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        Love is in the air for Princess Evie, but is she brave enough to face it?

      

        

      
        Now that her best friend has returned to Falhaven Castle, Evie wants nothing more than to spend all her time in the kitchen. But royal duties don't stop just because she wants them to, and with her older sister sick, it's up to Evie to take up her position.

      

        

      
        With her feelings for Nate growing with each passing day, Evie knows it's only a matter of time before she ends up revealing them to him, but she's terrified that she'll end up heartbroken if he tells her that he doesn't feel the same. As more time passes, she realises that some things are better said out loud.

      

        

      
        Can she confess her feelings before things take an awkward turn?

        -

        Custards & Crowns is book two in the Falhaven Castle series, a cozy fantasy with a baking dragon, a princess who wants to be in the kitchen over the throne room, and the baker who wants to be there with her. There is a slow-burn friends-to-lovers romance, with a pinch of steam in later books, and an ace heroine.
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      Princesses & Pastries

      Princess Evelyn, who goes by Evie to her loved ones, prefers to spend her time in the palace kitchens rather than doing her royal duties, and as the spare heir, she has the chance to do that. For five years, she's been corresponding with her best friend Nate, who left the castle on the instructions of his father (the castle's baker) in order to do an apprenticeship in Gaullesse. Having completed his apprenticeship, Nate is now working for Evie's cousins in another kingdom (Wafeland), and the two still write to each other every week.

      Evie has been put in charge of official feasts by her father (the King), including the entertainment and working with the kitchen staff to design the menu. She thinks that it's been given to her as a duty so that she doesn't accidentally insult the wrong person.

      Veronica (her younger sister) and Artie (her younger brother) tease her about Nate writing to her when she receives a letter, and then more when she reacts with excitement to the news that he's coming back to Falhaven Castle as part of a delegation from Wafeland.

      As soon as she finds out that Nate has returned, Evie races down to the kitchens to see him, but doesn't really know how to react, especially when he addresses her formally rather than calling her Evie. He changes tack when he sees how upset she is, and the two of them embrace, which Evie notes that she doesn't really do with anyone else and has only done twice with Nate.

      That evening, Evie goes down to the kitchens to bake with Nate, and the two of them tease each other a little about the things that haven't changed about them (like Evie's impatience). He makes croissant dough while she watches, but then insists on it resting overnight, but he makes pastry scrap palmiers to curb her impatience. Once they're done, Evie bites one of them and holds the rest out to Nate, who doesn't take it, causing tension to rise between the two of them. They talk about the fact that he's been gone, neither of them wanted the separation, and that they're both very aware that he's leaving again.

      Evie attends a meeting with the chefs and her private secretary (Marion) about the banquet, at which point Nate backs her up on a suggestion, which she appreciates, though his father is unhappy about being overruled.

      When her period arrives, Evie shuts herself away in her rooms, knowing that the pain makes her cranky and wanting to avoid that. Nate visits with a tisane and truffles to make her feel better, and the two of them spend the afternoon together. Veronica catches the two of them as they say goodbye, and has a conversation with Evie about how it looks, in which they also discuss Evie's asexuality (she describes sex as being fine, but she doesn't seek it out), and ends with Veronica asking Evie if she's in love with Nate. Which isn't something she's ever considered before.

      Through their next encounters, Evie tries to work out if she is in love with him, muttering and blaming Veronica for her thoughts, even as her cousins arrive for the banquet.

      On the night of the banquet, she invites Nate to see the fireworks with her, and they talk about his impending departure, with Nate suggesting that he could find a lower-paying job in Falhaven to stay close to her, and Evie gets upset and refuses to let him damage his career for her. Evie escapes the conversation when Ember reacts badly to the fireworks.

      When Evie ventures down to the kitchen to say goodbye to Nate, he finds him baking. He reveals to her that he's been offered the job as palace pastry chef at Falhaven Castle and will be starting in a month. The two embrace, and Evie looks forward to reuniting with him, even if it will mean having to deal with the fact she's just discovered that she's in love with him.
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      I yawn as I head into the mountain solar, kept up by baking last night, even though I know that I should have stopped earlier and gone to bed. Sometimes it's impossible to avoid getting caught up in making something, even if I know I should be more sensible about when I rest.

      Rain patters against the large windows, and worry worms its way through me in response. It's heavier than it should be at this time of year, and I dread to think what that means Nate is going to have to travel through on his way here from Wafeland. I know he won't be travelling alone, but it still worries me to think of him having to make the journey in weather like this.

      The maid curtsies to me as I pass, reminding me that I'm not alone and I shouldn't let my mind wander too much. I try to smile in response, but it only summons another yawn. Hopefully, it's nothing that a cup of tea can't fix. A new shipment arrived from Shengda last week, and there are several new blends that I'm looking forward to trying.

      My younger sister is already seated and helping herself to food, though my other siblings are nowhere to be seen. It's not a huge surprise. Artie is likely with his wife, while Katheryn has never really joined us for breakfast, nor has Ernest, my youngest brother.

      Veronica looks up from her plate and smiles at me. "Morning."

      "You sound too bright," I respond as I take my seat.

      "That's because I had an invigorating night," she responds with a smile.

      "I have no idea what you mean by that."

      "Nevermind. But there's something that will perk you up. There are croissants this morning." She gestures to the plate of pastries in front of her.

      "I know, I made them," I respond as I add one to my plate. At least I know they're going to be good.

      "Weren't you complaining about not being able to master them recently?" she asks.

      "I was," I admit. "But Nate showed me what to do when he was here with the Wafeland delegation."

      "Well, for that, I'm grateful," she says. "And hopeful that he's going to teach you lots more pastries when he returns to the castle." She eats some of her croissant and lets out a humming noise.

      "He says he has lots of recipes he's going to share with me," I say.

      Veronica raises an eyebrow. "You've still been writing to him?"

      "Why wouldn't I write to him?"

      "Because he's coming back soon."

      "Why would that stop me from writing to him?" I ask again, confused about why she thinks I wouldn't want to.

      "I don't know. Maybe you wanted space to figure out your feelings."

      "I know how I feel," I mutter. "You made it very clear."

      She gives me an interested look. "I can't tell you how to feel," she responds. "And I didn't. All I did was ask you whether you're in love with him. That's an entirely different thing."

      "Hardly. It had the same result." I pull apart the croissant and eat one end of it. They're decent, but not as good as the ones Nate made for me, but that's to be expected, even if it's frustrating. He's had a lot more practice.

      "So, are you going to tell him?" Veronica asks curiously.

      "I don't know. How do you tell someone something like that?"

      She leans back in her seat and gives me a look that says I should have this all figured out. "You use your words, Evie."

      "I can't just tell him that I love him. What if he doesn't want to hear it?" I pop a bit more of the croissant in my mouth and consider what it might be like to tell Nate. I don't think he'd be cruel about it, but I also don't see any way in which he can respond that will make me feel good. "I don't want to talk about this anymore."

      "All right. Are you ready for the delegation from Gaullesse to arrive?"

      I wrinkle my nose. "Definitely not. Mama likes us to dress in the latest fashions when they come, and Gaullessian fashion has never been good for me."

      "I like it." She gestures to her dress, which I assume is in fashion in the Gaullessian capital right now.

      "It looks uncomfortable." I eat some more of my croissant. I suppose they aren't bad after all.

      "That's because you refuse to try a different style of stays," she responds. "If you wore this with the ones you prefer, then it probably would be uncomfortable."

      "It took years to find a style I like that doesn't result in me wanting to burn dresses, I'm not going to cause more problems for the seamstresses by starting to experiment again."

      "Fair enough. But Mama is going to expect you to wear at least one dress that's seen as in style for them."

      "No doubt she'll expect me to try and speak Gaullessian too." I let out a sigh. "I'm just going to make a fool out of myself. My Gaullessian is weak."

      "That's because you refuse to come to language lessons."

      "I don't refuse," I counter. "I'm just not as advanced as you are. Languages are hard."

      "I thought you'd like languages. They follow patterns."

      "And those patterns make no sense. It should be more logical than it is," I protest. "And it's not as if I don't try. I turn up to my lessons every week, and work with the tutors. It just doesn't come to me the way that it comes to you. Or to Artie." Our brother is truly the one with the gift for languages, which is why he's the one who helps Father with trade deals and speaking to ambassadors.

      "That's  probably why Father gave you feasts to organise, rather than working directly with the ambassadors."

      "It is better that way," I respond. "Though I'm surprised that you're not the one who does that, you're so good at remembering who everyone is and what's going on between them." I finish my croissant and pour myself some tea, admiring the smooth amber liquid as it fills the dainty cup.

      "I didn't realise you noticed."

      "Why do you think I sit you next to me at every banquet?" I ask.

      "I thought you did it so that no one would notice that you're picky with your food."

      "That too." I pick up my teacup and take a sip, enjoying the hot tea.

      "Well, I'm glad I can help," she responds. "The croissants are good, by the way."

      "They could be better."

      "You'd say that no matter if they were perfect or not."

      "There's always room for improvement," I say.

      "And would you tell your baker that? Or would you tell him that he makes the best croissants you've ever had?" She gives me a look that I think is supposed to say something, but I ignore it.

      "Nate isn't my baker."

      "Yet," she responds.

      "And I would tell him the truth. If he'd made these croissants, then I'd tell him that there isn't enough salt in his dough, and they're slightly overbaked." And he'd be grateful for it. That's one of the best things about Nate. He's always wanting to get better.

      "I wouldn't have thought either of those things," Veronica muses.

      "That's because you don't know anything about baking," I point out.

      "That's fair. Well, as someone who doesn't need to know anything about food in order to enjoy it, I'm telling you that they taste good."

      "Thank you."

      "Ah, so you do know how to take a compliment."

      "Why wouldn't I know how to take a compliment?" I ask.

      "Never mind," she responds, going back to the last of her croissant.

      I let her have her thoughts, and my gaze drifts to the windows. The rain is still pattering against the windows, which only increases my worry about Nate's journey. And I know I'm not going to be able to stop until he's standing in front of me and safely in Falhaven Castle.
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      Thankfully, the rain only lasted a day and has cleared enough for the late-autumn sunshine to illuminate the courtyard behind the kitchen. There are several members of staff around, including a woman in the herb garden sorting through some of the plants.

      I rock on my heels and try not to be too impatient about the fact that the cart is taking longer to get up to the castle than I thought when I spotted it out of the window. But I don't mind too much. When it finally gets here, it will bring Nate with it, and I'll have my best friend back.

      The past month hasn't been as difficult as the previous five years, but I've still missed Nate after having him around. A week with him when he visited with the delegation from Wafeland wasn't enough, especially when it was plagued with the knowledge that the two of us were going to be parted again. This time, it's different. He's going to be at Falhaven Castle as the pastry chef, which means that he won't be going anywhere unless it's as part of one of our delegations to another kingdom.

      It'll give us lots of time to bake, and for me to figure out exactly how I feel beyond the fact that I love him. As much as it might seem simple to my sister to say the words, it's not for me. We've been friends for over fifteen years, and I don't want to ruin what we have together because of feelings he doesn't return.

      The crunch of hooves against the stones that lead into the courtyard draws my attention, and I look up in the hopes of seeing the cart arrive, only to be disappointed when I find my brother leading two horses coming into the courtyard and towards the mounting block.

      "I didn't expect you to be here, Evie," Artie says when he spots me.

      "Nate's arriving," I respond, looking towards the arch and hoping that Nate will magically appear, but he hasn't.

      "Ah, that'll explain it. I think Veronica mentioned something about it. Have you seen Solana?"

      "Why would I have seen your wife?" I respond.

      "Because this is where she's meeting me for our ride, and you've been waiting here," he points out.

      "Oh, right. No, I haven't seen her."

      He shrugs. "I guess that gives me time to get the picnic loaded."

      "Is that why you asked me to make the pies last night?" I ask curiously.

      "Yes. Did you get to making them?"

      "Of course. I think they came out well," I respond.

      "I'm sure they'll be delicious," he says. "I'll let you know when we get back." He hands over the reins to a groom and heads through the door and into the kitchen.

      I look over at the arch, a smile coming to my face as I spot the cart finally approaching. Excitement fills me, and the conversation with Artie has at least taken my mind off my feelings towards Nate for a few moments.

      The horses let out a few noises as the cart enters the courtyard. My heart skips a beat as I spot Nate next to the driver. I lift a hand to wave, and he returns the gesture. I'm not sure exactly what to do with the feelings inside me, but I feel like I'm about to explode.

      The cart comes to a stop, and he jumps down, his large brown coat fluttering around him as he does. He exchanges a few words with the driver.

      I try not to be too impatient, but I want to run up to him and embrace him.

      He doesn't unpack anything from the cart before coming over to me, and I don't think twice about putting my arms around him. He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me closer. I take a deep breath, enjoying the familiar scent of baking and Nate.

      "Welcome home," I say as we break apart.

      He smiles. "I'm glad to be home. I can't believe I've got a royal welcome."

      I laugh. "No royal welcome, just a friend." I reach out to touch his arm, falling back into the pattern of physical affection that we seemed to gain when he visited.

      "Even so, you didn't have to come meet me."

      "I know," I respond. "But I saw the cart coming through the window, and I didn't want to miss you arriving."

      "Well, here I am."

      "I'm glad. Because I have so many things I want us to try making," I say. "There have been more oranges from Someil. I don't even know what to do with them. And there's a new spice that's come from Rajaad..."

      "Whoa, Evie, slow down," Nate says.

      "Sorry."

      "You don't need to be sorry," he assures me. "Just let me unload the cart before you start planning our baking."

      "I've been planning our baking ever since you left," I respond.

      "So have I," he assures me. "And there are a few dessert designs that I want to try before the next feast."

      "I don't think you'll have long to wait. There's a delegation from Gaullesse coming soon."

      "Are the preparations underway already?"

      "They are, but I made it clear that everyone could plan secondary options, but that you would be preparing the centrepiece desserts when you arrived."

      He chuckles. "I should have known you would."

      "Absolutely."

      Laughter cuts through our conversation, and I turn to see my brother reappear with his wife on his arm.

      Nate clears his throat and bows. "Your Highnesses."

      "Chef Matthews," Artie responds with a nod. "I don't believe you've met my wife, Princess Solana."

      "Your Highness," he says with a deep bow.

      "It is a delight to meet you, Chef Matthews," she responds in her lightly accented Falhavien. "I have heard a lot about you." Her attention slips to me for a moment.

      Nate also turns to me and smiles. "Hopefully, you've heard good things, Your Highness."

      "Many," she responds, putting a hand on Artie's arm. "Including how much my husband enjoys your fruit and custard tarts."

      "I can ensure they're on the menu once I've settled in," Nate says to Artie.

      "That would be most appreciated. It hasn't been the same without you in the kitchens. And I don't just mean because Evie has missed you," Artie says.

      "Arthur!" Solana exclaims.

      "It's all right. Chef Matthews knows that I've missed him," I say matter-of-factly. It's not a secret to anyone.

      I think Solana looks surprised, but there's no way of knowing for sure.

      "We should get going for our ride," Artie says, putting his arm around Solana.

      She nods and says goodbye before letting him guide her to their horses.

      "So, your brother knows you missed me?" Nate asks, a curious note in his voice.

      "He's been around less since getting married, but he's been around for enough of my conversations with Veronica to know."

      "Ah, fair enough. You might have to miss me a little longer as I get my things to my room."

      I frown. "You're not staying with your parents?"

      He shakes his head. "Being the pastry chef comes with some perks. Including that I can have a room of my own in the castle. It's for the better. My father isn't best pleased that I've taken the position here."

      "Why not? He's the one who sent you on your apprenticeship so you could become a pastry chef. Shouldn't it be a good thing that you've come back to take the position in the castle?"

      A strange expression crosses his face. "You'd think so. But I think he had alternative motives when he sent me away."

      "Like what?"

      He coughs. "It doesn't matter."

      I frown. "What do you mean, it doesn't matter? You can't say something like that and then not tell me what you mean."

      He lets out a sigh. "It's complicated. I think some of his feelings stem from the fact that I've got a better position than he does. He's afforded the title of chef, but he's the baker, not the pastry chef. So I think he's a little annoyed that I've come back and taken that."

      "Only some of them?"

      "I think a lot of the rest of it is that he hoped I'd distance myself from you while I was gone."

      I blink a couple of times. "Distance yourself from me?"

      "He doesn't approve of our friendship, you know that."

      "You wrote to me every week for over five years."

      "I know." He smiles at me in a way that softens his entire face. "Getting your letters was always the highlight of my week."

      "Mine too." I look up at him, seeing so much warmth in his deep brown eyes that I almost blurt out how I'm feeling.

      Someone clears their throat, cutting through the moment.

      Nate lets out a sigh. "I need to unload. But if you're free after dinner, then I do have an easy recipe for us to make if there are still preserved apricots."

      "There are," I respond. "The royal orchard had a really good crop this year. I even talked to the gardener and found out where they came from."

      "Then I look forward to hearing all about them when we're baking later."

      I nod, wishing that he didn't have to pause to deal with the cart, but I know that he has to. And none of it really matters because Nate is back. He's in the castle, and this time, he doesn't have to leave.
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