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For the ones who crave fairy tales draped in diamonds, drama, and deliciously difficult men.
For every reader who whispered “just one more chapter”... and ended up at 3AM with a ruined sleep schedule and zero regrets.
And for you, Francisca...
My forever royal editor, still reigning from above.
Each word carries your laugh. Each twist, your flair.
We’re building an empire of stories... together.


The Reluctant Maiden
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Chapter One: The Reluctant Guest & The Fish Gut Fiasco
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Lila Thorn had always believed that dignity was overrated...a luxury for people who didn't need to carry buckets of fish entrails through cobblestone streets while wearing shoes held together by hope and electrical tape. But standing in the bustling market square of Eldhollow at seven-thirty on a Tuesday morning, watching her life's last shreds of respectability drip from her fingertips in the form of mackerel intestines, she was beginning to reconsider that philosophy.

"Steady there, love!" Old Marlin called from his fish stall, his weathered hands gesturing frantically. "Those eels have more fight in them dead than most men do alive. Last week's bucket nearly made it to the town square before I caught the blasted thing!"

Lila adjusted her grip on the metal bucket, her arms already screaming in protest. The mixture of fish guts, scales, and what she desperately hoped was just seawater sloshed ominously with each step. Her glasses...thick enough to spot Jupiter's moons...had slipped down her nose, and she couldn't spare a hand to push them up without risking a complete disaster.

"I've got it," she muttered through gritted teeth, though they both knew she absolutely did not have it.

The morning market was pure chaos, as always. Vendors hollered their wares with the enthusiasm of carnival barkers, children weaved between the stalls like caffeinated squirrels, and the aroma of fresh bread battled valiantly against the less pleasant scents of livestock and Lila's current cargo. She navigated carefully around Mrs. Pemberton's apple cart, sidestepped a particularly aggressive goose that had escaped from the poultry section, and was just beginning to think she might actually make it to her destination without incident when fate decided to remind her why optimism was a fool's game.

Her left shoe...a tragic specimen that had seen better decades...hit a patch of wet cobblestone with all the grace of a newborn giraffe on roller skates. Time slowed to a cruel crawl as Lila felt herself pitching forward, her arms windmilling desperately as the bucket tilted, teetered, and then committed fully to its gravitational destiny.

The arc of fish guts that launched into the morning air was almost artistic in its perfection...a grotesque rainbow of entrails and scales that seemed to hang suspended for an eternal moment before gravity reclaimed it with vicious enthusiasm.

It landed with a wet, apocalyptic SPLAT on a man who had chosen that exact moment to emerge from the most expensive-looking carriage Lila had ever seen.

The silence that followed was deafening. Even the escaped goose stopped honking.

The man stood frozen, arms slightly outstretched, as if he couldn't quite process what had just happened to him. He was tall...easily six-foot-three...with the kind of broad shoulders that suggested he did more than just lift champagne flutes at charity galas. Dark hair, strong jaw, and features that belonged on a Renaissance statue rather than a fish-gut victim. His navy-blue suit, which had probably cost more than Lila's aunt paid her in a year, was now decorated with what appeared to be the entire digestive system of several unfortunate sea creatures.

A perfectly preserved sardine slid from his shoulder and hit his polished Italian leather boot with a tiny plop.

Then he spoke, and his voice cut through the morning air like a blade.

"Are you completely blind, girl?!"

Lila's heart performed an impressive gymnastics routine somewhere in the vicinity of her throat. "I...oh God...I'm so sorry! I slipped on the..."

"Slipped?" He stepped forward, and Lila got her first full look at his face. Handsome, yes, but currently twisted with the kind of aristocratic disdain that could freeze hell over. His eyes...a striking green that would have been beautiful if they weren't currently shooting daggers at her...raked over her appearance with obvious distaste. "You're just clumsy! Utterly, incompetently clumsy!"

Heat flooded Lila's cheeks. Around them, the market crowd had formed a loose circle, watching the drama unfold like spectators at a particularly messy sporting event. She could see Mrs. Pemberton whispering urgently to the baker, probably spreading the story before it was even finished happening.

"I didn't mean to..." Lila started, but he cut her off with a sharp gesture.

"Of course you didn't mean to. People like you never mean to do anything, do you? You just stumble through life, leaving disaster in your wake." He plucked a piece of fish scale from his lapel with obvious revulsion. "Do you have any idea what this suit costs? More than your entire street makes in a month, I'd wager."

The words hit like physical blows. Lila felt her spine straighten, anger beginning to burn through her mortification. "People like me?"

"Yes," he said, his voice dripping with condescension. "Thoughtless. Careless. The sort who can't be trusted with simple tasks without causing absolute mayhem."

"I work three jobs to help support my family," Lila said quietly, her voice barely audible over the market noise. "I was trying to help Mr. Marlin because his arthritis is acting up and he can't carry the heavy buckets anymore. I'm sorry about your suit, but you don't know anything about me or my life."

For just a moment, something flickered across his features...surprise, maybe, or the faintest hint of shame. But it was gone so quickly Lila might have imagined it.

"Get out of my sight," he said coldly, "before you ruin something else."

He turned on his heel and disappeared back into his carriage, leaving behind nothing but the lingering scent of expensive cologne mixed with fish guts and the burning humiliation in Lila's chest.

The crowd began to disperse, murmuring among themselves. Lila stood there for a moment, covered in scales and shame, before Old Marlin's gentle hand touched her shoulder.

"Don't you mind him, love," the fishmonger said kindly. "Some people are born with silver spoons so far up their arses they can taste the polish. You're worth ten of him."

Lila managed a watery smile and helped clean up the mess, but the stranger's words echoed in her head for the rest of the morning. People like you. As if he knew anything about her life, her struggles, her dreams of something more than this endless cycle of servitude and scraping by.

***
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By evening, she'd almost managed to push the incident to the back of her mind. Almost.

"Lila!" Her cousin Clarissa's voice cut through the evening air like a rusty knife. "Mother says you're coming to the palace ball tonight. Don't embarrass us."

Lila groaned from her position behind the manor, where she'd been scrubbing fish scales from under her fingernails in a bucket of ice-cold water. The last thing she wanted was to parade around a ballroom full of aristocrats and wealthy nobles...people who would look at her the same way that man had this morning.

"Can't I just say I'm sick?" she called back.

"Absolutely not!" Aunt Margaret's voice joined the chorus. "It would reflect poorly on the family if we left you behind like some shameful secret. Though honestly, Lila, that's exactly what you..." She didn't finish the sentence, but she didn't need to.

An hour later, Lila stood in front of the cracked mirror in her tiny attic room, trying to make magic happen with a dress that had seen better decades. It had been Clarissa's once...a pale blue creation that had been altered so many times it resembled a fabric puzzle more than formal wear. The bodice was too tight in some places and too loose in others, and the hem had been taken up so often it looked like a wonky zigzag.

Her only pair of decent shoes were still damp from the morning's disaster, but they were better than her work boots. She'd managed to tame her unruly brown hair into something resembling a chignon, though several stubborn curls had already escaped to frame her face. Her glasses were clean, at least, even if they did make her look more like a librarian than a debutante.

"You look..." she said to her reflection, then stopped. There was no point in lying to herself.

The Palace of Ziofa was everything fairy tales promised and more. Soaring towers pierced the evening sky, and every window blazed with warm golden light. The main ballroom was a cathedral of marble and crystal, filled with the kingdom's elite in their finest attire. Diamonds caught the light from massive chandeliers, silk rustled against polished floors, and the air hummed with the kind of refined conversation that came naturally to people who'd never carried fish guts for a living.

Lila stuck to the edges like wallpaper, watching Clarissa flutter from group to group with practiced ease. Her cousin looked stunning in emerald green silk, her blonde hair piled high in an elaborate style that had probably taken two hours to achieve. She was in her element here, among the titled and wealthy, working the room like a master politician.

"There's Prince Alexander," Clarissa had whispered earlier, nodding toward a tall figure across the room. "Isn't he divine? Rich as Croesus and handsome as sin. I'm going to marry him."

Lila had barely glanced in the direction Clarissa indicated. Princes were about as relevant to her life as unicorns...beautiful to think about, but ultimately fictional as far as her world was concerned.

After an hour of pretending to be invisible, Lila escaped to the palace library. The moment she stepped inside, her shoulders relaxed. Here was sanctuary...floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with leather-bound volumes, comfortable reading chairs positioned near tall windows, and the blessed quiet that only came from being surrounded by thousands of stories.

She selected a book almost at random...The Economic Impact of Maritime Trade in the Northern Kingdoms...and curled up in a window seat overlooking the palace gardens. The moonlight streaming through the glass was better than any chandelier, and for the first time all day, Lila felt like she could breathe.

"If you're looking for my cousin," she said without looking up when she heard the door open, "she's probably trying to super-glue herself to Prince Alexander's side by now."

A low chuckle filled the room...masculine, warm, and oddly familiar.

Lila's blood turned to ice water. Slowly, she raised her eyes from her book.

Standing in the doorway, looking impeccable in formal evening wear, was the man from the market. The fish gut victim. Except now he was clean, devastatingly handsome, and wearing a look of dawning recognition that matched her own growing horror.

Their eyes met across the quiet library, and the world seemed to shrink to just this moment, this recognition, this impossible coincidence.

"Well," he said softly, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him. "Hello again, fish girl."

To be continued...
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Chapter Two: The Library Incident
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The silence stretched between them like a taut wire, crackling with recognition and mortification. Lila's book...The Economic Impact of Maritime Trade in the Northern Kingdoms...suddenly felt like it weighed a thousand pounds in her lap. She had two choices: pretend she didn't recognize him and hope he'd developed sudden amnesia, or face the music like an adult.

Being an adult was highly overrated.

"Your Highness," she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. Because, of course, he was Prince Alexander. Of course, the man she'd accidentally baptized in fish guts was the kingdom's most eligible bachelor, the billionaire heir everyone fawned over, the man her cousin was desperately trying to marry.

Her life had officially become a farce.

Alexander stepped further into the room, and Lila noticed he moved with the fluid grace of someone completely comfortable in his own skin. The formal evening wear...a perfectly tailored black tuxedo that probably cost more than her aunt's carriage...transformed him from the angry, fish-gut-covered stranger of this morning into something altogether more dangerous.

"Please," he said, his voice softer than she remembered. "Just Alexander. We're well past formalities, don't you think?"

Lila's cheeks burned. "I suppose having your entrails baptized by fish guts does break down certain social barriers."

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth...the first genuine expression she'd seen from him. "Is that what we're calling it? A baptism?"

"Would you prefer 'anointing'? 'Christening'? I have a whole vocabulary of euphemisms for accidentally destroying expensive clothing."

Alexander laughed...a real, surprised sound that seemed to startle him as much as it did her. "You know, most people would be on their knees begging forgiveness right about now."

"Most people probably have better aim with fish guts."

"Touché." He moved closer, and Lila caught a hint of his cologne...something expensive and woodsy that made her think of midnight forests and dangerous decisions. "May I sit?"

Lila gestured to the chair across from her window seat. "It's your library. Your palace. Your kingdom, technically."

"Technically, it's my father's kingdom. I'm just the heir apparent who gets covered in seafood byproducts by beautiful women in libraries."

The word 'beautiful' hung in the air between them like a challenge. Lila felt her heart do something complicated in her chest.

"Flattery?" she said, raising an eyebrow. "After this morning's performance, I'm surprised you can even look at me without reaching for a hazmat suit."

Alexander settled into the chair, his long legs stretching out in front of him. In the moonlight streaming through the tall windows, he looked like something out of a Renaissance painting...all sharp angles and aristocratic elegance. It was deeply annoying how attractive he was.

"About this morning," he said, his voice taking on a more serious tone. "I owe you an apology."

Lila blinked. "I'm sorry, did you just...did Prince Alexander of Ziofa just apologize to a commoner? Should I be writing this down for the history books?"

"I was having a terrible morning," he continued, ignoring her sarcasm. "I'd just come from a three-hour council meeting where a bunch of ancient lords spent the entire time arguing about trade regulations and tax codes. My head of security had informed me there were seventeen marriage proposals delivered to the palace before breakfast. And my stepmother had cornered me for another lecture about my 'responsibilities to the crown.'"

"So naturally, you took it out on the nearest fish gut victim."

"Yes." His honesty surprised her. "It was inexcusable. You were trying to help someone, and I was an arrogant ass."

Lila studied his face, looking for signs of insincerity. She'd grown up around her aunt and cousin...she knew how to spot fake remorse from a mile away. But Alexander's green eyes held nothing but genuine regret.

"Well," she said finally, "you were certainly committed to the role."

"I have excellent dedication when I set my mind to something." A pause. "Including making amends."

"What exactly are you proposing? A formal apology in the town square? A public proclamation about the virtues of fish gut carriers everywhere?"

Alexander leaned forward slightly, and the movement brought him closer to her circle of moonlight. "Dance with me."

Lila nearly dropped her book. "What?"

"One dance. Here, now. Let me make up for this morning."

"There's no music."

"We'll improvise."

"I don't know how to dance. Not properly."

"I'll teach you."

"I'm not dressed for dancing with princes." She gestured to her altered, patched dress. "This is borrowed finery at best."

Alexander stood and extended his hand. "You look perfect."

The word 'perfect' did something dangerous to Lila's resolve. She looked at his outstretched hand...long fingers, no rings except for a signet ring that probably had more history than her entire family tree...and felt the strangest urge to take it.

"This is insane," she murmured.

"The best things usually are."

Against every rational thought in her head, Lila set down her book and placed her hand in his. The contact sent a shock of warmth up her arm, and she wondered if he felt it too. His fingers closed around hers, warm and steady, as he helped her to her feet.

"Now what?" she asked, suddenly very aware of how close they were standing.

"Now we dance." Alexander's free hand settled on her waist, and Lila's breath caught. "Put your other hand on my shoulder."

She did, marveling at the solid strength beneath the expensive fabric. They were close enough that she could see the gold flecks in his green eyes, close enough to count his eyelashes if she were so inclined.

"There's still no music," she pointed out, her voice slightly breathless.

"Listen," he said softly.

Lila tilted her head, straining to hear. Faintly, through the tall windows, came the sound of the orchestra in the ballroom below. A waltz, soft and dreamy, drifting up through the palace like a whispered invitation.

"One, two, three," Alexander murmured, beginning to move. "Just follow me."

They swayed together in the moonlight, and Lila discovered that dancing with Alexander was nothing like the clumsy attempts she'd made at village festivals. He led with quiet confidence, guiding her through the steps with patience and grace. When she stumbled slightly, he steadied her without making her feel foolish.

"Why aren't you down there?" she asked softly as they turned in a slow circle. "At your own ball, I mean. There are dozens of beautiful women downstairs who would kill for this opportunity."

"Because they're all the same," Alexander said, his voice quiet. "They smile at my title, laugh at jokes that aren't funny, and agree with everything I say. Do you know how exhausting it is to be constantly surrounded by people who see you as a prize to be won rather than a person to be known?"

Lila looked up at him, surprised by the loneliness in his voice. "So you escape to libraries?"

"Among other places. I have a whole network of hiding spots throughout the palace." A smile quirked his lips. "Would you like to see them?"

"Are you trying to seduce me with your secret hideaways, Your Highness?"

"Alexander," he corrected. "And maybe. Is it working?"

The honest answer was yes, it absolutely was working, which terrified her. This was Prince Alexander...billionaire, heir to the throne, completely out of her league in every possible way. This morning he'd humiliated her in front of half the village. Now he was dancing with her in moonlight and looking at her like she was something precious.

"I should go," she said, though she made no move to step away from him.

"Should you?" His hand tightened slightly on her waist. "Or do you want to go?"

"Those are two very different questions."

"I know."

They'd stopped dancing, but they were still standing close, still touching. Lila could feel the warmth radiating from his body, could see the way his eyes had darkened as he looked down at her.

"Alexander," she whispered, and his name on her lips seemed to affect him like a physical touch.

"Yes?"

"This is crazy."

"I know that too."

"I'm nobody. You're..."

"You're not nobody," he said fiercely. "Don't ever say that."

Before she could respond, the library door burst open with enough force to rattle the hinges.

"There you are!" Clarissa's voice cut through the intimate atmosphere like a sword. "I've been looking everywhere for..." She stopped dead when she saw them, her eyes widening as she took in their close proximity, their joined hands, the unmistakable intimacy of the moment.

Behind Clarissa stood Aunt Margaret, her face a mask of barely controlled fury, and two other young women Lila recognized as Lord Pemberton's daughters...notorious gossips who could spread news faster than wildfire.

"Your Highness," Clarissa breathed, executing a perfect curtsy that showed off her figure to maximum advantage. "I do hope my cousin hasn't been bothering you. She has a tendency to... overstep."

Alexander's jaw tightened, but he didn't release Lila's hand. "Miss Thorn has been excellent company."

"Miss Thorn?" Lady Pemberton's eldest daughter...Victoria, Lila thought...laughed like tinkling bells. "Oh, Your Highness, surely you're mistaken. This is just Lila, the charity case. She helps in the kitchens sometimes."

Heat flooded Lila's face. Alexander's hand squeezed hers, and she could feel the tension radiating from him.

"I believe," he said, his voice taking on a dangerous edge, "that I'm quite capable of determining who provides excellent company."

"Of course, Your Highness," Aunt Margaret interjected smoothly, moving forward with predatory grace. "But surely you'd prefer to return to the ball? There are so many lovely young ladies eager to meet you. My Clarissa, for instance, is considered one of the season's most accomplished debutantes."

Clarissa beamed and took a step closer to Alexander, her silk skirts rustling. "I do so love to dance, Your Highness. And I've been told I have quite a talent for it."

The implication was clear: unlike her clumsy cousin, who had spent the morning wearing fish guts like a fashion accessory.

Lila felt the walls of her old life closing in around her...the constant reminders that she didn't belong, that she was charity, that she should be grateful for whatever scraps of kindness came her way. The magic of the last few minutes evaporated like morning mist.

"You should go," she said quietly to Alexander, trying to pull her hand free from his. "They're right. I don't belong here."

"Like hell you don't," Alexander said, his voice low and fierce. But even as he spoke, Lila could see the weight of expectation settling on his shoulders. He was a prince. These were the games he had to play.

"Lila," Aunt Margaret's voice could have frozen fire, "go wait in the carriage. Now."

It wasn't a request.

Lila looked up at Alexander one last time, memorizing the way the moonlight caught in his dark hair, the fierce protectiveness in his green eyes, the way he'd made her feel...for just a few minutes...like she was worth something.

Then she pulled free from his grip and walked toward the door, her chin held high despite the burning humiliation in her chest.

"This isn't over," Alexander called after her, his voice carrying a promise that made her heart stutter.

But as Lila walked out of the library, past the smirking debutantes and her triumphant cousin, she couldn't help but think it was exactly that...over before it had really begun.

Some fairy tales, she reflected bitterly, were better left unfinished.

To be continued...
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Chapter Three: The Midnight Proposition
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Lila had been staring at her bedroom ceiling for exactly three hours, fourteen minutes, and roughly thirty-seven seconds when the first pebble hit her window.

She ignored it. Probably just the wind rattling something loose on the manor's ancient exterior. The second pebble was harder to dismiss, and by the third...which came with enough force to make her wonder if someone was launching a siege against her attic room...she dragged herself out of bed with a muttered curse that would have made Old Marlin proud.

The floorboards creaked ominously as she padded to the window in her nightgown and bare feet. The glass was cold against her palm as she pressed it open, expecting to find a tree branch or perhaps a very ambitious bird.

Instead, she found Prince Alexander standing in her aunt's garden, looking impossibly elegant even while wielding a handful of gravel like some sort of aristocratic David preparing to face Goliath.

"Are you completely insane?" she hissed, leaning out the window. "It's past midnight!"

"I prefer 'romantically determined,'" he called back in a stage whisper. "Though I'll accept 'charmingly persistent.'"

"I'll give you 'certifiably mad.' What are you doing here?"

Alexander dropped the remaining pebbles and brushed his hands off on what appeared to be casual clothes...if one could call perfectly tailored dark trousers and a white shirt that probably cost more than most people's monthly salary 'casual.'

"I told you this wasn't over," he said, his voice carrying clearly in the still night air. "I'm a man of my word."

"Your word?" Lila glanced around frantically, half-expecting to see palace guards emerging from the shadows. "Alexander, if my aunt finds you here..."

"She won't. I checked...the harridan's room is on the other side of the house, and she snores like a freight train."

Despite herself, Lila snorted with laughter. "Did you just call my aunt a harridan?"

"If the shoe fits." Alexander grinned up at her, and even in the moonlight, she could see the mischief dancing in his eyes. "Though I believe her preferred title is 'social climbing despot with delusions of grandeur.'"

"That's oddly specific."

"I may have done some research."

Lila shook her head, torn between amusement and exasperation. "You can't just show up at people's houses in the middle of the night, throwing rocks at their windows. You're a prince!"

"Exactly. Which means I can do whatever I want." Alexander's expression grew more serious. "Within reason. And right now, I want to apologize properly for what happened in the library."

"You already apologized..."

"No, I let them humiliate you. Again." His voice carried a edge of anger that made her pulse quicken. "I should have told your aunt and cousin exactly what I thought of their behavior. I should have made it clear that you were my guest, not some charity case to be dismissed."

"But you didn't," Lila said quietly.

"No. I didn't. And I've been kicking myself for it ever since." Alexander ran a hand through his dark hair, messing up what had probably been a perfectly styled coiffure. "I've spent the last three hours in meetings with advisors and nobles, all of them eager to tell me what I should think, who I should marry, how I should run my life. Do you know what I realized?"

"That absolute power corrupts absolutely?"

"That I don't give a damn what any of them think." Alexander stepped closer to the window, craning his neck to look up at her. "I care what you think."

The words hit her like a physical blow. "Alexander..."

"Come down here."

"What?"

"Come down. Or better yet..." He paused, studying the ivy-covered trellis that ran along the side of the manor. "I'm coming up."

"You are not climbing up to my bedroom window!" Lila's voice rose to a squeak. "That's...that's completely inappropriate!"

"More inappropriate than dancing in moonlight?"

"Yes! Significantly more!" But even as she protested, she couldn't deny the thrill that shot through her at the thought.

Alexander was already testing the strength of the trellis, placing one booted foot on the lowest crossbeam. "This looks sturdy enough."

"Alexander, no! You'll fall and break your neck, and then I'll be executed for regicide!"

"Only if you push me." He began to climb with surprising agility. "Which I'm hoping you won't."

"This is insane," Lila muttered, but she found herself stepping back from the window to give him room. "Completely, utterly insane."

"So you've mentioned." Alexander's head appeared at window level, followed by his shoulders. "May I come in? It's rather breezy out here."

Lila stared at him...disheveled, slightly out of breath, grinning like a schoolboy who'd just pulled off the prank of the century...and felt her remaining resistance crumble.

"Fine," she said, stepping aside. "But if we're caught, I'm telling everyone you forced your way in."

"Noted." Alexander swung one leg over the windowsill, then the other, landing in her small room with surprising grace. He straightened and looked around, taking in the slanted ceiling, the narrow bed, the single chair piled high with mended clothes.

"This is cozy," he said diplomatically.

"This is a closet with delusions of grandeur," Lila corrected. "Much like your opinion of your climbing abilities."

"My climbing abilities are excellent, thank you very much. I'll have you know I was quite the tree climber as a boy."

"Before or after you developed an allergy to commoners?"

Alexander winced. "I deserved that."

"You deserved worse than that." Lila wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly aware that she was standing in her nightgown in front of a prince. The thin cotton felt utterly inadequate, especially with the way Alexander's eyes kept drifting over her figure before he caught himself and looked away.

"Here." Alexander shrugged out of his jacket and held it out to her. "You're cold."

"I'm fine..."

"Lila." His voice was soft but firm. "Take the jacket."

She did, slipping her arms into sleeves that were far too long for her. The fabric held his warmth and that intoxicating scent of expensive cologne and something uniquely him. It felt like being wrapped in luxury and danger all at once.

"Better?" he asked.

"Much." She looked up at him, and the sight of him in her small, shabby room...rumpled and beautiful and completely out of place...made her chest tighten. "Why are you really here, Alexander?"

"Because I couldn't stop thinking about you." The honesty in his voice made her breath catch. "Because in all my years of royal functions and formal dinners and carefully orchestrated social events, I've never met anyone who challenges me the way you do."

"I spilled fish guts on you."

"You stood up to me. Do you have any idea how rare that is?" Alexander stepped closer, and Lila found herself backing toward the small window. "Most people spend their entire lives telling me what they think I want to hear. You tell me exactly what you think, consequences be damned."

"That's not always a good thing."

"It's the best thing." His hands came up to frame her face, and Lila's heart stuttered. "You're the best thing."

"Alexander..."

"I know this is crazy. I know we come from different worlds. I know there are a dozen reasons why this is impossible." His thumbs brushed across her cheekbones, and she couldn't help but lean into the touch. "But I can't walk away from you."

"You'll have to eventually," she whispered. "You're a prince. I'm nobody."

"You're not nobody." His voice was fierce. "You're brilliant and beautiful and brave enough to tell a prince when he's being an ass. You work three jobs to help your family, you read economic treatises for fun, and you have the most incredible laugh I've ever heard."

"You've heard me laugh exactly twice."

"I want to hear it a thousand more times."

The words hung between them, full of promise and impossibility. Lila could feel herself falling...not just toward him, but into something vast and terrifying and wonderful.

"This is a bad idea," she said, even as her hands came up to rest against his chest.

"Terrible idea," he agreed, his head dipping toward hers.

"We'll both regret it."

"Probably."

"Alexander..."

He kissed her.

It was soft at first, tentative, as if he was giving her the chance to pull away. But when she melted against him instead, her hands fisting in his shirt, the kiss deepened into something hungry and desperate. She could taste the wine he'd drunk at dinner, could feel the controlled strength in his arms as they circled her waist and pulled her closer.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing hard, Alexander rested his forehead against hers.

"I have a proposal," he said, his voice rough.

"I'm listening." Though honestly, with the way her pulse was racing and her knees had gone weak, she wasn't sure she could process complex thoughts.

"There's a summer house. On the lake, about an hour's ride
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