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  Chapter one
Maxine


So, she was really doing this. 
Maxine Abernathy tightened her grip on the wheeled garment rack and hoped like hell no one else in the elevator could hear her pounding heart. Her head was also pounding—the damn pain relief tablets she'd swallowed had yet to take effect. 
Anytime now would be great.
Doing her best to inhale in a deep, controlled manner to center herself, Maxine let her eyelids flutter closed for a moment. Sleep had been impossible. Her stomach had been in a tense knot for days, and she was on edge. It almost drove her back to coffee, despite being caffeine-free for years. 
She only had one shot at this, and everything was riding on it. Although she’d designed a fabulous ensemble for the new Queen's big day, Maxine's stomach did a slow, nauseating roll.
Being on retainer as the Queen's personal stylist was a dream come true, and here it was, within her grasp. She'd done the work, paid her dues, and crafted a modern, kick-ass look for the young woman who would take the Kingdom of Lytua's crown today.
All eyes of the small island nation would be glued to the media as Khara Therin took her oath. Armchair fashionistas would pick apart every detail of her attire. 
Pleasing everyone with this task was hopeless, but if the Queen liked it.… Maxine just wanted to strike the proper tone.
A glance at the display panel showed there were four floors to go. Maxine lifted her chin and squared her shoulders, determined to project cool competence, as if she did this sort of thing every day. Dressing the monarch? Pfft, no big deal.
At her side, her assistant Dennis cleared his throat for the umpteenth time and tugged at his collar. The young man was barely holding it together; he had that wild-eyed look of someone running on too much caffeine and not enough sleep. 
“Steady,” Maxine whispered—as much to herself as to Dennis. “The hard work is done. We got this.” His head bobbed in agreement.
Once she got through this part, she’d take something stronger for her headache, go to bed, and wait for the reviews to come in.
A cheery tone sounded overhead, and a smooth voice announced their arrival on the eleventh floor. The elevator doors slid open with a swish, and Maxine gathered herself.
Time to do this. 
A harried-looking aide was waiting to greet them with a bright smile. “Ms. Abernathy, Mr. Sweeting—this way, please.” 
Dennis had offered to steer the rack, but Maxine had put him in charge of the accessories instead. They followed the aide as she ushered them to a waiting area outside the Queen’s office. They unpacked their tools and supplies onto the table that had been set up for them. Maxine reminded Dennis—and herself—to breathe.
Her training took over, edging out the nerves. Dennis had been her apprentice for close to two years now. They worked well together and had performed this dance many times. However, they had never done it with such a VIP before. The air was electric with excitement as Guards and other staff members hurried by.
Maxine unzipped the garment bag and removed the dress with great care. She held it aloft to admire it. A dazzling number in citrine with seed pearls at the peplum hem and flounced sheer sleeves. The fitted skirt flared out into a mermaid silhouette; Maxine knew it was going to look positively stunning.
“It’s perfect,” Dennis sighed. Maxine’s heart swelled. They grinned at one another.
She’d poured her entire soul into this project and felt thrilled with how her vision had come to life. With an irrepressible smile, Maxine spun around and let out an oof when she collided with a hard body and lost her balance. Her feet tangled with the other person’s. With a cry, Maxine flung out her hand to grab whatever she could to halt her fall, even as she went ass-over-teakettle. Her fingers closed on the table skirt. She went down hard, with the upended garment rack falling on top of her and whomever she’d crashed into. The sound of breaking dishes echoed in the hallway.
Voices swirled around her, asking if she was alright as hands pulled the rack off her and upright. 
Maxine attempted to push herself up to her knees from where she’d gone sprawling, but she slipped and ended up face down in fabric. Strong arms closed around her waist and assisted when she tried again. She’d landed on top of a solid man who was frowning at her. Where had he come from?
He had the most beautiful eyes—an unusual brown with golden striations. He looked a bit like Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, only with hair and darker skin. Maxine believed The Rock was the sexiest man alive.
“Are you hurt?” He asked, those eyes full of concern. He sat up with her in his lap and for just a moment, Maxine forgot herself. Breathing became difficult. Then she felt something moist, clammy, and gooey down the length of her torso, and horror filled her. 
Dennis hauled her to her feet, and Maxine came face to face with a man in chef’s whites. Something dark and sweet-smelling covered him.
Maxine spotted the Queen’s magnificent dress in a crumpled heap beneath her, splattered with the same substance dripping from her own clothing. 
No! No, no, no.
Maxine shoved away from the man and grabbed the ruined dress. “Oh, my goodness. Look at this. Why didn’t you watch where you were going?”
His face clouded. He gestured toward the constellation of broken dishes and overturned platters. “You crashed into me. Can’t you just wipe it off?”
“This is chiffon! Can you just wipe off your—whatever the hell that was and serve it? It’s ruined.”
“I’m sure it can’t be that bad. It’s just a dress. Here—”
Maxine snatched it back out of his reach before he could touch it with his grubby mitts. “This is not some inconsequential frock. This is the Queen’s swearing-in attire!” Her hard work had smeared remains of chocolate smashed on it. A flattened clump of the stuff peeled off and plopped to the floor at her feet. Maxine felt like crying.
She was a sticky mess, and the area around them was a disaster. Her mind was already whirling. They hadn’t taken the shoes out yet; they were safe in their protective bag. There was chocolate splashed everywhere—on the furniture, the wall, and the jewelry. Even poor Dennis hadn’t escaped. He had chocolate streaked across his glasses and his bald head.
She shook out the rumpled dress to assess the damage. Chocolate was ground into the fabric, and it was beyond repair. That much was clear. Maxine felt ill. Her dream—which had been so close only a moment ago—was over. Fury welled inside her until she was shaking with rage.
She turned her ire on the chef, who was muttering under his breath as he tried to clean up his broken dishes. Who was this careless guy, anyway?






  
  Chapter two
Nathan 


Nathan tuned out the woman’s fussing, but when she spun away from him, he saw her skirt had hiked up, exposing a beautiful globe of ass. She looked to be wearing some minuscule pink thong, for heaven’s sake. A petty part of him wanted to punish her for ruining his hard work, but decency and manners prevailed. He reached over and tugged her hem back into place. 
She jerked and slapped his hand away with surprising force. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Your… ass was hanging out.” Damn, she was prickly.
“Oh.” She grumbled a thank you and returned to her lamentation.
Nathan squatted and went about gathering shards of broken crockery, his jaw clenched. There was nothing left of his masterpiece but hunks and crumbs. Yet he was at fault? She had some nerve to be bitching. “Give it a rest, lady. You’re not the only one with a mess here.” 
“Is the world going to see your mess? Are they going to judge your mess on a world stage?” 
When he looked up, Nathan had a moment’s pause. She was practically breathing fire and covered with frosting. And why, for the love of everything, did she have to be quite pretty on top of all this aggravation? His body responded as though they were meeting for the first time at a casual event. 
She may have had anger snapping in her eyes, but her skin was a smooth, rich dark brown. A riot of tawny, chin-length coils framed her high, broad cheekbones. He imagined the feel of them clutched in his fist as he lost himself inside those lush curves. A beauty mark near the corner of her mouth drew his attention. The downward tilt of her well-defined lips didn’t detract from the sudden desire at all. The disaster forgotten for a moment, he imagined himself licking that chocolate right out of her abundant cleavage. What the hell?
Unsettled, Nathan snapped, “I think you might be blowing this out of proportion, don’t you think?”
She jiggled the hanger in his direction and pinned him with an icy stare. “I’ve been working on this for weeks. How dare—”
The door to the Queen’s office opened with a whoosh, and the woman herself stood there with a frown marring her pretty features. “What is happening out here?”  She hissed. “The Prime Minister can hear you and I can’t hear her.” She caught sight of the utter devastation. It appeared as if there’d been an explosion in a bakery. “Oh, dear.”
The Queen’s majordomo, Joanne, hurried up the hallway, stepping over the mess in her kitten heels. She waved the Queen back into the office, assuring her she’d take care of this. Upon closing the door, she turned to Nathan and the cake destroyer and gasped.
“Is that—is that the Queen’s luck cake? And her dress, as well?”
Nathan stood and tossed a handful of mess onto the table. That cloth would never be white again. “It was. Dammit.”
Joanne looked at her dainty wristwatch, already in troubleshooting mode. “Alright, we have one hour and forty-five minutes before she’s due at the High Court. Chef Nathan.” Joanne’s voice was so sharp it echoed and brought all the activity in the crowded hallway to a standstill. Nathan’s spine stiffened. “You have a sous chef, correct?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Can you make a new cake?”
“I can make a cake, not the luck cake. This took hours of—”
“Get on it and prepare something workable. Maxine!”
The woman jumped at the crack of Joanne’s voice.
Nathan almost chuckled, despite himself. Joanne would have made an excellent teacher. Or a prison guard. Maybe even a battlefield commander. She’d run the previous Queen’s affairs with military precision and  continued to serve in her capacity in the new administration. The woman was just five feet, but she radiated gravitas and authority in her bearing. She exuded unruffled competence in a stylish pink pantsuit with her silver hair restrained in a no-nonsense bun.
So, the name of the klutz with the clothing rack of death was Maxine.
“You’ve prepared a host of outfits already for the Queen’s upcoming engagements. Choose one to substitute.”
Maxine gave a forlorn shake of her head. “Nothing is finished yet. She wasn’t due for anything else official until late next week. We put all our efforts—wait. I believe I have something that will work. Dennis, what about the lodge dress?”
The young man that accompanied her paused in using his shirt hem to wipe ganache from his glasses. His owlish eyes brightened. “Yes! That could work. It needs—”
“The cuffs, I know. We could—”
They gathered up their cases, bags, and boxes with hasty motions. Then, with a desultory glance in his direction, Maxine the stylist swept out of the area with her assistant trailing in her wake. They were chattering a mile a minute.
Nathan ran through a mental checklist of remaining supplies for a replacement cake. There were still some fondant lace scrolls and extra gum paste flowers. He would be cutting it close, and the final product wouldn’t be as elaborate as the original, but he could pull something together. The new Queen wouldn’t know what to expect. Everything would be fine as long as they observed the tradition and sentiment.
Back in the kitchen, Nathan briefed his sous and head pastry chefs. Both women looked heartbroken but resolved. The three of them hammered out a plan and set about their tasks. 
He popped the cake layers into the freezer to hasten their cooling and set a timer. While he waited, Nathan paused to survey his domain. What he saw pleased him. Close to 500 guests were expected for the feast banquet that evening, and the kitchen had been bustling for days in preparation. Like him, most of the staff had been there since four in the morning. 
Whisking rum into the new batch of ganache, Nathan wished they’d decided on cake for the event’s dessert. Then they could have just swapped out. No such luck, though—it was a buffet of bite-sized confections. Once he learned what the Queen’s favorites were, he’d incorporate them into future menus. For now, the variety had seemed prudent. He’d ask another time.
Nathan could have handed the cake redux over, but he wasn’t a bureaucrat who barked orders and then breathed down everyone’s collective neck. It wasn’t an effective management technique, and he abhorred leadership that wasn’t willing to jump into the trenches.
The trenches were where Nathan had always thrived.
He set a new service tray on a rolling cart, then spun through the various stations to check in with his staff, tasting and adjusting seasonings here and there. Aside from the luck cake fiasco, things were rolling along almost perfectly.
Unbidden, Maxine’s outraged expression came to mind as Nathan piped rosettes. Why the hell was she angry with him? It wasn’t as though he’d singled her out and thrown the cake at her. She’d rallied, though.
Somehow, this cake surpassed the original. The tiers showcased different but complementary styles, representing the diversity of opinions the new monarch would face.
Nathan wiped sweat from his brow as he added the finishing touches, then stepped back to assess.
A glance at his watch showed he had all of eight minutes to get it upstairs in one piece. Hopefully, the comely Maxine wouldn’t be anywhere in the vicinity. The Queen ought to be dressed by now. 
Any other time, Nathan would just reverse the direction of the buttons on his double-breasted jacket, but no dice this time. He kept extras in his office for just such occasions. Nathan took a precious two minutes to clean himself up, then shrugged into a crisp, clean jacket. You never knew when you’d need to look sharp—a lesson learned from his mentor. A fresh toque, and he was ready.
Luck cake, take two.






  
  Chapter three
Maxine


Back in her studio after a harrowing trip across town, Maxine hung up the unfinished dress and studied it with Dennis. They’d designed this dress for a reception with the judges of the High Court and it was a bit more conservative than their original choice. While the hemline needed adjusting and the cuffs could use some embellishment, she could make this work. 
Maxine had planned jewel tones to complement the Queen’s complexion and personality, but perhaps this more muted palette would better suit the somber occasion. A splash of color with the shoes, sassy jewelry, and that confidence and earnestness that had gotten her elected as monarch. That should do the trick. 
“Okay, let’s get to work.”
“Uh, boss?” Dennis gestured at her front. “You’re still wearing cake.”
An impatient huff escaped her pursed lips when Maxine glanced down at her dress. It was one of her favorites, now possibly ruined. She’d attempt to salvage it later. “Get started,” she instructed. “I’ll be right back.”
The studio had once been a textile factory, and Maxine kept a futon in her small office for when she worked late and didn’t feel up to making the hour-long drive home. A quick shower cleared her mind, even though she kept picturing a pair of golden-brown eyes filled with annoyance.
With her thoughts less jumbled and her mood improved, Maxine chided herself for her earlier behavior. She’d had a full-on tantrum, whereas the chef’s
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