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PROLOGUE
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THE NOTION OF DUTY will never be the same for me.

Duty.

How many meanings can that word hold? How many meanings has it already held in my life?

Not one of them, not even close, as grave as the commitment I make today.

I am a duty fulfilled for a country.

I have future duties ahead, duties that terrify me—with that new family.

I don’t like being a duty.

I don’t like believing that beyond these fancy walls, upholstered in fabrics embroidered with gold thread, half the country hopes I tumble down the abbey stairs and break my neck, and the other half hopes I tumble down the abbey stairs just for the hell of it.

I don’t like thinking that Max is a duty. Or that he has duties. Or that we are a duty.

I like thinking about fate.

That fate brought us here, with this entire pile of duties and obligations and rules—and did I already mention duties?—to fulfill one purpose: to live what is ours.

The only problem is that our lives also belong to eleven million other people.

Fate gave me Maxime van Hammond.

It just didn’t prepare me for the sheer weight of duty that would come with being his.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Stella Benevides

NO ONE UNDERSTOOD A thing when I woke up one fine day and announced I was moving to Denmark. Between you and me, neither did I.

I’d always wanted to do an exchange program, but at the age people usually do that sort of thing, I was working my way through college and my mother couldn’t even dream of paying to make that dream happen.

I’ve also never been the type to dwell on things I can’t control.

So I fought for it. I went to college, got my degree in psychology, and started working with children right after graduation. I’ve always liked kids, and I figured out that maybe my true calling was with them. I was starting a postgraduate degree in psychopedagogy when I discovered there might be a way to make that old dream come true—the one that had been lying dormant inside me.

Júlia’s friend, another psychologist who worked at the clinic, had just come back from an exchange program. The idea seemed great: take care of kids in exchange for room and board while experiencing a new culture for a year or two.

The problem is, that works fine when you’re nineteen or twenty. After twenty-five, no one takes you seriously when you decide to ditch your career to look after someone else’s kid. For a salary that’s not much of anything, at that.

I’ve always had dreams that didn’t fit inside me. Dreams of seeing the world, of having my ideas validated, of being someone—not just another number in the crowd.

I want to have a story.

I want to be the main character in my own story.

That’s how I ended up in Copenhagen.

I kind of chose London, but it was too expensive. I looked into Edinburgh, but it was twice as expensive. I kept going, and going, and going, until I ended up here, with a family that was once a bunch of strangers but is now a constant part of my days.

Sigrid and Liv became as much my family as my moms and my brother.

And Mads.

Mads was also a Danish gift to me. Actually, a Belgian gift.

A gift I swore I’d never accept in my life.

I’m a smart girl, and smart girls know what ground to walk on. I learned early on that some ground is toxic for us to step on. My TOP 3 list of ground you should never step on?

1 – Soccer players.

2 – Doctors.

3 – Musicians.

Mads plays at the bar where I work three nights a week, studied medicine for three years, and plays soccer on Saturdays.

Not everything can be perfect.

But his body... Well, that makes me feel like a pretty smart girl after all.

“Liv, come eat your breakfast,” I call out to the little girl, a little louder, because I know she’s in the next room and she’s great at pretending she can’t hear me when really she just likes ignoring me.

Deep, absolute silence.

When it comes to kids, that’s never a good sign.

“Liv?” I insist.

I hear the soft click of Ragnar’s claws against the hardwood floor. Wherever he is, Liv is.

As soon as I see the Pug wearing a velvet cloak with a cheap plush collar dotted with black spots to imitate ermine fur, I have to hold back a laugh.

Liv jumps out from behind the spacious sofa in the middle of the bright living room of the house where I’ve lived for one year and twenty-two days. But who’s counting?

“Hail King Ragnar the First and Princess Liv.” Liv appears with my bath towel—which, by the way, I looked for in my room for a good while before blaming Ragnar, something we do a lot in this house—draped over her back like a cape. On her head is the tiara her mother gave her yesterday, and the red lipstick smeared crookedly across her mouth makes me cringe instantly.

I’m already late taking her to school.

Lateness is not acceptable.

And that lipstick is mine. Rihanna’s collection. Cost a fortune. And it’s not coming off that kid’s mouth even if I pray three Hail Marys and twenty-five Our Fathers.

“Princesses don’t show up late for school.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Ragnar topple over sideways. That pug is way too fat to play such a demanding role. The dog reminds me of those mortadella sausages displayed in the deli case at my grandmother’s market in Diamantina. Every school holiday, I was there with her at that market, and the biggest dream I had in my life was to be old enough to slice the cold cuts on the machine.

As soon as I reached that age, I found out the town where I spent my vacations had way more fun things to do than slicing thin mortadella for customers: boys.

“Princesses can’t be contradicted.”

I don’t know if it’s the European upbringing, if it’s a Danish thing, or the Nordic vibe. I worked with kids for a good few years before I ended up here as Liv’s nanny, but this little girl is a genius. Not just in school—she has incredibly mature conversations for her age and a terrifying vocabulary. In English, the language we speak. In Danish, her native tongue. Swedish, the language she also learns at school. And she even picks up a few words I’ve taught her in Portuguese with ease.

And she’s only six.

Liv scares me, but I love her. We have a connection, a real one. She’s grown so much this past year, my little girl.

“Princesses don’t wear red lipstick like that.”

“Princesses can do whatever they want, because they’re princesses,” she counters.

“Which princess wears red lipstick?” I tease, because I’m worse than she is, but I also use this distraction to grab my bath towel and take Ragnar’s cape off.

“Ariel.”

“Ariel doesn’t wear red lipstick.”

“You’ve never been to the bottom of the ocean to see if she does or not.”

It’s a pretty plausible justification, just like all the ones she gives me.

“How about we try to get the lipstick off so you can eat your breakfast and go to school?”

“Beleza,” she says in Portuguese, exactly the way I taught her.

While she eats her rugbrød bread with strawberry jam, fresh berries, and cold milk, I try to get that lipstick off her lips. It doesn’t come off 100%, because it was made to last hours—God bless Rihanna!—but at least it’s enough so Liv doesn’t get sent straight back home the moment I drop her off with her teacher.

Danish schools intrigue me deeply. And I like to hang around there for a while, studying how they handle kids. The reception isn’t as warm as in Brazil, but it’s welcoming in a way I’ve never seen before. I’ve been studying a lot about childhood development in Nordic countries since I came here, and I think I can use a lot of this teaching, welcoming, and educating approach when I go back to Brazil.

I got a lot of flak for leaving my career back home to take care of other people’s kids in an unfamiliar country. Yeah, I was taking care of someone else’s kid. But soon, Liv became my kid too. And Denmark also became a little bit mine. I never had big dreams about coming here; it was never my number-one choice. To begin with, I wanted to improve my English, and even though almost everyone here speaks it fluently, it’s not their first language.

But it happened.

And I fell in love.

Except I know this isn’t my home.

And even though I feel at home, all the bureaucracy that comes with living in a foreign country wouldn’t let me stay beyond the two-year contract I have with the agency that brought me to Sigrid and Liv’s house.

It’s that bureaucracy, those annoying adult things, that make everything shitty around here.

I can’t work, for example.

But explain to me how someone supports themselves in one of the most expensive countries in the world on a stipend that’s part of the program? Sigrid covers my food, my housing, and my Danish course, which is mandatory in the agency contract.

And everything else? Exactly!

That’s why I make it work.

By contract, I need to work with Liv six hours a day. But Sigrid and I split the schedule well. She’s a nurse, has some crazy shifts, but she spends a good amount of time at home when she’s not at the hospital. Liv is at school all day, so I use that time to see a few Brazilian patients online. It was the way I found to keep working in my field and also make a little extra cash.

Did I mention how expensive this country is? Because it is. A lot.

“I can’t feel my toes.” It’s the first thing Sigrid says when she appears in the kitchen, collapsing onto the high stools in front of the white marble island.

Everything in the house is so white. I don’t know how such a white house and a small child can coexist.

I try to justify everything with Nordic parenting.

It’s my excuse for everything.

“Rough day?” I slide the amber bottle of beer across the marble. I’d love to drink one with Sigrid, but I need to work soon, so all I’ve got is a generous can of energy drink.

“An abscess burst on my face. And I wasn’t wearing a mask.” She looks wrecked. Nothing with that name can be good. “I can still taste the pus in my mouth.”

“How bad’s the taste?”

“Villads-and-his-god-awful-kiss level.”

I choke on my energy drink, because that story is legendary and always makes me laugh out loud. Something Sigrid isn’t used to seeing, but it’s not like she doesn’t know me.

I could say Sigrid is my boss, but that would be way too little for what she means to me. Sigrid is a gift from life. One of those surprises you don’t expect to receive.

Everyone complains about their host moms during their exchanges. I ended up with a woman two years older than me, fun, who welcomed me with open arms—not quite open enough for a hug and all my issues with physical touch, which are still weird for them—who respects me as a person, a professional, a friend. And who, besides sharing incredible moments with me, also brought Liv into this world. And that means a lot. That means fucking everything.

“When Malene says ‘yes’ at that altar to him, just remember the taste. I guarantee being there will be a hell of a lot easier.”

“Easier than being at your ex-boyfriend’s wedding—the father of your daughter—while you’re single and unfuckable?”

“Since when are you unfuckable, Sigrid?” I shoot back.

She makes a pouty face, something that’s been common in the last few weeks as Villads’s wedding approaches. He’s Liv’s father, and Sigrid and he had a relationship for a few years until they didn’t. Even though their relationship was really good—so good she even got invited to his wedding—it’s never easy to see your ex and the father of your child marry a woman who isn’t you. It makes a million alarms go off in your head, like “why not me?” and “what’s wrong with me?”

“Nobody wants to fuck the nurse who swallows pus on a random afternoon, is a single mom, and is so nice she ends up agreeing to give a speech at her ex-boyfriend’s wedding.”

“Wait—” I raise my hand. “Speech?”

She shrugs.

“Her friend broke her foot and—”

“Fuck, Sigrid. Just say no.”

“But I already said yes.”

“Fuck,” I grumble.

“Fuck,” she grumbles from the other side of the island.

“Wanna come to the bar with me? Liv’s sleeping over at Camille’s anyway.”

I know she’ll say no.

I see the refusal forming on her tongue.

But to my surprise, she just shrugs and downs a good chunk of her beer.

“Pyt,” she says, clearing her throat. That Danish expression is our equivalent of a good old “fuck it.” “Let’s see if I stop being unfuckable.”

“You’re very fuckable,” I compliment my friend, who just rolls her eyes.

I gather my things while she finishes her beer.

“Is your Belgian going to be there?”

“He’s always there.”

“Maybe that’s his problem.”

I let my hair out of the bun and let it fall down my back, still watching Sigrid. My serious look doesn’t faze her at all. She’s terrible at saying no to people, but when it comes to saying what she thinks to me—oh, she’s great at that.

Sigrid doesn’t like Mads, for countless reasons. Her own personal reasons.

To Sigrid, I should be focused on enjoying the exchange experience, meeting and hooking up with various guys. Mads was the first guy I got with a month after I arrived here, and we started dating soon after.

She thought he was too harsh with me.

She also thought I spent too much time alone and he spent too much time with his friends.

A year of dating was long enough for him to take our relationship more seriously.

I even agreed with her, but I had so many things on my mind. My life is a mess; I don’t even have time to breathe, let alone worry about us not living together or that Mads doesn’t talk about the future.

When the time is right, it will be.

And there was the issue with the old neighbor...

I grab my heavy coat from the closet by the front door and pull my badge out of the pocket, positioning the metal plate with my name on my chest.

Or at least the name I use during that shift at the bar.

Sigrid.

I said my friend doesn’t know how to say no, right?

And that the bureaucracy around here is the worst part, isn’t it?
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Stella Benevides

THE BAR IS JUST AS lively as it is packed.

I work behind the counter, serving drinks and trying not to lose my mind when it gets as busy as it is tonight. It’s Friday night, the band’s about to play, and that triples the crowd.

Sigrid managed to snag a stool right in front of me, and she’s fighting for that patch of territory like her life depends on it. She’s got that look, the one where she’s analyzing everyone who walks past her down to their DNA. My friend judges too much, thinks too much, acts too much.

Me, I just go with the flow.

And I almost always end up with a broken face.

But that’s life, isn’t it? Stumbles, do-overs, all that shit.

“They’re my olives.”

“What about your olives?” I run the rag across the counter, wiping away the ring marks from wet glasses that have appeared in less than two minutes since I last cleaned.

“Everyone else’s are these beautiful, adorable oranges.”

I frown and bend down to grab the order from the guy who’s appeared beside Sigrid. He’s a regular, and with just a lift of his index finger, I know he wants the usual. Dark beer, room temperature, with a head.

My memory’s a blessing.

“I like my olives,” I say, considering it.

“Yours are those mangoes that cost a fortune at Torvehallerne. Imported ones, too. Worth way more.”

I have to laugh at that, because Sigrid is crazy. Completely batshit.

“Instead of comparing your tits to other women’s, why don’t you focus on talking to someone?”

“Because that’s the boring part of getting laid. I only like the fucking part, not the talking part.”

I smile at the couple sitting on the stools next to Sigrid, who are eavesdropping on everything she just said.

“That’s why apps exist.”

I shift my gaze from Sigrid to the tall, sturdy guy who’s stopped at the other end of the counter. The way he’s smiling, he heard every word we said.

My friend is already turning pink, which only happens in two situations: when she gets caught talking shit, and when she gets caught talking shit near a hot guy.

“God nat, can I get a Tuborg, please?”

I grab the beer fast, pop the cap, and punch the amount into the tab he slides over, noticing his light eyes and dark hair buzzed short. He’s really fucking good-looking.

So good-looking that Sigrid’s probably been holding her breath for about two minutes now.

“Tak.” He says that to me, and then his eyes go right back to my friend. “So, no hookup apps for you?”

“I... uh... hmm...”

I bite my lip.

She’s about to embarrass herself.

“She’s got a busy life,” I cut in, trying to help. “No time for that.”

“Way easier than sitting around feeling sorry for yourself in a bar, katte.”

I like the way this guy makes my friend completely squirm with that cheeky nickname.

“I like the drama,” Sigrid defends herself.

“I bet you do. People are a drag. Apps help cut through all the bullshit.”

“How romantic,” I deadpan.

“A romantic?” He mocks.

“She’s not from here, that’s why.” Sigrid explains, and the way the hot guy reacts, it’s like he just cracked the mystery of the Bermuda Triangle.

“Ah, that makes total sense.”

“People are the same everywhere in the world, you know?” I try to argue my point. “Everyone wants to love and be loved.”

“Disagree.”

“Make that two.” Sigrid raises her index finger and clinks her glass against the guy’s beer bottle.

They don’t know each other, and they’re teaming up to give me shit?

“Sweetheart, spend a few more years here, and I guarantee you’ll get what we’re talking about.” He winks, like he knows everything about the world and its secrets.

“I don’t need to. I have a boyfriend.”

“He’s Belgian,” Sigrid whispers.

The guy groans.

“Uh, big mistake. Big mistake.” What’s the problem with Belgians? Is it just petty rivalry? Like us Brazilians and Argentina? “Let me show you the date I set up on the app. Ten minutes of talking, and I’m here waiting for her.”

“Only ten minutes?” Sigrid is shocked. Me too. How does anyone connect with someone else in ten minutes?

Am I wrong for believing in true love? In feelings that change everything? That transform lives?

I grew up with the best, most beautiful example of a love story built on respect, love, and connection. How could I ever want anything different?

“She’s hot, right?” He shows the phone screen to Sigrid, then to me. I see a gorgeous woman, like she just stepped out of Paris Fashion Week. “Value your time and your olives, katte.”

Sigrid blushes, but I burst out laughing because the guy is funny. A second later, the blonde from the photo materializes right in front of us, even more beautiful in person than on the screen. They greet each other, and he gets up from the stool, holding her hand in one and his bottle in the other.

“Nice meeting you, girls.” He winks, charmingly. “Hey, Cinderella?” It takes me a second to realize he’s talking to me. “Prince Charming doesn’t exist. Especially if he’s Belgian.”

I roll my eyes as I watch him walk off, arm-in-arm with his blonde.

I hand two more beers to a customer, scan her tab, and only then look at Sigrid.

“I think I’m wet.”

“Try finding him on an app,” I mock.

“Finding who on an app?” Mads appears out of nowhere and leans over the counter to press a chaste, barely-there kiss to my lips.

Mads is extremely reserved with public displays of affection, especially here at the bar, which is our workplace.

Sigrid’s nose is already wrinkled, which is a common occurrence whenever Mads shows up. I’m twenty-six, way past the age of letting my friends‘ opinions dictate my relationships. The Stella from a few years back would have taken everyone’s opinions to heart—about me, my relationships, every aspect of my life. But the truth is, you can’t please everyone. Mads makes me feel good, and he’s never given me a reason to doubt him, so why would I listen to petty grumbling? People dislike others for a million reasons. I, myself, hate our neighbor across the street just because he spits on the ground. He has the choice to do that in private, but he chooses to be disgusting in public.

“Sigrid’s new crush.”

“Another one?” Mads’s smile widens. He doesn’t smile much, but I like how he always seems mysterious.

Sigrid pushes the stool back with her legs and takes her glass with her.

There was a time when she still tried to be pleasant, but those days are long gone.

“I’m going to get some air,” she announces.

She’s gone before I can say another word.

I look into Mads’s blue eyes, and he just shrugs.

“So reactive.”

“She had a rough day,” I downplay it.

“That’s what happens when you don’t have a boyfriend as good as mine.” He winks charmingly.

I don’t think it’s funny, but I offer a smile so he doesn’t feel awkward.

“Wow, that’s what I call confidence.”

“Babe, I’m a rockstar. Confidence is my middle name.”

He walks away with that cocky grin that first caught my attention with Mads. I came with Sigrid and her coworkers for a girls’ night here at the bar shortly after I arrived in Copenhagen. I liked the atmosphere and thought it’d be a good idea to apply for the job I saw advertised at the entrance. There was just one problem: I couldn’t work because my visa didn’t allow it. Sigrid was the one who came up with the idea on the way home, when we were too drunk to think it was risky. I could use her name and her documents. It was a bar; the job wasn’t even formal.

But before all that, something very, very, very good happened in that bar, a sign that this was a lucky place.

I thought the lead singer of the band playing that night was insanely hot.

I smiled at him.

Ten minutes later, we were making out in the hallway by the bathrooms.

That’s how I met Mads. That’s how I started working at Flok.

The next week, using Sigrid’s name, I was hired to work the bar four nights a week. And those four nights a week, I also kind of ended up in Mads’s bed every time.

That’s how this thing got more serious, and I discovered that with foreigners they don’t understand the whole “casually hooking up” thing like we Brazilians do. They skip straight to the relationship part. And that’s how I started dating the first guy I met in Copenhagen. And he’s not even Danish.

To Sigrid’s dismay. And apparently every other Dane around me.

I know she worries. Even though we’re close in age, Sigrid is super maternal and extremely caring. A kind of caring that people warned me Europeans don’t have.

She makes the homesickness easier.

Even with her deep dislike for my boyfriend, which I try to understand, since Mads and her knew each other for a while before I came into both their lives. Mads had a relationship with the neighbor to our left, who doesn’t even live there anymore. It wasn’t a relationship that ended well, from what it seems. Sigrid says Julie and Mads fought a lot, horrible fights, the kind that made the neighbors call the cops.

Mads told me Julie was bipolar and really struggled with her mood swings.

Sigrid said Julie seemed like a normal person, who jogged around the neighborhood every morning and tended her garden.

The truth is, no one really knows what goes on inside a relationship.

And mine with Mads is great, thank you very much.

Mads’s band, whose name I can never pronounce correctly—Vjsjdhg. That’s not how you spell it, but I swear that’s how it sounds in my ears. Danish is one of the hardest languages I’ve ever heard in my life. How can they be born and, a short time later, already speak something so complex? It doesn’t compute in my head.

Tonight the setlist was AC/DC, and it got the customers going. “Going” is a strong word, because their concept of “lively” is different from mine.

After a considerable amount of time away from home, I can understand that without comparing the two places.

Everything is different.

I take advantage of the show making the bar a bit calmer to clean the nozzles on the taps, wash some glasses and stemware left on the counter, and polish the mahogany bar top for the hundredth time.

“I’m heading home.” Sigrid appears just to say goodbye. I pout because I don’t want her to leave. She didn’t even get to find that handsome guy from the app again.

“Don’t you want to stay a little longer? I’m not staying until close tonight.”

“I want to watch two episodes of Dark, then use my vibrator and enjoy the fact that I’m off-kid duty.” The way she wiggles her hands, like it’s some big plan, makes me frown.

“You’re going to be able to come after watching Dark? Isn’t it too complicated?”

“You have no idea what a mom on her night off can do with her free time.” She’s dead serious, focused, on a mission, with a goal.

“Download that hot guy’s app.”

She doesn’t even bother to answer me, just turns her back and walks away.

I spend a good while admiring Mads’s stage presence and the way he throws charm at the girls in the front row. At first, I even felt that little pang of jealousy, until I understood it’s his job. The same way I deal with tantrums, tears, and toys, he deals with screaming, overly long smiles, and deep necklines. I’m used to it by now.

I make a few more drinks that customers order before the show ends and start getting ready to leave. My shift is shorter tonight, and I’m dying to go home and rest. I wake up super early during the week with Liv, and I end up yawning in corners. Tonight, for example, even an energy drink couldn’t shake the tiredness.

“Which song was I the hottest on stage?” Mads appeared at my counter a few minutes after the show ended.

I squint, thoughtful.

“Let me think...” I joke. “All of them?”

“I like that answer.” He winks. “Did you hear my high note in ‘Back in Black’?”

“Two wine glasses shattered.”

His face drops instantly.

“Was it that bad?”

I take a deep breath, because if there’s one thing I’m not used to and never will be, it’s that Mads doesn’t get my humor. I don’t know if it’s a him-thing or a cultural thing, but he simply takes everything literally. He doesn’t get my references or my sarcasm.

“It was amazing. You’re the best.”

He melts, his ego soaring. Higher than it already is, if that’s even possible.

Singers and their egos...

“Sleep with me tonight?”

“Your mom’s not home?” She’s always home on Fridays, doing a CSI marathon.

“She is, but she loves having you over.”

That’s a lie, and we both know it.

Mads shares a house with his mom. He says it’s because she’s a woman on her own after his dad died a few years ago, but I suspect it’s about money. He sings at two other bars besides this one and is recording a demo for a label. He doesn’t have the cash to support himself. In Brazil, it’s sort of acceptable to be nearly thirty and still live with your parents, but here it looks bad. Pretty bad, to be honest. And it’s one of the many reasons Sigrid rides his ass about everything.

“I get off in fifteen minutes.”

“I have the second set, then I’m heading home. Take my key, and I’ll meet you there, okay?”

He hands me a keychain with a few keys.

This has never happened before.

I think it’s another step forward in our relationship.

“Okay, I’ll wait for you there.”

“Can’t wait, babe.”

I feel a flutter of excitement as I watch him walk away, but that’s fine. I get excited about everything. I am anxiety personified. I start working faster, cleaning what’s dirty, serving the small line that’s formed at my section.

“Sigrid.” Kirk, the bar owner, appears in front of me. He’s the bearer of bad news and only leaves his office to deliver them. “Nolan had to leave. Can you stay until we close?”

Didn’t I say?

It’s never good news.

“Sure, Kirk. I’ll stay.”

Mads needs eight hours of sleep for his voice, so I know our plans are shot now that I’ve agreed to stay until the bar closes. Tonight, with this crowd, I won’t get out of here before three in the morning. Staying up “that late” isn’t good for my boyfriend’s voice.

I swear I try to find Mads’s obsession with his career funny, just so I don’t start finding it fucking annoying.

And when I start to, I remember his abs, and then everything goes calm like a Saturday in summer.

I take advantage of my break to give Mads the bad news, give him back his keys, and kiss the idea of a hot fuck on a cold Friday night goodbye. It was everything I wanted and needed for tonight.

To be sweet and prove I’m a great girlfriend, I went to the kitchen to get hot water and mint to make the infusion Mads usually likes to drink after a show. According to him, it’s good for his voice.

It’s hard to get to the back of the bar, where the dressing room the band uses before shows is, because of the sheer number of people packed into every corner of the place tonight.

I think I should have knocked when I already have the door open, balancing the cup and saucer in my free hand while holding the door with the other. The room is empty, no sign of the other three guys in the band.

But unfortunately, Mads is there.

And I hear him before I see him.

Truth is, I can hear that moaning sound, like a starving cat mewling. I hate that sound, and I hate the image I see the second I turn my head.

Sitting on the two-seater couch pushed against the corner wall, his pants are open, pooled around his ankles. In front of him, kneeling on the grimy brown carpet, is one of those girls with the deep necklines who scream like maniacs when Mads is on stage—only now she’s the one putting on the show, using his dick as a microphone.

I wish I could just turn around and walk away, but I stand there frozen, watching that girl’s mouth slide up and down the pale cock of the guy who’s my boyfriend. Or who’s supposed to be.

Because boyfriends don’t hand you the key to their place and then, twenty minutes later, let a fan suck you off in a grimy dressing room.

How fucking routine does something like this have to be for him not to even close the door? For him not to even glance around suspiciously? For him not to show a shred of remorse?

What a son of a bitch.

“I brought your tea!” My voice comes out so shrill and high-pitched I barely recognize it.

Mads’s light eyes go wide with shock. He shoves the girl, who falls to the floor, mouth all slobbery, fuchsia lipstick smeared around her lips.

I can’t fucking believe this.

All that wasted time...

I’m such an idiot.

“Stella, I can...”

“Please, you don’t need to explain anything.” I wave my hand like it’s no big deal. “Save your voice.” I blink.

I’m a sweetheart, really. I’m a sucker, a hopeless romantic, and that’s exactly why I keep falling for these traps of Satan’s.

But I also have fire running through my veins, and when I want to be crazy, I’m the craziest of them all.

And right now, all I see in front of me is fire.

I tip the cup of tea over his dick and watch, with a smile of pure satisfaction, as he starts screaming, writhing, and cursing me out in his native language.

“Save your voice—you’ve still got to sing,” I advise.

I close the dressing room door, listening to Mads whimper and then yell at the girl to get ice.

If I cared, I’d warn him not to do that, because it’ll only make it worse, but the truth is, I don’t give a shit.

I know it’s going to hurt. I know I’m going to hit that phase where I can’t get out of bed and all I can do is cry.

But right now, all I feel is rage.

For the time wasted. For being so stupid. For believing, one more time.

How many more times is it going to hurt?

How many more times is someone going to take everything I have?

I don’t have the answers to those questions, but I do know what helps make all this anger go away.

Alcohol.

And lucky for me, I’m in the best place for that.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Maxime Van Hammond

I ENVY PEOPLE.

My grandmother Clemence would laugh that almost dismissive laugh of hers if she heard that thought while sipping her lavender and jasmine tea from her treasured hand-painted Ming dynasty cup.

“God chose us, and He has a purpose for us.”

That’s the standard answer to any question any member of the royal family might ever have.

We are predestined.

We are God’s chosen.

We are the ones who can change everything.

The big truth?

We’re well-treated puppets in pretty palaces, suffering from God complex, who spend too much and drink more than they can handle.

Public opinion matters more than ours.

Personal security is an almost pathological obsession.

And our desires are mere details.

What matters are appearances, traditions. That’s how the show goes on.

The House of Hammond has held its place in the Danish monarchy for over a century. It’s one of the most enduring and respected dynasties in the entire world. I could spend hours talking about my family’s history—I was probably taught it from the moment I came out of my mother’s womb—but it’s a long, boring story. Wars, betrayals, more territorial wars, deaths, peace treaties, and the occasional scandal very neatly covered up by our public relations office.

I daresay most of them are my fault. And the other half belong to Clemence—not my grandmother, the porcelain collector who hoards pieces that belong in museums in her porcelain room, but my middle sister.

I think my mother, my grandparents, and the entire Hammond dynasty went through the same shit we’re going through now, except luckily for them there was no internet, no paparazzi, no drones, and none of that other bullshit Clemence and I had to grow up learning how to dodge.

For her, it’s easier.

For me, it’s torture.

And that’s why, sitting in my office in the north wing of Christian IX’s Palace—one of the four palaces that make up Amalienborg—I envy the lives of the people passing by on the ground floor. Some are staff, others are part of the museum tour group.

They all look free.

And I envy that.

I envy that their lives aren’t completely scheduled, every millisecond already written by someone who isn’t you.

According to my grandmother, it was God and that whole chosen-one spiel.

But I know it wasn’t.

I was born with my life already mapped out.

The first heir of Her Royal Highness Princess Astrid and Prince Anton of Norway. My mother was born with her life mapped out just like me—one day she would be queen, her entire life was molded around that. Her perfect education, her hobbies, her travels, her friendships, and even her marriage to the second son of a royal family with close ties and shared interests.

Twenty-five years ago, Grandfather Jens had a massive heart attack. That’s how my mother became Queen of Denmark.

And I became next in line.

“I met the love of my life!”

I’m interrupted by the mountain of muscle and bad ideas walking into my office. I’m actually grateful for Finn’s interruption, because my thoughts aren’t very positive today. Truth is, lately I’ve been drowning in self-pity.

I close the folder with the budgets for building a new wing at the Herning pediatric hospital and pay attention to the carefree way Finn walks. It must be incredible not to feel the weight of the world—or at least of a country—on your shoulders.

“You said that last month about that Austrian girl.”

“This time it’s different.”

“You said that too.”

“Look at her picture.” He shoves his phone screen in my face, so close I can’t even see it. I adjust my glasses on the bridge of my nose and lean back, spotting the pretty figure of a blonde who looks like every other woman Finn claims is the love of his life and never actually is, because he doesn’t have the patience to wait for a one-night stand to turn into something more.

“She’s pretty.”

“She’s the most beautiful woman in the world.”

“You said that about the Portuguese girl. And about that girl who works in the palace kitchen.” I cross my arms and prop my feet up on the desk. It’s five in the evening, I’ve worked all afternoon without a break, I’m dead tired.

“You’re a real asshole when you want to be, Max.”

I shrug and fight back a smile, but I like how casually he talks to me. Finn, aside from my family, is the only person who treats me like Max, not His Royal Highness Maxime van Hammond. And I like that. I like it a lot, to be honest.

Finn and I grew up together. His father was a member of the Royal Guard, his mother was one of my mother’s ladies-in-waiting. We’re the same age, we grew up and lived together. Clemence is two years younger than me, Elin is thirteen years younger, so Finn is my partner, my male company. I love my sisters, of course. But Finn... it’s like we were destined too.

“Aren’t you working tonight?” I probe.

He sits in the leather armchair across from my desk, scratching his short hair—standard issue for guards.

“We’re friends, aren’t we?”

I cross my arms tighter, giving him a warning look.

I don’t like blackmail.

He’s great at it.

“We are.”

“More than friends, we’re brothers, aren’t we?”

“Depends. Is your blood blue?” I raise an eyebrow and get shoved by that brute.

There was a time when Finn was my bodyguard. Well, not exactly a bodyguard. He’s an officer in the Royal Guard and was assigned to be responsible for me, because of our closeness.

Thing is, there were a few minor setbacks and communication failures a few months back. That’s the unofficial version.

The official version is that we decided to party a little and things got out of hand. We went to our favorite bar in Lund, Sweden, where I’m never recognized, drank way too much, went home with two sisters we met there, and somehow they recognized me... while I was already sleeping naked in one of their beds.

And then I ended up in the tabloids.

And a lot of money was spent to silence the girls and make the photos disappear.

That’s how Finn stopped working directly with me and as punishment is spending six months as a Royal Guard officer, standing watch in front of the castle for long stretches and having to do the whole Changing of the Guard ceremony. Which he hates, by the way.

I don’t blame him. It really is a drag.

“You’re a snob, Maxime.” He rolls his eyes.

“What do you want from me?”

“What are your plans for tonight?”

From the way he’s excited, I know nothing good is coming. I always know.

“I have a lot of plans.”

Finn narrows his eyes, studying me closely.

“Cataloging those little toy cars of yours doesn’t count.”

“They’re rare collector’s editions, not toys,” I correct him.

Am I really that boring and predictable? That actually was my plan for tonight. Maybe watch some Netflix too.

“Don’t you want to see your subjects’ lives up close, see their joys and sorrows live and in color? See life as it really is? Analyze their—”

“Just ask me what you want.”

“Take my shift tonight, for the love of the Crown!” He begs, hands clasped together and everything. “She’s the love of my life, and if I don’t show up tonight, I’m fucked.”

I knew it.

It’s not the first time, not even the second. It’s the third.

Finn’s lucky that I actually like it, because I feel envy. Envy of the normalcy of people’s lives, envy of how life can be calm, with choices, not just duties.

I like being somewhere no one knows me.

Where God didn’t choose me for anything.

Where no one can demand anything from me.

“You owe me one.”

“You’re the best prince this country has! We’re so lucky to have you, oh glorious Maxime!”

“I’m the only prince in this country.”

“And if there were more, you’d still be the best!”

He’s over-the-top and funny in equal measure, but I stay composed, watching his whole clown act as he leaves, complete with a ridiculous bow that almost sends him to the floor.

At two-twenty in the morning, I don’t find Finn quite so funny anymore. I even curse him a little, to be honest. My teeth are chattering, my body is stiff, and I can’t feel my toes anymore, even though I’m wearing wool socks and the heavy leather boots that are part of the guard uniform.

It was fun watching people move around, especially since I took the post in front of the fountain, where people usually stand to look at the castle facade. But now, with the early morning cold, the weight of sleep, and the boredom, I just want to kill Finn.

For a few minutes I fantasize about taking my best friend down to the tunnels beneath the castle and leaving him in the prison that’s been there since it was built, centuries ago. Maybe there are even some torture devices left, I don’t remember, it’s been years since I last visited that part of the castle. I only remember the darkness and the damp. So much damp.

But Finn deserves it.

There’s no one left on the streets, the city is silent, so I have no one left to envy.

Finn’s shift ends at seven in the morning, I still have a good long hours standing here in this torment. He’s right to hate this place, it really is a punishment. The last time I covered for him was four hours, just so he could fuck a journalist who works in my mother’s office, and it was summer. And the first time, it was inside the palace, when he still worked for me.

This love of his life won’t even last until next week, I’m sure.

But the pneumonia I’ll catch in this cold...

I start counting how many windows the nearest building has, trying to distract myself from the boredom. If I could at least read a book or put in my headphones for a little while.

Who’s going to want to attack my family and me on a random Friday in October?

There are more problematic countries.

We’re small, almost irrelevant on the global stage.

I could just turn around and go to sleep, right?

We’re safe.

And if Finn loses his job, well, at least his best friend is the future king of Denmark. I can work something out.

I’m about to leave my post when I see movement near the fountain. I’m not wearing my glasses or contacts, so the figure is a bit blurry, but I know it’s a woman because I can see dark hair around her head. I squint, trying to see what she’s doing out here so late, in front of the castle.

Could she be planting a bomb?

Could she be planning an attack?

What other bad possibilities could someone be up to on a Friday early morning?

I had training with the bomb squad back when I was in the Navy, and I start preparing to neutralize the woman and contain all damage. I look around, there’s no one nearby, but still, I need to isolate the perimeter and create a good safety margin so no civilian gets hurt if I can’t disarm the bomb and—

The woman trips over her own feet and laughs to herself when she pulls something out of her bag. It looks way too small to be a bomb.

Some new technology?

I confess I hate studying the arms race, which keeps gaining new devices and technologies and new cruel ways for nations to assert their sovereignty over others.

I’m about to call the security team on the radio when I freeze at her action.

She turns her back to the fountain.

Kisses what I think is the bomb.

And then throws it behind her, eyes closed, straight into the fountain.

I relax every tense muscle when I realize it’s not an attack—it’s just a drunk girl making a silly wish with a coin in a fountain. When she opens her eyes, she staggers to the side and nearly falls into the water. If she did, I wouldn’t even be able to help her, because I can’t leave my post, much less afford to end up in the news if she decides to blab about seeing me there, helping her.

I think it must be incredible to be able to trust people. I’ve been taught, for as long as I can remember, that that’s a luxury I’ll never have. One of the few.

The girl still hasn’t left. She’s still by the fountain, spinning around on her own axis. It’s late, she should go home. Nothing good can happen this late at night.

I follow her movements, not seeing her clearly because of the night shadows and also because she won’t stop moving, spinning and dancing in a weird way. When I see her throw her head back, taking a long swig straight from what looks like a bottle of wine, I decide she’s gone too far and needs to go home. I grab the radio again, ready to call security to escort her home, but she freezes me again, because this time, she’s coming toward me.

“You got a light?”

Her question makes my entire body freeze in panic. First: she’s too close. A Royal Guard should shout for her to back away from the security perimeter. Second: she’s so close that even with the tall fur hat covering most of my face, it wouldn’t be that hard for her to recognize me. But none of that ends up mattering when she steps into the beam of light illuminating my post and her silhouette finally gets a face.

And what a face.

Her eyes have the shine of stars.

And right there, I lose myself.

“Shit, I don’t know how to say that in Danish, actually I don’t know fucking anything in Danish, do you understand me?”

She’s not from here, clearly not from here.

Even her English shows she’s not from here.

“I need to smoke a cigarette, I need a light.” Now she pulls a cigarette from the pocket of her moss-green nylon coat that goes down to her knees. Living a life like mine, you quickly learn to spot cheap clothes from a mile away. And hers are. It probably can’t even hold in the cold.

I don’t answer.

Because I can’t, but also because I’m stunned.

She’s beautiful, but not just beautiful. She shines.

Her starry eyes that glow almost in the darkness.

Her dark hair, cut at her neck, shines.

Her rosy cheeks from the cold shine.

Her red lips, made redder by the wine, shine.

“Actually, I don’t even smoke, but this shitty day...” She lets out a breath so hard that the white vapor from the cold hits me. “Want some wine? No one’s looking. You must be cold under that bear suit, huh?” She holds out a bottle of some wine I’ve never seen—the bottle itself is even plastic. I didn’t even know that existed. How curious.

I straighten my posture and stay silent. I can’t talk to her, and I hope she understands and leaves soon.

I already have enough problems in my life.

“Wait, do you guys still use animal fur?” Now she seems way too interested in the hat on my head, so interested that she takes a step forward and stands on her tiptoes to get a better look.

I should have anticipated her movements, but I got distracted by those eyes—that perfect fusion of a chocolate tone at the edges with emerald green in the center—and I only felt the impact when it was already too late. She tripped and used her hands to grab onto my coat.

Startled by the sudden closeness, I took a step back and shouted:

“Hold dig væk!”

She staggered in the opposite direction, toward the pillar where she braced her back. She started laughing, and her laughter filled the room in a different way; just as I was beginning to find it amusing, the laughter turned into crying.

“I just wanted to smoke and forget this shitty day! Was it too much to ask for you to be a little less European, you heartless bastard? There’s no one here, you don’t have to play castle guard.” I blink twice, trying to make the rest of my body understand that this isn’t a hallucination cooked up by my brain. But there she is, the woman, right in front of me, tilting the rest of her wine down her throat. She starts sliding down the pillar until she’s sitting on the ground, legs folded in front of her torso. “I’m tired of men telling me what to do.” Her resentful tone catches my attention.

The way her eyes, shining like a thousand stars, glisten—this time from tears—stops me from pressing the button on my communicator. She needs to get home, safely. It’s late, it’s cold, this isn’t the time for a woman so beautiful to be sprawled on the ground of some random street. Especially crying. Someone with eyes like that should never be allowed to cry.

I want to ask what happened in her shitty day.

I want to know what men keep telling her.

I want to know everything about her life.

But I can’t. And that’s why I envy people so much.

“Do you have anywhere to be? Can I stay here with you?” The way her mood shifts every ten seconds is a bit concerning.

I grit my teeth and pull my hat lower, covering a bit more of my face.

She needs to leave.

“My boyfriend cheated on me, Mr. Guard.”

From the slight widening of my eyes, she notices I have a reaction—and not only that, that I understand what she’s saying. That’s enough for her to tip that bottle of wine back again, drinking for so long that when she finishes, the bottle is dry and a trickle of the drink runs down the side of her chin.

My throat goes dry, and I fix my gaze on the stone above her head.

“Actually, he wasn’t even my boyfriend. I’m just an idiot. I wasted a year of my life on a guy who never even asked me to be his girlfriend. If you guys don’t ask people out here, sorry, but that’s not cool, you know? It’s the bare minimum, the bare minimum, isn’t it?”

Now she’s venting, not even stopping to breathe. She talks very fast, and her accent is strong. She’s not European, not American.

“And I was so stupid! My friend warned me so many times, it was right in front of my face, and I let myself get carried away by a pretty six-pack. Why am I like this, Mr. Guard? Are you like that too? I lose my mind over handsome men. I’m surprised I’m still here without losing focus, because you’re handsome, you’re very handsome.”

I choke on my own saliva, with absolutely no control or preparation to handle this situation. How, in two seconds, did the focus shift onto me in this conversation?

My tongue itches to answer.

“But that’s beside the point, nothing against you, but I can’t take men anymore. It never works out for me, and I’m tired of it. I’m twenty-six, you know? Wasn’t I supposed to have found someone by now? I’m not saying marriage and kids, but at least... build something? I can’t stand being alone anymore, Mr. Guard. It sucks! I miss who I was before this relentless search for some bullshit Prince Charming, you know? Princes don’t exist—which is a bit contradictory to say when I’m standing in front of this huge castle—but men are shit and I’m sick of all of it. I miss home, but I don’t want to go back there. Only no one here makes me feel like I’m at home, you know? I just don’t... have a home. And it’s exhausting.”

I’m completely stunned.

I’ve never heard so many things in such a short time outside of parliament.

And even then, I’ve never heard such personal things.

I don’t think I’ve ever even thought such personal things about myself, for that matter.

That outburst is sincere, brutal, and cruel. And I understand her—not for the same reasons, because they’re not the same—but I understand what it is to be lost, alone, and without direction. And it really is exhausting.

“Mads has a band, it’s everything to him, and I respected that until the very end. I supported him until the last second in that bullshit relationship that wasn’t a relationship. And can I tell you the truth, Mr. Guard? He sings like absolute shit. He tries to imitate Bruno Mars’s high notes and it’s awful. I was told not to trust Belgians.”

Whoa, the ex-boyfriend was Belgian?

Terrible choice.

“Do you want to know how it went down?” She asks as if I had asked. This girl is really drunk, she really needs to go home. “I went to take a mint tea to the Bruno Mars of Brussels, and a groupie was on her knees on that filthy dressing room floor, sucking his dick. Sorry, Mr. Guard, my vocabulary... Yeah, she was... well, she was performing oral sex on him?” she softens, as if what she just said could be softened.

Is this how life is for people outside my circle?

It seems chaotic, but real.

“I lost my head and maybe my reason, but when I saw that, the hatred that rose up in me—you have no idea, you know?” I just hope she doesn’t confess to killing the guy, because I’m starting to think she’s the most interesting woman I’ve ever met. And look, she’s drunk and sprawled on a dirty floor. “Do you know how many times I got jaw cramps because that son of a bitch couldn’t get hard?”

I’m taking her home.

Fuck it if she recognizes me; chances are she won’t even remember this tomorrow anyway.

The girl is literally telling these things to a stranger.

“So I just threw the hot tea on his dick.”

I can’t contain my expression and end up with my mouth open and a grimace of deep astonishment that makes her let out a loud, amused laugh.

Not something polished. Not something fake.

That laugh had life.

“Please, don’t arrest me. Can you arrest me?” She wrinkles her nose. “Don’t arrest me, I need to finish my exchange.”

An exchange. She’s here in Copenhagen on an exchange.

That means she most likely has no idea who I am.

That means she’ll be leaving very soon.

And, maybe, that’s not so bad.

“Blink once if you can arrest me.” Her voice is different now, provocative. How many personalities does this girl have when she’s drunk?

She’s not from here.

She’s leaving.

She doesn’t know me.

I blink once.

She laughs.

“Don’t flirt with me, I have a complicated history with handsome men, I told you.”

It’s not just her eyes that shine. The first smile I get from that complete stranger in the middle of a cold Friday morning dawn does something different in my chest. A strange burning.

The woman tries to get to her feet, but it doesn’t surprise me when she loses her balance and tips forward. I anticipate her fall, but she thinks fast too, which is pretty hard to do when your head is so clouded by alcohol. Her hands again seek support on the only firm thing she finds in front of her, which unfortunately is my legs.

My pants, to be exact. Finn’s, actually. Two sizes bigger than the ones I wear.

I shift position to grab the waistband of the pants before I end up naked in front of this complete stranger, while at the same time holding her by the elbow, helping her stand up.

Our eyes meet.

Her scent invades my personal space.

And it’s as if a fog has been covering my eyes my entire time on Earth. There, looking at the perfect face of that complete stranger, I see her—and more than that, the world around us seems to go into slow motion.

“Stella Benevides,” she says softly. “My name. I’m Stella. Hi.”

Stella.

I’d like to say her name out loud, to see how it sounds in my mouth.

It’s a beautiful name for someone who shines.

“Mr. Guard?” I haven’t moved an inch from her eyes, but she still calls out. “This hat isn’t real fur, is it?”

I don’t expect that question amidst the energy in that exchange of glances between us.

She pulls away far enough for me to notice something is wrong. A hand touches the side of her cheek, and her eyes close. Possibly dizziness from the amount of alcohol in her blood. She drank a whole bottle of wine just in front of me; I can only imagine what else she must have had to be in this state.

She’s going home, and it’s now.

I grab the communicator, but I’m stopped again when her body simply topples forward. By pure reflex, I catch her, preventing her from hitting her head.

“You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, Mr. Guard. It could have been you, not him.” Stella switches languages in a second, to my surprise. The intonation of her voice brings back that feeling in my chest, only this time, it spreads through my entire abdomen.

Diplomacy is my favorite part of the job. I have a remarkable ease with languages, and I understand that she’s speaking Portuguese. Not the Portuguese from Portugal, as I was taught by my tutor, Mr. Gomes. The Brazilian one. Stella is Brazilian.

And after that, the girl’s body simply goes limp. And I realize she’s passed out in my arms.

Panicked, I get out of that shitty post, lifting her off the ground.

That’s all I needed.

What are the chances of all this happening on a Friday night?

And all of this has one culprit: Finn Thomsen.

But as I run with this girl who brought light to my night, I don’t want to think about Finn.

Stella will get home safely, or my name isn’t Maxime van Hammond-Gaard.

For that, I need to rummage through her bag—something that is extremely rude and goes against all the good manners I was taught. As soon as I lay her body on the back seat of the Bentley, which has the darkest windows in that section of the garage, I grab the bag that looks more like a fanny pack with fabric very similar to her coat. One of the first things I find is her wallet. I grab the card with her social registration and see the address printed there, followed by her name.

Stella Franco Benevides.

I can’t even pronounce her last name.

I lean in to fasten her seatbelt, and that’s when something catches my attention.

The metal tag hanging from the sweater she wears under her green coat bears the name of a well-known bar downtown and another name that doesn’t match the one on her documents.

Sigrid Larsen.
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CHAPTER 4
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Stella Benevides

I’M TOO OLD TO DRINK the way I drank last night.

That’s what I conclude the second I open my eyes and feel the worst headache I’ve ever had. I don’t know if I’m having a stroke or if I just went way past my limit.

I lift my neck and realize my head isn’t the only thing that hurts—I slept in some weird position and my neck is locked up. I wipe my cheek and my hand comes away covered in drool.

I’m a wreck.

I need water. I’m dry. I’m drying up from the inside.

I gather what little strength I have left and drag myself downstairs to the kitchen. Sigrid is sitting on the high stools at the island, drinking coffee out of a colorful mug and reading a book. The second she sees me desperately grab a glass, turn on the tap, and chug three glasses of water one after the other, she looks up and judges me with an irritating patience.

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and only then realize I’m still wearing the same clothes from yesterday.

“Do you want to tell me how, in a matter of hours, I left you at the bar working like it was any normal day, and then I wake up at three in the morning to the doorbell ringing and you passed out in the arms of a Royal Guard?”

So that wasn’t a hallucination. Fuck.

My head throbs even harder and I realize I need carbs. Any kind.

I open the cupboard and pull out the rye bread. I don’t have time for ceremony, so I just take a bite out of the massive loaf, ignoring Sigrid’s judgmental stare.

“Mads cheated on me,” I say with my mouth full.

“What?” she asks.

“Mads cheated on me with a fan. I caught him. His dick out, her mouth drooling, the whole package.”

I wait for her to laugh in my face and say she told me he was no good. There was already that whole weird thing with the neighbor, he had that strange, peculiar way about him, not to mention all the stalling about making our relationship more of an actual relationship.

I deserve this. I know I deserve it for being such an idiot, such a fool and a naive idiot for believing in a man. Who in the twenty-first century still believes in men?

That was the most valuable lesson I learned from Leonardo, my brother. For someone who used to listen to so much of my brother’s advice about men and relationships, I’ve become a disappointment.

“Stop eating that bread and come here.” Sigrid reaches out her hand, calling me closer. I shake my head and take another bite of the bread, which is bigger than my head. “Stella, I’m so sorry.”

“It was obvious this was going to happen, wasn’t it? Or that it was already happening? Was everyone in on it but me? Everyone says the cheated-on partner is always the last to know.”

I feel like crying, but if I cry, the headache will get worse and I don’t want it to get worse, so I just keep chewing the dry bread, praying for that deathly feeling to pass.

“I’m going to kill that bastard.”

“I threw boiling tea on his dick,” I tell her, sniffling, already regretting it. Not because I threw hot tea at Mads, but because I got drool-covered crumbs all over Sigrid’s face. “Sorry, I’m a disaster.”

“Come here.”

She pulls me into her arms and I end up nestled between her legs, exactly the way she does with Liv.

Being with her makes me miss my mom and Lúcia even more. Leonardo too.

I wish I were home.

Being made a fool of in Brazil is one thing—being made a fool of on the other side of the world, especially by a Belgian, that’s crossing the line.

That’s not what I came here for.

“I need you to make it stop hurting,” I beg.

“Your heart?” She holds my cheeks tenderly.

“No, my head. This hangover is killing me.” I pull away from Sigrid’s arms just to press my forehead against the marble countertop. It’s cold, it’s comforting, it’s everything I need right now.

“Oh, Stella! I think you’re doing terribly and you’re actually making jokes.”

“It’s my defense mechanism.” I shrug. “I’ll get sad eventually, but for now, I’m angry. And I want revenge.”

“No, you don’t. You’re going to rise above.”

“I don’t need to rise above. I’m Latina, I can do whatever I want, I have a free pass.” I turn my neck to press the other side of my aching forehead down, and that’s when I see a basket wrapped in plastic with a checkered fabric bow on the counter in front of me. “What’s that?”

“That’s what I’d like you to explain. How did you go from catching your boyfriend cheating on you to showing up carried by a Royal Guard who then sends you a breakfast basket?”

I forget about the headache in a split second and get up from the counter so fast I don’t even feel it when I’m standing right next to the basket.

A basket.

The guard whose name I don’t even know sent me a basket after seeing me at my absolute worst.

I don’t remember exactly everything I said to him, much less how I ended up home. All I know is that he was hot. Very, very, very hot. Tall in a way that invited impure thoughts about how it would feel to wrap myself around him like a snake.

Those were my thoughts before everything just went completely, totally dark.

I look at the basket, realizing that besides a generous amount of strawberries, peaches, and lychees, there’s a bottle of Advil, a cold sports drink, and two chocolates from a brand I’ve never heard of, but the packaging alone screams expensive.

“A guy I’ve never seen in my life brought me home unconscious,” I say out loud, voicing what’s boiling in my mind as I look at all those things inside the basket.

“How did you end up at the Castle?”

“I was walking.” I shake my head, still disoriented by the whole situation. “And what if he did something to me?”

“He seemed pretty worried when he showed up here. Said you weren’t making any sense. He made sure to put you in bed, he even took off your shoes. I think if they do anything wrong, they kind of...” The gesture she makes at her neck makes me frown.

“They what?”

She repeats it, now tilting her neck.

“They get their throats cut like chickens?” I guess after her terrible mime. “And they have cameras on their uniforms too. In any case, Stella...” She scratches her neck. “Are you okay?”

“Where did he find peaches and lychees? Isn’t that insanely expensive?” I’m still fixated on the Royal Guard. Why am I like this? Why don’t I ever learn? Why don’t I just become a celibate nun locked away in a convent on top of a Tibetan mountain?

“Did you see there’s a note?” She seems more excited than I am.

I didn’t.

But now that I have, I’m excited.

I grab it so fast I tear the envelope in the process.

His handwriting is so beautiful it looks printed. There’s no way a man is that meticulous to write like this.

“What does it say?” Sigrid is so close to me she’s practically crawling inside my clothes.

“‘It’s going to hurt. I hope this makes it better faster. Finn Thomsen.’” I read the short but satisfying message out loud.

When I look at Sigrid, her mouth is hanging open.

“Did he leave a number?”

“No.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a thing.” I flip the card over and it’s blank. Finn Thomsen. Okay, he’s just being polite, right? “It’s just politeness, right?”

“I wouldn’t spend the price of a weekly grocery run on a peach for you out of politeness, but okay.”

“I made quite an impression.”

“That’s just how you are.”

“That’s just how I am.” I shrug and go back to biting my giant bread, noticing the huge eye roll Sigrid gives me.

Finn Thomsen.

I should be heartbroken and crying over my ex-boyfriend cheating on me right under my nose.

But here I am, thinking about expensive fruit, confessions on a cold night, and Finn Thomsen.

I’m a disappointment to my brother.

“We’re home!”

I hear Villads’s voice, but he rushes in so fast I can’t even hide the bread. In fact, I can’t even hide the deplorable state I’m in. Liv runs past me to greet Ragnar, because obviously the dog deserves to be greeted before the mother who gave birth to her and me, who takes care of this little ingrate.

“Everything okay in here?” He asks, looking directly at me and my bread.

Can’t I eat in peace anymore?

“She broke up with Mads,” Sigrid explains to her ex-boyfriend and the father of her daughter.

“He cheated on me,” I summarize.

“That sucks, Stella.” Yeah, it really does suck, all that time wasted being an idiot. “We already paid his portion for the buffet.”

I stop chewing, because I’m personally offended.

I hear a snort of laughter trying to escape Sigrid’s throat, but she’s sensible enough not to laugh.

“I saw him cheating on me yesterday, with my own eyes... live,” I try to explain the gravity of the situation so he understands.

“Good thing you’re a psychologist and can sort yourself out.” He gives my shoulder a pat. “Since his portion is paid, you need to bring someone else. Malene thinks having single women at our party brings bad luck. Find someone to take his place, alright?”

I wish I hadn’t woken up today.

I take another fierce bite of that bread.

“And that goes for you too, Sigrid.” His index finger points at the mother of his child. “Where’s your date? My family thinks you two are gay raising Liv and this exchange program story is just an excuse. I need you to show up with someone, preferably a man.”

I exchange a look with Sigrid.

She also wishes she hadn’t woken up today.

“My moms are gay,” I say as soon as I swallow another piece of bread.

Villads blinks a few times and almost says something, but gives up halfway and just turns his back, giving up on both of us. He always gives up.

“We need men.” Sigrid huffs with her arms crossed.

“First, we need to organize my revenge against Mads.”

“I’m not taking part in that.”

“You will.”

“I won’t.”

“I’m a psychologist, I know what’s best for me and my anger,” I point out.

“You’re a danger to society. I’m sending you back to the exchange agency.”

“You can’t live without me.” I know she really can’t, she just likes to pretend she can. Sigrid rolls her eyes and steals a strawberry from my basket. “What’s good for a hangover?” I ask when the feeling of dehydration and death is just as imminent as my desire to flay Mads’s skin off.

“Not drinking.” Her smile is full of mockery.

“You’re a terrible nurse.”

“Says the psychologist who threw tea on her ex-boyfriend’s dick.”

I grumble and press my forehead back onto the cold marble.

Yeah, that wasn’t one of my finest moments. I’ll admit it. But I have some other moments that are good. Really good.
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CHAPTER 5
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Maxime Van Hammond

XENOPHOBIA.

Scandal.

Secret love affair.

“I really need your help.”

After reading the statement our press office received from a journalist who bought the story exclusively but still didn’t want to burn bridges with the royal family’s communication department, I’m not surprised Clemence needs my help.

She needs all the help she can get.

Mine.

The PR team’s.

The journalists’.

And every occult force she believes in.

“Did you actually say that to him?” I watch my sister pacing nervously back and forth in my private office, inside the apartment I’ve had ever since I became first in the line of succession.

It’s tradition in our family for the reigning monarch to use Christian VII’s Palace as their official residence. A few years ago I officially moved in here—Frederik VII’s Palace, where the crown prince is supposed to live. It’s quieter than my parents’ house, and even though it’s only a short walk through the garden, I miss being closer to my sisters.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
!gil
“1 ﬂfz’tWM!
o
TR YAL
' ECEPTION

' :
- ‘
}KJBREY HOFFMANN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





