at the bottom. I didn’t think much of it, believing that one of the house attendants must have forgotten to turn them off after they prepared my room. I turned the doorknob and entered, freezing almost instantly upon seeing Alison in nothing more than a towel. She gasped, eyes wide in surprise.
“W-what are you doing here?” she exclaimed, clutching the towel close.
“You’re in my room,” I said lamely.
“No, I’m not. Your room’s next door.”
I caught a glimpse of Alison’s long legs, beads of water sliding down her fair skin. I swallowed hard at the dry lump wedged in my throat. All of the heat in my body suddenly rose to fill my cheeks and radiate out of the top of my head. Alison was as gorgeous as I remembered her. Her long locks were drenched, pooling over her shoulders as water dripped from the ends. It was almost ridiculous how elegant she looked, her beauty effortless and serene.
“Sebastian?” she whispered. “Are you okay?”
I licked my lips absentmindedly and cast my eyes down. “Sorry,” I muttered. “I’ll go.”
“Wait,” she called after me as I was about to turn.
I looked at her, stunned into silence by the scent of her floral shampoo and vanilla bodywash. I knew I should have turned to leave. Alison deserved some privacy. We stood there in awkward silence, neither of us willing to speak or move.
“Would you mind handing me that towel there?” she eventually said, tossing her chin in the direction of a smaller towel that was folded up and placed on the granite counter.
I nodded and handed it to her. Alison’s fingertips brushed against mine, a touch so gentle I thought I’d imagined it. She bit her bottom lip, and her gaze locked onto my own. The air around us was buzzing with electricity, the steam from her recent shower tingling my face as it cooled. I couldn’t look away. More importantly, I didn’t want to look away. This was probably the closest I’d been to her since our affair almost a two years ago.
My feet carried me forward, my body moving as though it had a mind of its own. I crashed my lips against hers as I circled her waist with my arms, pulling her close. Alison moaned into my mouth as she let go of her towel, abandoning it to fall to the tiled floor as she wrapped her arms around my neck. I’d forgotten how great she felt against me, forgotten how easily her lips could render me a bumbling mess. I didn’t realize how badly I’d wanted her until the front of my pants grew uncomfortably tight, my cock twitching to have her. I kissed her hard, pressing against her with enough force to have us both stumbling over onto the luxurious white bathroom rug.
Alison moaned as I hungrily kissed her neck and undid my belt. She helped me pull the front of my pants down, handling my throbbing cock with her hands. She stroked my swollen shaft, applying steady pressure as she ran her hand up and down at a brutally fast pace. I had no time to take in her intoxicatingly sweet scent or to admire the taste of her tongue on my own. This was frenzied, heated sex—the result of months upon months of denying ourselves to one another. Alison easily spread her legs for me as I shoved into her, earning myself a distressingly sexy whine.
“Sebastian!”
I snapped my hips into her, overwhelmed by the warmth of her wet pussy. Alison felt fantastic, and the sweet noises she made out of pleasure only served to spur me on. Even if I wanted to take things slow, to spend my time teasing her, I was too pent up to show any semblance of self-control. From what I could tell, Alison couldn’t hold back either. She wrapped her legs around me and locked her ankles to keep me in place. She dug her fingers into my back, gripping at the fabric of my shirt as she dragged her nails over my shoulders. The tiles were hard on my knees, but the tight, hot coil of impending climax made everything worthwhile.
Alison was breathing hard, and she bit down on my shoulder as though to keep from screaming. We both knew that Adam was just down the hall, and the last thing we wanted was for him to wake up. I kissed her lips and swallowed the sounds, sucking on her lower lip hard enough that it came away swollen. Alison really was like no other. I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I’d wanted anyone this much. Every one of my thrusts grew more and more desperate, my hard cock searching for delicious friction. I lifted Alison’s hips so that I could better aim for her sweet spot. When her eyes rolled back and her mouth fell open in an inaudible oh, I knew I’d accomplished my mission.
I pulled out at the last minute and came hard, little white spots flashing across my vision as I did. Ropes of my seed painted her stomach and chest, claiming her as mine. Shuddering against her, I sucked a bruising kiss into her neck. There was no doubt in my mind that the area would be bruised by morning, evidence of our brief time together. Alison rolled her head back into the bathroom rug and sighed, a satisfied smile stretching across her face.
“I guess I should get back in the shower,” she joked weakly.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
“Please, don’t apologize.”
“I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
Alison shook her head. “Dare I say it, but I think that was the best sex I’ve ever had.”
“You mean that?” I sighed and pressed my forehead to hers, “What are we even doing?”
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “This is all kind of unchartered territory.”
“I don’t regret what we just did. Do you?”
She licked her lips. “No. No, I don’t.”
“What are we supposed to do now?”
She giggled. The sound was music to my ears. “Do you want to join me in the shower? I mean, since you’re already here.”
“Alison–”
“Look, I don’t know what’s supposed to happen next. It’s not like anyone wrote a guide for people in our particular situation. Let’s just… I don’t know. Let’s just take it day by day, enjoy the time we spend together. I don’t know about you, but I’ve… I’ve missed you. A lot.”
I offered a small, fond smile. “I’ve missed you too.”
“When you’re out there, you’re the Crown Prince. But in here, you don’t have to be. You can do whatever you want here. We can be whatever we want.”
“I like the sound of that,” I hummed.
Alison got up from the rug and extended her hand to me. There was something sinfully hot about my seed dripping from her round breasts. “Care to join me?”
I took her hand and stood. “Sounds like a plan.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Alison
I awoke the next morning with Sebastian’s arm slung over the covers and around my waist. He gave off a lot of heat, which was almost unbearable considering the hot weather we’d been having. But I didn’t push him away, perfectly content with the way my body fit snuggly against his. For a change, it was nice not to wake up to an empty space in my bed. After quickly glancing at the alarm clock on my bedside table—the glowing green digits read 6:29AM—I rolled over and placed a gentle kiss to Sebastian’s temple. He grumbled something into his pillow, still asleep.
“Good morning,” I whispered. “It’s time to get up.”
“Five more minutes.”
“Adam gets up at seven every morning. He’ll want breakfast.”
Sebastian’s eyes cracked open the tiniest bit, sleep crusting the corners of his eyes. He strengthened his hold around me. “Let the nanny take care of him. It’s what I pay her for.”
I giggled. Sebastian’s hair was sticking up in places. I gingerly ran my fingers through his hair and stroked the side of his face with the back of my fingers. “Up and at ‘em,” I said softly.
He pressed his face into his pillow and muttered, “Do not disturb.”
“This isn’t a hotel,” I laughed.
“I’m really not a morning person.”
“I can see that.” I grabbed the covers and tossed them off. Sebastian groaned, stretching his arms and legs. We’d slept naked last night, too exhausted after our fun in the bathroom to bother with dressing.
I dragged my eyes over his body, admiring the tight muscles of his arms, chest, and stomach. Part of me wondered if I was dreaming. Sebastian was just as handsome as I remembered him being. When he refused to get up, a mischievous thought danced across my thoughts. Maybe he’d be more inclined to wake if I gave him a reason to. I crawled on top of him and straddled him between my thighs, rotating my hips in small circles to stimulate his cock. Sebastian’s eyes shot open in surprise.
“Well, someone’s raring to go today.” He chuckled.
“Get up,” I told him. “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.”
Sebastian placed his hands on my hips and smirked. “Make me.”
“You’re going to regret it.”
He slapped my ass. “I really don’t think I will.”
I could feel his cock swell with arousal, rubbing shamelessly between my ass. The head of his cock was already leaking with want, which in turn sent a shiver down my spine. I could feel myself growing wetter for him, and the dark look in his eye tempted me even more. I reached behind me and dragged my fingers up the bottom of his shaft, licking my lips seductively. I carefully lowered myself onto his thick cock and sat atop of him, adjusting to the pleasurable stretch. Sebastian filled me to the brim, his gentle touches like soft fire against my skin. He felt absolutely incredible inside of me. 
I rocked my hips back and forth, riding him slowly. He tipped his head back into his pillow and closed his eyes, groaning languidly. I liked seeing him like this, completely at my mercy. I allowed his hands to wander, pinching at my nipples and fondling my breasts as I continued my unrushed paced.
“You feel so good,” he moaned. “Fuck.”
“You’re so fucking big,” I panted. “God, I love your cock.”
Sebastian dug his fingers into my hips and thrust upward. He hit me right in the sweet spot, shooting waves of pleasure throughout my body. The sensation was so intense it nearly knocked the air out of my lungs. I reached between us and started drawing frantic little circles into my swollen clit. My whole body shook as fire spread through my veins. I hadn’t felt this wild since first meeting Sebastian. The excitement, the tension of not knowing what was to come—it all thrilled me to the very bone.
Every muscle in my body tightened as I climaxed, an overwhelming heat surging through every nerve. I shivered and groaned as I came, suddenly too dizzy to move. Sebastian immediately grabbed me by the waist and spun us around, pinning my back to the mattress. He eagerly kissed my breasts, dragged his tongue over a hard nipple, and growled.
“I’m not done with you.”
He grabbed hold of my wrists and pinned my hands above my head, thrusting into me harshly. My tight walls pulsed around his swollen cock, still slick from just having come. Sebastian crashed his lips against mine, teasing my tongue with his own. Still fresh off of climax, all of my senses appeared to be in overdrive. Every touch felt electric; every sound rang loudly in my ear. I quickly became drunk off of Sebastian’s scent and yearned for the taste of his mouth.
“Alison,” he hissed in my ear as he came, shoving into me a few more times as he rode the high of his orgasm. His hot seed filled me, dripping from my wet pussy onto my thighs and spilling onto the sheets. Sebastian pulled out and sighed into my hair. “Okay. Okay, I’m awake.”
I laughed, suddenly exhausted. “Good night.”
“No,”—he chuckled—“you were the one pestering me to get up. Come on, let’s grab a quick shower together.”
“But now I’m tired.”
Sebastian got out of bed and spread his arms out, as though to pick me up bridal-style. “I’ll carry you into the shower if I have to.”
I raised my leg and pressed my foot to his chest, urging him away. “You wouldn’t dare.”
He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Or would I?”
Before I had a chance to answer, somebody on the other side of the bedroom door knocked three times. I jumped out of bed and wrapped my body up in the sheets, clutching the fabric to my chest. Sebastian slipped into the clothes he haphazardly threw off in the middle of the night and cleared his throat.
“What is it?” he snapped.
“Your Royal Highness, it’s me,” said Patrick from the other side of the door. “Are you and Miss Smith decent?”
“Uh…” I hesitated, cheeks flushing bright red. How did Patrick know that Sebastian had spent the night in my room? Patrick really was a miracle advisor because he knew absolutely everything.  “Give me one second,” I mumbled as I dashed off to the closet. I threw on the first loose dress I could find before reemerging. I nodded to Sebastian once to signal that I was ready.
“Come in,” he ordered.
Patrick stepped into the room, a look of worry on his face. I was worried his job was really starting to wear on him. He looked like he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in ages. “I’m sorry to bother you both,” he said.
“What happened?” Sebastian demanded.
“The security team apprehended an intruder just a few minutes ago. From what we can tell, the man’s a journalist.”
I look cautiously at Sebastian. “What’s a journalist doing all the way out here?”
Sebastian clenched his fists at his side and spoke through gritted teeth, “Where is he?”
“We have him detained. The head of security is questioning him now.”
“Stay here,” Sebastian said to me. “I’ll speak with him. In the meantime, make sure Adam stays indoors. This guy may not be alone.”
I nodded slowly, dread clawing at my tongue and weighing it down into my throat. It wasn’t difficult for me to imagine what was going on. I didn’t believe in coincidences. We were too far out in the middle of private property for someone to just randomly show up. This intruder, whoever he was and whoever he worked for, had deliberately come here to scout out the location. Had somebody at the Wyvernbank palace noticed Sebastian’s frequent trips? I thought for sure that it wouldn’t raise any suspicion because it was in line with his old rumored partying habits. If a journalist was snooping around Sebastian’s private summer home, it wasn’t too much of a stretch that they suspected something scandalous was going on. And even if they didn’t, there was no doubt in my mind they’d discover the truth about Adam and me.
Sebastian left with Patrick following quick on his tail. I chose instead to sit, my  head reeling with endless questions and a fear of all possibilities.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Sebastian
I was livid. I didn’t know who this guy was, but there was going to be hell to pay. I’d spent a small fortune on upping the property’s security systems and hiring the best security personnel to protect Adam and Alison. The fact that this journalist managed to sneak onto the grounds and made it within mere yards away from my son meant that somebody had seriously dropped the ball. I wasn’t sure who I was going to yell at for this oversight, but I silently swore that it would have to wait. I had a trespasser to interrogate.
He was a mousy little thing. The man had big, beady eyes, puffy cheeks, thin lips, and a bulbous nose. He was a little taller than me, probably by about four inches, but his arms and legs were lanky and thin. Just looking at him confused me. With the way he was unevenly proportioned, I was genuinely surprised he was able to stand and carry himself around. The man sported a beer gut and a double chin, the latter of which he tried to hide behind a greasy, untrimmed goatee. He had long brown hair tied back with a cheap elastic band, but it was obvious that he was overcompensating for the fact that the top of his head was balding. He didn’t exactly strike me as a particularly efficient journalist, what with the way his shirt was all wrinkled and judging by the salsa stains on his pants.
“What’s your name?” I demanded, standing across from him.
The security team had him sat on an uncomfortable fold-out chair. He squirmed, uncomfortable under my attention. “Sam, Your Royal Highness.”
“What are you doing here, Sam?”
“I-I got lost, Your Royal Highness.”
I raised my eyebrows at him, not believing a word he had to say. “Lost? My head of security said you had a map of the area and aerial shots of my property. They also said you had a duffle bag full of water bottles and food. I find that a little hard to believe. You look like you’ve prepared for a trip.”
“Please, Your Royal Highness, just let me go. I swear, I’ll never come back. I won’t tell anybody anything.”
“Our nation may be incredibly advanced in some ways, but the law still states that trespassing on royal grounds is punishable by death. My father never got around to changing all those archaic rules, you see. There were far too many. And I suppose he figured people would have the common sense not to do such a thing. I guess he was wrong.”
“P-please,” the man stammered, “I don’t know anything. I didn’t mean any harm.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and huffed. “Tell me the truth, Sam. Tell me why you’re really here, and I’ll let you go. In fact, I’ll even have my chauffeur give you a ride back into town. I won’t have my guards behead you in the woods.”
“Y-you can’t do that! I have rights.”
“The law’s the law, Sam. I’m not trying to be cruel.”
Sam fidgeted in his seat, exchanging glances between me and the floor. “I swear, I meant you no harm. My boss sent me.”
“What paper do you work for?”
“Wyvernbank Weekly.”
“Paper,” I scoffed. “That’s just a gossip magazine.”
“Yes. I’m one of their newest writers. I thought that if I could maybe find out something about your private life, I could really impress my boss and get a leg up in the writer’s room.”
“And what have you discovered?”
“Nothing at all, I swear!”
“I don’t believe you.”
“I’m telling you the truth. I happened to hear down the grapevine that you spend every weekend at one of your private properties. I wasn’t sure which one, so I… Well, I scouted them all.”
“So you’ve been stalking me,” I concluded firmly.
“N-no, that’s not–”
“Because from where I’m standing, that’s exactly what it looks like.”
“I just wanted to catch a few pictures of you. Our readers love pieces about the Crown Prince. I thought maybe you were hosting parties or something. I didn’t think you had a–”
My blood curdled in my veins. “Had a what?” I hissed.
Sam shivered, squeaking, “That you had a son.”
I’d never felt rage like I did then. My body moved of its own accord, thrusting me forward in a blind fury. I grabbed the man by the shirt collar and lifted him violently out of his seat. 
Sam whimpered, hands raised in defeat. “P-please, don’t h-hurt me. I’ll stay quiet. I won’t tell anyone.”
“How am I supposed to believe a word out of your mouth? How do I know you’re not going to tell your boss all about it? I’m sure a story like this would cement your career.”
“I swear,” he cried, snot dripping from his nose as tears welled up in his eyes. “I made a m-mistake. You’ll never hear from me a-again.”
“I’d better not. Please understand, my son’s safety is all I care about. Do you have children, Sam?”
“N-no. But I have a kid brother.”
I let go of Sam’s collar and allowed him to collapse into his seat. I leaned over, placing my hands firmly on his shoulder so that he had no choice but to look me in the eye. “How old’s your brother, Sam?”
“S-seven.”
“You’d do anything to protect him, wouldn’t you?”
“O-of course.”
“Then you understand where I’m coming from, right?”
“Yes, Your Royal Highness. I totally understand.”
“I’m going to let you go now. If I catch even a whiff of gossip about my son, or my family, I will find you. And I swear to you, Sam—I have all the resources to make your life a living hell if you leak this information.”
“I won’t say anything! I won’t.”
I nodded. “Good. Now get the fuck out of my house.”
Sam scrambled to his feet and ran out the door, only to be immediately grabbed by several large security officers waiting on the other side. There was obviously no way that I was going to allow Sam to leave unescorted. The officers would place him in the back of one of their armored SUVs, drive around for a little while to throw off his inner compass, and then finally return him to the nearest city where I’d hopefully never see him again.
Patrick clicked his tongue and leaned against the frame of the door. “Don’t you think threatening him and his family will be damaging for your public image?”
I rolled my eyes and shrugged. “Who’s going to believe him? He’s just some low-level gossip reporter. Journalist my ass.”
“If you’re done intimidating your citizens, Miss Smith has been asking for you.”
“Where is she?”
“The east wing’s second tearoom.”
“Is Adam awake?”
“Yes. The little Prince has been asking for you too. It seems he won’t stop crying.”
I sighed and finally unclenched my jaw. The muscles in my face were unbearably sore. I had a sinking feeling in my gut that today was going to be an incredibly rough one to deal with.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Alison
I thought I handled stress pretty well. As a diplomat, playing in the game of politics, stress was all I’d ever known. I’d been an expert in navigating the field of doublespeak and fake smiles. It was easy knowing who not to trust, because there was no one to trust. But this time, it was different. I felt powerless, resourceless. When Sebastian informed me that it was a nosy journalist that had been sniffing around for a story to print, I didn’t know what to say. It was as though, in an instant, my mind had deleted everything from my brain. No words, no thoughts, no memories plagued me. It was just blank, a white canvas to start anew.
“And he saw Adam,” I mumbled under my breath.
“Yes,” Sebastian sighed, “unfortunately.”
“And you just… You just let him go?”
He pressed his lips together into a fine line and gestured with his hands. “I wasn’t about to keep him prisoner in the dungeon.”
“This place has a dungeon?”
“What? No, that’s not– No, there’s no dungeon. You’re missing my point. He’s a Wyvernbank citizen. He has rights.”
“You could have called the police,” I argued. “Pressed charges for trespassing onto your property.”
“And then what, Alison? If the police show up, they’ll be the one’s to find out about Adam. I wasn’t about to let that happen.”
“What if he talks?”
“He won’t.”
“Why do you sound so sure?”
“I think the man’s smart enough to know that if he speaks out against me, he’ll regret it. You’re forgetting who I am, Alison. Right after my father, my word is the most powerful thing in the land.”
“How long do you intend to keep us a secret?” The words escaped my mouth before I had the chance to think. It wasn’t all that hard either, because I hadn’t been thinking at all. Panic was the one driving my mouth, anxiety choosing my words. “When are you going to tell your father, your people, that you have a son? When Adam turns eighteen? Or are you just going to keep us here indefinitely?”
Sebastian’s brows pulled together into a steep frown. “I’m not keeping you here, Alison. You’re free to leave whenever you want.” His words were heavy, harsh. He didn’t sound like the man I knew, but one of authority and high station.
“Watch your tone,” I warned, noticing how Adam was beginning to grow restless in my arms.
He repeated himself, this time softer, “The door is wide open. You can leave at any time.”
“Not without my son.”
“Adam stays here,” Sebastian growled. “He is a Wyvernbank Prince. This is his home.”
“His home is with his mother,” I hissed through clenched teeth.
“Why are you being so difficult?”
“I’m not being difficult. You’re the one being impossible.”
Sebastian snorted in derision. “Yeah? How so?”
“You want your son near you, but he won’t fully be accepted into the royal family until you make his existence known. But if you do that, you’ll be face to face with a scandal of having an illegitimate heir. But when I say I want to keep Adam in Sunyata, you outright refuse to let him stay with me. You want a son, but you won’t accept all of the responsibility.”
“Enough!” he snapped, voice echoing loudly off the ornately decorated walls.
“You’re ashamed of us,” I accused. “No, you’re ashamed of me.”
“Alison, stop.”
“Do you regret it? Sleeping with me, do you regret it? If you’d just left me alone, none of this would be happening. You wouldn’t be facing the backlash from having a bastard child. That’s the reason you haven’t told anyone about Adam. You’re afraid. You’re more afraid of what your people will say about you than actually loving him.”
Sebastian closed his mouth and stared at me, a fiery rage burning behind his eyes. His nostrils were flared, and his fists were clenched. “What the hell do you want from me? I’m trying to protect the two of you.”
“No, you’re not. You’re trying to stifle us. I bet you think gifting us expensive toys and jewelry and allowing us to live in a fancy house is a blessing. It’s just a bribe, Sebastian. A bribe to say quiet and out of the way.” Anger boiled in my chest. “Sooner or later, news about Adam is going to get out. It’s up to you how that happens. I guarantee you that won’t be the last nosy reporter to show up at our doorstep.”
“What do you propose I do then?” he growled bitterly. “You seem to have all the answers.”
“No more playing house,” I demanded. “Either reveal Adam to the royal family and your country, or I’m taking Adam home where we can live normal lives.”
“You’d take him from me?”
“This is no way to live, Sebastian. Yes, I’d take him if it’d mean he got to grow up happy.”
We looked at one another in stunned silence. Nothing but anger and disappointment and heartbreak seeped from my very pores. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was surprised all the same. They had a saying in Wyvernbank: this was the moment the hat dropped. I raked my eyes over Sebastian, trying to concentrate on his face, but failing entirely. I could hardly bring myself to look him in the eye because I was so distressed, choosing instead to glare at his feet. This moment had been long time coming—the moment we realized that having a baby together wasn’t enough to keep us together. I cared for Sebastian, more than I ever realized, but I knew that I was right. In fact, I was pretty sure Sebastian agreed with me, judging by the dark look in his eye. We’d run out of options, and continuing to play at being the perfect little family was not one of them.
“I can’t…” Sebastian hesitated. “I can’t live without you both. But what you’re asking of me… It’s impossible. It’s one thing to reveal to my people about Adam. But the fact that you’re his mother is another issue entirely.”
“Because I’m not Wyvernian?”
“Yes,” he croaked. “The press would vilify you, Alison. They’d come up with all sorts of nasty accusations to pin you as some sort of seductress. You’d never know a moment’s peace for the rest of your life.”
“I don’t care,” I said adamantly. “I can’t continue to live like a prisoner here.”
Sebastian set his jaw and became deadly silent. I felt like I was looking at a complete stranger. My heart twisted in my chest so painfully that I thought I’d be sick. When did everything go so terribly wrong? When did Sebastian start looking at me with so much distrust? When did he stop touching me sweetly, gingerly like I was precious? When did he stop whispering kind words in my ear and attempt to make me laugh at every opportunity? When did we fall so awfully out of love?
He opened his mouth as though to speak, but said nothing, setting his jaw once again. He was so tense that I could see the muscles in his face clench tight. Finally, he turned on his heel and left, leaving Adam to cry in my arms. The door slammed shut behind him, the sound echoing in my mind with a terrifying finality.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Sebastian
I returned to my room in a huff. My actual room, the one that had originally been prepared for me. Sitting in one of the armchairs next to the window, just in front of an ornate glass coffee table that was piled high with sweets and savory snacks, I crossed one leg over the other and stared off into the distance at nothing. There was too much going on inside my head to really focus. In my angered state, I was hyperaware of everything. I could hear my heart beating loudly in my chest, could feel the rush of blood through my veins, was agitated by the sound of chirping birds just outside my bedroom window. I thrummed my fingers upon the armrest, deliberately digging my nails into the wood of the chair.
Deep down, I knew that Alison was right. We couldn’t keep living in secret like this. But even though she was speaking the truth, her words stung. I wasn’t ashamed of her or Adam. I didn’t care that Adam was only half-Wyvernian. That fact didn’t subvert his claim to the throne. But I didn’t like that Alison had given me an ultimatum. Had it been anyone else, they would have been punished for speaking to a member of the royal family with such disrespect. It was only a matter of time before I told everyone about my son, I’d just been putting it off. I hated to admit it, but I was scared. I didn’t care about my reputation. It wasn’t that great to begin with. But Adam was innocent in all of this. My greatest fear was that he’d grow up with the world’s eyes on him, watching his every move and judging him for every little misstep as they had with me. Maybe Alison was right. Maybe I needed to reveal the truth sooner rather than later. At least I’d be able to control how the information got out, could frame the narrative in as favorable a light as possible.
But what was going to happen to Alison? She was a strong woman, but also frustratingly stubborn. I genuinely cared for her too much to bear the thought of the media tearing her apart. I’d seen it happen before. Every now and then, a Wyvernian politician would be carelessly caught with a mistress—sometimes even two—and the press would go absolutely insane. They’d investigate every little detail about the woman to try to figure out who they were. Their lives were placed under microscopes, and the public had front row seats to the dissection. From their educational background, to who they hung out with as children, to what their parents did for a living, to minor run-ins with the law.
Nothing was off-limits.
Reporters could get exceptionally creative with their headlines. I was worried that if I exposed Adam to the public, and by extension Alison, they’d paint her as some sort of gold digger or promiscuous social climber. Alison was anything but. She was kind, sweet, and intimidatingly intelligent. But this was how the world of status worked. Nothing we did ever went unanalyzed, nothing we ever said went unnoticed. It was true Alison had experience dealing with public opinion as a diplomat, but this was a whole other level of scrutiny. She wasn’t ready for the potential backlash. What upset me most was that she thought she was. I didn’t want to see her torn apart.
There was a soft knock at the door.
“What?” I snapped harshly.
“It’s me,” said Patrick. “I have news from the court.”
I groaned in frustration. I had too much on my plate right now to worry about anything else. But if Patrick was addressing me personally, it was probably too important to ignore.
“Come in,” I grumbled.
Patrick stepped inside and closed the door behind him, remaining where he was by the door frame. I could recognize the look of pity in his eyes. He’d been with me through thick and thin, seen me at my worst and at my best. I probably knew him as well as he knew me, so there was really no need to ask me how I was doing. He could tell I was upset just by looking at me. Since he always had his ear to the ground, there was no doubt in my mind he’d learned about my argument with Alison.
He cleared his throat and said, “Ambassador Clavets has been asking for you.”
“What does he want?”
“I think you know.”
“Is it this whole marriage nonsense thing again?”
Patrick nodded his head solemnly. “I’m afraid he’s rather insistent. He’s been approved for an appointment to speak to the King about the whole ordeal.”
I snorted and rolled my eyes. “There’s no way my father would entertain that idiot.”
“Well, apparently that’s not the case. You know he’s been rather insistent about meeting with King Regis and proposing the marriage arrangement. He’s pleaded for months. They’re set to discuss wedding arrangements later this afternoon.”
I slumped in my seat and tilted my head back, staring at the ceiling in dismay. Why was it that everything that could go wrong was going wrong? What had I done to deserve any of this? Why, despite my station, did I feel so damn powerless and small? I didn’t think my brain could handle Alison’s ultimatum and Clavets’ proposed arrangement at the same time. There were too many big decisions to make in too little time. I felt stuck.
I felt stuck because I wasn’t ready to give Alison up. I thought if I had more time with her, maybe we could have been something more. I thought her moving to Wyvernbank with me and Adam would have changed things, cleared up our perspectives. After our night together in the bathroom, I thought for sure she still had feelings for me. The burning desire I felt for her had rekindled, a new hope alight within me. But now it was fading quickly, once again leaving me in the darkness of uncertainty. 
I didn’t want to give up on Alison, but she had made it quite apparent that she was ready to move on.
“This is a nightmare,” I grumbled. “How do you and Klaus do it?”
“Pardon me?”
“You and Klaus. Do you two ever fight?”
Patrick shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortable. “Sometimes. Well, actually, a lot. Especially lately. It’s been tough. Though I believe our circumstances are quite different from yours. We don’t have titles and obligations to worry about.”
“What about long-distance?” I inquired. “Alison obviously isn’t happy here. If I sent her back to Sunyata, do you think we could still be together?”
My advisor rubbed his chin, appearing deep in thought. “Klaus and I… We’ve managed to make it work, but only because we have a mutual understanding that if we drift apart, we’d be okay with it.”
“Seriously?”
“Long-distance relationships take effort, Sebastian. It’s not easy. Klaus and I understand that if we don’t work out, there’s no hard feelings.”
“Don’t you care about him?”
“Of course, I do. If things between us ended, I’d be incredibly disappointed. But if they did end, I think we’d both understand that we tried our very best. And, you know, so far so good. It’s a lot of texting and emails and video calls. Given our work situations, it can be a little difficult to find the time for one another. We live to serve. But I believe you and Miss Smith have a completely different dynamic. It wouldn’t be that simple.”
“Do tell.”
“You have a child together, for one. The moment Adam was born, he became your number one priority. That changes things.”
“I still care for her deeply.”
“I don’t doubt that.”
I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “I just don’t know what to do. I’m scared she’s going to run away again and take Adam with her.”
Patrick pressed his lips into a thin line. “There are ways to ensure she can’t do that.”
I raised a curious eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“I can speak with your team of legal advisors on your behalf to discuss some options. If you want Prince Adam to stay in Wyvernbank, then I will see to it that it happens.”
“But what about Alison? There’s no way she’d agree to that.”
“Who do you care more about, Sebastian? Adam or Alison?”
My heart wedged itself into my throat. I sat there in silence for what felt like hours. I didn’t have an answer. “If you were in my shoes,” I asked instead, “what would you do?”
Patrick sighed and shook his head. “You’re not going to like my answer.”
“As my advisor,” I clarified, “what would you have me do?”
He frowned, eyes glazing over as he appeared to fall deep into thought. “I would advise you to consult the legal team and discuss concrete custody options. Prince Adam is the second in line to the Wyvernbank throne. It’s vital to secure his claim to it, and to do so, he must remain in the country to avoid external factors influencing him. We’re not currently at war with Sunyata, but I believe there is always the chance that—should Alison decide to take him back with her—that they could use Prince Adam against us if they were to find out about his royal status.”
My stomach grumbled in protest, not out of hunger, but because I was definitely about to be sick. “And as my friend? What would you have me do?”
Patrick raised his chin and looked at me, eyes as cold and calculating as ever. “As your friend, I want you to have custody of your son. Alison is a lovely woman, but she’s changed.”
“Changed? How?”
“She thinks with her heart, not her head. She isn’t the same woman. She’s not thinking logically because all she wants is to protect her son. It’s only natural, but she’s not thinking in the long-term.”
I rubbed my hands over my face and groaned. “You’re right. I don’t like your answer.”
“You have to choose, Sebastian. I’m just sorry you have to deal with such a burden.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Alison
I felt like I was walking on a tightrope, seconds away from falling. There was no safety net, no harness to keep me from plummeting to my death. After our fight, Sebastian had to return to the palace for business. At least, that was what the house attendants told me. He’d left in such a hurry that the explanation for his sudden departure was equally as rushed. I’d confined myself to my room, lying in bed. Adam slept directly next to me, sucking on his thumb as he drooled onto the pillow supporting his head. I watched the child sleep, the sound of his soft snoring the only thing providing me comfort in this trying time. I was just so exhausted. I didn’t have any fight left in me. All I wanted to do was close my eyes and hope that I wouldn’t have to wake up the next morning to this nightmare.
My stomach was full of butterflies, and my heart kept skipping a beat as I tried to predict what Sebastian was going to do next. I couldn’t get a read on him. He wasn’t letting me in, and that was what scared me the most. There was no telling what he was thinking. He probably hated me for putting him and Adam in this situation, but I needed to put my foot down. I was tired of hiding, tired of the potential of being caught. The whole incident with the reporter freaked me out more than I let on. If a member of the press could find us once, I was sure it could happen again. Adam, Sebastian, and I would never be safe from prying eyes if we tried to keep things a secret. In my head, we only had two options. Either Sebastian allowed me and Adam to return home to Sunyata where we could lead normal lives, thereby removing all risk of scandal, or we could stay here and wait to be caught.
I could understand if Sebastian needed more time. This was a big decision. Even I didn’t know what I would have chosen if I were in his shoes. But somebody had to force a choice, had to draw a line in the sand. It hurt me to see Sebastian so conflicted. I didn’t want him to feel like this—
like he was trapped in a corner with nowhere to go. All I wanted for us was to be happy. If only he hadn’t been born a Prince, maybe things could have been a lot simpler. If only we hadn’t met at all, none of this would have happened.
Except I didn’t regret meeting him. In the brief time Sebastian and I had together, he’d made me the happiest woman alive. I’d never felt so free, so adored before I fell into his arms. And he’d given me the most precious piece of my life. 
Even now, Sebastian had provided Adam and I with a roof over our heads, all the food we could possibly ever want, and all the luxuries I’d otherwise never been able to afford. Sebastian was the kindest, most loving man I knew, and I was ruining him. I was ruining and hurting him just by being near him, and I couldn’t take it any longer. There were only two ways for this to end between us: we could either be together, or we’d never see each other again. Had it not been for Adam, I would have left the second Sebastian walked out the door.
“Miss Smith?” someone called to me from the hallway. I recognized the voice as Patrick’s.
“Yes?”
“May I come in?”
“The door’s unlocked.”
Patrick entered with a thick yellow envelope in his hands. His brows were drawn together into a small frown, concern written all over his face. I sat up in bed, butterflies threatening to burst right out of my chest.
“What is it?” I asked softly. I didn’t want to wake Adam. Patrick handed me the envelope. It was surprisingly heavy. I ripped open the top and pulled out a stack of documents, all of them covered in tiny print. “Patrick? What’s… What is this?”
“Custody paperwork,” he said calmly. “And a non-disclosure agreement.”
I shook my head. “What… What for?”
He sighed and looked at me apologetically. “Prince Sebastian has decided to keep Adam here in Wyvernbank. You, however, are free to return to your country.”
All the blood in my body drained from my head and pooled into my feet, leaving me dizzy and dangerously breathless. My mind was blank. No words came to me. I gripped the documents tight in my hand and scanned them over and over again, trying to make sense of it all. The corners of my vision started to blur as tears welled up in my eyes.
“This says…” I choked, unable to breathe. “This says Adam’s to stay here nine months out of the year.”
Patrick nodded slowly. “Yes, it does.”
“Sebastian can’t do this. Adam needs his mother.”
“I can assure you, Miss Smith, that a full team of exceptionally qualified individuals will be hired to provide Adam with around-the-clock care.”
“I’m not leaving my son.”
“I’m afraid there’s no way around it. You’re very much welcome to discuss things with your legal counsel, but I wouldn’t want this to drag on longer than necessary. It could cause Prince Adam undue stress.”
“I don’t have legal counsel.”
“I’m sure His Royal Highness would be happy to appoint you a lawyer.”
I grimaced at his comment. “They’d be biased against me. I want a lawyer from my own country.”
“Then I’m afraid you’ll have to leave Wyvernbank to go and hire one.”
There was a tingling sensation in my gut, not unlike the tingling you’d get when you knew you were about to fall.
“Why are you doing this?” I started to cry. “Why are you being so cold, Patrick? This isn’t like you.”
“It brings me no pleasure to do this, Miss Smith. I’m simply following His Royal Highness’ orders. You will be well compensated for your silence.”
“I don’t want to be silent. I want to be with my son!”
“Please, don’t make this more difficult than it already is. Sign the agreement.” Patrick held out a pen for me.
“No,” I hissed.
“Miss Smith, I’m not asking.”
“I’m not signing.”
Adam stirred from his sleep, no doubt alarmed by the noise of our heated conversation. He started to cry, reaching for me to hold him. I picked him up immediately and stroked his hair, drying his tears with the pad of my thumb.
“It’s okay,” I whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”
Adam could probably sense the worry and desperation in my tone because he immediately started to bawl his eyes out. I tried cradling him, bouncing him gently as I patted his back to soothe him, but nothing seemed to work.
“Miss Smith,” Patrick said firmly, “please sign the custody agreement.”
“What if I don’t?” I demanded. “What if I don’t sign it and I take Adam with me to Sunyata tonight?”
“Prince Sebastian has given me the exclusive right to do what is necessary.”
“The hell is that supposed to mean?”
Patrick snapped his fingers and a huge team of security officers burst into the room. They’d never intimidated me when we were just one-on-one, but now they were all grouped together, nothing but hulking shoulders and cold, judgmental eyes.
“It brings me no pleasure to do this,” said Patrick, “but if you leave me no choice, I will have them take Prince Adam by force.”
“You can’t do this!” I sobbed. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Adam started to cry in earnest, stressed out by my wailing.
“Sign the agreement, Miss Smith.”
“No!”
“Miss Smith,” he warned, “don’t make me do this.”
“I want to talk to Sebastian. Get him on the phone.”
“He’s busy right now. I believe he’s in a meeting with Ambassador Clavets.”
“I don’t care. Get Sebastian on the phone right now!”
Patrick let out a heavy sigh as he reached into his pants pocket. He pulled out a cell phone and speed-dialed a number. “It’s me,” he said into the receiver. “She wants to speak with you.” Patrick handed me the phone.
I shakily raised the device to my ear. Something inside me snapped, like a dam suddenly collapsing in the wake of a terrible storm. “You son of a bitch!” I screamed. “How could you do this to me? You’re a heartless bastard, you know that?”
Sebastian tried to get a word in. “Ali–”
“Why are you taking my son away from me?”
“Because you were about to take him away from me!” he growled. “I needed to protect Adam. If you take him away, I’ll never see him again. At least with this agreement, you’ll see him during the summers. It’s the only way to make this fair.”
“Fair?” I shrieked. “How is any of this fair?”
“Ali–”
“I hate you,” I screamed. “I fucking hate you.”
“Why do you have to make everything so fucking hard, Alison?”
“I wish I’d never met you.”
“The feeling’s mutual. Sign the damn agreement and go home.”
Sebastian hung up the phone. The silence on the other end of the line rang loudly in my ear. Hot tears streaked down my face as a sudden wave of exhaustion washed over me. I couldn’t keep doing this. I couldn’t keep fighting to protect Adam with the resources that Sebastian had. His words stabbed into me like a sharp knife, cutting through flesh, organs, and bone. I really didn’t have any fight left. I didn’t know how much more of this I could take. Now that everything was out on the table, there was only one more thing I had left to do.
“Alison,” Patrick whispered gently, “if you take Adam back with you, how are you going to give him the life he deserves?”
“I-I’ll work,” I mumbled pathetically. “I’ll go back to work.”
“As a diplomat? That’s a full-time job, Alison. That’s eighty hours a week, sometimes more. Sometimes you’ll be away to different countries. How are you going to have time to raise Adam by yourself?”
“I’ll hire help.”
“You barely let the nanny here do any of the work; I don’t see how that’s possible.”
“I’ll figure something out!” I snapped, exasperated. “I’ll figure something out,” I repeated, less confident.
“Alison,” he repeated, much softer this time. He held the pen up in front of my face. “You’re a good mother. The right choice doesn’t always feel right, but I think you know what to do.”
I wanted to scream my lungs out. I wanted to throw the nearest decorative vase straight out the window. I wanted to do something, anything to expend all of this rage that was building inside my chest. Instead, I hissed with all the venom I could muster, “How Klaus fell for a monster like you, I’ll never know.”
Patrick cast his eyes to the floor. For a second, I felt genuinely sorry for uttering such harsh words. But I was also too furious to think straight.
He swallowed hard before quietly whispering, “He’d do the same for you.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
Sebastian
I wanted to puke. If I hadn’t been with polite company, the chances that I would have hurled into one of the many potted plants in the conference room were incredibly high. Sitting on the other side of the table was Ambassador Clavets and Elena. Sitting next to me was my father, King Regis. The atmosphere in the small conference room was tense and thick. As I returned to my seat, I felt like I could have swam through the air because it was so humid and gross. City air was too heavy, too damp. At least up in the mountains I could actually breathe, though I contributed my inability to regulate my breathing to the awful phone conversation I’d just had with Alison.
I didn’t know what I was expecting when I told Patrick to go through with talking to my team of lawyers. My only goal was keeping my son in the country so he could stay by my side. Anyone could have predicted Alison was going to be upset, but I didn’t think she’d tell me she hated me. The words that came out in retaliation left an awful taste in my mouth, bitter and heavy and sour. Her voice was still rattling around in my head. When she told me she regretted ever meeting me, something inside me broke. The careful, delicate calm we’d built up for ourselves came crashing down over my skull and threatened to crush me into the earth. There was nothing but pain in her voice. To hear her utter those words, to hear her scream that she hated me left me feeling terribly empty inside.
King Regis looked at me sternly. He was a proud man, bordering on stubborn. He held himself in a way that made it look like someone stuck a meter stick down the collar of his shirt. His chest was puffed out, his shoulders were squared, and he had this way of looking down his nose at everyone—even people who were taller than him—in a way that showed he was superior in every way. I didn’t think he did it to be malicious or over-confident. He was the King, raised from an early age to lead. Growing up with the understanding that he was the most important person in the entire Kingdom had to have some sort of effect on his ego.
He raised a bushy eyebrow at me. “Who was that?”
“No one,” I said automatically.
My father frowned. “You’re my son. I know when you’re lying.”
Elena wrung her fingers together anxiously. “Is everything okay, Prince Sebastian?”
I nodded, though I didn’t think anybody at the table believed me.
My father clasped his hands together and rested them on the table. “Sebastian, speak. If we are to proceed with these marriage arrangements, I think it best that you start off on the right foot without any secrets.”
I held my breath, heart pounding in my chest. I had a terrible headache, and there was an awful pressure behind my eyes that made me worry they’d pop right out of their sockets. “I…” I mumbled, suddenly losing all nerve. “I have a son.”
Ambassador Clavets gasped dramatically, vein throbbing at his temple. “What?”
King Regis turned in his chair slightly to glare at me. “Come again?”
“I have a son, Father.”
I much preferred it when my father yelled at me. At least then I knew what he was thinking. King Regis fell deathly silent, and I could have sworn he was seconds away from throttling me. Since he was the King, I was pretty sure he could get away with my murder if he wanted to, though, I really didn’t think he’d commit filicide over something like this. Despite this, I felt the need to ramble, to fill the air with noise for some semblance of comfort.
“He’s one-year-old. He’s really smart. Loves animals. Isn’t a fan of anything that tastes like lemon. I think he’s going to be a great Prince one day, and–”
“The mother,” my father stated. “Who’s the mother?”
I clenched my jaw so tight I heard my molars squeak. “Her name is Alison Smith.”
“Diplomat Alison Smith?” gawked Elena.
Ambassador Clavets clenched his fists and turned red in the face. “This is a disgrace,” he bit out. “Are you still in a relationship with this woman? I thought she returned home after–” He cut himself off. “After the conference.”
“Where is the boy now?” asked my father, tone still flat.
“At my summer home.”
My father stroked his puffy white beard and closed his eyes. “Why did you not inform me earlier?”
“I was… I was scared, Father. Of what you’d do.”
“Of what I’d do?”
“Yes.”
“Boy, the only reason I even considered this marriage arrangement was because I was worried you’d never have an heir of your own.” King Regis opened his eyes and gave me a small smile. “You’re telling me I could have been spoiling my very first grandson this entire time?”
I took a sharp breath in through the nose, so relieved that my whole skull felt tingly. “I mean, yes?”
King Regis clapped his hands together and let out one of the most joyous laughs I’d ever heard. The room practically shook as his voice rattled off the walls. “I’m a grampie!” he exclaimed happily. “Thank goodness. I was so worried you’d never find a wife.”
“Alison and I aren’t together,” I clarified.
My father’s cheery expression dropped as quickly as it appeared. “What?”
Ambassador Clavets stood rapidly from his chair and slapped his hands down on the table. “We must go through with this arranged marriage,” he shouted. “My Elena would make a perfect queen and stepmother to your son.”
“Father,” Elena whimpered, “please–”
“We have been in talks for months. Elena’s great with kids. Wouldn’t having a child out of wedlock damage your image, Your Majesty? If Prince Sebastian and Elena were to wed, at least then they could uphold traditional Wyvernian values. No one would ever have to know Prince Adam was born to some Sunyata lowborn.”
A tick of fury clawed at my throat. “I never said what my son’s name was,” I said. “How do you know his name?”
The color drained from Ambassador Clavets’ face. He immediately began to sweat, beads of perspiration forming upon his brow and upper cheeks. 
I rose from my seat, livid. “How do you know my son’s name is Adam?”
Clavets looked at Elena, as though for help, but she looked as stunned as I felt.
King Regis crossed his arms over his chest. “Answer,” he ordered.
“I… That is–” Clavets started sweating through his clothes, the fabric beneath his pits staining with dampness.
“Father?” whispered Elena. “What aren’t you telling us?”
“Fine,” he hissed. “I hired someone to follow you. Sam told me all about your little Adam.”
“Sam was working for you?”
“Of course, he was. Do you honestly think newspapers have the kind of budget to send reporters off to remote places?”
“Why would you do this, Father?” gasped Elena.
“Calm down, woman,” he growled back. “This was all for you. We come from a small family in Dulan. Everything we have is because of me. You’re never going to amount to anything if you run off with that boy Tomas.”
“Father,” she whimpered, “this is too cruel.”
“I had everything perfectly planned. After I scared that bitch Smith away, you were supposed to swoop in and seduce Sebastian off his feet. But no, I had to do all the heavy lifting. I always have to do the heavy lifting so you can get what you want.”
“This isn’t what I want. I want to marry Tomas.”
I glared at the ambassador. “What do you mean you scared Alison off?”
“I did it, okay? I approached her at her hotel and told her I had dirt on her.”
I had to fight to keep my voice level. “What kind of dirt?”
“She was busted a long time ago for possession. It was just a little bit of weed. The whole case wound up being thrown out. But I told her that I’d leak the information. Said it’d look bad on you if word got out.”
“She was protecting me?” I uttered under my breath. “That’s why she left? Because of you?”
Ambassador Clavets threw his hands in the air and scoffed. “It was all so perfect. My daughter could have become queen.”
King Regis rose slowly, commanding everyone’s attention. “This will not go unpunished, Ambassador. You are free to go, Miss Elena. Return to your Tomas.”
Elena sniffled. “Please, Your Majesty, have mercy on my father.”
My father huffed. “We shall see.”
I couldn’t believe what was happening. This whole time I thought Alison had left because she didn’t really love me. Now it was obvious she left because she cared too much. My head was reeling both from revelation and worry. I felt like I was stuck in a dream, moving about far too slowly and thinking too quietly for anything to be real. I’d caused her so much hurt. I’d threatened to separate Alison and our son out of fear of scandal. I genuinely didn’t believe my father would take the news as well as he did, and yet, here we were.
“I need to go after her,” I realized aloud.
“Who?” asked my father.
“Alison. I need to apologize. I need to tell her I was wrong.”
King Regis nodded. “Have my personal chauffeur take you. The car will have the royal sigil on it, so the roads will be cleared.”
I looked at Elena and smiled. She nodded, a silent understanding passing between us. We were both finally going to be able to be with the people we truly wanted. I immediately reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone, dialing Patrick’s number in a hurry.
“Where is she?” I barked the second he answered.
“She’s boarding a plane back to Sunyata as we speak. I placed her on a private jet to avoid a public outburst. I have Adam in the care of the nanny.”
“Stop that flight,” I demanded. “I need to speak with her.”
“Are you serious?”
“Do I sound like I’m joking? Stop that plane.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Alison
I cried my eyes out the second the flight attendant closed the door to the plane. It was a sickeningly luxurious jet, full of custom-made furniture and golden wallpaper. There was a large TV mounted to the wall just behind the cockpit, a miniature bar built into the wall of the cabin, and several wide armchairs made of high-quality brown leather bolted to the floor. I took a seat in the far back corner, pulling my knees up to my chest as I wiped my eyes on the back of my sleeves. 
A mix of emotions was bottled up inside me. I felt pure, unadulterated anger. Not just at Sebastian for forcing my hand, but also at myself. I hated myself for signing. What if Adam grew up and learned I effectively gave him away? What if he learned to hate me for my decision? I was also incredibly sad. I felt empty without Adam by my side. I was able to tolerate the loneliness of not being able to see Sebastian when my son was with me. But now I was by myself, returning home to an empty apartment without either of them. Most of all, I felt exhaustion. I didn’t want to deal with anything or anyone anymore. I’d just lost my son, lost the man who I thought I was falling for all over again. Nothing mattered.
I’d cried so hard on the drive over to the airport that I was officially numb. Breathing hurt. My eyes were swollen, dry, and scratchy. The tips of my fingers tingled from the adrenaline that was still rushing through my veins. My chest was hollow, my throat hoarse from screaming. When Patrick ordered the nanny to take Adam away, I wanted to tear her hair out at the roots for daring to touch my baby. My hands ached to hold my child, the ghost sensation of his soft hair beneath my fingers making my heart lurch. I was already dreading arriving home to my apartment to find all of Adam’s things—his crib, his toys, his unpacked baby clothes—only to know I wouldn’t get to use them.
“Miss Smith?” said one of the two flight attendants cautiously. She’d been watching me the whole time, wary. Her long blonde hair was pulled up into a twist, navy blue uniform cap atop her head. She was in a matching navy-blue dress and blazer, the Wyvernbank Royal Family’s crest sewn into the front pocket. “Can I offer you a drink?” she inquired. “Something to snack on, maybe? Can I get you some tissues?”
“Yes,” I grumbled.
“Yes?”
“To all those things. Yes.”
She wore a thin smile. “What can I get you to drink?”
“Do you have any alcohol?”
“Yes, ma’am. I can mix you up a cocktail, if you’d like.”
“Just grab me a bottle of vodka.”
The woman glanced nervously to her co-worker, an equally striking young flight attendant with red hair. “The whole bottle?”
I glared up at her. “Did I stutter?”
“Um, coming right up. Would you like ice with that or–”
“Surprise me. You know what? Forget it. I’ll get it myself.”
I stood and brushed past her, making for the minibar. There was a tiny fridge strapped in place, which I promptly opened to find a fully-stocked inventory of spirits in adorably tiny bottles. Except, I wasn’t here to enjoy any of it. I was here because Sebastian was shipping me home without my baby to an empty apartment where I’d no doubt spend the next nights awake, tossing and turning, wondering if Adam missed me. I grabbed as many tiny bottles as I could in my two hands, kicked the fridge door shut, trudged back to my seat, and plopped down with a huff. I’d already managed to down two tiny bottles of spiced rum by the time I finally got comfortable in my seat.
“Please buckle your seatbelt, Miss Smith,” said the redhaired attendant. “We’ll be departing soon.”
“Finally,” I spat, though I didn’t mean it. Not really. I didn’t want to go because my son was still here, but I also thought the plane couldn’t leave soon enough. I just wanted out of Wyvernbank. I wanted to get as far away from Sebastian and his stupid obligations and that damned royal family of his. I wanted to get away from the politics, from all the noise and confusion that seemed to follow me wherever I went. All I wanted was a little bit of peace. Was that so much to ask?
A voice crackled over the pilot’s radio, “Delta Four, you are not clear for takeoff.”
Apparently, it was.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
The pilot stood from the controls and ducked beneath the entryway to the cockpit. He smiled apologetically to me. “I’m sorry. It appears this flight has been grounded.”
I frowned. “What? Why?”
The pilot turned to the attendants and said, “Open the doors. We have a special guest boarding the plane.”
I threw my head back and groaned, “This is the worst day ever.”
They lowered the door and attached steps. All three of the plane’s crew bowed their head as the mystery guest boarded, heavy footsteps shaking the frame of the plane. I didn’t bother looking up, too furious and already a bit tipsy to muster up the ability to care.
“You may leave,” came a familiar voice.
“Yes, Your Royal Highness,” the crew members chanted together before promptly letting themselves out.
Sebastian sat in the seat across from me, hands folded together neatly and placed on his lap. I refused to look at him. I trained my eyes out the little oval-shaped window and glared at the horizon, even though it hurt to do because of how bright the sun was. Sebastian looked as tired as I felt. We sat there in silence for a few minutes, neither of us quite sure what to say or do.
“I know you’re angry with me,” he finally said. “I was just trying to do what I thought was best for Adam.”
I remained quiet. I didn’t much feel like wasting what little energy I had left.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry that I tried to push you away. Adam needs you. And I’m fairly certain that I need you too.”
I scoffed, “You need me?”
“I really do.”
“Where’s this even coming from?”
“You didn’t tell me Ambassador Clavets was the one who approached you at the hotel.”
I sat up straight, abandoning the bottles of alcohol on my lap. I felt a little ridiculous with them there. To any onlooker, it definitely looked like I had a problem. My cheeks warmed at the mention of Ambassador Clavets. It was all because of him that things between Sebastian and I started to go downhill. “He had something on me,” I explained.
“You were arrested. I know.”
“You do?”
“He told me everything, Alison. He told me you were worried about dragging my name through the mud. You left because you didn’t want that to happen.”
I shook my head slowly. “I didn’t.”
“You were just trying to look out for me,” he said gently. “I really appreciate that.”
I finally looked him in the eye. There was nothing but sincerity behind them. He finally looked and spoke like the Sebastian I first fell in love with. “What do you want from me, Sebastian? I’m tired. I don’t think I have it in me to play anymore games.”
He raised his hands. “Neither do I. What I want is for you to stay.”
“Seriously?”
Sebastian nodded. “I’ll tear up the agreement. I’ll move you into one of the rooms in the palace and–”
“Hold on,” I interrupted. “The palace. That’s not exactly discreet.”
He smiled at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he did. “My father knows. He’s very excited to get to know his grandson, as well as the mother of my child.”
“He didn’t… I don’t know. He didn’t freak out? That’s–”
“I know.” He chuckled. “I was surprised too. I guess we could have saved ourselves a lot of trouble by just telling him off the bat. Adam’s currently at the palace with him. I’m pretty sure my father’s dedicated an entire wing just for Adam’s toys.”
“That’s–” I sighed in relief. “That’s good. The cat’s out of the bag.”
“It is.”
We fell into silence again, tension evaporating away. Sebastian looked me over, genuine concern written into his brow. “Alison,” he whispered, “don’t go. Stay with me. Please, give me another chance to prove myself to you. I don’t want to keep you a secret. I never did. I just wanted to protect you. I was wrong to keep you at arm’s length.”
“Like how I protected you?”
“Exactly. It’s not easy being a Prince. People are going to say terrible things about me, about you. Maybe even about Adam; though, I’d make their lives a living hell if they did. It’s tough, living in the shoes I’ve got. But if you’re willing, I’d like to try giving us another chance. A real chance, not just dating in secret like we were before. I know now that you’ve only got my best interests at heart. Let me have a chance to do the same for you. We could look out for each other, be stronger together. I don’t want to hide you from the rest of the world. I want to be with you and show everyone that I’m proud of that fact.”
“Is this your roundabout way of asking me out?”
“It is. It’s my really wordy way of saying ‘please take me back, I miss you and love you, and I’m sorry.’”
“That sounds just as wordy.”
“You’re killing me here, Alison.”
“And you said you love me?”
Sebastian worried his bottom lip with his teeth, licking them quickly as he swallowed hard. “Yes. I’ve loved you for a long time now. Circumstance just kept me from really showing you.”
A weak smile stretched across my lips. I leaned forward and reached out, grazing the side of Sebastian’s face. It was ridiculous how much I missed the feel of his skin beneath my palm. “Okay,” I said, “let’s give this another try. But I swear to God, if you send me away again, I will never forgive you.”
His eyes lit up like fireworks. “You mean that?”
I gingerly pressed my lips to his, burden lifting from my shoulders. “I really do.”
Sebastian got down on his knees and kneeled before me, wrapping his arms around me to pull me in close. He kissed me hard, leaving my lips swollen and bruised. I hummed into his mouth, finally feeling better than I had in months. This was where I was meant to be. It didn’t matter what nation I was in, which house I chose to call home. As long as I was allowed to be in Sebastian’s arms, adored and cherished, I knew exactly where I needed to be.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Sebastian
The media tore us both to shreds. I had tasked Patrick and Klaus to shield Alison and Adam from the worst of it. Klaus arrived not two weeks after I convinced Alison to stay. Patrick happily arranged for a semi-permanent work visa for Klaus that I may or may not have had a part in approving. Alison, the overprotective mother that she was, still couldn’t bring herself to trust any of the ten nannies I’d hired to watch over Adam. Alison said the only other person outside the two of us to take care of Adam was Klaus. Since Alison had no intention of going back to Sunyata for work, Klaus was obviously in need of a new job, hence his sudden arrival. 
Patrick, for obvious reasons, hadn’t complained.
I was sitting at my desk, shuffling through trade deals with various nations that my father wanted me to look over. He’d said he needed a second pair of eyes, but I could tell he was trying to slyly shift more work onto me so that he could spend the day spoiling Adam with new toys and all manner of sweet treats. Patrick was sitting at the end of my desk, scrolling through the news feed on his tablet.
“Overall, public opinion’s up,” he stated. “It looks like the people are a lot less inclined to believe sensationalized headlines than we first anticipated.”
“There aren’t any stories about Adam, though?”
“None at all.”
“Good,” I sighed as I signed my name on the bottom of a salt trade agreement. The press could say whatever they wanted about me and Alison—though I preferred if it was just me—but Adam was completely off-limits. A small gossip magazine had made an attempt to write some slanderous things about my son, noting his half-Sunyata heritage and calling him a lesser Prince, but I made sure to shut them down quickly after that. It was easy enough to buy up all their public shares and hold their board of directors hostage. After all, who’d dare disrespect the person who effectively now owned the majority of the company? No one, that was who.
I finished my paperwork and stacked everything neatly in a pile, pushing the documents to the corner of the desk. I leaned back in my chair and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Any big plans with Klaus tonight?” I asked.
“Not particularly. He said there was an interesting documentary he wanted to stream after we had dinner, but that was about it.”
“Could I maybe trouble you to look after Adam tonight?”
Patrick gave me a wide, fond smile. “Of course. As long as we don’t end up playing Hide and Seek again, I’m all for it. I’m sure Klaus will be too.”
I laughed. “You thought you lost him.”
“Your son has a knack for finding the strangest hiding spots. We searched everywhere. Klaus was fairly certain you’d behead us both if we didn’t find him.”
“I’m not about capital punishment.” I chuckled.
“That’s good.”
“But I’m pretty sure Alison is, so be careful.”
Patrick grimaced. “Duly noted. Did you have plans to take her anywhere tonight?”
I winked at my advisor. “I was going to take her dancing. I haven’t danced with her since the after-conference party over three years ago.”
Patrick nodded and closed his eyes. “Ah, yes. I remember it well. The steaks they served at the party were phenomenal. Was dancing the only thing on the agenda?”
I patted my inner breast pocket and grinned wildly. “Not at all. Who knows? If tonight goes well, you might have to start calling Alison Her Royal Highness.”
***
 
I was nervous. More nervous than I thought I’d be. It was a simple question to ask, but I couldn’t find the courage to form the words in my mouth. I’d reserved the entire restaurant and gave special instructions to have an area cleared so that there was room for the live band I had hired—well, the one Patrick had hired for me—and room for us to move about. I was the first to arrive with my personal security team. They combed through the whole area to make sure there weren’t any bugs, malicious parties hiding in pantries, hidden weapons, and so on. Whenever I wanted to get away from the palace, they had to be extra thorough to ensure my safety. Once my head of security gave me the all-clear, I sat at the little table closest to the dance area and anxiously thrummed my fingers on its surface.
Everything had to be perfect tonight. Alison deserved no less. The champagne I’d selected almost a week prior was chilling out in a bucket of fresh ice. The floral arrangement sitting in the center of the table consisted of gorgeous flowers, all of which Alison liked. I had the restaurant manager rewash the beige silk tablecloths to rid them of any stains. The silverware had all been polished, and the dishware had all been immaculately set. The only two things that were missing were Alison and my nerves.
Alison arrived ten minutes after I had, walking in through the back door of the restaurant. The front entrance was too obvious and would have instantly alerted any passing pedestrians of our location. I even paid the restaurant manager an additional sum to clean up the alleyway out back so Alison didn’t feel uncomfortable walking through. From what I understood, it took them several days to scrub away or paint over all of the graffiti, and several hours to wash away the scent of cigarette smoke and garbage. I even offered to pay to change the lightbulbs out back to illuminate Alison’s path.
When she finally arrived, my jaw nearly hit the floor. She was even more gorgeous than the day we'd met. Alison was wearing a floor-length strapless emerald green gown that hugged her curves in all the right places. A string of large, shiny pearls adorned the base of her long neck, and a set of dangling emerald earrings hung from her ears to compliment the color of her dress. She had on her signature eyeliner, points sharp enough to cut, and her lips were rouged with a dark red, bordering on mahogany. She looked absolutely divine. When she walked, it appeared like she was gliding across the tile floor, effortless. I stood and held my hand out for her to take. She easily slipped her small palm into mine, soft skin cool against my calloused hand.
“You look beautiful,” I said, kissing her briefly on the lips.
“You’re not too bad looking yourself,” she giggled.
“You think so? I had Patrick do my hair three times over because I wasn’t sure.”
Alison reached out and fiddled with the fabric of my silk tie, straightening it before patting down the collar of my shirt. “Well, I think he did a fantastic job.”
“I’ve already ordered ahead. I hope you like lobster.”
“You know for a fact that I do.”
“Would you care to dance in the meantime?”
Alison grinned. “I would love to.”
I guided her to the open floor and took her in my arms, placing one hand behind her back—suggestively low, just because I could—and supported her other hand in my own. The band started to play a slow, jazzy tune that we could warm up to. I didn’t have to look where I was going, familiar enough with the steps to lead. My eyes were on her and her alone, hypnotized by the fullness of her lips and the glimmer of her eyes. Her sweet perfume was a familiar comfort, reminding me of home.
“How was your day?” she asked softly as we moved to the rhythm.
“It was good. Just your average day. How was yours?”
“Excellent. I’ve got everything arranged for the food bank fundraiser. Klaus thinks it’s going to be a huge success, judging by the guest list.”
“That’s wonderful. You always were the philanthropist.”
Alison turned her head to rest on my shoulder. She brought her hands in and pressed them to my chest, totally comfortable. I didn’t realize until it was too late that she could probably feel the little ring box on the inside of my blazer. She patted my chest, looking up with a frown.
“What’s that?” she asked.
I tried to smile through it. “Nothing.”
“You’re an awful liar.”
“Yeah, okay, fine,” I sighed. I took a step back as I reached into my pocket, pulling out the red velvet ring box. I opened it to reveal a massive diamond ring on a silver band. The center diamond was surrounded by a circle of smaller diamonds, only adding to the piece’s overall brilliance. “I was going to ask you after dessert. I knew I shouldn’t have kept it there. That’s on me.”
Alison looked both stunned and amazed. “Sebastian, what–”
I got down on one knee, music still swelling through the chorus of the song.  “Alison, I didn’t know true happiness until I met you.”
“Oh, Sebastian.”
I let out a shaky breath. “Please, let me finish. I might be too nervous to get the words out, otherwise.”
She nodded, smiling behind a hand.
“When I first met you, I literally couldn’t take my eyes off of you. Not because you’re beautiful—though you totally are—but because of how intelligent and passionate you are. I was hooked the moment you challenged me that day at the conference. I knew that if I didn’t try to see you again, I’d only live to regret it. We’ve been through our fair share of ups and downs, but we got through them together. I can’t imagine spending the rest of my life without you. You’re the mother of my child, and you’re the whole reason I’m excited to wake up in the mornings. You make me want to be a better man, not just for you and Adam, but for my entire country. I’m going to be King someday, and I’d very much be honored to have you as my Queen. I love you, Alison. More than you know.”
Alison sniffled and wiped at her eye with the back of a finger. “I love you too, Sebastian.”
“Alison Smith, will you marry me?”
She nodded furiously, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. “Yes!” she exclaimed.
I gingerly took her left hand and slipped the ring onto her finger. I stood and wrapped her in a tight hug, pressing our lips together to share a passionate, deep kiss. My heart was beating widely as pure joy surged through my veins. People chased happiness. They found it in money, fancy cars,  flashy jewelry, or sometimes at the bottom of a bottle. They’d chase that high until they croaked. But I knew, standing in the middle of the dance floor with Alison in my arms, that I was done running. I’d found happiness in her. I’d never have to look for it again, because it was just a bright smile and a kiss away.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Alison
Wedding preparations had taken nearly a year to complete, but the day was finally upon us. If it had been up to me, I would have hosted a private civil ceremony and only invited close friends and family. I never really understood people’s needs to spend exorbitant amounts of money for a singular day, when it really should just be a day to celebrate a love between two people. But I understood that Sebastian’s status as the Crown Prince meant we had to go all out. He was about to make me the happiest woman alive. So if he needed a massive wedding, we’d have a massive wedding. The people of Wyvernbank and Sunyata were anxiously awaiting the day of the royal wedding, which was to be televised for all to witness.
I was with my sister and Klaus in the south wing’s dressing room. King Regis had kindly sectioned off the wing for Sebastian, Adam, and I to use. The dressing room was probably one of my favorite places to be, right after the royal gardens and the dining hall. I looked about the space, admiring the gentle glow of sunlight off of the walls, which were covered from floor-to-ceiling in expensive white wallpaper decorated with a pattern of golden flowers. The room was brightly lit  by the sparkling chandelier dangling from the arching ceiling and the lights that had been installed around the edges of the vanity mirror.
I was sitting on a small bench in front of the vanity as Kamrin helped me with my hair, and Klaus browsed through the Wyvernbank Royal Family’s collection of tiaras to pick one for me to wear with my veil. He looked incredibly conflicted.
“There’s too many to choose from,” he sighed in frustration.
“Just pick,” I said. “I trust your judgment.”
“But there are so many different styles and colors and materials and–” Klaus took his glasses off to polish. “This is stressful work.”
“Which is more stressful, the time you helped me negotiate treaty terms or this?” I joked.
Klaus glared at me, but there wasn’t any heat behind it. “Ha, ha,” he said dryly. “You’re hilarious.”
“I know.”
“I like the one with the dangling bits,” commented Kamrin as she pinned my hair up into a voluminous bun. She reached for the curling iron and worked on the loose locks of hair that framed my face, giving them an elegant twist.
“The dangling bits? They all have dangling bits.”
Kamrin finished my hair off with an overly healthy amount of spray to keep everything in place. After placing the curling iron down on the vanity’s cool glass surface, she practically skipped over to take a look at the selection. I stood slowly, my head feeling absurdly heavy thanks to all of the jeweled clips Kamrin had added on. I made my way over too, because I thought for sure the bride-to-be should have a say in what she was going to wear.
“We should have chosen weeks ago,” complained Klaus. “I can’t handle this kind of pressure.”
I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re doing great.”
“You’re surprisingly calm,” noted my sister. “How are you feeling? Do you think you’ll get cold feet?”
I laughed. “I’m feeling good, actually. And no, no signs of cold feet.”
“No butterflies at all?”
“None.” I smiled wide. “I don’t think I’ve felt this prepared for anything in my entire life.”
Klaus plucked a tiara up from the burgundy velvet cushion it was sitting on. He held it up and presented it to me. “What do you think about this one?” It was a pretty little thing, but it was so heavily encrusted with diamonds and pearls I thought for sure that it would crush my skull if I wore it. Since my hair already felt like it weighed ten pounds, I thought it best to consider other options.
Kamrin screwed her face up. “Ugly.”
“I wasn’t talking to you.”
“It’s… It’s nice,” I managed.
He rolled his eyes. “Not that one, then.”
One of the tiaras happened to catch my eye. It looked incredibly delicate, the silver of the tiara hosting a discreet number of diamonds and small rubies, all of which twisted into an amazingly simple, yet radiant pattern. I picked the tiara up and smiled, knowing deep down in my heart that this was the piece for me.
“That one’s beautiful,” said Kamrin, nodding in approval.
“For once, I agree with you,” said Klaus.
“I think we’ve found a winner,” I giggled.
Kamrin tugged me by the arm toward the changing area she’d set up in the walk-in closet. “Come on, sis. You’ve got to get dressed. We’re running out of time.”
With my sister’s help, I slipped into the flowing white gown. It was a custom-made fitted bodice with a dramatic full skirt. The train of the dress was nearly three yards long, and the delicate lace cathedral veil I’d selected—with pearls beaded into the intricate embroidery—trailed an additional four. Kamrin helped zip me up in the back and straightened out some of the fabric of the train, which had twisted slightly during my effort to put the dress on. I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and couldn’t hide how happy I was. I felt like a million bucks.
Once I was decent, Klaus came in with all the jewelry I was going to wear. King Regis had gifted me a beautiful layered diamond necklace that gave the illusion of a longer neckline. Patrick and Klaus had gifted me an adorable teardrop crystal bracelet. Adam and his Auntie Kamrin were the ones who gave me my set of pearl and crystal floral teardrop earrings that helped give my face a little more length. And of course, I had on the engagement ring Sebastian had given me the night he proposed. Everyone who was special to me had given me a little piece of themselves, all of which I wore proudly. I didn’t see the jewelry as some symbol of wealth, but of the love my friends and family had for me.
When a flare of horns sounded, we all looked to the grand doors of the room. Two house attendants opened it and made way for the King. We all bowed our heads. King Regis made his way over and took my hands in his, leaning down to kiss me on the forehead.
“You look stunning,” he said.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
He held his arm out for me to take. “When you’re ready, the carriage is waiting outside to take you to the cathedral.”
I closed my eyes and willed my heart to steady. I had been looking forward to this day for so long that everything felt like a dream. I couldn’t believe this was finally happening. I was finally going to be married to the father of my child, the man of my dreams. I opened my eyes and nodded, hooking my arm in the King’s.
“I’m ready,” I said.
We rode about the city on a predetermined route in an open-air carriage. It was pulled by a team of four lovely white mares, their manes sporting freshly picked flowers woven into braids. The streets of the city were packed with people, young and old, all waving little Wyvernbank and Sunyata flags. The sidewalks had been sectioned off with high metal gates for safety, and a patrol officer was stationed every few yards to keep a lookout for any unruly business. But their precedence didn’t affect the festive atmosphere in the slightest. There were fresh flowers everywhere and colorful banners streaming from building to building over the roads. People cheered my name, shouted heartfelt wishes of a happy marriage, screamed thanks to the King. It was easy for me to get swept up in the cacophony, a build-up of nervous energy making me feel bubbly. I tried to expend it through constant waving, which the people seemed to adore.
When our carriage pulled up at the cathedral, trained footmen opened the carriage door. King Regis was the first to step out—as was protocol—and was greeted with a raucous roar from onlookers. He held his hand out to me for support. I stepped down from the carriage, and the cheers grew to a deafening volume. I smiled through it, focusing on the front steps leading up to my future husband inside. There were several news reporters lined up on the other side of the protective metal barriers, the flurry of flashing cameras leaving me dizzy. Everybody gawked at my dress and accessories. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that my image was going to be plastered across every major newspaper, magazine, and social media site for days to come.
I climbed up the steps, arm in arm with the King, and turned occasionally to wave at the crowd. We entered through the cathedral’s massive arching double doors. The sound of the organ playing the wedding march, accompanied with the angelic voices of the choir, echoed off the high vaults of the building. Rows upon rows of pews were filled with foreign dignitaries, important celebrities, and almost the entirety of Sebastian’s extended family. Elena, Ambassador Clavets’ daughter, had also been invited. Sitting next to her was a man, Tomas, who had a protective hand on her hip. A fancy red carpet with golden embroidery had been spread out over the center aisle on which I walked. As King Regis and I passed by, the wedding guests stood and smiled, nodding at us as we went. The whole place smelled like sweet perfumes and fresh flowers, and the air was nice and warm thanks to the sun streaming in through the cathedral’s large stain glass windows.
Kamrin and Klaus took a separate car than us and took a more direct route to the ceremony. They stood in the front row, dressed to impress. Kamrin held Adam in her arms as he giggled happily while Patrick discreetly slipped his hand into Klaus’. Adam was dressed in a little suit, built from scratch to fit his tiny frame. His hair was gelled back to reveal his big eyes, the ones he shared with his incredibly handsome father. Even though he was only pushing five years of age, he was already a little heartbreaker. All of Wyvernbank seemed to adore him and couldn’t wait to find out what kind of Prince he’d grow up to be.
My focus was drawn to the man standing up at the front of the altar next to the minister. Sebastian was in his official military dress, as was custom for members of the royal family. His lapel was covered in the same number of medals and ribbons as when I first laid eyes on him, mainly because there had been nothing but peace. We thought the news would crucify our relationship. Instead, our relationship did wonders for the relations between our two countries. The tension that had existed before had all but dissipated. If a Wyvernbank Prince and a Sunyata diplomat could get along, why couldn’t the rest of our nations follow suit?
Sebastian couldn’t stop smiling as King Regis kissed me on the cheek and gave me away. I stepped up onto the altar and held Sebastian’s hand, feeling so light and elated that I felt like I was floating on air.
The minister cleared his throat before he began. “Marriage is so much more than an institution. It is my utmost honor to declare that we are gathered here today to witness the joining of two souls. Love can find us in the strangest of places and at the oddest of times, but when we find it, it’s imperative that we hold on to it, no matter the cost. Love takes work, marriage takes commitment. And I am happy to say that the young couple standing before you are on a journey to achieve just that.” He turned slightly to face Sebastian. “Prince Sebastian the Fourth of the House of Wyvernbank, do you vow to cherish this woman as your lawfully wedded wife to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer until death do you part?”
“I do,” answered Sebastian without a trace of hesitation. The glimmer in his eyes made me feel absolutely electric.
The minister turned to me next. “Alison Marie Smith, do you vow to cherish this man as your lawfully wedded husband to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer until death do you part?”
In the front row, Kamrin sniffled loudly and wiped at her eyes. “Oh, she totally does.”
A tiny wave of laughter washed over the room at her comment, and I couldn’t help but giggle. “I do.”
We exchanged wedding rings and laced our fingers together, gripping on tight.
“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”
Sebastian pulled me in close and dipped me back, kissing me deep as the room exploded into applause. His soft lips were all I could concentrate on. Sounds founded out into the background, and the corners of my visions blurred as I lay my eyes on him. I gripped at his lapels and kissed him back harder, happier than I thought ever possible.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Sebastian
People told me that the first year of marriage was going to fly by. I didn’t realize how accurate that was until our wedding anniversary snuck up on me. We had officially moved into the palace and claimed the southern wing. Now that my father was getting older, he thought it was only right that I settle down, especially for Adam’s sake. My son was going to need to get a feel for the place sooner or later, and raising him in one of my many alternative homes wouldn’t have provided as stable an environment in contrast to choosing one place. Alison didn’t have any objections to moving in with my father. The grand size of the royal palace really made it feel like we were neighbors, not living under the same roof. We still had all of the privacy we needed, and we were always just a house attendant’s message away to join for a family dinner.
After a long day stuck in the office overlooking trade agreements and policy changes, I stalked back to Alison and my private quarters. Adam was lying on the floor, flipping through a large picture book about different kinds of bugs that could be found in the area. He looked up and noticed me, immediately hopping up onto his feet.
“Papa!” he cheered. “Welcome back.” He ran over to hug me.
I chuckled as I ruffled his hair. “Thanks, buddy. Where’s Momma?”
“She’s taking a shower. She told me to go to bed, but I don’t want.”
“It’s getting pretty late. You really should listen to her.”
“I wanted you to tuck me in,” he explained.
I raised a curious eyebrow at him. “If I tuck you in, you promise to go to sleep?”
Adam crossed one of his tiny fingers over his small chest. “I promise!”
I laughed and picked my son up. He was starting to get heavy. The muscles in my back protested against the extra weight, but I pushed through it. One day, Adam was going to be too old for me to carry around, so I figured I should savor every moment while I still had a chance. I took Adam down the hall and entered his room, sniffing his breath to make sure he brushed his teeth. I was satisfied when I caught a whiff of spearmint. After placing him in bed, I pulled the covers up to his shoulders and kissed the top of his head.
His room was sizeable compared to the one I grew up in. Alison and I had spent months redecorating it before Adam officially moved in. We put up wallpaper that displayed constellations and completely ripped out the old carpet and put in hardwood floors to reduce Adam’s risk of allergies. All of his toys were neatly lined up on the shelves and tucked away in wooden trunks. The house attendants did a great job of keeping the place in order, though Adam was very particular about how everything was organized. He was just like his mother that way, headstrong and determined to have everything just so.
“Have sweet dreams, buddy,” I told him.
“Can you do me a favor, Papa?”
“Anything.”
“Can you check under the bed for monsters?”
I chuckled. “You know there are no such things as monsters, right?”
Adam clutched the edge of his blanket and nodded slowly. “I know, but I’m still scared. I hear sounds at night.”
“The palace is really old,” I explained, trying to teach him how to be logical. “The frames of the house expand and contract because it’s hot during the day and cold at night.”
Adam frowned, unconvinced. “I know. You’ve told me before, Papa.”
I sighed and smiled gently. It was hard to say no to a face like his. “Do you still want me to check, buddy?”
“Yes, please.”
I got on my knees and crouched to glimpse beneath Adam’s bed. Save for a few dust bunnies and a misplaced robot toy, there was nothing. I smiled at him. “See? Nothing to be scared of.”
“Thanks, Papa.”
I got up and kissed the top of his head again before heading to the door, hand hovering over the light switch. “Goodnight,” I said. “I love you.”
“Goodnight, Papa. I love you too.”
When I arrived back in my bedroom, Alison had just stepped out of the shower. She was in nothing more than a fluffy white bathrobe with a towel in her hands. She was busy drying her hair when she noticed me. A smile stretched across her lips.
“Well hello, handsome,” she hummed.
I walked over and kissed her. “How was your day?”
“It was good. I finally got a hold of the venue. All of the other one’s were too small for my liking.”
“Go big or go home, as I always say.”
“When have you ever said that?”
“Are you planning another charity event?” I asked instead of answering.
“I am. It’s to raise funds for the construction of more health clinics.”
I smiled and kissed her again. “If you need any help with planning, let me know. I can get you in contact with some very reliable contractors.”
“Thanks, baby. I appreciate that.” Alison tossed the towel over her shoulder. “Is Adam in bed?”
I nodded. “He is. Started snoring the second his head hit the pillow.”
“That’s good. Did you remember to leave his nightlight on?”
“Don’t you think he’s getting a little old for nightlights?”
Alison shrugged a shoulder. “I mean, can you blame him? Sometimes I think this place is haunted.”
“Don’t let him catch you saying that. He’ll never sleep again.”
“If he needs a light to feel secure, let him keep the light.”
I smiled down at my wife as she spoke. Her voice was always a source of calm for me, a constant in my life I sometimes couldn’t believe I almost didn’t have. I sometimes wondered what life would have been like with her, if I hadn’t unraveled Clavets’ plot and stopped her plane in time. I definitely would have been a lot more bitter. Maybe in another universe, a different me failed to realize how important she was. Maybe in another timeline, we hadn’t met at all. Those scenarios had a tendency to run through my head, and I was so glad I lived in the reality where everything worked out between us. My world would have been so much darker and lonelier without her.
Alison tilted her head and smirked at me. “What? Is there something on my face?”
“Hm?”
“You’ve been staring at me for like, five minutes.”
I shook my head. “You’re my nightlight.”
“What?” She giggled. “Sometimes you make no sense.”
I wrapped my arms around her waist and kissed her slow, teasing her lips open with the tip of my tongue. She responded positively, throwing her arms around my neck to press our bodies together. It was easy to untie the front of her robe and pull it off of her. I allowed the fabric to fall from my fingers and pile on the floor as I ran my hands down her naked back and grabbed greedily at her ass. Even after having Adam, Alison still looked as stunning as the day I first had her. It wasn’t that her body hadn’t changed, because it definitely had. There were faint stretchmarks on her stomach, and her ass and thighs were a bit rounder. But I loved those fine details. It turned me on to know I was the only one who knew of the minute, private little secrets. There was so much more to learn about Ali, more to love. I lifted her up quickly, causing her to gasp.
“Someone’s awfully energetic tonight,” she teased.
“Only for you.”
I placed Ali down on the edge of the bed and pressed lightly on her shoulders to encourage her to lie down. I planted a trail of kisses down her neck, her chest, teased at her nipples with my tongue, before finally working my way between her legs. She smelled like expensive shampoos and soaps, fresh from the shower. I licked my lips as I admired her wet little pussy. I pushed her knees apart and relished the way Alison tossed her head back and moaned. The sound went straight through me and wound up in my cock, the front of my pants becoming increasingly uncomfortable as I hardened.
I moved to take my blazer and shirt off, but Alison placed her hand on my head to stop me.
“Leave your clothes on,” she gasped.
“Really?”
“I think your uniform’s sexy.”
I smiled and pressed forward, teasing her swollen clit with the tip of my tongue. I drew lazy little circles as I admired her taste. Every time with Alison felt like the first time, exhilarating and passionate. All it took was a few licks and she was already squirming beneath me. I inserted a finger, then two, her warm walls tightening around my digits as I curled them, stimulating her in just the right place to have her mumbling profanities. Her moans were a source of encouragement for me as I continued to tease her. My hard cock was starting to grow painful from the lack of attention, so I eventually stood and undid the front of my pants in a hurry, pulling them down along with my boxers.
I was about to go grab a condom from the nightstand’s drawer, but Alison rolled onto her side and grinned at me.
“So, I was thinking,” she mumbled. “How do you feel about trying again?”
“Trying what?”
“Having another kid. I bet Adam would love to have a little brother or sister.”
I smiled wide as I shut the drawer closed and returned to her, wrapping her up in my arms on the bed. “Are you sure?”
Alison nodded. “Positive.”
I bit my lip and practically growled, “Roll over. I’m going to get you pregnant.”
She got onto her knees, balancing on her elbows and forearms. I hissed through my teeth as I stroked my throbbing cock, drinking in the sight of her ass up in the air. It was almost painful not to take her then and there. Feeling the heat rise to my head, I took off my blazer and tossed it to the end of the bed, but nothing more. If the love of my life wanted me to stay in uniform, I’d do exactly as she asked. I grabbed her by the hips and pressed into her, shivering at how wonderful she felt around me.
Alison groaned, “God, you’re so big.”
“I never tire of compliments.”
“Sebastian, please fuck me,” she whined, wiggling her ass to tempt me further. “Fuck me hard.”
I thrust into her, picking a slow enough pace to work her up, but not fast enough to bring a premature finale. It was sometimes difficult to describe just how wonderful Ali was. She moved with me, pressed against me for more friction, knew exactly what I wanted. She knew me better than anyone, knew what I needed and how to make things happen. I could read her just as easily. When Alison clutched at the sheets beneath her, I knew to speed up and put more force into my movements. When her moaning grew light and quiet, I knew that she was drawing close.
I placed a hand between her shoulder blades and pressed gently. Alison responded by lowering herself completely onto the mattress. I leaned forward and lay flat against her, continuing to snap my hips against her as I sucked hard at her neck. I reached for her hand and laced my fingers with hers, squeezing as a heated coil deep inside my gut grew in intensity. At this rate, I wasn’t going to last, and no amount of control was going to keep away the inevitable.
“Sebastian,” she whined. “Harder. Please, harder. I’m so close, baby. Fuck.”
I moaned in her ear, partially relieved that I didn’t have to focus on holding out. I gave her exactly what she wanted, fucking her little pussy without remorse. Alison groaned loudly as she came, her wet walls tightening and pulsing around my cock. It felt so fucking good that I came in an instant, whitewashing over my vision as I spilled into her. She gasped my name over and over again before stilling, breathing hard beneath me. I pulled out slowly and lay back down, tilting her chin up and to the side with my hand to kiss her on the mouth.
“I love you,” I whispered.
Alison closed her eyes and hummed, “I love you too.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Alison
 “Mom, would you please stop fussing?” Adam asked, voice cracking a bit in his exasperation. 
I ignored my son and continued to straighten out his uniform, brushing non-existent specs of dust off his broad shoulders. Even though he was just a few months shy of sixteen, Adam was now officially taller than me by an inch. At this rate, I was certain he was going to be taller than Sebastian within the year.
“You need to look perfect,” I said, brushing a few strands of his hair out of his face, only to have them fall back to the exact same position. “The photographer’s going to be here any second to take the portraits.”
“I think this is as good as it’s going to get, Mom.”
“I know,” I sighed. “Image is everything, honey. Don’t forget that when you’re King one day, okay? You always have to put your best foot forward.”
“Mom, it’s just Christmas photos.”
“Yes, but they’re Christmas photos that we’ll be sending to all of our family and friends. It’s also going to be put up on the official website for the public to see.”
Behind us, the twins were preoccupied with a game of tag. The matching dress and little suit I had made for them were already starting to wrinkle because of their fooling around. They both took after me, what with their dark hair and big eyes. Ava was a quiet girl, while Alistair did nothing but talk on his sister’s behalf. I was sometimes worried Ava wouldn’t grow out of her shell, but only time would tell if she’d become a charismatic Princess like I’d hoped. And if not, that was fine too. I was fairly certain Prince Alistair would look out for his sister no matter what. Even though he was only nine, he had all of Sebastian’s confidence.
They nearly crashed into Klaus and Patrick as they entered the room.
“Ava, Alistair,” I said, using my motherly warning tone. “No running inside. You’ll get all sweaty before the photo.”
“Sorry, Momma,” the twins said in unison. It was sometimes a little creepy how in-sync they were.
“Say hello to your uncles, please.”
Ava and Alistair beamed at Klaus and Patrick, the latter of whom was carrying their newly adopted daughter, Emersyn. She was fast asleep in Patrick’s arms, snoring softly and drooling a bit out of the corner of her mouth. They’d dressed her in an adorable black and white dress and placed a bright red bow in her hair. The child had a button nose, and though I knew it was impossible, I definitely believed she looked like Klaus. I walked over and kissed my old friends on the cheeks, smiling down at little Emersyn.
“She’s getting so big,” I giggled. “Enjoy it while it lasts. Before you know it, she’ll be breaking all her suitors’ hearts.”
“Oh, I know she will,” hummed Patrick.
Klaus chuckled. “Where’s His Majesty? Running late?”
I nodded and sighed. “He called to say there were last-minute troubles at the conference.”
“Troubles?” echoed Patrick. He’d retired from his position as advisor almost a year ago after deciding he wanted to dedicate all of his time raising his daughter, but it was still in his nature to worry about Sebastian.
“It’s nothing serious. Paperwork and such.”
“Ah, I see. I definitely don’t miss that part of the job.”
We were all set up in one of the north wing’s tearooms. This room in particular was chosen because the view out of the windows offered a wonderful backdrop of snow-covered mountains. The room was decorated with all manner of festive streamers, poinsettias, and ornaments. We even had holiday music playing over the room’s speaker system to add to the lively atmosphere. Everything smelled like candy canes and cinnamon and gingerbread cookies. Over the mantelpiece, holiday cards from loved ones were lined up for display. The one on the very end, covered in glitter, was from Kamrin. She’d been invited to join us for the picture, but ever since she’d obtained her medical license, she was steadfast in spending her holiday providing medical care in developing countries. I promised her that we’d have her card showing in the picture so she’d know we were thinking of her.
King Sebastian suddenly burst through the doors with a large red sack slung over his shoulder. “Ho, ho, ho!” he chortled loudly, voice booming off of the walls. “Merry Christmas!”
I smiled as my husband walked into the room. He always had a way of brightening the space he occupied. The hair at his temples was starting to gray a bit, but time had been really good to him. He now sported a full, thick beard that gave him a look of authority and power. I liked the way it tickled me when we kissed. The corners of his eyes were starting to wrinkle, as was his forehead from all the frowning and thinking he had to do now that he was the ruler of Wyvernbank. For the most part, though, he hadn’t changed much. Save for the increase in responsibilities he now had, he was still my Sebastian in every sense of the word.
Patrick sighed, holding a hand over Emersyn’s little ears. “We just got her to go to sleep,” he grumbled.
Sebastian grimaced. “Oops, sorry.” He clapped Klaus on the shoulder. “You guys look exhausted.”
“She has trouble sleeping,” admitted Klaus. “But we’re getting the hang of it.”
“If you need me to send you a nanny, don’t hesitate to ask. I know several qualified individuals if it gets to be too much. New parents need as much sleep as possible.”
“That’s very kind of you, thank you.”
“Of course. Anything for an old friend.”
“Papa!” the twins exclaimed, skipping over. “What’s in the bag?” they asked together.
“Santa came early,” he laughed.
“Are there any presents for us?” asked Adam.
“There are. But we’ll open them after the photographer’s done, okay? Now, go take a seat by the fireplace and be good. We just need to sit through a few pictures, and we can start opening gifts.” The children did exactly that, providing Sebastian ample time to sneak over to my side and kiss me in greeting. “I am exhausted,” he whispered in my ear.
“Tough day?”
“You have no idea. But it’s better now that I’m with you.”
I giggled. “You’re such a sap.”
“I’m just being honest.” Sebastian turned to a nearby house attendant. “Tell the photographer we’re ready. Any longer and the kids might get antsy.”
The attendant bowed his head. “Of course, Your Majesty. I’ll send him in right away.”
Within a matter of seconds, a tall man entered with a tripod and an incredibly expensive-looking camera. He had a sort of plain face, and patches of his skin were a little dry. He bowed his head upon seeing Sebastian, shoulders tense. People tended to be a little nervous around the King, so it wasn’t like the photographer was acting particularly strange. “Thank you so much for the opportunity, Your Majesty,” he said. “If you’d all like to take a seat, we’ll get started.”
There were four seats set up next to the fireplace. Flickering flames reached and weaved as the logs beneath crackled from the heat. Patrick and Klaus sat next to one another on the right, while Sebastian and I sat on the left. Adam sat on the floor in front of us, sandwiched by either twin. I smoothed the fabric of my dress on my lap and looked about the space, smiling fondly down at my children as they whispered jokes to one another. I then looked at Patrick and Klaus and felt genuine joy to see them so happy together, starting a little family of their own.
Sebastian patted the back of my hand and leaned over, whispering in my ear, “Are you okay?”
“Yes,” I sighed contently. “I’m more than okay. I’m happy.”
The photographer cleared his throat. “Queen Alison, if you would kindly look this way. Thank you. Now, everybody, say ‘cheese.’”



EPILOGUE
Sebastian
I raised my champagne flute and clinked the rim with Alison’s glass. “Cheers,” I said. “Happy fortieth anniversary.”
Alison smiled. “Happy fortieth. Here’s to forty more.”
We both took a sip of our drinks. The champagne coated my tongue, little bubbles fizzing all the way down my throat. I’d ordered dinner out in the courtyard of my summer villa beneath the light of the stars and the illuminated torches of the gardens beside us. It had been literal years since we’d used this property, preferring to spend more time along the coast than in the mountains in our later years. I thought the scenery would be a nice change, however. The royal doctors we’d hired made special note that Alison needed more fresh air, which certainly affected my decision as to where we were going to stay this summer.
Alison had aged beautifully. Her long dark locks had since turned an elegant silver, giving her a wise and matronly appearance. Her lips were a little thinner and the corner of her eyes were wrinkled, but she still wore a brilliant smile like the day I’d first met her. The people of Wyvernbank adored her. Some even called her a saint. She’d spent the better part of her time leading charity initiatives to help the poor, creating a great number of soup kitchens in needy areas, funding educational programs for those looking to improve themselves, and organizing massive clothing drives to clothe the less fortunate. She wasn’t just the mother of my children, but a mother to all of Wyvernbank.
I reached across the table and took her hand, chuckling quietly to myself.
“What is it, dear?” she asked, voice just above a whisper. We were too busy listening to the crickets singing their lovely little songs off in the distance.
“Nothing, honey. I was just thinking about how lovely you look tonight.”
Alison giggled. “Forty years and you’re still such a charmer.”
“I do my very best.”
“Do you think Adam’s doing alright? I worry about him all the time.”
I waved a dismissive hand. “Our boy will be fine. You raised him right.”
“We raised him right. But still, your abdication was a shock to everyone. Even me. I just hope he’s handling everything okay.”
I shrugged. The muscles in my neck were a little sore, but I powered through. Now that I was getting older, my joints and muscles always seemed to be in pain. “I wanted to spend more time with you,” I admitted. “Besides, I think I’ve done my time as King. Wyvernbank needs spirited and young minds to keep it progressing. I’m old news now.”
“You left Wyvernbank better than when you ascended to the throne. That’s what’s important.”
“Thank you, dear.”
“I guess he does have Emersyn as his advisor to keep him in line.”
“When do you think he’ll finally pop the question?”
Alison shrugged. “When he’s ready. Kids these days don’t get married as young as they used to.”
I laughed. “Did you just say, ‘kids these days?’”
Alison chuckled. “My God, I’ve gotten old.”
“Age is just a number, dear.”
I finished off my dinner and wiped my mouth on the corner of the red napkin that was lying on my lap. When I noticed Alison was finished too, I stood from my seat slowly. My hip popped as I did, but that wasn’t a surprise. My weary bones were a source of constant discomfort.
“Would you care to walk about the gardens?” I asked.
Alison nodded. “I’d love that.”
I made my way around the table and took hold of the handles on Alison’s wheelchair. I turned her around and pressed forward, the gravel path crunching beneath us as we strolled. It was a little difficult to push her on the uneven path, but the exertion was well worth it if I could see Alison smile. The house attendants followed behind us at a reasonable distance, at the ready to assist should we require it. They knew better than to ask if we needed help. Our household staff was a lot smaller now that it was just me and Alison. Whenever we had the kids over, who would also bring our grandchildren along, the villa would practically explode from all the activity. But right now, we weren’t thinking about anything else other than each other. We walked in silence, enjoying the peace and quiet.
There was a marble fountain in the center of the garden, the little cherub statue atop the three tiers illuminated by golden lights. The glow bounced off of the trickling water, painting the nearby bushes a wavy, ever-moving pattern. I parked Alison’s wheelchair next to the base of the fountain, close enough that she could lean over and dip her hand in the cool water. I sat on the edge of the marble and reached down to pluck a pink water lily from out of the fountain. I handed the flower to my wife, who brought it slowly to her nose to sniff. The flower didn’t hold a candle to my lovely wife’s beauty.
“What would you like to do tomorrow? Anything in particular?”
“As long as I get to spend the day with you, I don’t much mind, dear.”
“Maybe we can get started on that knitting project. The one for Ava’s daughter.”
“You mean the baby blanket?”
“That’s the one.”
Alison raised a curious eyebrow. “You want to help me knit it?”
I laughed. “I mean, I’ll probably be more trouble than help, but yes. I’d like to give our newest granddaughter something handmade.”
She placed her hand on my lap and patted my thigh. “Okay, dear. We’ll get started in the morning. Just remember to take an aspirin. I don’t want your arthritis flaring up.”
“Arthritis? Me?” I joked. “I’m a young stallion. Arthritis has nothing on me.”
Alison leaned back in her wheelchair and laughed. “Very true, very true.” She cleared her throat, but wound up coughing up a storm. I stood and reached around to pat her on the back. Alison waved me away, still as stubborn as ever. “I’m fine.”
“It’s getting a little chilly. Maybe we should go inside.”
“I said I’m fine, dear. There’s no need to worry. I’d like to stay outside for a little longer, if possible. It’s been so long since we watched the stars.”
I slipped my jacket off and draped it over her shoulders before taking my seat. We both looked up at the night sky, admiring the sprinkling of lights above us. The soft glow of the moon highlighted the linings of passing clouds. A warm summer breeze whistled past us, rustling through the leaves of the nearby woods. I held Alison’s hands in my own and gave her fingers a light squeeze. She was and always would be my reason for being.
“I love you, Alison,” I said for no other reason than because I could.
She giggled, her voice the tiniest bit raspy. “I love you too, Sebastian.”
I leaned forward and kissed her tenderly, just as I had a million times before, and just as I would a million times after.
 
 
THE END.
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