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Elin, the Princess of Norway, never planned to become the country’s Queen – her twin brother, older by minutes, would be the next King. When her father decided to retire, and her brother abdicated to continue his career in the military service, Elin was thrust into being not only the next in line, but the new Queen.
Ingrid, the Princess’s Private Secretary, was happy for her sometimes nervous and often klutzy Princess ascending to the throne, but because of her lack of seniority, she was disappointed to find out she won’t be Elin’s secretary any longer. When the new Queen moves mountains to keep Ingrid on her staff, Ingrid begins to wonder why she’d do that.
The new Queen’s crush is close to being revealed, and the Secretary, who’s always been professional, cannot take her eyes off of the woman she’s worked with for years. While it might seem impossible, Ingrid also can’t stop thinking about the possibility of more with the woman who will now be Queen of Norway.
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CHAPTER 1
“Oh, please. Seven minutes the other way, and you’d be Queen,” Christian, her brother, said.
“Well, it didn’t work out that way, and you’re going to be King.”
“He’s talked about retiring for years; he won’t do it,” Christian argued. “The last I heard him talk of retirement was at Christmas, and Mom talked him out of it.”
“He might. You’re more than old enough to take over for him now, and his Parkinson’s has been getting worse. You know how he hates looking weak on camera.”
“It’s not his fault he has Parkinson’s,” Christian replied.
“I know, but he’s also sixty years old, and I’ve heard Mom tell him that she wants him to start taking it easy. The events, functions, and the travel have been getting to him a lot more lately.”
“You know I don’t want this, right?” he asked her.
“It’s the hand you were dealt,” Elin reminded her twin.
“What if it’s the hand I deal you?” he asked.
“What are you talking about?” Elin glared over at him as they walked down the expansive hall with paintings from the masters hung in ornate frames that were just as beautiful as the paintings they held.
“I don’t want it. I never have. I’ve dreaded the day he dies, and not just because he’s my father. I’m a Prince, and when I get married, I’ll be a Duke and a Prince. I’m good with that.”
“Dad would say it doesn’t matter what you’re good with – it’s your duty to take your place,” she argued.
“You’re next up after me, Elin. We both know you should have been born first. I don’t know why I fought you out of the womb and ended up with the unlucky straw, but that’s how it feels to me – unlucky.” He shrugged a shoulder as they continued down the hall and turned right. “I’m going to abdicate when it happens; whether it’s today or in ten years. We might as well talk about this now.”
“What?” She stopped walking. “Christian, you can’t just abdicate. Dad will kill you.”
“I want to serve my unit and my country. I can’t do that if I’m King. I’m a military man; that’s what I want for myself. Dad will understand that. He’s always known there was a chance I’d want to remain in the Royal Air Force. I haven’t hidden that from him. The entire country knows. I’m a Captain, and I’ve earned that rank; it’s not just something they’ve given me because I’m a Prince. I want to retire from the Air Force one day, and if this country ever has to go to war, Elin – heaven forbid, but if they do – I’ll be there fighting for it.”
“Well, that makes you sound like a good person and not at all like someone trying to shirk his duties and thrust them upon his unprepared sister,” she replied.
“You’ve known this could happen,” he said.
“As a possibility, yes. But you’re telling me it’s reality now.”
“Because it is. I’m ready to tell Father and Mother that I’d like to be left out of the line of succession from now on. We can announce it to the country whenever, but that’s my decision.”
“It’s that American university you went to,” she joked. “It gave you all sorts of ideas, didn’t it?”
Christian laughed and said, “You’d make a better Queen than I would King any day of the week. Besides, we’re twins, Elin; he’s been preparing us both for this for years because we were inseparable when we were younger and actually like each other now.”
Elin stared into his blue eyes that so resembled her own and watched as he ran a hand through his unkempt ice-blonde hair. He’d get a cut and style it neatly before leaving the palace, but right now, he wasn’t a Prince – he was her brother, her twin who was seven minutes older and thus, had been called the heir to the throne of Norway. They’d been raised by a humble monarch who didn’t want to rock the boat and his equally humble wife. They also had two younger sisters. Neither of them was particularly interested in the throne – at least, not now – but that made sense: Lillian was twenty-seven, and Mari was only twenty-four. Christian and Elin were thirty years old and had started taking on more and more royal work since their father’s Parkinson’s diagnosis five years prior.
“Let’s just see what he has to say. Maybe he just wants to talk about some ambassador visiting or a family holiday.”
“Well, Lillian and Mari weren’t invited, so I doubt it’s the family thing,” Christian reasoned as he started walking again.
She followed close behind as she’d done since they were born, always one step behind her big brother. He’d always been just a little bit bigger and just a little bit faster. When it came to school, he was better at some things; Elin was better at others. The first time they’d been separated had been university – Christian had gone to America, and she’d gone to a school in St. Rais, followed by law school in Norway. After that, they’d both served their mandatory two years in the military as per her father’s requirement that all royals, regardless of gender, serve for two years. Christian had stayed. She’d spent the past several years taking an active role as a senior member of the royal family.
“Ah, come in,” their father said, standing from behind his old pine desk that had been given to him as a gift from his father prior to his death. “Have a seat. Your mother is on her way. She had lunch with the Prime Minister’s wife today.”
They sat down on the small sofa opposite the two chairs in the overly large office meant more as a meeting room and office combination than a true office. The door opened, and their mother walked in past the two guards that had opened the doors for Elin and Christian only moments earlier.
“Hello,” she greeted with a wide smile that endeared her to everyone she met.
“Hey, Mom,” Christian said, leaning forward to grab a grape from the bowl of fresh fruit her father had brought in every day.
Elin watched her father walk over to the chair, and her mother moved quickly to him to help him sit down. It was more protective than was absolutely necessary, but it was evident that her father’s tremors and other symptoms were beginning to show more and more every day.
“Shall we have tea brought in?” he asked once they were all seated.
“I’m good,” Christian replied.
“I just had some at lunch. Elin?” her mother asked.
“I’m fine,” Elin said, crossing her legs how she’d been taught by her mother when she was young.
“Very well. I suppose I should cut to the chase, as they say,” he began. “Your mother and I have been talking, and I’ve been speaking with my doctors as well. It would seem this disease is progressing faster than they initially projected, and it’s far beyond tremors now.” He paused as his wife of thirty-two years took his hand. “They’ve done more tests, and it seems some of my cognitive functions are showing a decline. We thought I’d have at least a few more years, but I need to announce to the country that it’s time for me to retire. What does that mean for a King? I know I’ve asked myself that question. Monarchs don’t retire; they die and pass the crown on to their firstborn. But, in rare circumstances, monarchs do retire, and while it’s still an abdication, it means that they are no longer the sovereign.” The King looked up with the blue eyes all of his children inherited. “It will soon be time for a new King of Norway, Christian.”
“Dad, I–”
“Now, I know this isn’t what you wanted or expected,” he interrupted his son. “But I can’t let the country see me fall apart. I am still technically the head of state, and while that doesn’t mean all it used to mean, it means something, and I won’t have people think me weak or frail. That’s my ego; I’m aware. However, I also won’t have anyone think this nation is weak or frail. I won’t put it at risk as my mind continues to go. You understand.”
And it wasn’t a question; he expected them to understand.
“Dad, I don’t want to be King,” Christian replied. “I never have. But you know how much I love the Air Force, my men, and my job.”
“You have a duty to your country.”
“And I will perform that duty as a Captain in the Royal Air Force,” Christian replied.
“Christian, don’t do this,” their mother chimed in. “You know this is more than your military career. Your father is telling you that he needs his only son to do his job.”
“Mom, I’m the only son, but I’m not your only child. We all know it should be Elin anyway,” he said, hooking a thumb at Elin. “She’s better at this. She’s been doing it for the past six years while I’ve been training.”
“You’d place your duty on your sister’s shoulders?” their father asked, clearly unhappy. “I thought you’d grow out of this phase.”
“What phase?” Christian asked.
“The one where you don’t care about anyone but yourself,” he replied.
“Dad, that’s not fair,” Elin said. “Christian cares about his men. He cares about the Air Force and this country. That’s how he wants to serve.”
“So, you’re all right with this?” her mother asked. “Your brother abdicating right after your father? You think that shows the country a strong monarchy?”
“I think he should remove himself from the line of succession, saying it is due to his military service, prior to Dad announcing his own retirement.”
“And what about you?” her father asked.
“What about me?”
“Elin, you’d be Queen of this country,” her mother said.
“Oh,” she uttered, realizing that maybe for the first time since she’d met her brother in the hallway and they’d walked into this room.
She’d be Queen. She supposed she’d known this to be a possibility. Since they were little, Christian had spoken about how he didn’t want to be King. Ultimately, he didn’t see the purpose of the monarchy and didn’t feel that someone who felt that way should be the one wearing the crown. Elin suspected that his four years living in a country without a monarchy didn’t help him find that purpose, and once he’d joined the Royal Air Force, his mind had been made up. She should have been preparing herself for this eventuality because that was what it had been all along; an eventuality.
“I want Christian to be happy, and it’s clear that’s in the Air Force. I did my two years in the Army, but I don’t want a career in the military, and I don’t plan on becoming a nun, so I see no reason why I couldn’t be Queen of Norway and fulfill my duty,” she said, trying to sound confident as her heart thundered in her chest.
“We haven’t prepared you for this,” her father replied.
“Dad, you’ve prepared both of us for this. Elin and I took all of our lessons together as kids. If it were Lillian or Mari, I’d understand your hesitation, but Elin knows what it takes to be the head of state. She has a political science degree and is, technically, a lawyer. The nation loves her because she’s constantly out there volunteering and taking care of them. She’s the best choice.”
“There’s not a choice, Christian,” their father said before he cleared his throat. “That’s not how this works. I’m not a father running the family butcher shop who has to decide which child will take it over when he can’t handle the work anymore. I am a King. This is a country we’re talking about. You will do your duty.”
“I am, Dad. I swore an oath to the Air Force, to the men and women who serve with me, and to the crown.”
“Yes, to me.”
“No, to the crown,” Christian argued. “To what it represents. And yes, to the person who holds it, but more to the institution. If you retire, Elin will be the crown.”
“Well, he is retiring. That decision has been made already,” their mother said. “Elin, there has never been a Queen by birth in independent Norway.”
“I know,” Elin said.
“And you’re prepared to be the first?”
She thought about how she’d be the first in more ways than one and decided that would have to be addressed at another time because it was too much for their parents right now.
“I am,” she replied.
“Hans, our son has made up his mind. I don’t know that we can change it,” their mother said.
“I’m aware,” their father replied, clearly seething beneath the surface. “I will have my secretary draft the statement that will go out regarding you being removed from the line of succession so that you may pursue your military career. You will sign off on whatever we write without question.”
“Okay,” Christian agreed, likely feeling as if that was the best he was going to get out of this situation.
“I’ll talk to Prime Minister about the rest,” their father added. “Say nothing to anyone about this, you two; not until we’ve had a chance to talk.”
“Not even Lillian or Mari?” Christian asked.
“Not even to your sisters,” he replied. “I have to wrap my head around how to present this to the country, and we’ll get your sisters on board then.”
“It’s time for your medication,” their mother reminded him.
“You may go,” he said dismissively to his children.
The doors were opened for them, and they made their way down the hall until they were sure they were alone. Then, they both stopped without telling the other that was what they’d planned to do.
“I still always feel like a kid when he does that,” Christian said. “You may go,” he imitated their father’s deep baritone.
“Me too,” Elin said, smiling.
“Well, you used to be Her Royal Highness, Princess of Norway. Then, you were made Princess Royal. Now, you’re about to be Her Majesty, Queen Elin of Norway. How does it feel?”
Elin just lifted an eyebrow at him, unsure of how to answer that question.



CHAPTER 2
“Dad literally told you not to say anything. How can we expect you to keep state secrets if you run off and tell me something you swore not to, like, ten minutes later?” Lillian asked.
“It’s been two days, not ten minutes. You’re exaggerating,” Elin replied.
Her sister was twenty-seven years old and looked more like their mother than Elin, who took after her father in her facial features. Where Elin and Christian had their father’s fair complexion, light-blonde hair and blue eyes, Lillian had the same blue eyes but the more pointed nose of their mother and her darker-blonde hair. Lillian was also a little more free-spirited, which didn’t seem to come from either parent but more from their aunt, their mother’s sister, who never quite seemed to get enough of travel, wine, and men.
“So, you’re really okay with this?” Lillian asked more seriously now as they sat in the living room of her suite of rooms.
Lillian had also yet to move into her own residence. She’d planned to remodel one of the royal manors but had a difficult time picking out the paint or wallpaper, and tile or hardwood. Then, there were the furnishings… and her sister had never been able to make a serious decision. Even university had been a difficulty for her. She’d gotten into three of them and ended up attending all three over the course of five years, finally graduating from the last one. So, as she continued to waffle between this sofa or that sofa, she remained at the palace.
“I’m not really happy with Christian, if I’m being honest.”
“Well, yeah; I can understand that. I guess we should have known, though, right?” Lillian asked.
“I always thought he’d come around. He knows how important this is to Dad.”
“But Christian is his own person. And besides, being King doesn’t mean what it used to mean. Sure, you’re still head of state, but you don’t have any real control over anything. You’re a figurehead. What’s the point of that?”
“Hi, future figurehead here,” Elin replied, raising her hand a little.
“Right. Sorry,” Lillian said with a shrug. “You know, you’re your own person, too, Elin. If you don’t want this, you should say something now.”
“That would mean you’re next. Do you want to be a figurehead?”
“Not really. But it is what it is, isn’t it? I always figured I was way too far down the line to have to worry about this. Christian would take over after Dad died. He’d have kids, and they’d be next after him. Then, there was still you, if he didn’t have kids or if something bad happened. I still remember being about sixteen or seventeen when that bombing happened in St. Rais – it took out almost the entire royal family. I guess, for a while, I wondered what would happen if Dad and Mom were gone, along with you and Christian. It was pretty horrible.”
“Yeah, I remember feeling the same way. Now that I’m actually friends with Elizabeth and Palmer, it makes it even weirder. Elizabeth would have still been a Princess, technically. She also never would have met Palmer had that been the case, and look at them now. They have two kids together. It’s crazy how things happen sometimes.”
“So, you’re really going to do this? You’re going to be Queen?”
“Christian isn’t leaving me much of a choice. Dad retires due to illness, the first in line says he doesn’t want it, and then the second in line says the same thing? The country will lose complete faith in us. I can’t see the monarchy surviving much beyond that, and I don’t want to be the reason a centuries-old institution disappears.”
“You’re going to be good at this, Elin.”
“How do you know that?” she asked, wondering why her siblings seemed to have so much faith in her.
“Christian is the daring one. I’m the one that’s all over the place. Mari is the one that really wants nothing to do with any of this and would prefer to live in some cottage somewhere, reading books and maybe even writing them. I don’t know about that girl sometimes.” Lillian paused as she smiled softly at Elin. “Then, there’s you. You’ve always been so level-headed. You studied history and political science. You have a law degree, Elin. It’s like you knew, somehow, that you’d end up with this job. You mastered the Princess wave by the time you were ten years old. The cameras love you and follow you wherever you are. The people love you. I think you’re going to make a great Queen, and I’m here for you, okay? If you need me, I’m here.”
“Thank you,” Elin replied.
“Just don’t kick me out of the palace, please. I still haven’t picked out the curtains for my new bedroom.”
Elin chuckled at her sister and decided that before the news broke about the family decisions that would impact a nation, she should maybe visit those friends in St. Rais and ask for some advice.
◆◆◆
 
“Sorry,” Elin said, cupping her hand over her mouth instantly in embarrassment.
“Ma’am,” Ingrid spoke.
Elin had been working on a speech. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt it important that she at least attempt to write her own speeches as monarch. She knew she’d have people read and review them and, likely, change them, but she wanted to be more hands-on than previous sovereigns had been. She’d been trying to craft the perfect speech for a gala she’d be hosting at the palace soon for the Parkinson’s Foundation, which obviously hit close to home. The gala’s timing would coincide with at least one of the many announcements the family would be making over the next several weeks, so it was more important than ever that her speech be good. In an effort to write it, though, she’d crumpled up the most recent draft, which she’d hated, and tossed it in the direction of the open doorway, hoping it would land somewhere near the trash can next to the aforementioned doorway. Unfortunately for her, Ingrid, her private secretary, had walked into the room and had gotten smacked in the face with that paper.
“Ingrid, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.”
“Ma’am, it’s fine. I take it, the speech writing isn’t going well?” she asked.
Ingrid Olson had been her private secretary for the past three years. She’d come from the palace staff when Elin’s previous secretary had decided to move to Finland with her Finnish husband, and she was essentially in charge of Elin’s life. If people knew how much the secretaries actually ran the affairs of the royal family, they might suggest they be the royals instead.
“It’s my first attempt.”
“Really? There are at least seven pieces of paper here.” Ingrid pointed to the floor.
“I played basketball for a while when I couldn’t figure out what to write.”
“Did you win?” Ingrid asked as she sat across from Elin’s desk in her usual chair.
“No. I am afraid, I scored zero points.”
Ingrid laughed and said, “Well, I was hoping you could take a break from speech-writing to talk about the seating arrangements for the gala. I know you said you wanted to review them.”
“Can that wait? I feel like I need to focus on this speech. It’s really important.”
“Of course, Ma’am.” Ingrid stood just as quickly as she’d sat down. “I can come back later.”
“Maybe tomorrow?” she suggested.
“Your speech will be fine, Ma’am. They always are. You have a way with words.”
“I… I do?” she stuttered.
“Well, that wasn’t the best of examples,” Ingrid teased her.
“Right,” she replied, blushing again. “I just meant… I mean… I didn’t know you thought that.”
“Ma’am, I read every speech you write before you deliver it. If I thought it was a bad speech, I’d tell you. That’s part of my job,” Ingrid replied.
“Of course,” Elin said, nodding.
“Might I ask why this one is so important to you? I know it’s for the foundation, but you’ve delivered the speech for the past three years, and I don’t recall seeing you this concerned about it.”
“I just want to get it right,” she lied.
“Very well,” Ingrid said, likely knowing she wasn’t telling the truth. “Is there anything else, Ma’am?”
“No, thank you.”
Ingrid turned to go before quickly turning around and saying, “My apologies; I completely forgot: the King would like you to join him and your mother for dinner tonight.”
“Did he say why?”
“No, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied. “Six o’clock.”
“Thank you,” she said.
Well, this was it. Her father was about to tell her she wouldn’t be Queen after all. She could just see him refusing to retire now that Christian wasn’t going to take over. He’d tell her that he’d work with her for the next several years until she was ready to be Queen instead. With Christian giving up his spot in succession, that meant his children wouldn’t be included, either, unless she could convince their father to put them back in line for the throne. She might have to because with Lillian not settling down anytime soon, her not wanting children of her own, and Mari not wanting public life for herself or the kids she might have one day, Christian’s children would be their only viable option to take over; at least, as far as the country was concerned. She knew people would need to see stability, continuity, and that the line was secured. She wanted that, too.
“Elin, have a seat,” her father said when she entered the formal dining room.
The dark-wood table was meant for sixteen people and could easily be expanded to seat twenty-four. Most nights, when her parents weren’t traveling, the six of them had eaten at this table. Elin remembered feeling so small in her chair. And now, she was sitting to the right of her father, Christian’s usual seat, and her mother was at the opposite end of the table, so far away. She still felt small.
“We’ve spoken with Christian again.”
Oh. Had they managed to convince him to leave the Air Force?
“He’s set on his decision, and I can’t force him to be King,” her father continued.
Elin watched as his left hand trembled. He placed his right hand over it, either to cover it up or to try to stop the shaking.
“Your mother will not let me reconsider my own decision, and I love and respect my Queen too much to not listen to her.” He smiled across the table at his wife. “We’re going to tell your sisters before everyone else, and then we’ll inform certain members of government and the palace staff, obviously. After that, we will announce your brother’s plans for the military. Following that, after some time has passed, we’ll announce my retirement and your ascension to the throne. You’ll have your consecration a few months after that.”
This was it. This was happening. He was still retiring. Christian was still staying in the Air Force. She was going to be Queen. The consecration of the King was a thousand-year-old tradition in Norway. The ceremony was a solemn blessing of the King in the performance of his royal duties. In more recent years, the Queen Consort had been consecrated as well. Elin would be a Queen by birth and blood, so she’d receive the consecration. When King Olav V inherited the throne in nineteen-fifty-eight, the coronation ceremony was replaced with the consecration ceremony officially, and it had been that way ever since.
“Lillian will become second in line,” her father continued. “Mari will be third. When you have children, they’ll become second, and so on. Well, you know how this works.” He took a drink of his wine.
Elin then realized that she hadn’t even noticed that she had a full plate of food, wine, and water glasses in front of her.
“What about Christian’s children?” she asked.
“You’ll have to take that up with him. I tried to discuss that with him earlier, and he didn’t want to hear it from me yet. You, as far as I know, haven’t dated anyone. Of course, a father is the last to know.” He smiled at her. “Christian has had girlfriends, but nothing longer than a year or so that I recall. Lillian is content to just… well, she’s Lillian. And my little Mari is still young.”
“Not that young, dear. She’s nearly twenty-five,” her mother said.
“Don’t remind me,” he replied. “You’re all so grown up now,” he added to Elin. “And she’s no closer than you to marrying and settling down. When the time comes, talk to your brother. Technically, his children will not be included unless you make it so once you’re the monarch.”
“I know,” she offered in response. “What did the Prime Minister say when you told him?”
Her father seemed surprised by the question. Elin picked up her wineglass and took a drink as if he shouldn’t be, trying to play the part now that it was definitely about to be hers.
“He’s amenable to the idea.”
“He doesn’t have much of a choice, does he?” Elin added.
Her father chuckled and said, “I suppose not.”



CHAPTER 3
“You wanted to see me?” Ingrid asked, walking into Steven’s office.
Steven was the senior most private secretary. He’d been serving the King since he succeeded his father, and, therefore, was nearing retirement. This whole organization ran on seniority. Steven and Markus were the King’s private secretaries, with Markus being the junior of the two. Christian used Markus as well when needed, but since he was still in the Royal Air Force, he didn’t require much support. Then, there was Ingrid, who had been with the palace or government for the past fourteen years in a variety of roles, working as Elin’s private secretary at the moment. After her, Katrin handled Princess Lillian’s affairs. Mari had no secretary of her own while away at university and now while she was performing her two-year military service, but she would share Katrin upon her return to the palace.
“I need to swear you to the utmost secrecy with what I am about to tell you. I assume you understand?”
“Of course,” she said, leaning forward in her chair.
“His Majesty King Hans is retiring – he will be abdicating due to health reasons. We’re still working on the timing.”
Ingrid didn’t know what to say, so she just sat there. King Hans had been slowly declining for the past few years. She’d noticed it getting worse and worse in recent months, so the news wasn’t entirely surprising to her, but it did put them in a unique situation that she hadn’t been prepared for.
“Prince Christian has decided to retain his Captaincy in the Royal Air Force. He has asked to no longer be a senior member of the royal family and has requested to be removed from the line of succession, which has been granted by His Majesty.”
“What?” That was surprising.
Steven ran his hand over his white beard and mustache and said, “This cannot get out until we’re ready. We must control the message, Ingrid.”
“I understand.” Then, it hit her. “This means that Elin–”
“The Princess Royal,” he corrected.
“Yes, I’m sorry. She’s going to be–”
“Queen of Norway, yes.”
“Does she know?” Ingrid asked.
“What? Of course, she knows. Do you think you would know before Her Royal Highness?”
“Sorry, no,” she replied, realizing that had been a dumb question. “Wow.”
“I don’t know that ‘wow’ is the appropriate response, but this changes things for us as much as it does for them.”
She very much doubted that.
“I will remain on as the King’s secretary until my retirement. Markus will begin working with Elin once the announcements are made. You are to become Her Royal Highness, Princess Lillian’s secretary. Katrin will work with Mari upon the Princess’s return from service.”
Ingrid shook her head rapidly and asked, “I’m not working with The Princess Royal anymore?”
“If you ask me, we never should have adopted that title from the British. King Hans wanted to bestow something special upon his first daughter on her twenty-first birthday, though, so here we are. I just hope that once she becomes Queen, she doesn’t give it to Princess Lillian. We’d have to change all the stationery and everything on the website again… It’s a nightmare.”
Ingrid didn’t hear him as he rambled on. She’d only heard the part about no longer being Elin’s private secretary and working with Lillian now. Her Royal Highness was fine. She was high-maintenance – or, at least, that was how Katrin had described her. In fact, Ingrid had always felt she’d won the royal family lottery when she’d gotten assigned to Elin. Elin was as low-maintenance as they come. She was kind, not demanding, and often considered Ingrid more consultant and, sometimes, even a partner than a palace employee.
“Any questions?” Steven asked her.
“I’m sorry. What?”
“Are you paying attention, Miss Olson?” he asked her, clearly irritated.
“Yes, I am. And no, I don’t have any questions.”
“Very well. The Princess Royal has requested you accompany her on a trip to St. Rais to meet with Her Majesty Queen Antonia. Arrangements have been made through my office. I trust you’ll be able to accompany her?”
“Of course.”
“And when you return, we’ll begin the transition.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied, knowing how all this worked.
Ingrid didn’t have a say in this. If she worked for the palace, there was a hierarchy and the way things were done. She’d fall in line, as always, even if she didn’t like it. As she walked out of Steven’s office, Ingrid wondered how much time she had left with Elin, and just thinking about a ticking clock on their working relationship made her sad.
◆◆◆
 
“Oh, sorry,” Elin said when she tripped over her own feet before sitting down in her seat.
Ingrid watched it happen and tried to reach out in case Elin fell. The Princess and future Queen was a clumsy one, and it manifested in many different ways. Sometimes, she spilled. Other times, she tripped. Then, she’d stumble over her words. Ingrid wondered what caused it because Elin seemed so confident and put-together; to the point where, after having thought about it, it made perfect sense that she be next in line instead of Christian, who seemed to prefer to improv his speeches that had been carefully crafted for him instead of sticking to the script.
“Are you all right, Ma’am?” Ingrid asked.
“I’m fine. I just didn’t expect you to be in your seat already,” she said with flushed cheeks.
Ingrid had taken a back-facing seat since she knew Elin preferred to face the front of the aircraft when they flew, and it was easier for them to converse and work when they faced each other.
“I was told you wanted me to make the trip with you,” Ingrid said.
“I do. I thought we could run through some of the details for the foundation gala now that we have some time. Plus, I know how much you like St. Rais,” Elin replied.
“You do?” Ingrid asked.
Elin met her eyes and smiled as her blush deepened.
“I remember you mentioned it the last time I told you I was going. You like the hot springs there, I believe.”
“Oh. Yes, I do. I’ve only been once, but they were lovely,” Ingrid replied.
“Well, the flight is a short one. We can go over all the details for the gala now. Then, when we get there, you can go to the springs, and we can wrap anything up on the way back.”
“You don’t need me for your meeting with the Queen?” Ingrid asked, looking a little confused.
“It’s not a meeting; I’m just visiting friends,” Elin replied. “I mainly thought you could use it as a holiday yourself, if you’d like.”
“Ma’am, that’s not necessary,” Ingrid said. “I have holidays I can take when–”
“I’ve already reserved you a time. You can do that now; did you know that? Well, maybe some people can’t do that; I don’t know. I just called the park service there and told them who I was, and they said they can reserve a time so that you’d have it all to yourself.”
“You called them yourself?” Ingrid asked, a little surprised.
“I do know how to use a telephone.”
“Ma’am, you didn’t use your private number to–”
“No, I used a secure line,” Elin replied. “And the time is yours.”
“Ma’am, I think they assumed you were the one reserving the springs.”
“I was.”
“No, I mean that you’d be the one using them,” Ingrid clarified.
“I’m sure they did. But in any event, they’re yours for taking.”
“You didn’t have to do that,” Ingrid said softly as she both heard and felt the engine of the plane begin to roar.
“Like I said, I just remembered you telling me you liked them.”
“Ma’am, can we talk about something else for a moment?” Ingrid asked, thinking part of the reason Elin was bringing her on this trip and offering her private, reserved time in the popular hot springs of St. Rais was that they wouldn’t be working together much longer.
“Of course,” Elin said.
“Steven informed me that I would soon be working with Her Royal Highness, Princess Lillian.”
“Oh,” Elin uttered before she sighed. “Yes, I was informed of that as well.”
“I know there will be a transitional period. I just wanted you to know that I’ll be here to support you through this, and I will give my best to Princess Lillian.”
Elin tilted her head to the side and said, “I know that. I’d never doubt that. You give your best to everything you do.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
“You should know that I’d prefer you,” Elin told her.
“You would?” Ingrid asked.
Elin swallowed and said, “I… Yes, I’d… I prefer the continuity.”
“Oh, of course,” Ingrid said, lowering her head a bit.
“And I’ve–” Elin cleared her throat. “I’ve enjoyed our time working together as well. I…”
“Your Royal Highness, may I offer you coffee or tea?” their stewardess on board asked as she approached.
“Tea, Ingrid?” Elin asked her.
“Coffee, please,” Ingrid replied.
“Two sugars,” Elin told the stewardess.
“In your tea or your coffee, Ma’am?”
“No, I meant Ingrid takes her coffee with two sugars. I’ll have tea with milk, please,” she replied.
“Of course, Ma’am,” the stewardess said, bowing her head slightly as she walked off.
“Thank you,” Ingrid said to Elin.
Elin nodded and said, “I just want you to know that this isn’t my choice.”
“I understand. I am junior to Markus, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“Markus is nearly as old as Steven,” Elin said with a smile. “He’s not that far off from retirement himself.”
“So, there might be a chance we’d get to work together again someday, assuming I stay on at the palace,” Ingrid replied.
“Assuming–” Elin stopped. “You’d leave? You–”
Elin opened her arms up a bit in a motion Ingrid didn’t understand, just as their stewardess was walking down the aisle carrying their coffee and tea. Ingrid reached forward to prevent the catastrophe, taking Elin’s hand and moving it back to the small table that separated them. Elin didn’t understand what was happening until she saw the stewardess, who was now attempting to place their cups on that same table. Ingrid quickly released the Princess’s hand and nodded at her.
“Thank you,” Elin told her. “That would have been a disaster.”
“Might I suggest you keep your hands out of the aisle when expecting the delivery of a hot beverage, Ma’am?”
Elin laughed and nodded again, “Yes, I think that would be best for everyone.”
“Very good, Ma’am.”
“Can I get you anything else, Ma’am?” the stewardess asked.
“Ingrid?” Elin asked her.
She nearly always did that. Whenever the two of them were working and someone asked if they wanted anything, Elin rarely just answered for herself. She always asked Ingrid first and then did so. It was something Ingrid hadn’t noticed about any of the other royals, but not even in some of the government officials she’d worked with.
“Biscuits for The Princess Royal, please,” Ingrid said. “The chocolate ones.”
Elin added, “And the toffee.”
Ingrid smiled. Chocolate was Elin’s greatest love; Ingrid was convinced. Ingrid, herself, preferred toffee. It had been three years of learning her Princess’s favorite things, least favorite things, quirks, and overall personality. Now, she would have to start over with a much more demanding, precocious Princess. And Ingrid was nearly thirty-seven; she wasn’t certain she’d have the energy or the desire to put up with the antics of a twenty-seven-year-old woman who couldn’t decide between wallpaper or paint in the kitchen of her would-be private residence. Markus was in his fifties, though. If she could deal with Lillian for the next ten years or so, the Queen would only be forty and have many more years on her throne. Ingrid could work with her then. That was what she kept telling herself as they discussed the gala seating arrangements, Elin’s speech, the donors they still needed to lock in, and the impending arrival of Princess Mari and departure of Prince Christian.
“Even when we’re separated, I always feel him,” Elin said as the plane prepared to land. “This feels different, though.”
“How so?”
“The dynamic has shifted between us. I’m going to be Queen. He was going to be King. I know he wants the Air Force, and I’m happy he gets what he wants, but I’ve always felt one or two steps behind my big brother. Now, I’d have to walk in front of him. That’s going to take some getting used to,” Elin replied.
Ingrid watched her blue eyes as they stared out the window at the island of St. Rais, one of Elin’s favorite places to visit these past few years Ingrid had served her. How had this woman turned out like this when her siblings were all so different? Christian had shied away from responsibility until he joined the Air Force, and now he saw only that. Lillian attended the events and worked with her charities but seemed more concerned with finding a new boyfriend and decorating her house than the fact that she was third in line to the throne of a country; soon to be second until Elin had children of her own. Mari wanted nothing to do with royal life. It wouldn’t surprise Ingrid if the youngest Princess also asked to leave the line of succession one day. She seemed happiest when she was reading a good book or when she’d been off at university in Sweden and hardly anyone paid attention to her.
“Personally, Ma’am, I believe you have always outshone your brother. Even before we began working together, I saw it. You will be the Queen this country needs you to be. I’d be proud to call you Your Majesty, Queen Elin.”
Elin blushed again, and as she brought her likely now-cold tea to her lips, the cup shook, and Ingrid prepared for the Princess to drop it. Elin managed a sip, though, and placed it back on the saucer. The plane touched down just after, and Ingrid thanked God it hadn’t touched down a moment earlier, or Elin would surely have tea all over her blazer and silk shirt.



CHAPTER 4
“Aunt Elin!” The seven-year-old blonde girl with big blue eyes ran toward her with outstretched arms.
“Sophie!” That yell came from her mother. “We’ve talked about this.” Elizabeth chuckled at her daughter.
Sophia reached Elin just as Elin knelt down to hug her.
“Well, hello, Sophia,” Elin greeted, laughing at the little girl. “How are you doing?”
“Camilla is coming tomorrow. We’re going to go horseback riding,” Sophia announced, pulling out of the hug. “Will you go with us?”
“Let Aunt Elin breathe, baby,” Palmer said, walking up behind her daughter. “Hi, Elin.”
“Hi. Where’s my nephew?” she asked.
“He’s just more well-behaved than his older sister, apparently,” Elizabeth replied as she walked up next to her wife, holding her five-year-old son’s hand.
“Hi, Leif,” Elin greeted, still kneeling in front of Sophia.
“Your Royal Highness,” Leif said and offered an adorable head bow.
“We’ve been going over the protocols with him now that he’s old enough,” Palmer explained. “He listens and takes after his mother. My little Soph takes after me.” She picked up her daughter and put her on her hip. “Right, Soph?”
“Right, Mama,” Sophia said, placing her head on her mother’s shoulder.
“Leif, are you going horseback riding tomorrow with your Aunt Camilla?” Elin asked him, knowing the boy was a little shy.
“Yes, I was invited,” he said, his light-brown hair making him resemble Palmer more than Sophia did, despite Elizabeth giving birth to them both.
While they weren’t technically her niece and nephew, they still called her Aunt Elin. It was widely known that many members of royal families around Europe were all descendants of Queen Victoria in some way or another, so they were at least distant relations. The woman had had nine children. They spread across the continent, marrying other royals, and now, Elin had lost track of how she was related to them all.
“Well, I was just invited, too,” she replied. “Shall I go?”
“Yes, please,” he said, the perfect little Prince that he was.
Elin then stood and reached out her arms to hug Elizabeth.
“Hi, Cousin,” Elizabeth said, because they were likely at least that.
“Thank you for having me,” Elin replied, pulling out of the hug.
“Anytime; you know that. We’ve been at Coburn for a few days now, and the kids have been awaiting Cami’s arrival so she’d take them horseback riding – as if they couldn’t do that any day.” Elizabeth smiled down at Leif and then over at Sophia, who was still being held up by Palmer. “They love their Aunt Camilla. And they love their Aunt Elin, too.” She winked at Elin.
“You’re just in time for lunch,” Palmer added, placing Sophia on her feet and taking her wife’s hand.
Elin turned, remembering she hadn’t arrived here alone, and saw Ingrid standing behind her with her hands clasped in front of her.
“You remember Ingrid,” she said, smiling at Ingrid.
“Yes. Hello, Ingrid. Would you like to join us for lunch as well?” Elizabeth asked.
“No, thank you, Your Majesties,” Ingrid replied, bowing her head.
“It’s technically her holiday,” Elin said. “You probably want to get to those hot springs.” She held on to her lower lip with her teeth. “The car is yours, Ingrid.”
“You’re going to the hot springs?” Sophia asked, excited. “Mommy, can I go?”
“No, baby,” Elizabeth replied. “We’re going to have lunch together.”
“Aunt Elin?” Sophia tried with an adorable puppy-dog expression.
“She skipped right over me and went to you. She must think you’re more likely to give in,” Palmer said, laughing a little. “She’s really good at reading people, Elin.”
“How are you supposed to say no to that face?” Elin asked.
◆◆◆
 
“So, is this one of those royal meetings where I should excuse myself, or do you want me here?” Palmer asked.
“My love, you are a royal now. It’s been ten years. When will you get used to that?” Elizabeth asked, taking Palmer’s hand and placing it in her lap.
They’d eaten lunch with the kids. Then, their Aunt Victoria arrived with her own two children and took the four of them to the palace, where the children loved to watch movies in the small theater and bowl in the tiny bowling alley. Now, they were sitting in the parlor of Coburn Cottage. It wasn’t much of a cottage, though – it had seven bedrooms after a major remodel in recent years, so Elin wasn’t sure it shouldn’t be called a manor now. Ingrid had retired to the room Elizabeth and Palmer had made up for her. Elin invited Ingrid to join them for lunch two more times prior to them adjourning to the dining room, but Ingrid said she wanted to work instead. Elin worried she shouldn’t have asked her along. Ingrid might have preferred to stay at home. Elin should have asked her if she wanted to go to the hot springs, but she’d wanted to surprise her. Ingrid worked so hard for her – for the family, and now, she’d be paired with Lillian, who wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea. Elin wanted to do something nice for her, and now she worried she’d made a mistake.
“I kind of wanted to talk to both of you,” she began, sitting across from Elizabeth and Palmer.
“Is everything okay?” Elizabeth asked.
Elin so admired her distant cousin. Elizabeth had been so far down the line of succession ten years ago, when a bomb at a hospital the royal family had helped build went off and destroyed her family with the exception of her younger sister, Victoria. Elizabeth had become Queen unexpectedly, in an instant, and during the worst time of her entire life. While Elin’s ascent to the throne was far from the same, she still hadn’t been raised to be Queen and had honestly expected her brother to rise to the occasion and not put this on her shoulders.
“This hasn’t been announced yet, so it must stay between us,” she continued.
“Of course,” Elizabeth replied.
“My father is going to retire. His health is rapidly declining, and he’s concerned about what it presents to the country. His mental faculties also aren’t what they used to be. He’s been forgetting things lately, and he needs to rest more and more.”
“Oh, wow,” Elizabeth uttered.
Palmer leaned forward and said, “So, Christian is about to be King, and you’re about to be next in line?”
“Christian has decided to remove himself from the line of succession.”
“What?” Elizabeth asked, letting go of Palmer’s hand and leaning forward with her wife now.
“He’s going to stay in the Air Force. He plans to retire from it one day.”
“Elin, you’re…” Elizabeth didn’t finish her sentence.
“About to be named Queen of Norway, yes,” she confirmed.
“Oh, my God,” Elizabeth said.
“You can probably understand why I requested the visit now.”
“Of course,” Elizabeth replied.
“Is this what you want?” Palmer asked.
“I don’t know, honestly. I think I’m okay with it. I’m still a little in shock, though, and I have no idea how I’m going to do it. Most sovereigns assume the throne after they lose a parent.” She looked at Elizabeth. “Not only is my father still alive, but my older brother is, too.”
“Well, you’re twins,” Palmer reminded. “He only has a few minutes on you.”
“That doesn’t matter in our world, does it?” Elin asked.
“No, it doesn’t,” Palmer replied.
“How are you?”
“I’m nervous,” Elin admitted. “I was content being Princess and watching Christian become King, get married, and have kids. They’d take over after him, and I…” She faded out. “I just don’t know what to do now.”
“Because you don’t want children.” Elizabeth nodded in understanding.
“And because I’m gay,” Elin added.
“Well, we’re out. And Alex is out, too. She’ll be Queen of the United Kingdom one day. It’s much more common now,” Palmer reasoned.
“What kind of Queen will I make, though? You two at least have children; you don’t have to rely on Victoria’s kids to carry the line. Alexandria came out as a Princess, so people already know what they’ll get when she becomes Queen. They’ve had time to prepare. I’m just… me. I’ve been hiding behind my twin brother since birth. Suddenly, I’m going to be Queen, and I’m gay, and I’ve never wanted to have children. Do I have kids anyway because it’s the right thing to do? Do I just pretend to be straight and marry that Prince of Denmark my mom keeps suggesting I spend time with?”
“Of course not,” Elizabeth replied, taking Palmer’s hand again. “You must be yourself.”
“What if I’m not what the monarchy needs? What if I bring it down?”
“I remember you saying the same things to me before,” Palmer commented, looking over at her wife.
“And you told me I was exactly what St. Rais needed. I haven’t brought it down yet.” Elizabeth smiled at her. “Elin, I remember the feeling of the loss of my family, but also the confusion over how I would do all this like it was yesterday. I had two older siblings and a niece and nephew above me in line. I thought I’d get my doctorate, and I figured after Teagan divorced my brother and left me for good, I’d end up alone,” she said of her ex-girlfriend and their complicated family dynamic.
Elin watched as Palmer leaned over and kissed her wife’s temple.
“It’s so hard, but even though I wasn’t meant to be Queen of St. Rais – I am Queen of St. Rais. I met Palmer. We fell in love and got married.” Her serious expression changed to a wide smile. “Now, we have two beautiful children, and St. Rais has a lower crime rate, a higher graduation rate for students, better programs for our veterans and seniors, and I’d like to think that at least some of that is due to our hard work,” she said, turning to her wife.
“I just don’t know… I don’t know how I can see all of that for myself or my country right now,” Elin replied, picking up her iced tea glass from the small table between the sofa and her chair.
“Ma’am, may I come in?” Ingrid said, standing in the open doorway.
Elin dropped the iced tea glass onto the carpet.
“Oh, God! I’m so sorry,” she said to Elizabeth and Palmer.
“It’s fine. It’ll come out,” Elizabeth replied. “Palmer, can–”
“I’ll grab the cleaner,” Palmer finished for her.
“We try not to bring staff with us when we’re here when we can. It gives the kids some semblance of normalcy. And my wife, too, I suppose,” Elizabeth added as Palmer stood.
“We’re not too good to clean up after ourselves,” Palmer said, walking out of the room.
“Tell me where it is, and I’ll get it,” Elin replied. “I’m so sorry.”
“Ma’am, allow me, please.” Ingrid walked over and knelt down, picking up the glass, which hadn’t broken. She put the ice cubes back inside it, along with the lemon slice that had fallen off the rim. “Not a problem.” She placed it back on the table. “Would you like me to get you another glass?”
“No, I–” Elin was so caught in that moment by Ingrid’s green eyes that she couldn’t speak.
“I’ll pour it for you,” Elizabeth offered.
“Your Majesty, please, allow me.” Ingrid stood up and walked over to the end of the table, where there was a pitcher half-full of iced tea.
Elin noticed that there was now a wet stain on the knee of Ingrid’s light-brown dress pants.
“Ingrid, you–” She reached out and touched the spot, for some reason, before quickly retracting her hand.
“I have a spare pair of pants, Ma’am. I’ll go change.”
“I’ve got the stuff,” Palmer announced, walking back into the room carrying a rag and a spray container.
“Let me, please, Your Highness,” Ingrid said.
“It’s just Palmer,” Palmer replied.
“My wife is not one for formalities,” Elizabeth added.
Palmer knelt on the carpet in front of Elin and began to clean up the iced tea spill.
“Please, let me do that. I’m the one that dropped it.”
“It’s fine,” Palmer told her. “I’m almost done.”
“Ma’am, I should change,” Ingrid said, looking down at her pants.
“Of course. What is it you came in for, Ingrid?” she asked.
“I wanted to let you know that we received another donation of one million kroner for the foundation,” she replied. “I thought you would want to know.”
“That’s great. Thank you,” Elin said, nodding at Ingrid. “I’ll pay for your dry-cleaning or a new pair of pants… um… if you need them.”
Ingrid smiled at her and said, “It’s only iced tea, Ma’am. It’ll wash out.”
“Right. Of course,” Elin replied.
“Your Majesties,” Ingrid offered with a bow and left the room.
“Okay. What was that about?” Elizabeth asked.
“What?” Elin asked back.
Palmer sat down next to Elizabeth, choosing to put the cleaning supplies away later.
“Yeah, something you want to tell us there, Elin?” she asked.
“I don’t know–”
“I’ve seen you with Ingrid at least three times by now, and I swear, every time that woman walks into a room, you freeze up, drop something, or can’t speak,” Elizabeth noted.
“Oh, that?” Elin asked, shaking her head at herself.
“Yeah, that,” Palmer said, laughing a little.
“I’m in love with my private secretary.”



CHAPTER 5
“Hello, Ingrid,” Elizabeth said when she walked into the room.
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid greeted after standing and giving the Queen the customary nod.
“Elin told us you planned on visiting the springs,” Elizabeth continued as she sat down on the end of the bed in the guest room Ingrid had slept in the night before.
“She reserved some time for me yesterday, but I was unable to make it; too much work to do. It was very kind of her, though,” Ingrid replied.
“Well, I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of asking the park service to give you the day today as well.”
“Your Majesty?”
“I’ve packed you and Elin a picnic lunch. I should warn you: the kids helped, so you’ll find your sandwiches are cut into star shapes.” Elizabeth smiled. “But they should taste just fine.”
“Ma’am, you didn’t have to do any of that. I’m perfectly comfortable here, and I do have work today. Her Highness didn’t tell me until we were already in flight about the springs. I didn’t even pack a suit or–”
“I think you’ll find Elin took care of that,” Elizabeth replied. “She wouldn’t have booked the springs for you and not made sure you had a suit to enjoy them in.” She stood up then.
Ingrid stood as well, as was the custom.
“Please, sit,” Elizabeth said with a kind smile. “And check your suitcase. Palmer and I will tell the children their Aunt Elin will go horseback riding with them another time.”
“Oh, I don’t want to ruin–”
“You’re not. Their Aunt Cami just arrived, and they’re very excited to go with her. They haven’t seen Palmer’s sister in a few months, so they’ll have plenty of fun. They’ll be asleep early tonight. Tomorrow, if Elin wants, she can have the whole day with them.”
“Are you sure?” Ingrid asked.
“Of course,” Elizabeth replied.
“What’s going on in here?” Palmer asked when she stopped in the open doorway.
“We were just chatting about Elin taking Ingrid to the hot springs today,” Elizabeth explained as she walked toward her wife.
“Oh, that will be fun,” Palmer noted, wrapping her arms around Elizabeth’s waist. “Cami is ready to take the kids.”
“Do you think she could go ahead with them, and we could join them for lunch?” Elizabeth suggested.
Ingrid couldn’t see Elizabeth’s face, but she could see Palmer’s, and it was pretty clear what Palmer was picking up from her wife’s expression.
“Yeah?” she asked.
“Palmer,” Elizabeth said with exasperation in her tone.
“I’ll tell Cami they’re good to go.” Palmer looked at Ingrid. “Have fun at the springs. We’ll see you guys for dinner?”
“I’ll ask The Princess Royal,” Ingrid said.
“What are we all doing here?” Elin asked from somewhere behind where Palmer and Elizabeth were standing.
“Nothing. We were just about to leave. Have fun at the springs,” Palmer replied. “We’ll see you when you get back. Babe?”
“Have a nice day, you two,” Elizabeth added as Palmer pulled her by the hand.
Ingrid heard Elizabeth laugh, and that had been the first time she’d ever heard a Queen referred to by the term ‘babe.’ It was interesting, being this close to the royals. Normally, they were here to work and stayed at the palace. Ingrid worked with Rebecca, Elizabeth’s private secretary, and was only in meetings with the royals when required. This visit felt personal. It felt like she was a part of this somehow, which she knew wasn’t right.
“She told you?” Elin asked now that they were alone.
“She said she packed us a lunch, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“She told me at breakfast this morning. I noticed you weren’t there,” Elin said, walking farther into the room.
“I took my breakfast in here.”
“Why?”
“Ma’am, it would be inappropriate for me to dine with you and the Queen and Queen Consort.”
“Why?” Elin asked again.
“Your Royal–”
“Damn it,” Elin uttered.
She’d taken a step toward the desk by the window Ingrid had been working at and hadn’t noticed the trash can next to it. She’d promptly managed to kick it over, and the remnants of Ingrid’s breakfast spilled out. Luckily, Ingrid had had a muffin that morning, with a few pieces of toast, so there wasn’t too much damage.
“Ma’am, I’ll get it,” Ingrid said, wondering why the Princess seemed clumsier than usual but chalking it up to all the changes she was going through.
“No, please; I’ll get it. Yet again, it’s my fault.” Elin bent over, picked up the trash from the fine carpet, and returned the can to its position next to the desk. “I should give you a few moments to get ready.”
“I don’t have a suit, Ma’am.”
“I packed you one. It’s in my suitcase,” she explained.
“Ma’am?” Ingrid asked.
“I guessed your size. It’s not weird, I promise. I just knew I was trying to surprise you, which would mean you’d have no suit here. I thought I could just buy you one here, but I didn’t know if there would be time for that. It’s just a one-piece. I had them get something simple. I hope that’s okay.”
“Of course, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“I brought it in my bag and meant to tell you about it, but you didn’t go yesterday. Anyway, I’ll grab it for you. I’ll be right back.” Elin walked out of the room then.
The future Queen of Norway had not only thought to book her a private trip to the famous hot springs, but she’d also picked up a bathing suit for her. Ingrid smiled and shook her head at the same time. This woman might just be the perfect Queen – humble all the way and managed to think of everything.
“Here you go. I hope it’s the right size. If not, we can ask Elizabeth and Palmer for a store in the city. We have to pass through it anyway to get to the springs.”
“I’m sure it will be fine, Ma’am.”
“Could you do me a favor?”
“Of course, Ma’am.” Ingrid took the suit from Elin’s outstretched hand.
“Today, could you just call me Elin?”
“Ma’am?”
“I’ve intruded on what I thought you might want to enjoy yourself. You can absolutely go on your own; I won’t be offended. Elizabeth did this whole thing today, but I’d understand if you want some alone time.”
“No, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied, realizing she actually would like to go with the Princess.
Elin nodded and said, “Today is one of the last days before I become Queen of a country, and I’m also on holiday – I’d love it if I could just be Elin today, and you could just be Ingrid. Would that be okay?”
“I can’t promise I won’t slip up and say ‘Ma’am’ a few times,” Ingrid replied with a shy smile.
“That’s okay,” Elin said.
“Very well, Elin,” she replied, realizing she’d never said Elin’s name out loud to her in their three-year working relationship.
Elin smiled wide, as if she realized the same thing and liked it, which made Ingrid’s heart warm to see her happy.
“I’ll change in my room and meet you downstairs,” Elin told her.
“What else should I bring?” Ingrid asked.
“A book, maybe? Just don’t bring any work, okay?”
“Yes, M–” Ingrid stopped herself. “I won’t.” She chuckled at her almost-immediate mistake.
Elin smiled and left the room.
◆◆◆
 
They called these springs the White Lagoon. It was one of the natural wonders that had people flocking to St. Rais these days, and they would have at least part of it to themselves. The last time she’d been here, she’d been just out of university and about to start her career in public service. She and her sister, Sarah Anne, hadn’t had much money, so a faraway destination wasn’t an option for a holiday. They’d chosen St. Rais and had been happy with their brief trip that had included the White Lagoon, which had white and black lava rocks punctuated with almost milky blue waters and steam billowing from the natural-forming pools like clouds.
There were over fifty pools, if she remembered correctly. Some flowed into others. Some were off on their own, with small pieces of beautiful green shrubs, high grass, and small trees, giving them a bit of privacy. A soak in the hot waters was a spa-like experience all on its own. She’d even applied a mud mask to herself and to Sarah Anne, and the mineral salts from the spring made their skin look and feel better and instantly cleaner. She’d long ago told herself that she’d return here one day and enjoy this again, but she’d never planned on coming back with a future Queen, who had tripped over her own two feet at least three times while they’d been shown to their own pool by one of the guides.
“I can’t believe this is ours for the afternoon,” Ingrid said, looking around and seeing no one now that the guide had left them alone.
Not only had they been given a pool of their own – out of sight, out of mind – but they’d been given a pool on its own tiny island off to the side of the main part of the park, which operated the springs for the country. The pool was surrounded by a few meters of vegetation, and they’d had to walk across a small footbridge just to get there. Ingrid had worried about the future Queen being able to walk across it without falling in. She’d stood close behind the Princess on the three-meter-long bridge, holding out her hands at Elin’s hips, not touching her, of course, but being there just in case. Elin had managed to make it across fine, though. Then, before he left them alone, their guide told them they could walk back on their own or wait until their time was up and he’d return for them.
“It’s beautiful,” Elin spoke, looking out at the rest of the expansive spring.
“Yeah, it is,” Ingrid agreed, taking it all in. “My sister is going to be so angry with me.”
“What? Why?” Elin asked, turning to her.
“We always said we’d come back here together one day,” Ingrid explained, taking off the backpack she’d carried.
“I’m going to get you in trouble?” Elin asked, clearly concerned.
“She’ll be fine,” Ingrid said, realizing she’d actually worried her. “Maybe you could call her and tell her you ordered me to come or something. That could help.”
“Of course,” Elin replied.
Then, Elin took her own backpack off and unattached the straps that held in the blanket they’d brought with them. She laid it on the part of the grass that had been flattened by the others that had come before them and sat down on one side of it, staring at the bubbling water.
“I’ve never been in one of these things,” she admitted.
Ingrid sat down next to her and asked, “What?”
“I’m always here on business. When I visit Elizabeth, Palmer, and the kids, we do more family stuff; we don’t come here.”
“I can’t believe I’ve been somewhere you haven’t.”
“Why not? I haven’t been everywhere.”
“Because I grew up poor,” Ingrid explained. “We didn’t go on holiday growing up. Sarah Anne and I had to save up to afford a trip to St. Rais, and they’re basically our next-door neighbors.”
“Shall we get in, and you can tell me more about it?”
“Growing up?” Ingrid asked.
“Yes, we don’t talk about this at work.”
“Because it’s work,” Ingrid said, chuckling at her.
“Well, we agreed today isn’t work, right? So, what do I do? Just get in?”
“Yes, it’s not complicated. It’s hot, but it’s not complicated.”
Elin stood back up and looked down at her.
“I wore board shorts. Is that okay?”
“You can wear whatever you want,” Ingrid told her.
Elin stripped off her shirt then, revealing a plain dark-blue bikini top that Ingrid could see matched the white and blue patterned board shorts she’d worn, and Ingrid felt a little self-conscious stripping down to the black one-piece she’d worn under her clothes in front of a Princess who, very clearly, worked out. She’d never seen Elin in a bathing suit before, either. Dresses and even perfectly tailored business suits – yes. Never a bathing suit, though. Her pale skin, blonde hair that she’d put up for their trip today, and perfectly blue eyes made it look like she was here to be a catalog model for the hot springs.
Ingrid stood and kicked off her pants and her shirt, stacking them along with Elin’s on top of the blanket, folding them so they wouldn’t wrinkle. Then, she took a few steps toward the pool and dipped her toes in.
“Wow, that’s hot,” she noted.
“Yeah?” Elin asked, following her and dipping her toes in, too. “Oh, wow.”
“We should just get in; it’s easier that way.”
“Okay; I trust you,” Elin spoke so softly over the sounds of the bubbles that Ingrid almost didn’t hear it.
Stepping into the water, Ingrid let the heat encompass her. It took a moment to acclimate, but then she waded farther into the pool that their guide had told them was only about four square meters. It was also about one and a half meters in depth, which made it perfect for them to stand in and surround themselves with the cleansing waters. Elin moved into the water with Ingrid, and they stared at each other for a moment before Elin moved past her and went to the far wall of the pool, turning around to face her again.
“So?” Ingrid asked.
“Hot, but really nice. I can see why you like this place.”
“Do you want a mud mask?” she asked.
“A what?” Elin asked back, laughing a little.
“You can take the mud and put it on your skin. It’s amazing.”
“I think I’m okay,” Elin replied. “You go ahead.”
“I’m not doing it if you aren’t,” Ingrid replied.
“Well, now I feel guilty. You should have the whole experience.”
“Exactly,” Ingrid teased. “Here.” She scooped some mud from the edge of the pool. “I’ll help.”
“You’re not going to get that in my eyes or my nose, are you?” Elin asked.
“Just your face, Elin. Come here.” Ingrid laughed and walked closer to the Princess, who seemed nervous at the idea of a mud mask being applied to her.
When Ingrid got close enough, her foot brushed Elin’s under the water, scaring the Princess into somehow going underwater for a second and then popping her head back up an instant later.
“Elin!”
“Sorry. Sorry. I slipped. There’s, like, a little hole down there or something.” She ran her hands over her now-wet face and hair, coughed a little, and then seemed to calm down. “Maybe I’ll skip the mud mask, after all. I think I just ate some of it.”
Ingrid dropped the mud and reached forward to pull a bit of grass out of Elin’s hair. She then held it in front of Elin’s face.
“You should probably move away from that tricky hole in the mud,” she suggested, dropping the grass into the water.
“Right,” Elin said as the steam from the water nearly overtook her face.
This would have been a perfect time for that catalog photographer to take that cover photo. Elin’s face was just above the water. Her eyes were ice-blue. Her hair was slicked back now and a darker blonde.
“Maybe we should just relax in the water for a bit.”
Elin nodded slowly.



CHAPTER 6
“Why are we delaying the announcement?” her mother asked.
“We’re not delaying; we’re trying to ensure everything is done in the proper order and in the proper time,” her father replied.
“Dad, I’m leaving soon. I report for duty in–”
“Christian, I know when you’re leaving. You’re the reason we’re having this meeting, to begin with. Don’t you think I’m aware of the timeline you’ve presented me and your mother with?”
“Actually, it’s you who’s doing this, Dad. I was going to wait until I’d gotten to Major before announcing anything. I figured by then, Lillian or Mari would have kids, and I could tell you I didn’t want the throne officially. You’d have more heirs, and I could go back to the Air Force. You needing to retire meant that I had to tell you a little earlier, but I’ve been trying to warn you since I joined the military that I wanted a career there, not as King.”
“What about Elin?” her mom asked.
“What about her?”
“You mentioned Mari and Lillian’s children, but Elin takes over for you now.”
“Oh, Elin doesn’t–”
“Mom, you know I don’t really want children, right? We’ve talked about this,” Elin joined in.
“Yes, you’ve mentioned. But you’ve never said why, and things have changed now: you’re assuming the throne. You need to reconsider a lot of things in your life now. That Prince of Denmark, for example,” her mom reminded.
“Mom, please. This isn’t the seventeenth century; you don’t need to sell your daughter off to the highest bidder now,” Lillian chimed in. “She’s a Queen. He’s a Prince.”
“Yes, well, there aren’t many Kings available these days, are there?” her mother joked.
“So, he’d be expected to come here? Mom, he’s going to be King of Denmark one day. She’d have to live there. They’d rule Norway from Denmark. That doesn’t make sense,” Christian reasoned.
“He’s a good boy. He’s twenty-eight years old. And his father is a good man, raised him well. The King is also only in his fifties, had his firstborn young. Erik won’t take the throne for at least another thirty years. He’s a great water polo player, and I’ve been told he isn’t bad at rugby, either,” her father noted.
“Elin could do worse,” her mother added.
“Hi, I’m sitting right here,” Elin replied. “And I don’t want to marry Prince Erik.”
“It’s too Little Mermaid, isn’t it?” Lillian teased her.
“What about a party?” her mother suggested. “Before the announcement, we could invite eligible bachelors and bachelorettes to the palace for a party. Christian, you need to start thinking about settling down, too; crown or no crown. We could do it before people know Elin is going to be Queen. You meet someone who treats you right before they know you’re about to take the crown and take it from there.”
“Mom, I really don’t want to have a party,” she replied.
“You’ll have a consecration anyway, and it’s better for them to meet you before they know. When you see how they are without the–”
“Can we discuss this later?” her father interrupted. “Right now, we need to discuss what will happen when Christian officially removes himself from the line of succession. Have you thought about your own children since we last talked, son?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, once you’re removed – they’re no longer in line. You’re removing yourself from the family on paper, Christian. We’ve talked about this. You’ll take pay from the Air Force like any other Captain. You’ll be able to stay at the palace, of course, and at any of our private residences when you’re not on duty, but you’ll be paying your own way from here on. There’s no halfway in this for you; I won’t have you taking the nation’s money and not performing the job of a royal. Your future wife and children then won’t receive titles. They won’t receive compensation from the family. Of course, this is my decision, and once Elin reigns, she might change her mind, but I’d encourage her not to. You’re making this decision for yourself, which I understand, but I can’t abide you reaping the same benefits of being part of this family as someone who will still work for it like Elin, Lillian, and Mari.”
“Mari hasn’t even started royal life yet. She’s been at school and then in–”
“I know where my youngest daughter is,” the King interrupted his only son. “Christian, your future family will be entirely your responsibility. Is that what you want?”
“I know what I want, Dad,” Christian asserted. “I’m thirty years old; I’m old enough to know what I want my life to be. I’m not changing my mind here. If that means my kids won’t be titled or will have to work for a living, so be it.”
“And what if Elin doesn’t have children? Lillian?” her mother asked.
Elin turned her head toward her sister and swallowed.
“Yeah, I know. I’m next up, and my kids would be, too.” Lillian rolled her eyes and leaned back against the uncomfortable, flower-patterned sofa. “It is what it is, as they say.”
“What on Earth does that mean?” her mother asked.
“It means Christian isn’t leaving me much choice, is he?” Lillian replied. “And I’m not going to insist Elin have kids. If she wants them, she wants them. If not, it falls to me. We’re three years apart, so it’s not likely I’ll ever have to actually be Queen. If I have kids one day–”
“If ?!” her father asked. “Where did I go wrong?” He looked to the ceiling.
“Dad, calm down. You have a fourth kid. She might want to procreate. And if she doesn’t – it’s not like it’s just us; we have cousins and second cousins and third cousins, too, probably. There’s probably a Duke in some country I’ve never even heard of that’s related to us.”
“That’s what you think of your duty?” he asked Lillian.
“No, it was just a joke, Dad. I know–”
“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Elin interjected. “Christian is leaving; it’s decided. I will be Queen. I will decide who to date or marry – that’s not up to anyone in this room now, and it won’t be when I become Queen.”
“Technically, Father has to bless any of our weddings. So does parliament and–”
“Christian, shut up,” Elin said. “You want to go be a Captain? Be a Captain. You don’t really get a say in this anymore.”
She’d never spoken to her brother like that before, and his expression told her he realized that, too. Christian looked down at the red-and-gold thick carpet, and she felt the dynamic shift between them for the first time.
“Whether I have children or not is also not up for discussion. That’s something between whomever I decide to settle down with, assuming I decide to do that at all.”
“You’re not going to–”
“Queen Elizabeth I never married or had kids,” Lillian interrupted her mother. “Could be cool, Elin.”
“Cool?” her father asked.
“When will the announcement be? That’s the only question that matters. Everything else can be dealt with later,” Elin insisted.
◆◆◆
 
“You were a regal badass in there,” Lillian said as they walked down the hall toward Elin’s suite of rooms.
“I was not.”
“You told Christian off,” her sister argued.
“Hey,” Christian said.
“What? She did,” Lillian replied.
“It doesn’t matter. I’m going to my room. I have to call my commanding officer. He’s expecting me back on–”
“Yeah, we know. We get it; you’re important in the Air Force, Christian. Go make your phone call. Elin and I are fine without you,” Lillian stated.
Elin met Christian’s eyes and asked, “Are you okay?”
Christian glanced at Lillian before she said, “Fine. I’ll be in Elin’s room so you two can do your super-secret twin thing.”
Lillian continued on down the hall, leaving them standing there alone.
“I don’t think I realized that me leaving would mess everything up this much.”
“How could you not?” Elin asked him.
“Because I know it’s the right move. It’s right for me, for you, and for the country. You’re better at this, and I don’t want it.”
“Then, why are you worried about things now?”
“My kids won’t have titles. I’ll have to get a house. I don’t know how to buy a house, Elin. My wife won’t be a Duchess. Dad’s taking my future Dukedom away.”
“You thought he’d just let you walk away from royal duties and keep everything?”
“Like I said, I hadn’t thought of everything.” Christian ran his hand through his hair. “It’s just all happening so fast.”
“You can reconsider. It hasn’t been announced yet.”
“He wouldn’t let me even if I wanted to. And I don’t. You know I get my stubborn streak from him. He’s pissed I don’t want it to begin with, and I’ve made such a big deal about leaving; it’s yours, Elin.”
“I guess you’re right.”
Christian released an exasperated sigh, looked down the empty hall, and said, “I’m going to take a walk in the gardens now just in case he locks me out of them one day, too. I’ll see you later, okay?”
Elin watched him walk down the hall, turn left, and then disappear before she continued on to her room. Lillian was sitting on the sofa, pouring herself a glass of red wine.
“Want one?”
“Considering it’s mine – yes, I think I’ll have one.”
“It’s palace wine.”
“No, it’s mine. I got it in St. Rais,” she replied.
“Oh. How was the trip? I didn’t ask you,” Lillian said, pouring Elin a glass as she sat down next to her.
“It was fine. It was nice to visit.”
“And you had time with Elizabeth and Palmer?”
“Yes, and the kids. They’re growing up so fast, Lil.”
“And you’re so great with them. Why is it you don’t want any of your own?”
“Not you, too.” Elin took a drink of her wine.
Lillian laughed and said, “Okay; another time.” She took a drink of her own wine and then asked, “Ingrid went with you, right?”
“Yes.”
“How was that?”
“How was what?”
“The trip with Ingrid.”
“Fine. We travel together a lot. Why are you asking?”
“Because this was a holiday. You’ve never brought her on a holiday before.”
“We worked on the plane. Besides, she wanted to see the springs.”
Lillian smirked at her for some reason and said, “And did she?”
“Yes, Elizabeth arranged it for us. It was a private pool and everything. We bought the wine from the shop there. Well, I got us a case of it because we did a tasting and she said she really liked it. She insisted she only take a bottle of it, which I told her was ridiculous, but I kept the other bottles for now. I’m going to give them to her for her birthday and Christmas and a bunch of other holidays until they’re all gone.” Elin smiled at the thought.
“I bet you will,” Lillian remarked.
Elin flashed on the memory of Ingrid leaning against the opposite side of the pool; Ingrid’s arms stretched at the sides with her head back, her eyes closed, and mud covering her face. Her light-brown hair was pulled back and darker since it was wet. She looked so relaxed and so at peace that Elin hadn’t wanted to risk moving to ruin the moment. When they’d had to step out of the pool due to the heat finally getting to them, they’d changed with their backs turned to one another.
Then, they’d sat on the blanket. Elin had pulled out a book, and Ingrid had lain back and stared up at the sky for a while before she’d closed her eyes. Elin had discovered that it was difficult reading with Ingrid lying next to her like that, as if they were friends on vacation and not a Princess and her private secretary. Eventually, Elin settled into the idea, though, and finished the chapter before she lay back next to the woman and stared at the cloudless sky.
“Hello? Earth to Elin,” Lillian said.
“What?”
“Where did you go just now?”
“Nowhere,” Elin lied.
“Right,” Lillian replied, laughing lightly at her.
“Oh, that reminds me… I have to talk to you about Katrin.”
“What about her?”
“Well, Christian’s leaving, and me moving up, so to speak, means we have to change some things.”
“What things?”
“Dad is keeping Steven as his secretary until Steven retires, too, but Markus will have to move on to me, it seems. He’s senior.”
“What about Ingrid?” Lillian asked.
“She’ll go to you. Katrin will go to Mari.”
“What? I love Katrin,” Lillian stated. “She understands that I can be fickle.”
“I know, but it’s seniority.”
“You’ll be Queen; you can choose your own secretary, Elin.”
“There are enough changes going on in this family and for this country right now. I hardly think now is the time to squabble over our secretaries.”
“Well, I don’t care what you do, but I’m keeping Katrin.”
“Lil, don’t be–”
“Seriously, Elin… There are already enough changes. I’m not exactly thrilled with being next up on the game of thrones right now. And knowing that it’ll likely be my future kids – if I decide to have them – that will have to take over after you isn’t something I’d planned on, either. Can’t you just give me this?”
“I’d have Dad to contend with. What about Markus?”
“Markus is ancient.”
“Ingrid would–”
“Ingrid can go to Mari; she needs someone anyway. Ingrid’s great. She’ll like working with our sister, the low-maintenance Princess. I’m the high-maintenance Princess; everyone knows it. And I’m pretty sure they call me that anyway.”
Elin thought about it. She didn’t want Ingrid to lose her job. She didn’t want to fight her sister, either, and she knew if she forced this upon Lillian, she’d only make Ingrid’s life hell. She thought briefly about telling her father that she didn’t want Markus, but maybe it was for the best that Ingrid work with Mari – Elin couldn’t have her around all the time with how she felt. She’d already nearly scalded the poor stewardess because she’d been so nervous. Ingrid just… did things to her. She was gorgeous, accomplished, and so smart.
Elin had fallen in love with her the first moment Ingrid had walked into the room after having been assigned to her, and she still felt that way every time Ingrid walked into the room now, which was why the carpets of the palace and now Coburn Cottage were littered with beverage stains. She couldn’t be a clumsy Queen in love with her secretary, so she’d talk to her father to see if Ingrid could work with Mari. Then, she’d see about trying to get over these feelings and finding a way to love someone else one day.



CHAPTER 7
“Ingrid, may I speak with you for a moment?” Steven asked.
“Of course,” she replied, walking into his office instead of down the hall and to the other side of the palace toward Elin’s office.
“There’s been a change,” he announced before she had a chance to sit down.
“A change with what?”
“Her Royal Highness will be maintaining her current private secretary.”
Ingrid took a moment to think through what he’d said since he’d worded it so strangely.
“I’m to remain on with–”
“Oh, my apologies,” he interrupted her. “It’s been quite the day around here already. I meant Princess Lillian; Katrin will continue on as her secretary.”
“So, I will be working with the Queen after all?” she asked, still confused.
“No, the King has seen fit to make you private secretary to Princess Mari upon her return from military service shortly. She doesn’t have a secretary yet, so no one will be displaced.”
“What about The Princess Royal?” she asked of Elin.
“She will have Markus, as we discussed. There’s no change there.”
“But I’m senior to Katrin,” she reminded him.
“Yes, but it seems that Princess Lillian threw quite the fit and begged her sister, who then went to the King, and he made the final decision.”
“The Princess Royal went to the King and asked for this?”
“She did,” Steven said with a nod. “I trust there won’t be a problem. From where I sit, the youngest Princess is the far better option for you anyway. And when Markus retires, if the Queen feels as if you’d be the proper option for her at that time, she may promote you to her service again.”
◆◆◆
 
Ingrid was very confused. As she proceeded down the hall and back on her way toward Elin’s office, she wondered what the hell had happened. First, she’d been told Markus was senior, and that had been the only thing that mattered. Now, she’d just been told that, despite her seniority to Katrin, she’d be placed with the lowest ranking royal in the household while Katrin would remain where she was with the soon-to-be next in line to the throne once Elin took over from her father.
“Ma’am?”
“Oh, no,” Elin’s voice came from behind the door Ingrid was opening.
“What?”
Ingrid walked in and noticed Elin standing, looking into a floor-length mirror in front of the wall.
“Are you okay?” Ingrid asked.
“Yes, I’m fine. I was just trying on my dress for the gala. They dropped it off for me, and I thought I could just put the thing on for myself since I’ve never liked having dressers dress me, but I was zipping it up when you knocked and scared me, and now the zipper is stuck,” Elin replied.
Ingrid smiled at her softly, walked over to her, and stood behind her, looking over Elin’s shoulder at the Princess’s reflection. The dress that had been chosen for her was indigo, which was a common color for royals to wear, given that it matched the color of the Norwegian flag and they often had to wear their official sashes, medals, and other regalia. What they wore couldn’t clash with any of that. Elin, as the current second in line for the throne, had to wear a white sash with indigo and red ribbons. She also had a medal from her two years of military service, which all royals wore these days. Elin would never become first in line like her twin, but Christian would wear his Royal Air Force uniform with a red sash indicating royalty with the same ribbons. He had more military accoutrement as well as a Scandinavian Cross medal that indicated he was next in line for the throne. Soon, he’d have to remove that from his uniform.
Elin’s dress made her blue eyes look darker somehow, and Ingrid recalled how those eyes had looked at the hot springs when they’d relaxed there together and she’d called the Princess by her first name. Ingrid smiled at her, nodded politely, and took a step forward, examining the zipper that was stuck at Elin’s lower back.
“Shall I help, Ma’am?” Ingrid asked.
“Please,” Elin said.
Ingrid got the zipper unstuck with ease and zipped it up slowly to avoid another snag. Then, she stood back quickly and admired the Princess again.
“There,” she said.
“Thank you,” Elin replied, looking in the mirror, but at Ingrid.
“You look beautiful, Ma’am,” Ingrid said, giving her a shy smile.
Elin’s eyes went wide. Had Ingrid spoken out of turn?
“Apologies, Ma’am. I–”
“No, you don’t have to–” Elin stopped and turned around. “I mean, you can say… if you want to…” She shook her head rapidly back and forth. “Just… it’s fine.”
“You have a lunch meeting with the Prime Minister and his secretary. They should be here any minute. The King wanted me to tell you that your mother has retired to Skaugum Estate, so he will be dining with you and the Prime Minister without her today,” Ingrid revealed.
“Is she all right?” Elin asked.
“I believe, she wanted to begin the arrangements for them to eventually move there permanently. It’s been vacant for some time now.”
Elin nodded and said, “I should get changed, then. I don’t think I should have my first lunch with the Prime Minister as the woman who would be Queen in a ball gown.”
“Shall I have the dressers return, Ma’am?”
“Can you just unzip it for me?” Elin asked. “I can hang it back up all on my own.” She smirked at Ingrid.
And just like that, Ingrid had forgotten why she’d been so upset and annoyed with the Princess before she’d walked into the room. She unzipped the dress, took a step back, and quickly looked away.
“I’ll meet you outside, Ma’am. We can walk down together. I have the talking points the King wanted to make sure you address.”
“Of course, there are talking points,” Elin muttered, sliding one sleeve of the dress off and then the other.
Ingrid could see Elin’s bare shoulders now and knew it was time for her to go.
“Ma’am,” she said, dismissing herself.
◆◆◆
 
“Hi. I’m home, and I brought dinner. I hope you didn’t eat because you wasted your money. This food is my food, and it’s free,” Sarah Anne bellowed when she walked through the door.
“I ate hours ago. It’s after eleven,” Ingrid told her sister.
“Well, I’m a chef. I have to be there to cook the food for the paying customers. You get the leftovers for free, so either wait until I get home to eat, or have them tomorrow,” she replied, dropping the bag onto their coffee table and then dropping herself onto their sofa.
Sarah Anne was technically Ingrid’s half-sister. She was three years younger than her and was the product of her mother’s marriage to Sarah Anne’s father after her divorce from Ingrid’s own father. Despite only being half-siblings and being a couple of years apart, the two got along so well, they’d decided to move in together when Sarah Anne got her first chef job at a restaurant close to Ingrid’s two-bedroom apartment. They’d taken their one and only vacation together to St. Rais years ago and had been incredibly close their whole lives.
“How was work?” Ingrid asked.
“Two people sent back their food. One claimed my chicken was dry. The other claimed the sauce was too sweet. The chicken was not dry, and the sauce was perfect,” Sarah Anne argued.
“I’m sure you’re right.”
“Well, I brought you the chicken and the sauce in that bag there, so you can tell me,” she replied.
Ingrid had long ago gotten used to being her little sister’s guinea pig. Sarah Anne had always wanted to be a chef, and even though they’d hardly had any money growing up, their mother always made sure they had some extra food in order to let her sister experiment with culinary creations of her own. Some were good. Others were not so good, but Sarah Anne had put herself through culinary school and had worked her way up in a kitchen. Now, she was in charge, and even though she complained a lot, she loved her job.
“I’ll have it for lunch tomorrow.”
“I’m sure the royal chefs can cook you up something better.”
“They don’t cook for me; you know that,” Ingrid said, chuckling at her sister. “Sometimes, they give me whatever’s left over.”
“We are beneath them,” Sarah Anne huffed, closing her eyes and resting her head against the sofa. “So, how was work for you?”
“Well, I found out that I won’t be working for Elin anymore.”
“What?” Sarah Anne opened her eyes and turned her head. “You lost your job?”
“Not exactly. They’re moving secretaries around, and I’ll be working with Mari when she returns from military service.”
“But why?”
“Long story. I’m not really happy about it. I’ve only spent a matter of minutes with Mari over the years. I’m sure she’s a nice person and will be fine to work with, but–”
“You have your own princess,” her sister interrupted.
“I wouldn’t put it like that,” Ingrid said.
“I would. You love working with Elin.”
“She’s my employer, Sarah; it’s not like that.” Ingrid sighed.
“She may technically be your boss, but you seem to genuinely like working for the woman. Besides, how many bosses take their employees on holiday and get them a private visit to the hot springs in St. Rais? I still can’t believe you went without me.”
“I didn’t go without you; I didn’t know I was going until we were on the plane,” she argued.
“Still,” Sarah Anne replied. “I’m sorry they switched Princesses on you.”
“Yeah, me too. I’ve worked with Elin for three years now. I really thought she liked working with me.”
“What do you mean? I thought you said they were just switching things up.”
“I can’t tell you everything, but she spoke with her father about it and asked that I work with Mari instead of her.”
“Did you talk to her about it?” Sarah Anne asked.
“It’s not the kind of job you can just do that with.”
“You’ve always said she was open; she wasn’t like them. She even let you call her Elin to her face in St. Rais.”
“That was different. Besides, I don’t know that I want to know why she did it.”
“Why not?”
“Because she might tell me she didn’t like my performance or something, and I don’t know that I want to know that. Maybe that’s wrong, but right now, I don’t want to know if I disappointed her in some way. I’d rather just work with Mari and move on.”
“That doesn’t sound like you. You’re always talking about wanting to do better at work.”
Ingrid smiled at her sister and said, “I’m tired. Can we talk about this tomorrow? I think I’m ready for bed and a good book.”
“Sure. I’ll take a shower and do the same. Monday, when the restaurant is closed, do you want to grab dinner somewhere I’m not the chef and maybe go see a movie or something? I could use a night out, and I work too much to actually have a date.”
“So, I get stuck with you?” Ingrid joked as she stood.
“I’ll let you pay,” Sarah Anne joked.
“Oh, even better.”
Ingrid disappeared into her bedroom, changed for sleep, and heard the shower start in their shared bathroom. Then, she heard Sarah Anne’s music blast, which she was now used to hearing whenever the woman showered. Sarah’s terrible singing voice practically attacked Ingrid through the walls, so she put on her headphones and played her own, much calmer music while she grabbed a book on her table to read. Her mind couldn’t focus on the words, though. She kept thinking about Elin in that dress, Elin in the hot springs, and then Elin telling her father that she didn’t want to work with Ingrid anymore.



CHAPTER 8
“Why didn’t anyone call me?” Mari asked.
“You aren’t allowed phone calls there.”
“Really? I’m a Princess; they would have made an exception. Besides, everyone knows it’s a formality that we do this stuff. Christian loves the military, but the three of us could have done without serving,” Mari replied. “I mean, I’m all for sister solidarity and the country, but after training, they put me behind a desk because of how useless I am with any kind of weapon.”
“Well, we’re glad to have you back,” Elin told her sister.
“You’re going to be Queen,” Mari stated.
“Yes, I am,” Elin replied.
“Dad’s retiring, Christian doesn’t want it, and you’re going to be Queen,” Mari repeated.
“Mari, we went over this,” Lillian said.
“Lil, you’ve had a little more time to get used to this than I have. Give me a minute,” Mari replied. “Do you even want this, Elin? I mean, our brother is wrong for doing this to you, but–”
“It’s fine,” Elin said, shrugging a shoulder. “I don’t have much of a choice, anyway, but I’m slowly coming to terms with it.”
“That means you’re first in line now,” Mari said to Lillian.
“And you’re second; new jobs all around,” Lillian muttered.
“I just want to go to school now that my service is done.” Mari crossed her arms over her chest. “Elin, Dad promised when I got done with my two years that I could go to school. I want my advanced degree. You got to go to law school. This doesn’t change that, does it?”
“I don’t think so, but I don’t know. There’s a lot that still has to be worked out.”
“I can’t work a real job because of who I am, but I want to run one of the family charities one day. I want to go to business school, Elin. If you’re Queen, you can make it happen.”
“Mari, can we please table that until after the announcement? You just got home. We’re having a party tonight to celebrate. Let’s just do that,” Elin told her.
“Ma’am, may I come in?” Ingrid asked.
“Hello, Ingrid. Nice to see you,” Mari said.
Elin looked from Mari to Ingrid and then away from both of them.
“You as well, Your Royal Highness,” Ingrid replied.
“Come in, Ingrid,” Elin said in a more serious tone than she’s planned. “What do you need?”
“Actually, it’s Princess Mari that I need. I was hoping we could set up a time to meet tomorrow.”
“What for?” Mari asked.
“Ma’am?” Ingrid asked back. Then, she looked at Elin. “Your Royal Highness?”
“There are too many of those in this room right now. This is confusing,” Lillian stated.
“I haven’t had a chance to tell her yet, Ingrid. Mari only just arrived,” Elin replied to Ingrid.
“Tell me what?”
“Ingrid is your new private secretary,” Elin said.
“What? Why?” Mari asked. “No offense, Ingrid.”
“None taken, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“With the retirement and all the changes, I’ll have Markus; he’s senior. Lillian requested that she keep working with Katrin. So, Ingrid will be working with you.”
“I don’t need a private secretary,” Mari stated. “Again, no offense, Ingrid.”
“Ma’am, it’s okay,” Ingrid said.
“You’re a senior member of the royal family and will perform royal duties now that you’re back, so you need a secretary. Now that you’re second in line after Lillian, there are more expectations on you, Mari.”
“Elin, Dad promised me I wouldn’t have to–”
“I know that; it’s a formality. Ingrid will be your secretary even if you go to business school.”
“If?!” Mari asked.
“He’s waiting for us, Mari. You can ask him at the party,” Elin replied.
“Ingrid, are you coming?” Mari asked.
“Sorry, Ma’am?” Ingrid looked confused.
“If you come to the party, we can get this all sorted out,” Mari said.
“Oh, I don’t think–”
“It’s a family party, Mari,” Elin interrupted Ingrid. “I mean… I’m sorry, Ingrid. I didn’t mean to–”
“This is rubbish,” Lillian stated, standing up. “We are going to the party. Ingrid, you and my sister can work this all out.”
“Which sister?” Mari asked.
“The future Queen,” Lillian replied. “We’ll see you in the ballroom,” Lillian said to Elin.
Then, she pulled Mari out of the room, leaving the two of them alone.
“I should let you get to the party, Ma’am,” Ingrid said.
“Yes, thank you,” Elin replied, nodding at her.
“Permission to speak, Ma’am,” Ingrid said, clasping her hands in front of her.
“Ingrid, you don’t…” Elin swallowed and closed her eyes for a second. “Of course.”
“I just wanted to say that I’ve really enjoyed working with you these past few years, and that I know Markus is well-qualified, but I’m here for anything you need as well,” she said. “Ma’am,” she added a second later.
Elin wanted to say something, but she risked giving herself away, so she just nodded and motioned for Ingrid to head out first, following her out of the room and heading toward the ballroom alone.
The party wasn’t a formal affair. It was just the six of them with several members of their extended family. They had three aunts and two uncles between their parents. Her two aunts and one uncle on her mother’s side couldn’t inherit, since she was Queen by marriage, but her father had a sister and a brother that technically could, should Elin, Lillian, and Mari fail to have children.
As members of her family approached, congratulating her on her future crown, she actually counted her cousins. Just in this room, there were fourteen people who could one day wear the crown. It made her feel safe and comforted, knowing that if she didn’t want this, she could give it to someone else that did; maybe not Lillian, who seemed unsure, or Mari, who didn’t want it at all, but there were options. Who was Elin kidding? She wasn’t going to pass this on to someone else. Just the fact that her father was retiring and her brother wasn’t taking the crown was enough to concern the country. If she handed the crown to one of her cousins, the monarchy would likely end there. The people would rightfully say, ‘If none of you want it, why should we?’
“Once the announcement happens, we’ll need to do everything we can to ensure the nation that we have this all under control,” her father said to the crowd who’d quieted the moment the King had started speaking.
She wondered if she’d ever have that kind of power over a room and doubted it very much.
“Christian is leaving us soon and returning to active duty. While I am sad, as a father and a King, that my only son has decided against becoming a King in his own right, I must admit now, after thinking it through, that I am proud of him for standing up for what he believes to be right and for serving his country in the way he thinks he best can. A father wants his son to be an honorable, loyal man, and I can see why Christian believes this is his path. I’ve agreed to accept his removal from the line, and Christian and I have spoken at length about what this means for any of his future family members.”
“You did?” she whispered to her brother as her father continued.
“Yes, we talked today. I think I’m going to make a go at being normal, Elin.”
“Normal?”
“I don’t know. I’m a Prince and always will be, but Dad made it clear to me today that there’s no negotiating on this. He’s not making me a Duke when I get married if I leave, and my kids won’t have titles. My wife won’t, either, and I’ve accepted that. I don’t know if I’ll ever get married. You know, you could always change that, but I’m fine if you don’t. I love the Air Force. I don’t want to leave, and I might not be able to find a woman who wants to put up with me, but if I do, she’ll have to be okay with not being a Duchess despite being married to a Prince and that our kids will just be kids.”
“And that’s what you want?” she asked.
“I don’t want to be King; I know that much.”
“Christian, I won’t change whatever Dad says; you know that, right? I don’t want you to think that you can ask me when I’m Queen, because I understand why he’s doing this, and I agree with it.”
“So do I,” Christian said, shrugging a shoulder. “I hadn’t thought it all through when he brought it up the first time, but he’s right: I can’t have my cake and eat it, too. If I don’t want the responsibility, I don’t get the perks.”
“And welcome home to my baby girl,” their father said loudly.
Elin returned her attention to the man who was raising his glass for Mari’s return.
“She’s served her country well, and I cannot wait to see what she does next,” he said. “Cheers.”
Just as they all finished the toast, Lillian walked over to them.
“Did you square things with Ingrid?” she asked.
“What’s wrong with Ingrid?” Christian asked Elin.
“Nothing is wrong with Ingrid,” Elin said. “And, Lil, we’re at a party.”
“Elin, you were supposed to talk to her; that’s why Mari and I left.”
“Why do you care so much about Ingrid, all of a sudden?” Elin asked her.
“First of all, I’ve always liked Ingrid; she’s great. Secondly, it’s sort of my fault she’s stuck with Mari now.”
“Hey,” Mari said as she approached, overhearing Lillian’s words.
“Well, it’s true. You’re boring; there’s nothing for her to secretary.”
“That word is not a verb,” Mari argued.
“See? Boring,” Lillian repeated.
“You love Ingrid. Why don’t you keep her?” Mari asked.
“I don’t love Ingrid,” Elin replied quickly, her eyes darting around the room as if people could hear them.
“I thought you loved working with her,” Christian said. “Best private secretary ever or something like that. I remember you saying that before.” He took a drink of his champagne.
“I didn’t say that,” Elin lied.
“You like her, though,” Lillian said. “So, why give her to Mari?”
“She’s a person,” Elin argued. “I’m not giving her to anyone.”
“You sort of are, though, Elin,” Mari remarked.
“Wait. Why does Ingrid have to change Princesses?” Christian asked.
“Already out of the loop, big brother?” Lillian teased. “Guess it’s good you want to leave.”
“Christian, I told you about this,” Elin said.
“Oh, shit. That’s right; you did. Seniority stuff, right?”
“Yes,” Elin replied.
“So, once you’re Queen, change it,” he suggested.
“Yeah, he’s right,” Mari echoed. “Once Dad retires, just give Markus another job. Lil gets Katrin still, and I don’t need a secretary since I’ll be in business school. You’d get Ingrid.”
“This is supposed to be a party,” Elin sighed.
“Fine. We’ll talk later,” Mari said, pointing at her and then walking off.
“I’m getting food. I’m starving,” Christian announced and followed her.
“Ingrid will quit if she’s stuck with Mari,” Lillian stated simply after they left.
“What?”
“Mari won’t have any work for her to do. Whether she goes back to school or not, Mari won’t have anything to really do for a while. She’s only just now entering the real royal life. Ingrid’s too good, Elin. She likes working with you because you’re a real working royal. I’m just trying to tell you that you risk her quitting. Like you said, she’s a person; she can leave whenever she wants. And if she’s bored because Mari is boring, she’ll leave fast. And I don’t think you could blame her for that since you’re the one that did nothing to try to keep her.”



CHAPTER 9
“Does it ever seem to you like our lives are spent on the outside looking in?” Katrin asked.
“Pardon?” Ingrid asked back.
“Well, there’s a party going on in that ballroom, and we’re in our offices, which are by the palace kitchen because we’ve been relegated to the second and third in line.”
“First and second now,” Ingrid corrected. “Well, once The Princess Royal takes the throne anyway.”
“Explain that to me… How is it that Markus has seniority over you, so he gets to stay with the sovereign, but you have seniority over me but end up with Mari, who is less interested in having a crown on her head than I am? And I have never dreamt of being a Princess,” Katrin added.
Ingrid hadn’t technically started her new job as Mari’s private secretary, but she’d been spending time in what would be her new office soon, which, as Katrin had just pointed out, was off the main palace kitchen that happened to be off the main ballroom where the royal family was having a party for their extended family to celebrate Mari’s return and send Christian off back to the Royal Air Force. They could hear the frivolity from their shared office space. Ingrid had gotten used to having her own office just off of Elin’s suite of rooms. Now, she would be sharing an office about the same size with Katrin. Their old wooden desks sat facing one another, and Ingrid had just enough room to maneuver her chair behind it to get in and out of the space somewhat comfortably. She remembered this very desk from her early years in the palace, and she couldn’t believe she’d be back here soon enough. She’d worked so hard for Elin and the royal family. How had she gone backward?
“I’m going for a coffee. Would you like one?” Ingrid asked.
“No, it’s late. I’m finishing this up and going home,” Katrin replied.
Katrin, along with some of the other palace staff, lived on the grounds or just off in a building meant for those employed by the palace. Ingrid had an apartment there, too. Well, it was reserved for the person in her position, but she gave so much of her life to the palace and royal family that she hadn’t wanted to move in, choosing to maintain her own apartment. Now, had she been living in that apartment, she’d have to move to the one designated to Mari’s private secretary, which, she guessed, would be way smaller than the one for someone on Elin’s staff. That would be especially true now that Elin would ascend the throne. The apartment for the secretary serving the sovereign was three times as big as the others. It was meant for a family, with four bedrooms, a large kitchen, an office, and a formal dining room. She’d been there many times when Steven would invite the staff over for dinners. As junior, Markus had only a slightly smaller residence. Markus’s wife had passed years ago, though. He’d never remarried, and they’d had no children. Steven’s apartment had been filled with the sounds of his children growing up, and now, his grandchildren when they came to visit. While Ingrid hadn’t planned any children for herself, considering her career to be more important, she did wish she had someone to come home to that wasn’t her younger sister.
“I’ve got some more work to do on the gala, so I’ll be back,” Ingrid said, standing and leaving the office.
The palace kitchen had five people currently plating hors d’oeuvres for the guests, pouring champagne and wine into glasses, and then carting everything out to the party, which didn’t appear to be winding down anytime soon. Ingrid made her way over to the fancy coffee machine, which she rarely used for her own drinks, and noticed someone not dressed in the kitchen uniforms. Prepared to lecture them on either why they weren’t dressed appropriately or why they were in the kitchen if they weren’t staff, she was surprised to see Elin there pouring herself a cup of tea.
“Ma’am,” she greeted.
“Oh, Jesus,” Elin uttered, turning to see Ingrid there and promptly pouring scalding hot water from the kettle onto her hand holding the cup.
She yelped a little in pain, and Ingrid moved quickly, taking the kettle from her and placing it on the counter before taking Elin’s hand in her own and looking down at the darkening red spot.
“Call for the doctor,” she said to someone who stood there watching without offering to help.
“I don’t need a doctor,” Elin replied. “Really, I’m fine. It’s just a little burn.”
“Ma’am, it won’t be. Let’s get it under some water.”
Ingrid moved them until they were by one of the sinks, running room temperature water, which she’d heard was better than cold over the affected area.
“How bad?” she asked Elin.
“It’s my own fault,” Elin replied.
“Ma’am?”
“Pretty bad,” Elin admitted.
“What were you even doing in here, pouring your own tea?” Ingrid asked.
“I wanted tea, and I just needed a minute away from everything out there, so I came in here.”
“We should get you out of here. Can you leave the party? I think you need to keep water on this for about fifteen or twenty minutes,” Ingrid said, still holding on to Elin’s hand with her own under the running water.
“You think?”
“We all have to take basic first-aid training every three years to work closely with members of the royal family in the event that we need to take care of you,” Ingrid explained. “I know we’re not supposed to use ice or any kind of ointment.”
Elin made a face of disgust and said, “I hate that word.”
“What word? Ointment?”
“Oh, Ingrid, stop,” Elin said, laughing. “It’s a terrible word.”
Ingrid laughed and said, “Let’s get you to your room. I’ll fill a bowl with water, and you can keep your hand in it for a few more minutes. I’ll get some ibuprofen for you for the pain.”
“I can’t just leave the party. They’re in there talking about how I’m about to be Queen. I think they’re having a debate about whether or not I’m ready, trained enough, or the right person for the job.”
“That’s why you came in here,” Ingrid stated, pulling Elin’s hand out of the running water.
Elin nodded.
“I can ask Katrin to go in and excuse you; tell them you’re not feeling well.”
“I don’t think a Queen gets that luxury,” Elin sighed.
“Good thing you’re not Queen yet, then, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
Elin gave her a soft smile and said, “I’ll be okay.”
“Can we have a moment, please?” Ingrid asked the two staff members who were in the kitchen. “Just a moment.”
They nodded at Elin and left the room.
“Are you sure?” Ingrid asked.
“I’ll take some medicine when I go upstairs if I need it later. I’ll be okay.”
“Ma’am, even Queens have to take care of themselves,” Ingrid suggested, looking down at Elin’s hand and noticing the red spot was turning darker still. “This looks painful.” She wished in that moment that she could take away all of Elin’s pain; not just in her hand, but all of it. “You should at least put something to cover it. You’re supposed to use a burn bandage. I’m sure there are some in here.” She pointed to the first-aid kit. “Put it back under the water until I find one, okay?”
“Okay,” Elin agreed, sounding almost defeated.
Ingrid went to the first-aid kit mounted to the kitchen wall and quickly located the large burn patches made specifically for her purpose. She returned to find Elin staring down at her hand under the water. Ingrid lifted Elin’s hand, dried it gently with a clean cloth, and then opened the packet of the burn bandage. She carefully applied it and looked up at Elin.
“Better?”
“A little,” Elin said.
“You should keep that on tonight and change it tomorrow. I’m going to ask the doctor to stop by your room tomorrow morning just to check on you, okay?”
“It’s only a–”
“Please,” Ingrid said. “Ma’am,” she added.
Elin nodded.
“Thank you,” Ingrid replied.
“No, thank you.”
“I’m pretty sure I’m the reason this happened,” Ingrid said, handing Elin an extra bandage in case she needed it. “I think I surprised you.”
“I thought you’d gone home already,” Elin said, sliding the bandage into the small front pocket of her designer jeans.
“I decided to work out of my new office for a bit on the gala.”
“New office?” Elin asked, seemingly confused.
“Yes, Ma’am. I will share an office down here now. I suppose, Katrin will be moving into my old one soon.”
“Why?”
“Because that’s how it works. Katrin will stay with Lillian, who’s next in line after you, so she’ll take my old office since Markus and Steven will be keeping their own.”
“I didn’t know that,” Elin said.
“It’s never really happened like this before,” Ingrid replied. “Normally, the monarch dies, and everything stays the same. The one with seniority still has it until they retire from service. With your father’s retirement and Christian’s abdication, that means things are changing pretty quickly.”
“I don’t think we ever consider that,” Elin said.
“Ma’am?” Ingrid asked, pouring Elin’s tea for her.
“That a change like this would change things for the staff as well. I didn’t realize you’d lose your office, Ingrid,” Elin replied.
“It’s just an office, Ma’am,” she lied.
“It’s not, though, is it?” Elin asked.
Ingrid sighed and said, “No, Ma’am.”
“Ingrid, I’m sorry. I–”
“Your Royal Highness, apologies for the interruption. His Majesty is asking after you,” one of the kitchen’s staffers said when he entered the kitchen after bowing slightly to Elin.
“Thank you,” Elin told him before turning back to Ingrid. “I have to go.”
“Of course, Ma’am,” Ingrid said, nodding.
Ingrid watched as Elin turned almost reluctantly and headed back out to the party. Ingrid followed her a bit until she reached the door, which had a small window allowing people to see others walking in and out to prevent accidents. When Elin had left the kitchen, her head had been hanging as if in heavy burden. The moment she emerged through it, though, her head lifted as if she wasn’t about to walk into a wolves’ lair where her family, who should be supporting her, had expressed their doubts that she could do the job that had been unfairly thrust upon her.
Ingrid watched as she smiled and then seemed to explain her burn to someone through a demonstration of how she’d poured the kettle and then missed her cup. She was laughing it off with them, but Ingrid knew how much it must have hurt and still did. She turned and picked up the phone from the wall and requested the royal physician check on Elin first thing tomorrow morning. Then, she made her coffee and stared at the now-lukewarm cup of tea Elin had left on the counter.
“Please bring a new cup of tea to The Princess Royal along with this,” she requested from one of the staffers carrying a tray.
Ingrid placed two pills on the tray.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he said.
Ingrid waited as she sipped her hot coffee until the tea had been brewed and then delivered to the Princess. She watched as Elin looked surprised by the tea, the small glass of water, and the two pills accompanying it on the tray. Elin turned back to the kitchen, but Ingrid quickly moved away from the window and out of view. Then, she wondered to herself why she’d hidden at all.



CHAPTER 10
“Yet another party?” Mari asked. “Didn’t we just have one?”
“That was for your return and for Christian, who is supposed to be leaving,” Lillian returned.
“I am leaving,” Christian argued. “I was supposed to be gone already, but Dad insisted I stay until after the announcement. Trust me, my bags are packed,” he added.
“Well, tonight, we’re telling royal families from Northern Europe, so there’s no going back now,” Lillian replied.
“I’m leaving, Lil. God, act like you’ll miss me a little,” he huffed.
“How can I miss you? You’re still here,” Lillian teased, punching her older brother in the shoulder in jest.
“Erik will be here, Elin,” Christian said.
“Shut up,” Elin replied.
“What? Mom likes him for you,” he said.
“We’ve been over this,” Lillian reminded. “He’s a Prince, and he’ll be King someday. Elin needs someone without the high and mighty title. I’d even suggest someone without a title altogether.”
“Without a title? Why?” Christian asked.
“Why not?” Lillian asked.
“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing… I don’t care about titles.”
“That’s a good thing; you’re about not to have one,” Mari teased her brother this time.
Elin had to smile at that.
“So, about tonight?” Lillian changed the subject. “We’re supposed to present a united front.”
“Why can’t Dad just do this?” Mari asked. “Or Mom? Or both of them? He hasn’t retired yet.”
“Because we’re the new guard,” Lillian replied. “And so are our guests. We’re all basically the only hope that the constitutional monarchy will still be a thing for the next hundred years. We’re to smile and shake hands, kiss babies, and make it known that Norway is in good hands.”
“Fine,” Mari replied, shaking her head. “Does it have to require formal wear?”
“It’s a few hours,” Elin said. “You can stand to be dressed up for a few hours.”
“Says you – you chose pants. I’m in this dress, which is straight out of Cinderella,” Mari argued. “Who picked this thing out anyway?”
“You could have had a hand in choosing your dress, but you said you didn’t care,” Christian reminded her.
“Let’s just go,” Mari stated. “The sooner this dinner thing starts, the faster it ends.”
It had been two weeks since the party where they’d announced to their extended family about the changes to the order of succession. Elin had been working like crazy ever since then. Her father had been trying to pound every single lesson about being sovereign into her head. She knew he wasn’t dying, but he seemed worried that his mind wasn’t what it once was and that any day he could lose everything, so Elin paid attention; if not for herself then for her father.
Her mother walked her through what it meant to be Queen. Despite being one by marriage and not by blood, and even though Elin would be the sovereign – so, a different kind of Queen – her mother’s lessons still applied. Elin would be a female ruler, and her father had no idea what that meant. Her mother understood at least the female part, and her father had the ruler part down, so she’d made many, many notes and then attempted to combine them into something that could make sense when she took over.
Now, they were hosting a party for the next generation of royals. The Prince and Princess of Sweden had arrived the previous day. They were siblings, and Gretel was the next in line for the throne while her brother, Hugo, was two years younger. The Prince of Denmark had just arrived, and Erik would be King someday. Of course, they’d also invited Elizabeth and Palmer. Even though Sophia and Leif were technically the future of St. Rais, Elizabeth and Palmer were close to her age, currently held the crown of St. Rais, and were also gay, so Elin felt a special closeness to Elizabeth these days now that she’d been thrust into the spotlight as Elizabeth had been years ago.
“How are you?” Elizabeth asked her.
Elin had sat Elizabeth next to her at the table with Palmer on Elizabeth’s other side. Lillian was on Elin’s other side, and it was a strange feeling because Elin was sitting at the head of the table per her father’s instruction. He’d wanted people to start seeing her as monarch, which meant taking his seat in his absence, like her mother had done several times before and Christian, as well, when both of their parents were away and the occasion had called for it.
“I’m okay. How are you?”
Elizabeth smiled at her and said, “We’re doing well. Sophia and Leif are sad they weren’t able to make the trip.”
“They’re with their grandparents for a couple of weeks,” Palmer explained.
“Sophie loves cooking with Palmer’s mom, and Leif spends his time doing messy science experiments with Palmer’s dad. They love it,” Elizabeth added, looking over at her wife with such adoration.
God, Elin wanted someone to look at her like that. Instead, she smiled and looked around the table. Her brother had been relegated down to the end of the table and sat contemplatively, staring at his wineglass. Mari was talking to Erik, Prince and future King of Denmark. Lillian was engaged in a heated debate with Gretel about which was the best architect of the century. The two shared a love of architecture and design. Hugo seemed to just be kind of along for the ride. It reminded Elin of how she’d often sat at this table with little to contribute. Christian was next in line, much like Gretel, which meant Hugo and Elin were the spares and didn’t have much to do outside of the standard royal duties. Now, Elin was at the head of the table and felt very much out of place.
Just then, the staff brought out Elin’s favorite dessert on plates for everyone. Skolebrød was a Norwegian school bread, but it was more like a filled donut than a bread, which was how it had earned its name due to its popularity as a lunch treat for Scandinavian children. It was a sweet dough formed into buns, filled with vanilla custard, and baked. Then, they were glazed with sugar and dipped into sweetened shredded coconut. Elin had loved them since she was a child, but over the past few years, she’d noticed she’d loved them even more. The royal chef must have tweaked his recipe because they’d tasted even better than she’d remembered. They weren’t normally something to be served at a formal affair, though, so her father must have requested them for her tonight, knowing how much she loved them.
At the end of dinner, their guests retired to a sitting room where they could all share an after-dinner drink and conversation. That was when Elin told them of the change to the royal line of Norway.
“You’re stepping down?” Erik asked Christian.
“It’s what I want,” Christian replied.
“And Elin is going to be Queen?” Gretel asked no one in particular.
And on and on it went until finally, the topic of conversation had changed. Elin had chosen to wear a pair of black pants with a white button-down and black blazer over it since her parents wouldn’t be there to scold her over her attire, and she was grateful because she felt much more comfortable without the big, fancy dress. She did, however, need to undo one of her top buttons because it was getting hot in the room with everyone talking and the staff having lit the fire for them. After everyone was safely engaged in a conversation about something unrelated to the royal family, Elin stood and excused herself for a moment. She headed in the direction of the kitchen in order to snag an extra dessert for herself, which she knew she shouldn’t do in front of the others. In the kitchen, instead of the chef, she found her private secretary.
“Ingrid,” she said, nearly tripping over her own feet as the kitchen door swung forward and back and smacked her in the ass.
“Ma’am?” Ingrid asked as she stood there with a cup of coffee in her hands. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. I didn’t fall this time,” Elin replied, taking a few steps forward. “What are you doing here?”
Ingrid looked around the empty kitchen and said, “Um… I was just getting myself a cup of coffee.”
Elin looked at her, feeling like something was off but not knowing what.
“Have you seen the Skolebrød Henri made by any chance? I was hoping to grab another one.”
“Oh, I don’t believe he made any extras, Ma’am. I think he made enough for the guests and planned on saving you a few, but the staff grabbed them before he had a chance.”
Elin squinted at her and said, “I thought you just came in here for a cup of coffee.”
“I did, Ma’am. And now, I’ll leave you to your guests. I can let Henri know you’d like him to make another batch if you’d like, but I believe he went home for the evening.”
“Never mind,” Elin sighed. “They’re my favorite, and I don’t know what he does to them, but they taste better here than anywhere else, and it’s just been a while since I’ve had them. I think I was craving something normal or familiar tonight.”
Ingrid placed her nearly finished cup of coffee on the stainless-steel counter and sighed, too.
“I can make them for you if you’d like,” she said.
“What? Oh, no. I–”
“Really, it’s fine. I don’t have Henri’s recipe, but I have my own. It should taste about the same,” Ingrid replied. “And it won’t take long.”
“Ingrid, you should have gone home hours ago,” Elin said. “Please, I can get by until he makes them again.”
“It’s no trouble. If you go back to your guests, I’ll have another batch out to you soon.”
“They’re fine without me,” Elin replied. “You know, I was talking to Elizabeth and Palmer earlier. They told me Sophia is learning to cook from her grandmother, and I realized I had no idea how to cook anything. I mean, you know me; I can’t even make a cup of tea for myself.”
Ingrid smiled at her, causing Elin’s legs to go weak.
“Do you think you could show me how?” she asked.
“What about your guests, Ma’am?”
“Christian and Hugo are talking about military strategy. Erik and Mari have been flirting all night. Lillian and Gretel are debating architecture. Palmer and Elizabeth have already gone to bed probably, to call their children and then have some alone time. Everyone’s paired off. It’s just me out there, trying to figure out where I fit in, like always.”
Ingrid nodded, reached for an apron that had been hanging on a hook, and handed it to Elin.
“If you’re going to help, you’ll have to dress the part, Ma’am,” Ingrid told her.
Elin smiled, removed her blazer, hanging it up on the now-empty hook, untucked her shirt, and put on the apron. Ingrid put one on herself, and then she pulled out bowls, spoons, the mixer, and the ingredients while Elin stood there watching her in awe. The custard was made with Elin helping stir things mostly, while Ingrid attempted to teach her how to bake.
“Now, most people add cardamom to the dough because it’s so prevalent in Norwegian food. It’s citrusy, minty, spicy, and herbal, all at the same time, which makes it adapt to all sorts of food well; savory or sweet. However, I like to add a combination of a little cinnamon and nutmeg.” She passed Elin a small container of cinnamon. “Here; add just a dash.”
“How much exactly is a dash?” Elin asked.
“A dash. It’s not a measurement.”
“Then, how much do I add?”
Ingrid laughed, stood behind her, and took Elin’s hand holding the cinnamon. She was close. Ingrid was too close, and she smelled like freshly baked bread, vanilla, and now cinnamon, and Elin was going to lose herself in that scent if Ingrid didn’t move away from her soon.
“Just tip it over for a second; that’s a dash,” she said, moving Elin’s hand until the cinnamon was tipped over and a small amount had been added. “There. Now, do the same with the nutmeg.”
Elin did, and they finished the dough together. Once everything was formed, Ingrid put them in the oven, and they stood there, now nothing left to do but wait for them to cook and then top them with the sweetened coconut Ingrid had already pulled out and prepared.
“How did you learn the cinnamon and nutmeg thing?” Elin asked.
“My mother,” Ingrid replied. “We didn’t have much growing up, and cardamom was more expensive than nutmeg and cinnamon. We usually at least had cinnamon around, so she would use that, but around Christmas, she’d make pies and Skolebrød for us, and she’d add the nutmeg. My sister is probably a good chef because of my mother. She was taught to think outside of the box from a young age because we didn’t have the fancy ingredients recipes called for.”
“That’s pretty cool,” Elin said. “Where are your parents now?”
“They’re here, in Oslo. Well, my mom is. She and my father divorced when I was very young. Then, she remarried, and along came Sarah Anne. I don’t know where my father is, but my stepdad is my father.”
“This might be too personal, but your father… was he bad, or did he do something?”
“I was so little. My mom doesn’t talk about him much, but I know he was allowed to see me and chose not to. I looked him up when I was younger, and he’s remarried now. He has a son and two daughters.”
“You have more siblings?”
“I do, yes. My sister, who I mentioned, her name is Sarah Anne,” Ingrid said, smiling at her warmly. “I’ve never met his other children, though, and I don’t plan on it. I don’t even know if they know about me. I’m not going to disrupt their lives, and I certainly don’t want to disrupt my own. Tea, Ma’am?” she asked.
“Sorry?”
“Would you like some tea?” Ingrid asked.
“Oh, yes. But I can make it.”
“No, please don’t,” Ingrid suggested. “I don’t want to have to bandage another burn tonight.”
Elin watched as Ingrid prepared her tea for her and then placed the cup in front of the stool she’d been sitting on. Moments later, the timer went off.
“These are supposed to cool first, but you seem rather impatient,” Ingrid said, placing the tray on the counter.
Elin ran her hands together rapidly in anticipation.
“Just let me top them first so that you can get the full experience.” Ingrid laughed at her. “If you can wait five minutes, the blast chiller will cool them enough by then.”
Elin thought about the fact that outside of this kitchen, she had guests likely wondering where she was. She knew she should tell Ingrid that she had to get back and would have to enjoy her treat later, but she also knew that no one had come in search of her, so maybe she had a little time.
“I can wait,” she replied, removing her apron and watching Ingrid take the tray to the industrial blast chiller.
“So, how did everyone take the news?” Ingrid asked upon her return.
“Shocked, but fine.” Elin shrugged a shoulder and sipped her tea. “You need coffee,” she said. “I’ve got it.”
“Ma’am, do you even know how to use that machine?” Ingrid asked, laughing.
“No, but I have a law degree; I think I can figure out a coffee machine, Ingrid.” She approached the machine and stared it down. “Why are there so many buttons?”
Ingrid laughed and moved to stand next to her.
“For regular coffee, just press this one.” She pointed. “The rest are for the fancier drinks.”
“Do you want a fancy drink?” Elin asked.
“No, Ma’am. Just a coffee for me,” she replied.
“Does this thing add the sugar for you, too?” Elin asked after pressing the button.
“The button on the right.”
“For two, do I press it twice?” Elin asked.
She turned to Ingrid when Ingrid didn’t answer right away.
“Yes,” Ingrid said after a moment. “Sorry, sometimes I forget that you know how I take my coffee.”
“Why?” Elin asked after the coffee cup filled and she moved it to the side, pressing the button twice and watching sugar drop into the cup.
“Because I’m you’re employee, Ma’am. How many employers know how their employees take their coffee?”
Elin passed Ingrid the cup and said, “I pay attention.” They stared at one another for a long moment before Elin needed to do something to pull her attention from Ingrid’s amazing eyes. “Has it been five minutes yet?”
Ingrid laughed, placed her cup on the counter, and walked to the chiller. She removed the tray and returned with it.
“Can you stop at just one?”
“I’d be lying if I said yes,” Elin replied with a smile.
“I’ll do them all up for you then, but take the rest to your rooms and put them away there, or the staff will think they’re leftovers from tonight and fair game.”
“No problem,” Elin said, watching as Ingrid coated the first one in the coconut and passed it to her. Elin couldn’t wait and instantly took a bite. Not only was it delicious, but it tasted oddly familiar. “Ingrid, this is amazing! It tastes just like Henri’s.”
Ingrid just smiled at her as she continued with the coconut.
“No, they’re not just like Henri’s; they are Henri’s.” Elin took another bite and knew it now. “Ingrid, I haven’t been eating Henri’s, have I?”
“No, Ma’am,” she replied, looking up at Elin now. “When I first started, I’d made a batch of these and brought them to my office to give away.”
“And I saw them,” Elin nodded.
“Yes, when you came in, you saw them and just assumed they were made by Henri and the staff to welcome me to my new position. I didn’t correct you.”
“Ingrid, have you been making these for me this whole time?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Elin asked.
“I don’t know. Does it really matter who makes them if it’s something you like?”
“Yes,” Elin stated. “Ingrid, seeing these at dinner tonight… I don’t know… made me feel safe. I’m sitting in my father’s chair, about to take on a job I was never meant to have, when I see a plate of Skolebrød, and I’m warmed inside because it makes me think about all the other times I’ve had them, how good they are, and how something so simple can just make you feel safe and at home. And now, I find out you’ve been making them for me this whole time.”
“Well, just the past few years.”
“Yeah, they’ve been the best these past few years. In fact,” she reached for the one Ingrid had just coated in coconut.
“Elin!” Ingrid yelled and slapped her hand playfully.
Then, Ingrid’s face went white, and her eyes widened as well.
“Oh, my God! Your Royal Highness, I am so sorry. I– ”
“What? Why?” Elin asked, picking up the dessert and holding it in front of Ingrid. “Ingrid, it’s fine. You just baked me my favorite dessert; you can call me Elin and smack my hand when I’m being impatient. But I was grabbing this one for you. Did you even have one of these tonight?”
Ingrid swallowed and said, “No, but I really should be going, Ma’am.”
“Ingrid, it’s–”
“I’ll wrap these up for you to take with you and head home.”
“What? You don’t have to go,” Elin told her. “I mean, you can go, but you don’t have to go.”
“Sarah Anne will be home soon. She’ll have something from the restaurant for me to eat for dinner.”
“You haven’t had dinner yet? Ingrid, you–” Elin stopped herself. “Take some of these home, at least. Give one to your sister.”
“She’s a chef. Besides, she knows the recipe; it’s our mother’s.”
“All the more reason. These are already made; she doesn’t have to make them herself.”
“I’ll wrap up a couple for us and the rest for you, then,” Ingrid said, sounding like she was just giving in.
“Okay,” Elin replied, also giving in.
“There you are,” Lillian said. “Why are you always in the kitchen? I thought you’d been in the bathroom for, like, an hour.”
“What? No,” Elin said, turning instantly red in the face.
“You’ve been gone forever. You know this is basically your coming out party, right?”
“What? Coming out? I’m not–”
“Oh my God, Elin – you’re about to be Queen. These people out there are just like us. You should be spending time with them. You’ll need them when you’re on the throne. Erik and Gretel will both rule their countries one day, and Elizabeth and Palmer already do. Why are–” Lillian stopped when she finally noticed Ingrid. “Oh. Hi, Ingrid.”
“Your Highness,” Ingrid said, bowing her head.
“Oh, knock that off,” Lillian told her and turned back to Elin. “You needed a break, didn’t you?”
“Yeah,” Elin admitted to her sister.
Lillian looked back at Ingrid, who was still wearing an apron, and then back at Elin.
“I’ll tell them you weren’t feeling well and needed to get some rest. Just go up the back stairs when you leave here, okay?”
“It’s okay; I’ll go back out there.”
“Elin, take this gift. Once you’re Queen, it’ll be harder. Just give me one of those things before I go; they’re really good.”
She pointed at the Skolebrød. Ingrid smiled at Elin, who smiled back at her, feeling instantly better.



CHAPTER 11
It was the second night of the royal visit, which Ingrid had decided to call this weekend. The only one missing was Princess Alexandria from the UK, but she had been unable to attend. Ingrid was sitting in her usual spot, behind the future Queen, in the room filled with royals and their own private secretaries. The current King and Queen were discussing something with the Prince of Denmark and his own secretary. Elin was discussing something with Markus, which made Ingrid a little jealous, if she was being honest. Technically, Elin was still her Princess. Markus would have her soon enough.
She then watched as Elin walked around the room, talking to every person in turn, including the secretaries and other invited guests. Elin shook their hands, smiled and laughed, and didn’t at all trip over herself, despite wearing a dress that was probably a little too long for her and dragged a bit on the plush carpet. Ingrid would have to talk to Elin’s dressers because they clearly had her measurements wrong and didn’t know the Princess how she did. Elin should be tripping all over the place; she was wearing three-inch heels. Yet, as she turned and walked, she had no problems at all. She was kind of a wonder, actually. Elin was the definition of the perfect Princess and would soon be the definition of the perfect Queen.
“Can we talk for a second?” Mari asked out of nowhere.
“Of course, Your Royal–”
“Ingrid, you’re great,” Mari interrupted her as she began. “I really like you. I just don’t want or need a secretary. Father is insistent, but I’m going to business school. I did the military thing that Dad mandated, and I get why, but it’s my turn now. I want to go to school and have some semblance of a normal life if I can, and that doesn’t include a secretary.”
“I’m afraid, it’s not my decision, Ma’am.”
“I get that,” Mari replied. “I’m just letting you know that it’s not at all about you, okay? I don’t want you to think I don’t like you or want you. I just don’t want anyone. The news calls me ‘The Reluctant Princess’ for a reason.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Ingrid said.
“I am happy to recommend you for any other position you want. Elin will give it to you. She loves working with you. Just name it, and we’ll make it happen.”
“Ma’am, are you saying I won’t have a job at all?”
“Of course not. We’ll find you something here, Ingrid. If you really want to be my secretary, you can still have the job in name, but I won’t need anything at least until I’m done with school. That’s why I’m suggesting we find you something else. I know you love your job, and we love having you.”
“Elin’s doing great tonight, isn’t she?” Lillian asked, walking over to the two of them.
“What? Oh, yeah,” Mari replied. “Will you think about it?” she asked Ingrid.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Ingrid said, not really understanding what she was supposed to be thinking about.
Mari nodded at her and walked back into the crowd.
“So, she’s trying to dump you, huh?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Mari. Father won’t let her. You don’t have to worry about your job, Ingrid. Even if she’s insisting on school, Dad won’t let her be without a proper secretary. Until I have kids, she’s next up now.”
“I just want to help however I can, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied, knowing she’d prefer her own Princess.
“Hey, that Prince Erik is pretty hot, huh?” Lillian said out of nowhere.
“Pardon?” Ingrid asked, snapping to attention at the sudden change in topic.
“He’s around Elin’s age, but she’s not interested in him at all. I get it; he’s going to be King of Denmark. It’s not exactly like the old days, but if they married, people would expect her to move there, and they’d have Denmark and Norway together.”
“The Princess Royal is going to marry–”
“Oh, no. She doesn’t like Erik. I don’t even think she likes him as a friend. He’s a nice guy, but they’re not close. He is hot, though. Don’t you think so?”
“I don’t think it’s my place to say, Ma’am.”
Lillian looked at her and said, “He’s hot. Mom thought he might be into me, but I think he’s into Mari. Look.” She pointed. “I think Mari’s into him as well. They’ve been inseparable since he got here. I’d laugh for days if Mari, the one who wants to have a normal life, ends up with the future King of Denmark.”
“I suppose, that would be funny,” Ingrid replied.
“Anyway, it’s not like Elin dates at all now. Mom is trying to find someone she might actually like. When she’s Queen, people will expect her to start dating right away. I keep telling Mom it doesn’t matter; Elin doesn’t want kids. So, the whole marriage thing isn’t a big deal, you know?”
“I’m sorry, no, Ma’am. What am I supposed to know?”
“Do you want kids?” Lillian asked.
“Ma’am?”
“I want a couple, at least. Not tomorrow, mind you. Maybe in a few years, I’ll start really thinking about it. I’ll need at least two. You know how that goes; the heir and the spare. If Elin’s not popping them out – it’s up to me. But it’s fine because I want them. Mari will probably have like six, which would totally be hilarious because she’s always said she wants one or two, absolutely tops. I swear, if she ends up marrying a King with six kids, I will seriously laugh for a solid week. I might even last a month. Watch her have twins first, like my parents, and think she’s done, and then she ends up with triplets next or something.”
Ingrid smiled and nodded at the Princess because she had no idea how to handle this little chat they were having. It was certainly the strangest conversation the two of them had ever had. Telling, but still strange.
“So, what about you?”
“Me?”
“Kids,” Lillian repeated.
“Oh, I–” Ingrid looked over at Elin just in time to watch her take a step backward, which wouldn’t have been a problem except that damn long dress caught and tore slightly. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I have to…”
Yes, she was definitely going to have a conversation with whomever had put Elin in this dress. She’d needed a way out of that conversation, but this wasn’t the out she’d been hoping for. Someone on the staff telling her she was needed elsewhere – yes. Elin tripping over the back of her too-long dress because someone couldn’t measure or tailor properly – no.
“Pardon me, Your Royal Highness. May I have a word?” she asked.
“Oh, okay,” Elin replied. “Excuse me.” She smiled at the two men she was speaking with. “Ingrid?” she asked as Ingrid hovered her hand over the small of Elin’s back without touching her and ushered her into an empty hallway. “Is everything okay?”
“Your dress is torn,” Ingrid informed her.
“What? Where?” Elin immediately looked down at her chest.
That caused Ingrid to look down at Elin’s chest, which was on prominent display in that tight dress. She looked back up and met Elin’s eyes, clearing her throat.
“The back, Ma’am. It’s too long.”
Elin pulled the dress a bit and noticed the tear.
“It’s not big, Ma’am, but it is noticeable.”
“Should I change?” she asked.
“No, but we should mend it quickly.”
“Okay. Can you call for–”
“I can take care of it for you.”
“They teach you all sewing classes on top of first aid?” Elin teased.
“No, Ma’am. But my mother taught me. I just need a needle and thread. Can you meet me in your room? I’ll tell Katrin to tell everyone you’ll be right back if anyone asks.”
“Yes. Okay,” Elin replied.
Ingrid left her Princess in the hall while she went in search of what she needed. Finding it in the dresser’s office, she made her way to Elin’s room, knocked, and entered. Elin was standing at the window, looking out at the palace grounds.
“This should only take a minute.”
“Take your time,” Elin said without turning around. “I’m in no hurry.”
“You’re not enjoying the party, Ma’am?”
“My father invited two Dukes and an Earl. What do you think?”
“Ma’am?”
“He’s trying to marry me off,” Elin stated.
“I’m sure that’s not why.”
“No, it is. He and my mother are both convinced I should marry as soon as possible after taking the throne. It’s important to show stability.”
“Would you take the dress off for me, Ma’am? It’ll be easier to fix.”
“Take it off?” Elin asked, her eyes going wide.
“Yes. I’ll stay out here; you can take it off in the closet and hand it to me through the door. I’ll get it right back to you.”
“It’s fine,” Elin said. “Let me just grab my robe.”
She disappeared into her closet and came out wearing her robe with the dress in hand. Then, she passed it to Ingrid, who sat on Elin’s bed and began repairing the dress. Elin sat down next to her, and Ingrid realized this was the first time they’d sat down in this room together.
“I’m sure your parents are just trying to–”
“Convince me to find a man, settle down, and have Princes and Princesses? Yes, that’s exactly what they’re doing.”
“I thought you didn’t want children, Ma’am.”
“I don’t,” Elin confirmed. “Now is when you ask why, right?”
“I’m sorry, Ma’am?” Ingrid looked over at her.
“Everyone always asks why a woman doesn’t want to have children.”
“I guess I just assume you have your reasons. I don’t need to know them.”
“Really?” Elin asked, sounding surprised.
“I have my own; I don’t plan to explain them to everyone,” Ingrid replied.
“Your own?”
“Reasons.”
“For?”
“Not having children, Ma’am,” Ingrid said, returning her attention to her sewing.
“You don’t want children?”
“I’m thirty-six years old, Ma’am. I know I don’t want to be a single parent, and I’m not seeing anyone. Besides, I’ve never felt that pull toward having my own children. I know when Sarah Anne does one day, I’m going to be the best aunt to them, but I know I’m perfectly fine not having my own.”
When Elin didn’t say anything, Ingrid looked up at her and ended up stabbing her finger with the needle.
“Ouch!”
“What? Did you–” Elin took Ingrid’s hand and looked. “You stabbed yourself, Ingrid? I think you’re spending way too much time with me; I’m rubbing off on you. This isn’t good.” She laughed a little.
“I don’t want to get blood on your dress, Ma’am.”
“The dress is fine,” Elin replied. “Stay there.”
She stood up and walked into the bathroom. When she returned moments later, she held a bandage and a tube of something.
“Do not say it,” Elin told her, holding up the tube. “We’re going to call it an antibiotic cream, all right?”
Ingrid laughed, recalling how much the Princess hated the word ointment.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Ingrid looked on as Elin took care of her finger, even though it was the tiniest cut and didn’t require this kind of attention or treatment.
“There. Better?” Elin asked.
“Much,” Ingrid replied.
Elin nodded and gave her a soft smile.
“I’ll just put this away.” She held up the tube and the trash from the bandage in her hand.
She stood and returned to the bathroom. By the time she got back, Ingrid was finished with the dress. Elin went into the closet without a word to change back into it and came back out a minute later.
“Can you zip me up?” she asked, turning her back toward Ingrid.
“Of course,” Ingrid replied.
She approached, breathed in the Princess’s perfume, closed her eyes for a second, and zipped up Elin’s dress.
“Thank you,” Elin said.
“My pleasure, Your Royal Highness,” Ingrid replied, taking a step back.
Then, she swallowed hard.



CHAPTER 12
“Balmoral Castle has been the Scottish home of the royal family since it was purchased for Queen Victoria by Prince Albert in 1852. Once the land was purchased, they decided to rebuild as the building was no longer adequate for their needs. Prince Albert decided to build a new castle as the current one was considered not large enough for the royal family. The foundation stone was laid by Queen Victoria herself on the twenty-eighth of September in 1853 and can be found at the foot of the wall adjacent to the West face of the entrance porch. The Castle was completed in 1856, and the old building was demolished. When Queen Victoria died in 1901, Balmoral Estates passed to King Edward VII, and then from him to each of his successors,” Mari read from her phone. “That’s what the official site says, anyway.”
“A castle wasn’t adequate for their needs?” Lillian commented. “I guess that’s true when your wife is busy having nine kids.”
“Supposedly, they really loved each other. Even though it was the 1800s, royals still married to keep the royal blood pure back then,” Mari replied. “Listen to this. ‘He is extremely handsome; his hair is about the same color as mine; his eyes are large and blue, and he has a beautiful nose and a very sweet mouth with fine teeth; but the charm of his countenance is his expression, which is most delightful.’ She said that about Albert before they were married. I think that’s pretty amazing. I mean, so what if they were cousins, right?”
“Aren’t we all pretty much just distant cousins thanks to those two?” Lillian remarked. “It makes it better, I think, to marry outside of a royal family. Elin, it’s one of the reasons I keep suggesting marrying someone with no title. You can be sure you’re not related to them then.”
“Oh, come on… We’re not all related, are we?” Mari asked.
“I’d imagine we’re at least second or third cousins with many royals,” Elin joined in.
“Even the ones from Denmark?” Mari asked.
“Oh, I knew it!” Lillian slapped her younger sister on the shoulder playfully. “You’re into Erik, aren’t you?”
“I don’t want to be,” Mari replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “But he’s handsome and funny. He’s also really smart. I think he reads more than me.”
“No one reads more than you,” Lillian stated.
“I’ll be right back,” Elin said, standing up.
The flight from Norway to Scotland wasn’t a long one, but she felt cooped up with her sisters and wanted to stretch her legs a bit before they landed. She found Ingrid sitting toward the back of the plane with her laptop open, likely working on something.
“Hi,” Elin said. “Mind if I join you? They’re talking about Mari’s infatuation with Prince Erik. They’ll be at it all week.”
“Of course, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied, closing her computer.
“You don’t have to stop working. I just felt a little claustrophobic over there. They have a way of making me feel that way sometimes.”
“How?”
“Christian and I are twins, and we’ve always been close. Those two sort of formed a bond the moment Mari was born, and even though they’re a few years apart, it’s always been those two and then Christian and me. We all get along, of course, but they’re extra close.”
“And Christian is gone now,” Ingrid nodded in understanding.
“You’d think I’d be used to it by now. We went to different universities and served in different places, but I think nine months in the womb together formed a pretty solid bond, and I’m never going to get used to him not being around,” she replied.
“Well, this seems like a girls’ vacation, so it’s probably good that he’s not here,” Ingrid replied.
“Princess Alexandria was nice to invite us. Palmer and Elizabeth will be there, too, so I’m excited to see them again. I feel like, even though I see them several times a year, I still miss them between visits.”
“They seem like great friends,” Ingrid noted.
“They are,” Elin replied, looking out the small plane window. “And I’m hoping you’ll enjoy yourself, too.” She turned back to Ingrid.
“I’m here for work, Ma’am,” Ingrid said.
“No, you’re here because Lillian and Mari thought it would be silly to have three secretaries with us while we’re on holiday. But with everything going on right now, we needed one, and everyone knows you’re the best,” Elin replied, smiling at her. “But you shouldn’t be working the whole time. It’s a holiday, Ingrid.”
“Ma’am, forgive me for saying, but it’s a holiday for Queens and Princesses. It’s a work week for the private secretary tagging along.”
Elin realized she’d lost this battle and nodded, accepting defeat but still hoping that while they were at the Scottish retreat of the British royal family, she’d be able to get Ingrid to at least take a break. The invitation from Princess Alexandria had come at a tough time. The news of Christian not wanting to take over after his father had somehow leaked out of the palace, and the family had been forced to make the announcement, deciding then to find the best time to announce the King’s retirement. Christian had then returned to his military service, and the cameras had turned their attention to her, now the next in line for the throne. Elin already wanted a break, which probably wasn’t a good thing.
When they landed, they took the car that had been sent to pick them up to the castle. Mari and Lillian were in the middle row of seats, talking about what would happen if Prince Erik and Mari started dating or, one day, married. They were giggling like two happy schoolgirls, which made Elin happy. She was in the back seat, with Ingrid at her right staring down at her phone, responding to emails and other messages. Elin worried that the chances of Ingrid taking a break while here were slim to nil, given how focused she seemed to be now.
“I am so ready for a weekend in a big, comfortable castle with giant fireplaces and gorgeous views,” Lillian said wistfully.
“You live in a palace,” Mari reminded her sister.
“In a city. Balmoral is in the country. There’s just something about being in the country that relaxes me.”
“You’ve had the opportunity to move to the country for years,” Mari countered. “You can’t seem to figure out how to decorate the place with the giant fireplaces and gorgeous view.”
Elin laughed at the truth in that statement. It really was beautiful, though, and she stared out the window watching the fields and trees pass them by as their vehicle went higher and higher toward the estate grounds.
◆◆◆
 
“Thank you for having us, Alex. This place is beautiful,” Elizabeth offered.
“You’ve been here before,” the Princess replied.
“But it’s been years, and I can see you’ve updated a few things since then,” Elizabeth said.
“The roses outside,” Palmer added.
“Yes, I had them replanted and expanded the garden a bit,” Alexandria replied. “And I’ve added onto the old drawing room. It needed more sunlight and more space.”
“Well, it looks great,” Elizabeth concluded.
“It’s your first time here, though, right?” Palmer turned to Elin.
“Yes, it is. And it’s gorgeous. Thank you for inviting us.”
“Of course. I planned on inviting you all sooner, but I’ve been so busy recently. The older I get, the more I take on, and the busier I get. I was sorry Gretel wasn’t able to make it, but she’s going to take over Sweden, so she’s probably dealing with the same things I am right now. Elin, how have you been doing with Christian’s decision? That’s the biggest royal news since those two got together,” she said, pointing to Elizabeth and Palmer.
“Probably since we announced Elizabeth was pregnant with Sophia, really,” Palmer said, smiling at her wife. “We got a lot of news with that. And then with Leif, too, but mainly Sophia.”
“Yes, it was about who the donor was, whether or not he had royal blood or would one day try to make a claim on Sophia.”
“They wondered if we’d used my egg, which would make Soph not royal by blood,” Palmer added. “It was a whole thing.”
“I honestly could do without all of that, and I know I’m going to have to go through it, too. At least, I had you two. You’ve set such a good example for us, lesbians, wearing crowns,” Alex noted.
Elin swallowed hard and nodded because Alex was right: Palmer and Elizabeth had been the best examples of what it meant to be gay as part of a royal family. They both worked hard for St. Rais and were completely dedicated to one another and their families. Elizabeth only had Victoria now and her husband and kids. Palmer had her parents and her younger sister, Camilla. Elin glanced at her own younger sisters and smiled, knowing how much she loved them and only wanted happiness for them.
“Didn’t you arrive with someone else?” Alex asked.
“Pardon?” Elin said.
“I thought there was someone else with you when you arrived. I remember you asking for another room.”
“Oh, yes. Ingrid, my private secretary, came with us. There’s a lot going on back home, so while we could use a holiday, we also need to stay connected.”
“Well, where is she?” Alex asked.
“Probably in her room. Ingrid can be all work, no play at times,” Lillian replied.
“Invite her down here,” Alex said.
“She’s very formal. I doubt she–”
“I realize we all have these titles that make people bow their heads at us, but we’re all just people. I hate the idea of her sitting in her room working while we’re all down here drinking wine and relaxing by the fire,” Alex said. “Can we all agree that while we’re here, we’re just Elin, Elizabeth, Palmer, Alex, Mari, and Lillian? That might make it easier for her.”
“That’s really not a problem for me,” Palmer said.
Elizabeth smiled at Palmer and nodded.
“Good. Then, go get her, Elin. I’ll pour her a glass of wine. Does she like red?”
“Merlot,” Elin replied, standing up. “And those toffee biscuits we had earlier.”
“I’ll get them from the kitchen.” Alex stood.
Elin nodded and headed out of the room and up the stairs toward the guest room Ingrid would stay in while they were here. It was supposed to be a few days away, and Elin hadn’t planned on bringing Ingrid, but Lillian didn’t want to bring Katrin, and Elin definitely didn’t want Markus or Steven around, so it made sense to ask Ingrid to come with them.
“Ingrid?” she said while she knocked.
“Yes, Ma’am. Come in,” Ingrid replied.
Elin opened the door to the bedroom and saw Ingrid sitting cross-legged on the full-size bed in the modest room. Ingrid moved quickly to stand.
“No, please… Sit.” Elin held out her hand, indicating that Ingrid shouldn’t move. “You’re still working?” she asked.
“Yes, we’re getting a lot of comment requests, and I’m trying to sort through the ones that really matter and then work with the publicity team to determine how best to respond.”
“Ingrid, it’s late. You didn’t come down for dinner.”
“I had something brought up. I ate, I promise,” the woman replied.
“Will you come downstairs, please? It’s strange with you up here and all of us down there.”
“Ma’am, it’s your holiday.”
“Ingrid, please,” Elin requested, sitting on the side of the bed. “You deserve a break.”
“Ma’am, I don’t fit in down there. You understand that, don’t you? I’m employed by the royal family; I’m not royal. Every woman down there–”
“While we’re here, I’m Elin. Princess Alexandria is Alex. Elizabeth is– Well, you get it. You’re Ingrid. We’re all just people.”
“That’s easy to say,” Ingrid replied.
“Don’t bow down your head or call any of us Your Royal Highness, Your Majesty, or Ma’am. It’s pretty simple actually,” Elin told her. “Alex is pouring you wine right now. It’s merlot. She also has those toffee biscuits you love. She’s putting them out for you now.”
“Toffee biscuits?”
Elin smiled and said, “Come on.”
“I need to change,” Ingrid noted.
“Why? You look great.” Elin’s cheeks flushed then, and she stood quickly from the bed. “We’re all wearing our pajamas, Ingrid. Look.” She motioned to the red-and-black flannel pants she was wearing with the white-and-red matching shirt.
“I’m wearing shorts, Ma’am.”
Elin eyed her.
“Elin,” Ingrid corrected.
“Well, it is colder down there, so feel free to change if you’d like. I’ll leave you alone and meet you in the hallway.”
“Not downstairs?”
“No, if I don’t wait for you out there, you’ll make up some excuse and stay up here.”
Ingrid laughed and said, “You’re probably right.”
“I’ll be right outside the door. And don’t think of jumping out the window. We’re a few stories up, and there are rose bushes down there.”
Ingrid laughed again, which Elin loved so very much.
“Give me a minute.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Elin teased.



CHAPTER 13
“So, you like working for Elin?” Alexandria asked.
“Of course,” Ingrid replied.
“You don’t have to lie; we’re all friends here,” Lillian teased.
Ingrid looked over at Elin, who was taking a drink from her wineglass.
“I’m not lying. Her Ro–”
Elin cleared her throat.
“Elin is great to work with,” Ingrid said, smiling at being called out for almost calling Elin by her title.
This was the strangest night of Ingrid’s entire life. She was sitting in a room full of Princesses and Queens, and they were all acting as if she was one of them. She was sitting next to Elin, on the floor in front of the fireplace, so casually as if they’d done this a hundred times before; all of them sitting around talking and laughing.
“What about Erik?” Alexandria asked.
“What about him?” Mari asked back.
“What’s going on with you two?” Palmer asked.
“We’re talking.”
“Talking?”
“Yes, he lives in Denmark. We can’t exactly see each other every day.”
“Would you live in Denmark?” Elizabeth asked. “It’s beautiful there.”
“Live there?” Mari asked.
“If you two got together,” Palmer added, wrapping an arm around Elizabeth, who snuggled up to her side.
“Well, we’re pretty much just talking on the phone right now, so I think we’re a long way from thinking about me moving to another country.”
“But you like him?” Elin asked.
“I do.” Mari blushed.
Ingrid thought the youngest Princess was actually very sweet, and she envied her a bit. Mari was in the beginning stages of a new relationship, maybe even falling in love.
“And what about you?” Alexandria asked, looking over at Elin.
“What about me?”
Ingrid looked over at Elin as well, suddenly very interested.
“Anyone on the horizon for you?”
“No,” Elin said quickly. “You?”
“No,” Alexandria replied and laughed. “Touché.”
“No one?” Lillian asked. “Not a single woman in the entire UK has caught your eye?”
“I haven’t exactly been looking.”
“Why not?” Lillian asked.
“I’ve been a little busy planning to take over as Queen of a country and the Commonwealth one day.”
“And your parents aren’t having party after party to try to throw you at someone?” Mari asked.
“What? No,” Alexandria replied.
“Is that common?” Ingrid asked.
“Ask Elin,” Lillian said, nodding toward her sister.
“Lil, it’s not like that,” Elin replied.
“What’s it like?” Ingrid asked, feeling a little more comfortable now.
“They just want me to find someone,” Elin said, shrugging a shoulder. “They didn’t use to care any more than other parents who want their kids to fall in love and settle down, but since Christian–”
“I’ve counted eleven guys,” Mari interrupted.
“What?” Palmer laughed.
“Eleven guys; some Dukes and a few Earls, along with some Lords and even just a couple of commoners that are just filthy rich,” Lillian said. “That one guy from Munich was pretty hot. The one from Florence wasn’t that bright, but the man built an entire company and is a billionaire now.”
“I’m not interested,” Elin said.
“They’ll care more now that you’re inheriting. Mine always have,” Alexandria offered. “When I came out to them and my grandmother, I heard her say that she wished my parents had had my brother first. It wasn’t exactly easy, but my parents have learned to live with the fact that I’m gay and will one day marry a woman. It’s been… interesting. Every now and then, they ask me if I’ve met someone. It’ll be over dinner or something, and my mother will ask if I’ve met a special lady.” Alexandria laughed. “Special lady?”
Ingrid smiled and finished her wine.
“Well, I think I’m ready for bed,” Elizabeth announced.
“Yeah?” Palmer asked.
“Yeah, I want to call the kids.”
“Okay. We’ll see you guys in the morning,” Palmer told everyone.
They all said their goodnights to the only married couple in the bunch, and Palmer and Elizabeth took off for bed.
“You know, Mari and I should turn in as well,” Lillian said.
“We should?” Mari asked, looking at Lillian.
“Yes, we’re both very tired. Right?”
“I guess,” Mari replied, looking confused.
“Well, I’ll turn in myself,” Alexandria said. “I didn’t sleep well last night. I’ve been trying to keep up with what’s going on with Parliament, which means reading a lot. There’s not always time to do that during the day, so I often stay up late to keep up with everything. I am very happy to be on this holiday; let me tell you.”
She stood, excused herself, and left with Mari and Lillian shortly after.
“I suppose I should get to bed myself,” Elin said then.
“Are your parents really trying to get you to marry?” Ingrid asked.
Elin seemed surprised by the question but nodded and said, “It’s normal.”
“But you’re not going to give in, are you?”
“Give in?” Elin asked, smiling at her.
“Just accept the men they throw at you?”
“No, I won’t do that.” The woman chuckled. “I’m going to clean up since my sisters left their wineglasses, and I don’t want Alex to think we can’t clean up after ourselves. We’ll never be invited back.”
“I’ll help,” Ingrid offered.
“You don’t have to,” Elin told her.
“I want to,” Ingrid replied, standing up and grabbing two glasses off the table.
Elin stood up, grabbed the one Alex had left behind, and they walked into the kitchen together, placing them in the sink.
“I’ll just wash them,” Elin said.
“You know how to wash dishes?” Ingrid teased.
“Shut up and dry,” Elin replied through her laughter.
◆◆◆
 
The following morning, Ingrid headed outside first thing to enjoy some fresh air. She hadn’t slept well after staying up late talking to Elin while they washed dishes together. Ingrid was starting to get a little too comfortable with Elin, and she needed to get used to working for Mari now instead. She needed to start seeing Elin only as her future Queen and not as someone she genuinely enjoyed spending time with.
“Hi.”
“Oh, hi. Sorry, Your Royal–”
“Ingrid, I’m just Alex out here, okay?” Alex said. “No formalities when you’re on holiday; at least, not with me.” She held up a pair of pruning shears. “Time to prune the rose bushes. I have an extra pair if you want to help.”
“I can’t say I know how,” Ingrid replied.
“Well, I can show you.”
“I won’t ruin them?” she asked.
“No,” Alex said, laughing a little.
Ingrid followed the would-be Queen around the corner, where she noticed the beautiful rose bushes lining the side wall.
“Wow. They’re gorgeous,” she noted.
“I wasn’t really into flowers, but I spent some time with Palmer and Elizabeth, and they know a lot about them. They kind of got me into them. I even have an updated greenhouse here now, with about every shade of rose you can imagine,” Alex shared.
“I’d love to see that if I may,” Ingrid replied.
“Of course. You’re free to explore the grounds however you like,” Alex told her.
Ingrid watched the Princess as she worked with the roses first before Alex handed her a pair of shears, and Ingrid worked alongside her. After a few minutes of shared silence, Ingrid thought she’d gotten the hang of it. Then, she looked into the window behind the bushes. Elin was inside. She was laughing at something Lillian said and holding on to her teacup. Ingrid prayed silently that the Princess wouldn’t drop it or spill hot tea on herself.
“Everything all right?” Alex asked.
“Yes. The Princess Royal is a little on the clumsy side at times, and she’s laughing with her sister while holding hot tea, so I’m a little worried she might find something to trip over.”
“Elin?” Alex asked.
“Yes.”
“Clumsy? Really? I’ve never thought of her as clumsy. We played water polo together in school, and I’ve seen her walk rooms in the busiest of dresses without issue.”
“She played water polo?” Ingrid asked.
“Yes. If she weren’t royalty, she could have made the Norwegian Olympic Team; she was that good.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“I didn’t know that,” Ingrid replied.
“I doubt most people do. Christian was always in the spotlight, and it’s Norway – no offense, but people pay much more attention to the British royal family.”
“But I’m Norwegian.”
“Do you follow water polo or the Olympics?”
“Not really, no.” Ingrid shook her head. “But I know my Princess.”
“Your Princess?”
“Hi,” Elin greeted, suddenly behind Ingrid.
“Oh,” Ingrid said, surprised, and accidently snipped at a rose, chopping it from its bush. “Sorry,” she said to no one in particular.
“That’s what we’re here for,” Alex said, smiling at her. “Maybe Elin would like that one.”
“What?”
“The rose.” Alex nodded to it with her head.
“Oh,” Ingrid uttered. Then, she held it out. “For you.”
Elin smiled, blushed, and took the rose from her.
“Thank you,” she said. “Oh, you should take this before I drop it.” Elin held out her cup. “I made you some coffee. I didn’t see you in the kitchen getting your own.”
“You made me coffee?”
“Yeah. If you don’t want it, I can take it back inside.”
“No, I do. Coffee would be great. Thank you.”
“It’s good coffee, too. Elin brought it with her,” Lillian said, emerging outside.
“You did?” Ingrid asked.
“I asked Henri for the blend in that machine you taught me how to use. No offense, Alex, but the Brits aren’t exactly known for their coffee,” Elin noted.
“But we do have the best tea,” Alex replied.
“I know. I had some.” Elin smiled at her.
“Well, I think I’m due for a tea myself,” Alex said.
“Mari and I are going for a hike,” Lillian announced.
“Where are Palmer and Elizabeth?” Elin asked.
“Sleeping in,” Lillian replied. “Although, I don’t know how much sleeping they’re really getting.”
“Lil!”
“What? They’re married. They can get it on all they want; I’m not judging. I think it’s great. They’re clearly still into each other even after a decade and two kids. That’s admirable.”
“Yeah, it is,” Ingrid said softly.
Elin turned to her, offered her a shy smile, and it warmed every part of Ingrid.
“If anyone wants a tour of the estate, let me have my tea first, and we’ll be on our way,” Alex said.
“Did you eat?” Elin asked Ingrid.
“Not yet.”
“Come inside. Let’s have some breakfast.”
“I have some work I–”
“There’s work waiting back in Norway, Ingrid.” Lillian waved her off. “Take the tour, and then we’ll all have lunch when we’re back from our hike.”
“I think that’s an order,” Elin said to Ingrid with a smile.
“I suppose so,” Ingrid replied, smiling back at her.



CHAPTER 14
“When my son, the Prince of Norway, told me of his wish to serve his country through the Royal Air Force, I was understandably a proud father. I was also a concerned King.” He paused. “But only for a moment because I have been blessed with four gifted children. When my wife, the Queen, and I discovered she was pregnant with twins all those years ago, we were overjoyed. We became proud parents to two children all at once, and then again, three and six years later, with the arrival of our other daughters. My first daughter, Elin, has spent her entire life serving her country. She attended the finest school in St. Rais, followed by our finest law university here in Norway. After that, she served in our armed forces, achieving the rank of Specialist 1st Class before she returned to her work as a senior member of the royal family. She has dedicated her life to Norway, and her mother, the Prime Minister, and I have all the confidence in the world that Elin will make a fine Queen of our great nation.” The King paused again. “As many of you know, I have chosen not to hide my illness from my people. However, we have reached that time. Due to my illness and the orders from the royal doctors, I have made the incredibly difficult decision to retire as your King. The Queen and I have spent many hours discussing and agonizing over this decision. This was especially true after Christian told us his news, but I cannot go on as your King, knowing that my illness is getting worse and quicker than we’d anticipated. Today, I will be officially retiring and, therefore, will abdicate the throne to my firstborn daughter, Elin.”
The speech went on for a few more minutes. Elin sat behind the camera, unable to focus on her father’s words but on the tremors in his right hand, which, thankfully, her mother was holding and doing her best to keep in place. Moments after this, her father would officially no longer be King, and Elin would be Queen of a country. Her heart was racing in her chest. Despite preparing for this moment, she still believed it wouldn’t happen. Christian would come to his senses, or her father would change his mind and decide to remain King for at least a few more years, if not longer. Yet, here she was, standing there, watching her father give the hardest speech of his life to his people, while her mother, his rock in all this, held on to his hand to keep the world from noticing his declining health.
“Elin will address the nation in the coming weeks, and there will, of course, be a consecration to celebrate our new Queen. Her mother and I will be there, proudly watching our daughter ascend to the throne, as will her brother and sisters and the rest of the royal family.”
He said something else that Elin didn’t hear, and then, that was it: the news was out.
“Your Royal Highness,” Steven said.
“Yes,” she replied when she realized he was talking to her.
“It’s time, Ma’am. Your father will sign the papers of abdication. You’ll need to stand at his side.”
“Right,” she replied.
Elin turned, looking around the room for Ingrid, needing her to be there and wishing she could stand beside her as they did this, but Ingrid wasn’t there. Today, she would officially become Mari’s secretary, and Markus would take over as Elin’s. She followed her parents, who got up from their matching chairs and moved behind her father’s desk. Her mother stood to his left. Elin stood next to him on his right as he sat down in his chair. Elin looked down at the papers sitting in front of him. She couldn’t read the words from where she was standing, but she knew what they said. Her father picked up his pen, uncapped it, and she watched as her mother placed her hand on his shoulder.
“Your Royal Highness.” Steven nudged her again.
“Sorry,” Elin said, placing her own hand on her father’s other shoulder.
The camera was rolling, and other cameras took pictures of the event as her father signed the document. She tried her best to appear confident and unaffected, as if this was always supposed to happen and she was born to be Queen. Her stomach rumbled inside, and she worried people could hear it, but there wasn’t time for that worry because her father capped his pen. Then, he moved to stand, turned to Elin, which she hadn’t expected, and bowed his head to her.
“Your Majesty,” he said.
Oh, fuck. She was Her Majesty now. She knew she wasn’t supposed to bow her head back as sovereign, but this was her father, and he was still alive. He’d been the King her entire life. She didn’t know what to do, but her father did. He picked up her hand and kissed it as per the custom for a Queen. He smiled at her and then moved out of the way for her mother to repeat the gesture. She was Queen Mother now, no longer the Queen of Norway.
“Your Majesty,” her mother said softly.
Elin just wanted to say, ‘Mom.’ She held it in, though, and when the cameras finally all turned off, she was able to hug her parents and have a moment alone with them.
“This is your office now,” her father said.
“I don’t want your office,” she replied.
“It’s the sovereign’s office,” he remarked.
“Dad, just give me a little time. We’ll figure out who’s supposed to be in which office later, okay?”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” he said with a smile.
“Dad, no one is here.” She laughed a little.
“If we don’t do it in here, Elin, we’ll not do it right out there. And we can’t have any mistakes right now. You are the Queen now, and people must see you in that role. Your mother and I will adhere to all of the protocols to ensure that’s the case. We’re in unfamiliar territory here.”
“I know,” she said.
“Now, when we go down to the party, speak with only Nilson and avoid Oscar.”
“Why?”
“They don’t get along, and Oscar is on his way out as Prime Minister. You’ll want to get Nilson on your side.”
“I heard Oscar is neck and neck with Nilson,” she replied.
“Trust me on this one,” her father said. “And Oscar is going to ask you to do a speech at your alma mater – you’ll want to turn that down. He went to law school there as well and is trying to score some points for the election.”
“What speech?”
“Commencement,” her mother said.
“And why would I want to turn that down?”
“Queens don’t give commencement speeches, Elin,” her mother replied.
“But what if I want to? It’s a great school. I enjoyed my time there.”
“We’ll walk in before you now. Remember, when you walk into the room, they’ll be announcing you as Queen for the first time. It’s important to–”
“Your Majesty,” Steven said when he entered the room unannounced.
Elin looked at her father, as she was used to, and her mother cleared her throat.
“Oh,” Elin uttered. “Yes?”
“The dressers would like to get you ready for the guests. They have a few last-minute adjustments they need to make.”
“To what?” she asked.
“Your crown, Ma’am,” he replied.
Elin gulped.
◆◆◆
 
It wasn’t a crown, exactly – she’d wear that for the first time on her consecration – but it was a tiara; a new one that was larger than the ones she’d worn as Princess. Even her mother hadn’t worn this one. It had been made for Queen Victoria and hadn’t been worn by another Queen since. Elin stared at herself in the mirror as the women moved around her, situating her shoes in front of her bare feet so she could easily slide into them.
“Would you mind giving me a moment?” she asked them once she was ready.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” they replied at the same time.
Elin walked out to her sitting room and stared out the window. Guests were still arriving to the party that would announce her as Queen. Most were likely already in the ballroom, awaiting her arrival. She knew she was keeping everyone waiting, which wasn’t ideal, but she was still having trouble getting used to people calling her Your Majesty. How the hell was she going to do this?
That was when she saw it – the plate of three Skolebrød sitting on the small table by her sofa. She smiled when she noticed the card sitting next to them, walked to pick it up, and smiled wider. Elin read the note silently at first and then out loud to herself.
Your Majesty,
I hope you don’t mind. I made these for you in celebration.
Sincerely,
Ingrid
Elin knew she shouldn’t have one now, but no one would know, and she was starving. She hadn’t eaten anything all day due to her nerves. She bit into one and quickly finished it just in time for Markus to knock on the door.
“Your Majesty, we’re ready for you,” he announced.
Her smile faltered, wishing it was Ingrid standing there delivering that message.
“Of course. Would you give me just one moment?”
Markus nodded. Elin moved to her small desk in the corner, pulled out a piece of paper and a pen, and wrote her message. Then, she approached Markus.
“Would you please see that Ingrid gets this?”
“Of course, Ma’am. I’ll have someone leave it for her tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Is she not at the palace?” she asked.
“I don’t believe so, Ma’am. But I can have someone check if you’d like.”
“Yes, please,” she said. “It’s rather urgent.”
“If there’s something you need, Ma’am, I’d be–”
“No, I’m okay, Markus. If you wouldn’t mind,” she said.
“Of course,” he said and nodded. “Shall we, Your Majesty?” he asked, motioning toward the door.
She nodded back, and off they went. After an hour at the party, Elin had been introduced or had approached and talked to nearly every guest. She was exhausted, and she hated these shoes. They were pinching at the back, and she wanted desperately to take them off but knew it wasn’t an option.
“Your Majesty,” Markus said.
“Yes?”
“I wanted to let you know that Ingrid is not at the palace tonight. Katrin informed me that she had the day off. I left your note on Ingrid’s desk, though.”
“Thank you,” she replied.
After another hour, a few of the guests had started leaving, which was a good sign because Elin was no less exhausted and still wanted to kick off her shoes. After the third hour, many of the guests had departed, along with her parents since her father needed to take his medicine and get some rest. Mari and Lillian seemed fine and were enjoying themselves; especially Mari, who’d spent much of the night with Prince Erik.
Elin was able to make a break for it with the help of her sisters and quickly moved past the kitchen and toward Ingrid’s new office. No guards or staff were around, so she just opened the door and walked in, closing it behind her. There were two desks in the small, somewhat dark space, and she was instantly angry at the idea of Ingrid being stuck in this office. Katrin had moved into Ingrid’s old one, and now Ingrid would be down here with some new staffer. The note she’d written her was on Ingrid’s desk, but it no longer mattered, so she picked it up and tossed it into the trash can. She’d hoped she and Ingrid could sneak off during the party and have a coffee and tea together in the kitchen, but Ingrid had taken the day off – which she was obviously entitled to do. It just meant that Elin felt even more alone than she’d thought she could.
“Markus,” she said when she left the office and found him in the hall.
“Yes, Your Majesty?”
“Who will be sharing Ingrid’s office now that Katrin’s moved?”
“I don’t know, Ma’am,” he replied.
“Can you see to it that no one does and have that extra desk removed?”
“If you’d like, Ma’am.”
“I would. And maybe get some new lighting in there; it’s very dark. And I’m thinking a small sofa or comfortable chair; whatever Ingrid wants, of course.”
“Ma’am?” he asked, looking confused.
“Markus, she was demoted because my father retired, not because she deserved a demotion. She can at least have a nice office.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he said, bowing his head.



CHAPTER 15
Ingrid had taken the day off work for the first time in a while. Of course, she was only supposed to work five days a week, but she could usually be found in her office on one of her days off or working from home. There was always just so much to do, and that had been especially true prior to Elin taking the throne. Leading up to Christian’s announcement had been busy, but once the King had decided on his official date of abdication, Elin and, as a result, Ingrid had gotten even busier.
Ingrid had needed the rest, but she’d also chosen the day specifically because it was harder than she thought it would be to officially hand Elin over to Markus. He was a great secretary, and she respected him immensely, but Elin was her Princess. Well, at least, she had been her Princess. Now, she was Markus’s Queen.
Instead of working, she’d taken the day off to enjoy time with her sister. They’d visited their parents and spent the day in the backyard of their house, watching her stepdad play with their puppy and her mother cook alongside Sarah Anne, who had always been a mama’s girl. Ingrid had, oddly enough, found a pretty amazing relationship with her stepfather after a few years of not wanting him around as a young child.
She’d needed the break and had even asked that they not watch the broadcast, which was likely on every television, computer, and phone screen in the country. Her parents had agreed, and they’d eaten dinner together. After that, Sarah Anne drove them home.
It was only then that Ingrid pulled out her own computer in bed and pulled up one of many stories about the events of the day. She watched the now-former King give his speech. Then, she watched Elin stand beside him as he signed over the nation to her.
“You did well,” she said out loud.
And Elin had. Her face was strong and stoic but also somehow empathetic and compassionate. Elin was going to make an amazing Queen. Ingrid would love the opportunity to work with her in that new role, but she’d have to wait. She wondered exactly at Markus’s age as she tucked her computer away for the night. He likely had eight to ten years left. And it felt like such a long time to wait; Ingrid wasn’t sure it would be worth it.
Elin would be well into her life as Queen. She’d be married by then; hopefully, to a man of her choosing. And maybe she’d change her mind about having children. Ingrid doubted it, though. The times they’d talked about it, Elin had been pretty firm in her decision. Either way, she’d be settled into the job, and Ingrid wasn’t sure what she’d be able to offer her then. She’d focus on Mari right now.
Mari wanted to leave for graduate school as soon as she could, but in the meantime, there was work to be done now that the line had shifted. She had more obligations than ever, and that meant there was work for Ingrid to do. Ingrid wanted to stay busy. It helped keep her mind off of… well, everything.
◆◆◆
 
When Ingrid arrived at her office the next morning, she sat in her chair and leaned back a bit, trying to make herself as comfortable as she could in her new permanent surroundings. She glanced down at her trash can and noticed a folded piece of paper with her name written on it on the outside. Ingrid knew that handwriting. She leaned down and picked it up, opening it and reading to herself.
Today has been absolutely crazy. Any chance you could take a break with me and join me in the kitchen for a coffee or tea later?
Elin had expected her to be here yesterday. Ingrid closed her eyes, her heart breaking a little that she hadn’t been here when Elin had needed her most. Then again, Elin would have to get used to her not being around – Markus was her secretary now, and she’d have to start getting used to that at some point.
“Hello. Miss Olson?” someone said at her office door.
“Yes, that’s me,” she replied, closing the note and tucking it safely into the breast pocket of her navy blazer.
“My name is Mary Margaret. I’m the palace decorator in charge of the offices.”
“Oh. Hello,” Ingrid replied, standing up and walking to the door to shake the woman’s hand. “What can I do for you?”
“I’ve been instructed to meet with you and make any alterations you’d like to your office.”
“My office?”
“Yes, I was told to have the extra desk removed, replace it with a chair or a sofa – whichever you’d prefer, and to get you some more light in here if possible – which, it is. The window is small, but you get great sun exposure.”
“I’m sorry. Who ordered you to–”
“Her Majesty, the Queen,” Mary Margaret interrupted. “I’m happy to show you some fabric or paint samples or just to create an overall plan for you to approve. Whichever you’d prefer.”
“The Queen asked you to redecorate my office?”
“When the Queen says to do something, I don’t think she’s asking,” the woman said, winking. “But we can easily get this desk out of here for you to start today and work on the rest later.”
“Where is my office mate going to sit?” Ingrid asked.
“I don’t believe you’re getting one. I’ve been told this is to just be your office moving forward, and you’re to approve all design decisions.”
“I didn’t know,” Ingrid said.
“Would you like me to come back with samples?” the decorator asked.
“I suppose that would be fine,” Ingrid replied.
“I’ll be back after lunch, if that’s all right with you. I have some really great UV-lamp recommendations that are fantastic for the winter. You’ll get your vitamin D without having to leave the office. I know how hard you secretaries work around here.”
“Thank you,” Ingrid said, smiling at her.
◆◆◆
 
“Markus, can I possibly get an audience with Her Majesty today?”
“Ingrid, she became Queen yesterday – she’ll be completely booked for the next year, at least,” he replied.
“I know. I was just–”
“Ingrid?”
Ingrid smiled and turned around to see Elin standing there.
“Your Majesty,” she bowed a little.
“Hi,” Elin said, smiling at her.
“Your Majesty, your meeting with the Prime Minister was pushed back ten minutes. He’s on his way to the palace now but got caught up in another meeting. Would you like me to have tea brought in for you?”
“Did you need something, Ingrid?” Elin asked her, ignoring Markus.
“I just wanted to say thank you for my office, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“Oh, you’re welcome,” Elin told her. “I was down there last night, and it looked dreary. I wanted you to have some light and some space.”
“Thank you, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“Since my meeting is pushed back, do you have a minute?” Elin asked.
“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied.
“Markus, can I have a tea and a coffee with two sugars for Ingrid, please?” Elin asked.
Ingrid resisted laughing at Markus’s expression.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” he said.
“Ingrid, shall we?”
“After you, Ma’am,” Ingrid said, motioning for Elin to walk into her office before her.
Ingrid followed and closed the door behind them.
“Why is it that the moment I become Queen, they give me heels that pinch the backs of my feet? I didn’t have this problem before,” Elin said, sitting down on her sofa and immediately kicking off her shoes.
“I can talk to the dressers for–” Ingrid stopped herself. “Maybe Markus can–”
“Ingrid, you can sit.” Elin motioned for Ingrid to take one of the chairs across from her. “I’ll be fine. I can just put Band-Aids on the back of my feet or something.”
“You should try moleskin, Ma’am.”
“What?”
“Sarah Anne is a big hiker; she swears by the stuff. I can get you some.”
“What is it, exactly?”
“It helps with blisters. It basically reduces the friction.”
“Friction?” Elin said.
Then, Ingrid watched her swallow.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“I’ll have Markus see if we have any here.”
“Very well.”
“Can I talk to you about something?” Elin asked.
“Of course, Ma’am.”
“I don’t know Markus well yet, so I don’t know that I can trust him not to say anything to Steven or my father.”
“I’m sure you can, Ma’am.”
“I’m sure I can, too, but I’m not ready to try yet. It’s just that… I’ve been Queen for about twenty-four hours now, and my father has already told me what to do on several occasions. He’s made my schedule for the next week, told me who to meet with, and even what to say. I agree with some of it, but he’s suggesting I don’t do this commencement speech that I’d really like to do because, apparently, Queens don’t do that. Who’s to say Queens can’t give law school graduates a speech?”
“And you haven’t discussed this with Markus?”
“No, he just has my schedule and tells me where to go so far. I probably only have five minutes until the Prime Minister gets here, so you might have to take your coffee to go, unfortunately.”
“That’s all right, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied, forgetting completely about the promised coffee.
“I’m just worried he’s going to keep interfering.”
“Well, it has only been a day. I suspect he’s trying to adjust to not being King in the same way you’re trying to adjust to being Queen.”
“I suppose,” Elin sighed.
“And forgive me for saying so, Ma’am, but you’re actually luckier than most monarchs: your father is still alive.”
“I know. I know.” Elin sighed again. “He reminded me as much this morning, telling me I’m blessed because he’s still here to mentor me. And I am grateful I still have my father. More than anything, I want him to be happy and healthy. But he retired, and now I’m supposed to be Queen. I don’t mind a mentor, but I don’t want to set the precedent that I’m basically his regent or the face of the monarchy while he’s the brains behind the operation.”
“Ma’am, you have the brains, the talent, and the imagination to be a monarch.”
Elin blushed a little and said, “I do?”
“Of course, you do,” Ingrid replied, softening at Elin’s small voice. “Ma’am, you’re more educated than your father was when he took over. You have a degree in political science and another in law. Your father stayed in the military until he took over, and that’s an education as well, but you did that, too. You earned your rank faster than your father earned his. Ma’am, you were promoted to Specialist 1st Class before Christian was promoted in the Air Force. You are what this country needs right now. Your father might struggle seeing that at first, but I have every confidence that you will show him with your actions that while you could use a mentor, you don’t need a former King telling you what to do.”
Elin smiled and gave her a small nod.
“Thank you, Ingrid,” she said.
“You don’t have to thank me for telling the truth, Your Majesty.”
“Can I be Elin for a minute? Just until the tea and coffee arrive.”
“Ma’am, I don’t think that would be appropriate. We’re not on holiday.”
“Trust me, I know.” Elin nodded in understanding. “Well, I should let you get back to your work.”
“About my office, Ma’am?”
“Yes?”
Ingrid smiled wide and said, “It was very kind of you, Ma’am.”
“Ingrid, I have an early dinner with my parents and my sisters, but my evening is free. Would you, perhaps, meet me in the kitchen later, if you’re not heading home? We don’t have to meet in the kitchen, of course. We could meet up here and have coffee or drinks or…” Elin looked down at the carpet. “Or something else. I could have Henri make…”
“Ma’am, I’m having dinner with my sister tonight, or else I would,” she lied.
“Of course. Sorry. You don’t live here, and you don’t have to hang out with me after hours,” Elin said. “I shouldn’t have… I’m sorry. Enjoy your dinner.”
Ingrid wanted to tell her that she’d love to hang out with her and that she was certain no Queen had ever uttered those words before, but Elin needed to begin relying on Markus, and she needed to stop seeing Elin as her Princess.
“I will, Ma’am. Thank you. Will you stop by my office when the renovations are done?”
“Of course,” Elin said. “I’d love to.”
There was a knock at the door, and it opened to someone carrying a tray with their tea and coffee.
“I should leave you to your meeting, Ma’am.” Ingrid stood up. “I’ll take my coffee with me, if that’s all right.”
Elin nodded. Ingrid took the cup from the tray, thanking the woman carrying it, and left the Queen’s office without turning around, which wasn’t technically allowed, but she hoped Elin would give her a break on the protocol. Ingrid needed to get out of there. She definitely didn’t need the caffeine in this coffee, but she wouldn’t turn it down when offered by the sovereign. She headed back down to her new office and sat down in her chair, placing the cup of hot coffee on her desk. Then, she pulled out the note and smiled as she reread it to herself.



CHAPTER 16
“It’s strange, right? He’s still technically a Prince, but by birth only now. He’s not the Crowned Prince of Norway anymore,” Lillian said.
“I think it’s a little stranger that I’m Queen,” Elin argued.
“That’s true,” Lillian replied, laughing a little before she took a sip of her coffee. “So, how has it been?”
“It’s been the longest week of my life.”
“Mine too, if that makes you feel any better.”
“It doesn’t.” Elin took a drink of her lukewarm tea. “I don’t blame Father or Christian, but the circumstances by which I’ve been made Queen of Norway aren’t exactly ideal. We’ve already got people questioning if the monarchy even needs to exist. Christian’s removal from the line was news, but ultimately, people knew Dad was still here, and he has three daughters. Now, they’re–”
“Wondering if we even want it ourselves,” Lillian concluded.
“You’ve been keeping up with the news; I take it.”
“It’s been forced upon me by Katrin now that I’m heir. Hell, I think even Mari is paying more attention. Of course, that’s likely because Ingrid is her secretary now, and she’s meeting with Mari regularly.”
Elin hadn’t seen Ingrid since their meeting in this room the day after the announcement. She knew it was a good thing; she had to start worrying more about her country than her own feelings for a woman she could never have. Plus, Ingrid had a way of making her so nervous, she’d spill hot beverages all over herself and others, trip over her own feet, and miss trash cans a few feet away, so it was really for everyone’s safety that she started to spend more time away from Ingrid.
“How is that going?” she asked instead.
Elin knew she had to spend time away from Ingrid, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t ask after her, did it?
“Mari? She’s fine. She’s all in love with Erik, so I think that helps.”
“Really?”
“She hasn’t admitted it to me yet, but it’s pretty obvious. Erik was here for the party after the announcement, and Mari watched him walk into the room. She blushed like crazy, giggled a little, and then when he walked over to her, she nearly spilled her drink on him.” Lillian laughed.
“She did, huh?” Elin asked, blushing herself and realizing that her own klutziness might be at least partially genetic.
“Yeah. It reminds me a lot of what happens to you whenever Ingrid walks into a room.”
“What do you mean?” Elin said loudly, nearly tipping over her own teacup.
“I think you’ve nearly taken my eye out a few times,” Lillian replied, laughing. “It would be adorable if it weren’t so pathetic, big sister.”
“What are you–”
“Oh, Elin… I’m your sister. I know you and Christian have the whole twin thing going on, but I know you, too. I’ve seen you more these past few years than our brother has, and I’ve watched you with her. You change when she enters a room, and then again, when she leaves. You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“I think just to me. I haven’t said anything to Christian or Mari, but I don’t think they’ve noticed.”
“Mom and Dad?”
“God, no. They think you’re straight and keep trying to set you up with eligible bachelors,” Lillian replied.
“I’m not, you know?”
“Straight? Yeah, obviously, Elin.” Her sister smiled at her and then gave her a playful wink. “Is it just Ingrid, though, or are you–”
“Gay?” she said. “Yes, I’m a lesbian.”
“How long have you known?”
“Since primary school, I think.”
“What? Elin, you’re thirty years old. How have you not told us yet? I thought it was something you were still trying to figure out or something.”
“It never really mattered,” she answered. “I wasn’t taking over the monarchy of Norway. I wasn’t in love with anyone or even close to it.”
“So, you’ve never been in a relationship?”
“No, I was,” she admitted.
“What? When?!” Lillian practically yelled.
“About three years ago. Well, closer to four now, I suppose.”
“With whom?”
“No one you’d know. We met in law school. She’s Finnish. We were just friends in school but started dating after she moved back home. We were technically together for about a year, but with her starting a career in law, and me starting more of my official royal duties, we only saw one another every couple of months and for weekends or just a night or two. It was hardly a successful long-distance relationship, and it ended when she met someone else.”
“So, you’ve…” Lillian didn’t finish her sentence.
“Yes, I’ve been with a woman, if that’s what you’re asking. I haven’t been stupid; I’ve been careful. And I don’t believe the woman I’ve been with would say anything to anyone about our time together, but there is always that risk, I suppose.”
“You need to come out before they have the chance to force you out, then,” Lillian told her.
“I’m honestly not as worried about coming out as I should be, probably. I’m lucky: Elizabeth and Palmer are out. And so is Alex.”
“Then, why haven’t you come out yet?”
“Because it’s not about me being gay in front of the whole country or world. I’m more nervous about Ingrid knowing.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m in love with her, Lil. I have been since the moment I first saw her, and she’s straight. God, she’s so beautiful, though, Lil.” Elin closed her eyes and pictured Ingrid’s light-brown hair and bright-green eyes. “She’s so smart. I can hardly keep up with her sometimes. She makes me laugh. She makes me think. She’s special.”
“And you’re worried that right now she doesn’t know you’re in love with her because she thinks you’re straight, so that’s an impossibility, but once you’re out, she might start piecing things together?”
“I guess so,” Elin said.
“You should tell her.”
“Tell her what?”
“Elin, tell her that you’re in love with her. At least, tell her that you like her. Maybe don’t lead with the being in love thing; that might scare her off.”
“She’s straight, Lil.”
“Have you actually asked her that?”
“No, but–”
“Is she dating anyone?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Then, you don’t know for sure that she couldn’t return your feelings.”
“Lillian, I’m Queen now.”
“So?”
“So, things are already on shaky ground as is. If I come out, people are–”
“Screw other people, Elin! This isn’t about them or about the country. I’ve seen you with Ingrid. Why do you think I insisted I keep Katrin?”
“Huh?”
“I was hoping you’d tell Markus to go fuck himself, and you’d keep Ingrid as your secretary, but you boggled that. Now, she’s in a basement office somewhere by the kitchens, with some entry-level staffer sitting across from her. Way to show the woman you love how you feel, by the way. Then, I insisted she join us in Balmoral because I was hoping a more relaxed environment might get you to loosen up and tell the woman how you feel.”
“You invited her to–”
“Get you laid, yes.” Lillian rolled her eyes. “And for you to tell her you love her. Probably more that than the getting laid thing, but those two sometimes go together, so I was hoping you’d tell her, and then you two would figure the rest out.”
“You think she might actually…”
“Like you? Yeah, I do.” Lillian placed her cup on the table in front of them. “It doesn’t matter what I think, though. Elin, you have to realize that even if I am right, she’s not going to say anything to you about it. You have to take the lead here. You’re the Queen. She’s technically in your employ, which means she’s not going to tell you how she feels first.”
“And if I tell her, she could sue me for sexual harassment,” Elin reminded her sister.
“Well, don’t harass her. Just tell her you like her. If she says she’s not into that, you say, ‘no harm, no foul,’ and you move on.”
“I sort of tried to maybe ask her to spend time with me the day after the announcement.”
“You sort of maybe tried to?” Lillian teased. “What does that even mean, Elin?”
“I had a few minutes between meetings, and Ingrid stopped by to thank me for something. I asked her if she wanted to have a drink that evening or maybe a late dinner. I think I messed it up, and it sounded too formal; I don’t know. She makes me so nervous.” Elin shook her head. “It’s hard to speak in coherent sentences around her sometimes.”
“I’ve seen you do that with her.”
“About work, yes. Personal things have been a struggle at times. It just takes me a while to settle in and get going. By the time I do, we usually get interrupted, or I have to go.”
“What was she thanking you for?”
“Huh?”
“You said she stopped by to thank you.”
“Her office. I saw it and thought it was pretty terrible, so I’m having it redone for her.”
“Oh, Elin. You’ve got it bad,” Lillian said.
“I know.” She sighed. “But it really was old and outdated. It had hardly any light.”
“Is it done yet?”
“The office? I don’t know. Why?”
“You should use that as an excuse.”
“To what? See her?”
“Why not? Besides, you’re not happy with Markus anyway. I can tell. He keeps getting in your way, doesn’t he?”
“He worked with Dad for a million years, and Steven still does. I think they’re talking more to Dad than to me. It’s like he’s just relaying Dad’s messages to me or something.”
“Make a change, Elin. Get your girl back.”
“She’s not my girl, Lillian.”
“Not yet,” Lillian said, standing up. “Just remember, you’re in charge now. If you really want to make a change at secretary, you can. Ingrid can keep her new office or move into Markus’s if you want. You’re Queen. Screw seniority, and screw Dad if he’s trying to interfere.”
“So, I just tell Markus what?”
“I don’t know. You’ll come up with something.”
“I love working with Ingrid; she makes me better. But I don’t know if I can work with her and not tell her. I don’t know if I can work with her and tell her, either. It’s probably best for her to work with Mari.”
“She’ll leave, Elin. We’ve talked about this before. Mari isn’t enough for her. Ingrid is smart. She’s ambitious, too. She wants to really work. Mari can’t give her that. I guess I can, and if you really want me to have Katrin work with Mari, I can. That would at least keep Ingrid here, I think. I just hoped you’d be brave enough to forge your own path. Whether you tell her how you feel or not, you should at least make sure she knows that you want her back as your secretary. If you honestly can’t work with her anymore, though, I’ll tell Katrin she’s moving in with Mari, so to speak, and Ingrid can be my secretary. That would at least keep a great secretary at the palace and still give you a chance to see her sometimes.”
Lillian left her there with all the options. Elin could do nothing; keep Markus and, likely, lose Ingrid altogether if she left the palace. They’d have no excuse to see one another then, and while Elin thought that would probably be best for her, her chest tightened at the thought of never seeing Ingrid again. She could take Lillian up on her offer and move Ingrid’s role again, but that would make her seem indecisive, and she didn’t like that idea much, either.
Of course, she could tell Markus to work with her father and Steven again and take Ingrid back as her own secretary, which was what she knew she really wanted. She just wasn’t sure she could keep working alongside Ingrid and not tell her how she felt. If she did tell her, and Ingrid inevitably told her she didn’t feel the same way, they’d have to work together amidst all that awkwardness. Elin didn’t know what to do. When she didn’t know what to do, though, she usually just tried to listen to her instincts, what her father always called his gut, and tried to make a decision that way.
“This might be a big mistake,” she said to herself.



CHAPTER 17
“The Princess can make that work, but she’ll need to leave shortly after. She has an appointment at the children’s hospital.” Ingrid listened to the person on the other end of the line and then ended the call once the arrangements had been made.
Mari would be having tea with a family friend prior to visiting the hospital, and this had been the most exciting day for Ingrid as Mari’s private secretary thus far. It had consisted of two phone calls to make the arrangements. That was it; two phone calls. She was already bored, and this should be the busiest time for her with all of the transitions.
“Oh, sorry. The door was open. Did I interrupt–”
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid greeted when she realized Elin had just taken a step into her office unexpectedly.
Then, she stood instantly and bowed her head.
“I can come back later, if you’re busy,” Elin said.
“No, I’m not busy at all,” Ingrid replied, feeling a bit flummoxed.
Elin was wearing a pair of black slacks with a gray-and-white striped button-down, and in lieu of a blazer, she was wearing thin suspenders; actual suspenders. Her blonde hair was pulled back into two braids that fell over her shoulders. Her blue eyes seemed searching or deep in thought, and Ingrid wished she could know those thoughts.
“Mari is probably a lot easier to handle than me, huh?” Elin said, walking farther into the office.
“Ma’am, you were always a pleasure to work with,” she replied.
Elin smiled at her and tucked her hands into her pockets, looking casual and not at all nervous, which suited the Queen well.
“The office looks nice,” Elin noted.
“Yes, Ma’am. The designer did a great job. Thank you again,” Ingrid replied.
“Do you have a moment? I was hoping to talk to you about something.”
“Of course, Ma’am.” Ingrid walked to the door and closed it.
Elin sat down on the new sofa that rested against the wall opposite Ingrid’s new desk and between two lamps that brought light into the space and a few plants that brought life into it. Ingrid wasn’t sure if she should sit behind her desk, move her chair to the front, or sit next to the Queen on the sofa, which was just large enough for two people to sit on comfortably. She stood instead, clasping her hands in front of herself, and realized she was actually nervous right now.
“Are you going to sit?” Elin asked her.
“I could use a stretch. I’ve been sitting all morning,” she said, lying to her Queen.
“I’d really like it if you could sit down. We could go for a walk or something, if you’d rather stretch your legs, I guess.”
Elin shifted, and Ingrid nodded. She sat down next to her and made sure to leave enough space between them.
“One of the things my father has taught me is that as monarch, you’re supposed to be the all-seeing, all-knowing, and all-powerful, strong leader of the people,” Elin began. “I think he might still believe royalty is descendent from the gods.” She laughed a little. “I don’t believe that, though. I’m not all-seeing, all-knowing, or all-powerful. And I think it would be wrong and a little silly for me to pretend that I am.”
“Okay,” Ingrid said, wondering where this was going.
“I say all this to tell you that I know I make mistakes – many of them, probably – and that I can admit it and, hopefully, rectify them.”
“What mistakes, Ma’am?”
“You being down here, for one,” Elin replied, giving her an awkward smile. “I shouldn’t have just agreed to Markus being my secretary. You and I have worked well together for the past three years. I trust you more than I trust him right now, and now is the time that I need that trust more than anything.” Elin paused. “Ingrid, I’d like to have you back as my private secretary if you’d agree.”
Ingrid hadn’t been expecting that when the new Queen walked into her office. She’d been thinking the Queen was merely here to check on the designer’s work and to make sure that Ingrid liked her new office.
“What about Markus or Steven? What–”
“I’ll have to talk to them next if you agree. I’ll handle it, though. And if they make any comments, or cause you any trouble at all, I’ll handle that, too. This is my mistake. I shouldn’t have let it happen, to begin with.”
“Ma’am, both of them have seniority over me. You did the right thing. It wouldn’t be right.”
“If I can find jobs for them where they’ll be happy, would you at least consider coming back?”
Ingrid swallowed and replied, “I don’t know, Ma’am.”
“Oh. Okay.” Elin uttered, seemingly unprepared for that answer. “You don’t want to be my secretary?”
“It’s not that, Ma’am. But I don’t know that I should rock the boat, either.”
“I’d be the one rocking the boat, Ingrid.”
“Ma’am, would it be all right if I think about it?” Ingrid asked.
Elin looked disappointed, but she nodded.
“Of course. I’ve put you through a lot recently, so I understand.”
“It’s not that, Ma’am. There’s a protocol to this, and I don’t want to cause any problems.”
“I get it,” Elin said, standing up.
Was it just Ingrid’s imagination, or did Elin somehow make suspenders look regal?
“I’ll give you a few days. Would that be enough time?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
Elin slid her hands back into her pockets. In this now-well-lit office, looking how she did right now, Elin could have easily been walking a runway at Paris fashion week. She was just that beautiful.
“Have a good rest of your day, Ingrid.” The woman looked around the room. “I really do like your office.” She smiled softly.
Ingrid stood quickly when she realized she shouldn’t still be sitting when the sovereign was standing. Elin hadn’t apparently noticed. Ingrid bowed her head, despite the fact that Elin hadn’t turned back around before she opened the door and left the office, closing the door behind her.
◆◆◆
 
“Hold on. Now she wants you to work for her again?” Sarah Anne asked as she opened a bottle of beer for herself and sat back down on the sofa next to Ingrid.
“She asked me today.”
“What about this whole seniority bullshit she spouted before?” Her sister took a drink of her beer.
“She didn’t spout anything. She doesn’t spout; she’s a Queen. Queens don’t spout, Sarah.”
“Well, she had you moved to a dusty office that you’d share with–”
“She was following the rules. And besides, I told you: she had it redecorated for me. It’s actually nicer now than my old office.”
“Which you wouldn’t have had to move out of had she just made this decision before,” Sarah Anne pointed out.
“Her father retired; her brother left – she’s figuring this out as she goes.”
“That doesn’t exactly instill confidence in the monarchy my tax dollars pay for, Ingrid.” Sarah Anne gave her a sisterly glare. “Why are you defending her, all of a sudden? You weren’t happy about basically being demoted to the youngest royal.”
“I wasn’t. I’m still not,” Ingrid replied.
“But?”
“I don’t know. Things are changing, I suppose.”
“What things?”
Ingrid sighed and said, “Sarah, I’m worried.”
“About what? Your job?”
“No, something else. I don’t think I even admitted it to myself until today.”
“What?” Sarah placed her beer on the coffee table and turned more toward Ingrid.
“I have a problem.”
“Ingrid, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”
“I think I have feelings for the Queen of Norway,” she said out loud for the very first time.
“Feelings? As in, you have feelings?”
“How else could you interpret that, Sarah?” Ingrid glared over at her with the same sisterly glare she’d just been given herself.
“You mean, you like her?”
“Yes,” Ingrid replied.
“Oh, wow. I don’t think I’ve heard you even talk about liking a woman since Britt, and that was over three years ago.”
“I haven’t met one since Britt.”
“Until now,” Sarah Anne replied.
“I don’t know what I’m feeling. Today, she walked into my office, and it was like something just clicked.”
“Your clit, maybe?”
“Sarah!” Ingrid laughed at her brazen sister.
“Well? Did it?”
“It’s not like that.”
“She’s hot, Ingrid. I’m not into that, but the woman is gorgeous. I’d date her brother if he’s available, but Elin is drop-dead gorgeous. She’s like the epitome of a Scandinavian woman, isn’t she?”
“God, yes,” Ingrid sighed again.
“And you just realized you think she’s hot today?”
“It’s not that I think she’s hot… I do. She is. It’s just that today, she was sexy. I think I’ve thought that before, too, but she had these suspenders. I’ve never seen a Queen wear suspenders before, but she can pull them off. She kept leaning back and putting her hands in her pockets, and it was like there could be a photographer standing there, taking pictures of her for a magazine cover.”
“How long do you think you’ve felt this way about her?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can I maybe guess?”
“You have a guess? You’ve never even seen us together, Sarah.”
“You talk about her all the time. You have since you first started working for her, Ingrid. I think I get the picture.”
“Fine. Guess away.” Ingrid waved her off with a hand.
“You broke up with Britt, like, a month after you started working for our new Queen.”
“I guess it was about then, yes.”
“Did you ever stop to think that maybe part of the reason you ended things with Britt was that you started to like someone else?”
“What? No.” She guffawed.
“Well, I remember you talking my head off about the then-Princess constantly. She was so smart and funny and a little clumsy, but you thought it was endearing.”
“It is endearing,” Ingrid said.
“Oh, you really do like her, don’t you?”
“Yes,” Ingrid grunted and covered her face with her hands. “She wants me to work with her again, Sarah. Regardless of how long I’ve felt this way without realizing it, I can’t work beside her and be worried I’ll say or do something wrong. She’s the Queen of Norway. I won’t just get fired. I think she could still behead me if I say something inappropriate.”
“Like you think that she’s really hot in suspenders?”
“Shut up.” Ingrid laughed.
“You know, Dad has that job for you if you want it. All you have to do is make the move from public service to the corporate world, and you’d be set for life.”
“I don’t want to leave the palace.”
“But you don’t want to work for Mari, and you can’t work for the Queen you’re having sexy thoughts about.”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Do you think there’s a chance she could have feelings for you?”
“Our straight Queen that people keep throwing men at so she’ll find one to marry? No, Sarah; I don’t think there’s a chance in hell she has feelings for me. Besides, she doesn’t know I’m gay. It’s not like we sit around and talk about the fact that I like women or chat about our crushes at slumber parties.”
“Well, if that’s the case, I don’t know what other choice you have, Ingrid – I think you need to find another job. More importantly, I think you need to put yourself back out there. It’s been a long time since Britt. Have you even gotten laid since you two–”
“I am not answering that,” Ingrid stated.
“You haven’t had sex in over three years?!” Sarah Anne yelled.
“Sarah, shut up. I think our neighbors heard you.”
“Yeah, I’m putting a lesbian dating app on your phone or something. You need to swipe right on someone soon.”
Ingrid laughed, knowing full well she wouldn’t be downloading any app but that she needed to make a decision on work, and she needed to make it soon.



CHAPTER 18
It had been three days, three long days since she’d offered Ingrid the job as her private secretary. She hadn’t seen Ingrid since, nor had she gotten her answer. Elin was beginning to wonder if she ever would, when there was a knock at her door.
“Yes,” she said.
“Your Majesty, Miss Ingrid Olson is here to see you,” the attendant said as he held the door open.
“Yes. I mean, yes. I mean, send her in. It’s okay; she can come in.”
Bumbling idiot. She was a bumbling idiot.
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid said as she walked in.
“Hi,” Elin replied, standing up from behind her desk. “Would you like to sit down? I can have coffee brought in, or…” She checked her watch. “It’s after five; maybe a drink would be better? Wine? Or, something stronger, if you want.”
“No, Ma’am. I have to be going soon,” Ingrid replied.
“Oh, okay.” Elin walked around to the front of her desk, leaned back against it, and rested her hands on top of it behind her.
“Your Majesty, I wanted to tell you in person that I’ve turned in my resignation as private secretary to Her Royal Highness, Princess Mari.”
Elin smiled and said, “You didn’t have to formally resign to return to being my secretary, Ingrid. A simple yes would have been fine.”
“Ma’am, I’m leaving the palace,” she corrected.
Elin’s smile disappeared instantly.
“You’re leaving?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Why?”
“I think it’s time, Your Majesty.”
“Elin.”
“I’m sorry, Ma’am.”
“Just Elin right now, please.”
“Ma’am, we’re in the palace, in your office… It’s important that–”
“You’re really leaving?” Elin interrupted.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“May I ask where you’re going?”
“My stepfather has had a job for me for a while. I’ll be working in his company.”
“This is really what you want?” Elin checked.
Ingrid didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, she nodded, but it wasn’t her usual, confident nod; there was hesitation there.
“Ingrid, name the job you want here. If you don’t want to be my private secretary or Mari’s, I will find you something. Whatever you want – I’ll find it.”
“Ma’am, that wouldn’t be fair.”
“Screw fair,” Elin said a little louder than she’d intended.
“Ma’am?” Ingrid asked softly.
Elin shook her head and said, “I’m sorry. This is just surprising.”
“My apologies, Ma’am.”
“Ingrid, I–” Elin didn’t know what to say.
“I’ve submitted my letter of resignation to Steven, but given our last conversation, I wanted to let you know as well. Working for you has been an honor and a privilege, Your Majesty. I appreciate every opportunity you’ve given me.”
Elin couldn’t utter any words in response. Her hands were sweaty as she attempted to grip the desk behind her to keep herself standing.
“When will I see you again?” she asked softly after a long moment.
“Ma’am?”
“Will I ever see you again?”
Ingrid smiled warmly and said, “I’m sure you’ll–”
“Your Majesty,” the attendant addressed her, pushing the door open.
“What?!” Elin snapped without meaning to.
“My apologies, Ma’am. The Queen Mother has asked for an audience.”
“I should leave you,” Ingrid said, bowing her head. “Your Majesty.”
Ingrid turned, and Elin couldn’t say anything. There was an attendant standing in the doorway, holding it open for Ingrid, who walked through it without turning back. A moment later, her mother entered Elin’s office, and the attendant closed the door behind them. Elin could no longer hold herself up. She crashed down onto the floor, and her hands covered her face as she tried to prevent the tears from escaping her eyes.
“Elin?” her mother asked with concern and worry in her tone.
She must have rushed to Elin’s side because she was instantly on the floor beside her.
“Elin? Sweetheart, what’s wrong? Are you injured?”
“No,” Elin replied.
“What happened? Why are you–”
“She’s gone, Mom.”
“Who is?”
“Ingrid.”
“Yes, I just saw her. Do you need her for something? I can call her back. Did she do something or–”
“I love her,” Elin managed out, letting the tears fall. “I love her, and she just resigned.”
“What are you saying, dear?”
Elin finally looked up at her shocked mother and said, “Mom, I’m gay. I should have told you and Dad a long time ago, but I didn’t. And now, I’m sitting on the floor crying because I love someone I can’t have.”
“You love Ingrid?” her mother asked.
“Yes,” Elin replied, wiping tears from her cheeks. “And I know you and Dad wanted me to find some man to settle down with and have children, because that’s what the monarchy needs right now – stability and a solid line – but, Mom, I’ve never wanted to be with any man. Right now, I can’t breathe because I don’t think I’ll ever see her again. She has no reason to come here now. And it’s not as if I’d have any reason to– I can’t breathe, Mom.”
“Oh, sweetie,” her mom said before she pulled Elin into her and wrapped her arms around her. “Your father and I want you to be happy. We want that for all of our children. I know you didn’t plan on this life for yourself and that your father’s illness and your brother’s decision have rather forced you into this, but I don’t care whether you marry a man or a woman; or not at all.”
“You don’t?” Elin asked, looking up at her with tear-filled eyes.
“Honey, I love you. I want you to be with someone who loves you and makes you happy. If that’s a woman, that’s fine with me. I do want grandchildren, and I know you don’t think you’ll have them. I don’t know that I fully understand why, but you’ve made that clear.”
“Mom, I–”
“No, you don’t have to explain it anymore. I won’t ever understand, Elin. I have you. I have your brother and your sisters. I can’t imagine a life without the four of you. That’s why it’s so hard for me. I don’t know how you couldn’t want that. But I respect that you don’t. It’s your life. Your father does, too. Right now, he’s just trying to do what’s best for the country, and he thinks that’s finding someone for you so you can fall in love and change your mind about children because it makes things less complicated, but you don’t have to do anything you don’t want. You’re Queen now, Elin. You outrank both your father and me. If you want us to stop with the recommendations and parties – you just have to say so. If you want us to switch from bachelors to bachelorettes – you can tell us that, too.” She gave her a kind smile.
“Mom,” Elin said, laughing a little.
“Well, should we?”
“No, I don’t want Dad to know yet. Is that okay? I’ll tell him in my own time. I wasn’t planning on breaking down and telling you right now. I thought I’d tell you soon, but not like this.”
“Because Ingrid is leaving?”
“I know she doesn’t feel the same way about me, but I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do without her. Since she started working with Mari, I’ve seen her less and less, and that was hard enough. Now, she won’t be here at all. And it’s not like I can just run into her at the coffee shop; I might never see her again.”
“Honey, have you ever told her how you feel?”
“What? No. Why would I do that?”
“Because you just broke down on the floor at the prospect of never seeing her again. That’s a pretty big deal, Elin. You told me you couldn’t breathe, sweetheart.” Her mom wiped a stray hair from her face. “You need to tell her.”
“Why? What’s the point? I already feel rejected professionally. She’ll just reject me personally, and I’ll feel even worse.”
“Ask yourself what’s really worse, Elin. Is it that you tell Ingrid how you feel, and she says she doesn’t feel the same way, but, at least, you know? Or, is it that you don’t, and you never know?”
“Are those my only two options?” Elin asked.
“I’m afraid so, baby,” her mom told her, kissing the top of her head.
“I guess it would be better to at least know.”
“I agree.”
“Mom, you really don’t have a problem with me being gay?”
“I think part of me knew.”
“What? Really?” Elin asked, surprised.
“I don’t know how big of a part, but you’ve never really dated, and you don’t seem interested in any man we’ve introduced you to.”
“I haven’t been,” Elin replied.
“And there was that girl when you were at that horseback riding program when you were sixteen.”
“Oh, Astrid.” Elin remembered.
“Yes, Astrid.” Her mother laughed lightly. “You brought her over to dinner once and would not stop talking about her for months. Then, suddenly, you stopped, and I wondered what had happened.”
“Astrid got a boyfriend,” Elin explained.
“I see,” her mom said. “Well, I don’t think I had it all figured out until you just told me, but I’m glad you did, Elin. I want to know all of my children. I’d give you anything in the world if I could. You know that, don’t you?”
“I do,” Elin replied, smiling up at her.
“I’ll keep this from your father for now, but I can’t forever.”
“I know. Can you just give me a little time?”
Her mother nodded.
“Thank you,” Elin said.
“Are you going to talk to Ingrid?”
“I’m terrified,” Elin admitted.
“You’re in uncharted waters right now, so I can understand why, but if anyone can handle this, it’s you, my dear. I’ve long believed that while Christian was my firstborn, you were built for this job.”
“You’ve never said that to me before.”
“Well, I couldn’t, could I? Your brother was going to inherit.” Her mom winked at her. “But now, it’s yours, and you’re going to make an amazing Queen. When you’re ready, your country will stand behind you when you tell them.”
“You think so?”
“Just remember one thing: if they don’t, they’re still stuck with you.” She laughed, and Elin joined her. “But yes, I think they will.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Elin said.
“I am a mother first. And I will always be your mother first, Elin. No matter how many titles you have; I’m your mother.”
Elin nodded at her. Then, her mother kissed her forehead, and Elin felt safe and comforted for the first time in a very long time.



CHAPTER 19
“Can you get that? I’m at a pivotal stirring point here,” Sarah Anne said.
“Are you expecting someone?” Ingrid asked.
“No. You?”
“No.”
“Maybe it’s a package or something.”
“Why wouldn’t they just leave it at the door?”
“I don’t know, Ingrid. Why don’t you open the door and ask them?”
Ingrid rolled her eyes at her sister and then opened the front door.
“Elin?” she said. “Oh, shit… Your Majesty.” Ingrid cupped her hand over her mouth at her outburst.
“What?” Sarah Anne said from their kitchen.
“Hi,” Elin greeted as she stood there on the other side of Ingrid’s apartment door. “May I come in?” she asked.
“Of course. I–”
“I have to let them come in first just to make sure it’s safe, but they’ll leave right after,” Elin added.
“What?” Ingrid asked, still not fully grasping the fact that the Queen of Norway was standing outside her door.
“Security,” Elin explained, pointing at two men who were standing behind her and off to the side.
“Oh, my God!”
Ingrid looked behind her to see her sister standing there, gawking at Elin.
“I’m sorry. I should have called,” Elin said. “You’re busy.”
“No, this is just my sister.”
“Hey,” Sarah Anne said.
“It’s nice to meet you. Sarah Anne, right?” Elin asked Sarah.
“Yeah. I mean, yes, Your Majesty.”
Elin smiled at Ingrid and then said, “Well, can I come in, or should I come back another time, or–”
“Come in,” Sarah Anne answered.
“Come in, Ma’am,” Ingrid added.
The two security guards walked in first. They made their way around the apartment, looking inside both Sarah Anne and Ingrid’s rooms – which, Ingrid realized, weren’t exactly clean, and then left the apartment after nodding to Elin. She walked into the apartment, and Ingrid closed the door behind her.
“Oh, shit!” Sarah Anne yelled and rushed back into the kitchen. “Sorry, I meant to say, ‘Your Majesty’ after that.”
“What’s going on?” Elin asked.
“She’s cooking dinner, and she’s at a very pivotal stirring point or something. It’s a chef thing, I think,” Ingrid replied.
“Oh, I should let you eat your dinner. I really should have called. I don’t know what I was thinking, honestly.”
“It’s okay. Admittedly, I never expected you to come to my apartment, but is everything okay, Ma’am?”
“Everything’s fine, yes,” Elin said.
“Would you like to sit down? I can make tea. I have Earl Grey, I think.”
“I drank the last one!” Sarah Anne yelled from the kitchen.
“Then, I have no tea to offer you,” Ingrid added. “I have coffee, though. I know you normally don’t drink it, but–”
“We have wine. I brought a good bottle home from the restaurant last week,” Sarah Anne said. “Don’t worry, I paid for it, Your Majesty.”
Elin laughed a little at Ingrid’s sister and turned back to Ingrid.
“I’ve interrupted dinner with your sister; I think I should go. But I was hoping to talk to you, Ingrid.”
“You didn’t interrupt. I’m making enough food for an army. That’s a chef thing. I can set a plate for you,” Sarah Anne said.
“No, I couldn’t intrude.”
“You wouldn’t be; I just invited you, Your Majesty.”
“You can say ‘Ma’am’ now, Sarah,” Ingrid told her.
“What?”
“It’s ‘Your Majesty’ at first and then ‘Ma’am’ after that,” Elin explained. “But I’m in your home, and I stopped by unannounced, so feel free to call me Elin.”
“Ma’am, we–”
“Please, Ingrid,” Elin interrupted.
“If I call you Elin, will you stay for dinner?” Sarah Anne asked.
“Only if Ingrid agrees, too,” Elin replied, smirking at Ingrid.
“I’ll open the wine,” Ingrid stated.
“Great,” Sarah Anne said happily. “I just need five more minutes, and we’ll be ready. Have a seat anywhere.”
Elin sat down on the sofa, which Ingrid wished was in better condition.
“What are you doing?” Ingrid whispered to her sister in the kitchen as she opened the wine.
“What are you talking about?”
“You just invited her for dinner, and now she feels obligated to stay,” Ingrid scolded.
“She doesn’t seem obligated to me. What did she come here for?” Sarah asked.
“I don’t know because you were too busy asking her to stay for dinner and offering her wine.”
“You offered her tea first.”
“Which you drank, apparently,” Ingrid muttered, popping the cork. “Is this even good wine?”
“It’s the second most-expensive at the restaurant. It’s my favorite, so I bought it for myself, and I’m being kind enough right now to share it with you and the freaking Queen on our sofa right now.”
“Oh, God… There are rings on our table from when you don’t use coasters,” Ingrid remembered.
“The magazines are covering them up, though,” Elin said from her spot in the living room. “I actually have really good hearing. I probably should have warned you.”
“Oh, my God!” Sarah Anne laughed.
“And I don’t need fancy wine,” Elin added. “Water is fine for me.”
Ingrid glared at her sister and turned to head into the living room to hand Elin a glass of wine. She sat down next to her with reddened cheeks.
“You can probably tell we had no idea you’d be coming over and that we’ve never had anyone important in this apartment before, huh?” Ingrid asked.
“Ingrid, it’s my fault,” Elin told her, shrugging a shoulder. “I really should have called. I just don’t think I’ve ever called you before, and I thought showing up would be better. I knew you lived with your sister, but I thought she was a chef and she’d likely be working.”
“I have tonight off!” Sarah Anne yelled from the kitchen.
“Like I said, I can come back another time,” Elin said to Ingrid.
“Dinner’s ready,” Sarah announced. “I hope you’re not a vegetarian.”
“No, I’m not. I don’t think that’s allowed in Norway,” Elin joked. “Every other meal is herring, isn’t it?”
Ingrid loosened up and laughed a little at Elin’s joke. They moved to the kitchen table, with Elin carrying her wineglass with her. Ingrid watched as Elin set her glass down on the table and then pulled out a chair Ingrid assumed would be for herself, but then she motioned for Ingrid to sit there instead.
“This is your chair, isn’t it?” Elin asked.
“How did you know I usually sit here?” Ingrid asked.
“That chair has coffee with cream in it in front of it, so I assumed it was Sarah Anne’s,” Elin replied. “And this one has the newspaper sitting in front of it. I assumed it was yours.”
“Move the paper, Ingrid. I’m bringing over hot plates here,” Sarah Anne said.
Ingrid picked up the paper and placed it on the kitchen counter before she sat down in the chair Elin had pulled out for her. Elin sat in the chair next to her at their small round table. Sarah Anne placed plates in front of both of them at the same time. Then, she sat down herself, moved the old coffee cup, and poured a glass of wine for Ingrid and one for herself.
“So, what brings you here?” Sarah Anne asked.
“To be honest, it’s something I need to talk to your sister about in private.”
“I can eat in my room,” Sarah Anne offered.
“No, of course not,” Elin replied. “We can speak later,” she said, turning toward Ingrid.
Ingrid nodded at her, wondering what the Queen would want to talk to her about. It likely had to do with Ingrid’s resignation, but if Elin was here trying to get Ingrid back at the palace, Ingrid wasn’t sure what she’d do. This was really going out of her way to try to get Ingrid to be her private secretary again.
“Well, I’m not the royal chef, but I hope you like it,” Sarah commented.
And Ingrid thanked the Lord for her sister because she was carrying the conversation that Ingrid couldn’t seem to find a way to participate in. They ate for several minutes while Sarah asked Elin a million questions about being a Princess and now, a Queen. Ingrid mainly just sat there in silence and watched Elin, finding her jawline striking, her hair perfect, and her eyes mesmerizing. Her smile was infectious, and her laugh made Ingrid want to be the one responsible for it.
“Time for dishes,” Sarah Anne said when they were done.
“Can I help?” Elin asked.
“You want to help with the dishes?” Sarah asked her.
“I think your sister will tell you that I do, contrary to popular belief, know how to do dishes,” Elin joked.
Ingrid laughed and said, “It’s true; she does.”
“Color me surprised,” Sarah teased.
“In fact, you cooked. Let Ingrid and I do the dishes. It only seems fair.”
“Now, you’re volunteering me?” Ingrid joked.
“She’s the Queen, so I think she’s ordering you, actually,” Sarah Anne said, winking at Ingrid.
“I think your sister is usually the one ordering me around,” Elin replied. “But I can roll up my sleeves and give the Olson sisters a chance to relax while I do the dishes.”
There was a knock at the door.
“Saved by the knock,” Sarah Anne said.
“It’s probably security. I’ll get it,” Elin offered.
“Let me.” Ingrid placed her hand on top of Elin’s on the table. “We’re casual in here right now, but you don’t open doors as Queen.”
Elin followed Ingrid to the door. Ingrid opened it for her and stepped aside.
“Your Majesty, we need to go,” one guard said.
“Why?” Elin asked.
“Ma’am, can we speak privately?”
“Ingrid is employed at the palace; she can hear. What’s going on?”
Ingrid was technically still employed there, so it wasn’t a complete lie, at least.
“Ma’am, the former King is in the hospital. I’m afraid, he took a fall and was rushed there minutes ago. The Queen Mother has requested you join us there.”
“Oh, my God. Is he okay?” Elin asked, cupping her hand over her mouth.
“Ma’am, I don’t have any more information. We should leave now.”
Ingrid hadn’t even noticed that she’d placed her hand on the small of Elin’s back the moment the word ‘hospital’ had been spoken. Elin turned to her and looked terrified.
“He’ll be okay,” Ingrid assured her.
“I–”
Ingrid ran her hand up and down Elin’s back in her feeble attempt to comfort her.
“Ma’am, we have to go.”
“Ingrid, will you…”
“What do you need right now?” Ingrid asked when the Queen couldn’t finish. “Your Majesty,” she added, realizing she shouldn’t be so informal with security present.
“Can you come with me?”
“To the hospital?”
“Yes,” the woman said softly.
“Of course, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“Call me, okay?” Sarah Anne said, approaching Ingrid and handing Ingrid her purse and cell phone.
“Thank you.”
Sarah Anne nodded and said, “Just take care of her.”
“Ma’am, the car is waiting.” The guard pressed.
“Let’s go,” Ingrid told him, snapping back into work mode. “Have Steven and Markus been notified? What about the Prince and Princesses?”
“Ma’am?”
“You can tell her anything,” Elin answered, sounding immediately exhausted.



CHAPTER 20
“This way, Your Majesty.”
“Why are there people in this hallway?” Ingrid asked.
“We haven’t had them evacuated yet,” a security guard told Ingrid.
“The entire royal family is about to arrive at this hospital, and we haven’t swept the floor yet?”
“Can I go in?” Elin asked.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” the guard told her.
“Get all non-essential personnel off the floor. And if any patients can be moved, they should be,” Ingrid instructed.
Elin didn’t hear the rest of Ingrid’s orders because she was walking into the hospital room, where she saw her father lying asleep in his bed and her mother holding his hand at his bedside.
“Where have you been?” her mother asked.
“What?”
“Markus had no idea where you were, Elin. I had to find out through security who said you were visiting someone’s private home.”
“Mom, I was at Ingrid’s,” she explained.
“Oh, I see,” her mother replied.
“Is he okay?” Elin asked, approaching her father’s hospital bed.
“We were walking down the spiral staircase that leads to your father’s cigar room, and I was right behind him. He was holding on to the railing, and his tremors just took over and he lost his grip, I think. He tumbled down the stairs, and I tried to hold on to him, but I couldn’t, and it was awful, Elin.”
Elin took her father’s other hand and asked, “How bad?”
“He broke his hip, his femur, sprained a wrist, and his right ankle. He’ll be fine, but he’s got a lot of healing ahead of him,” her mother replied.
“Mom, what happened?” Lillian and Mari rushed into the room. “We called Christian. He’s trying to arrange leave so he can get here.”
Her mother repeated the story to Elin’s sisters, who took their spots next to Elin and their mother and stared at their father as the pain medicine helped him sleep.
“Mom, you should take a break; get something to eat,” Elin suggested. “We can stay.”
“I haven’t left your father’s side since the moment we were married. I won’t leave it now.”
“He’s going to be here for a while, Mom. You should at least have something to eat.”
“They can bring it in,” her mom replied.
“Sweetheart, I’m going to be in and out of sleep all night,” their father spoke up.
“Dad,” Mari said, smiling.
“Force your mother to eat something for me,” he said to Mari. “And, Elin, if she doesn’t listen, order her back to the palace to get some real sleep. I’ll be fine here for the night.”
“You don’t know what you’re saying; you’re on pain medication,” their mother replied.
“And they’ll be giving me another dose soon, so I’ll sleep through the night just fine. Please, go home, my love. All of you should go home. Come back tomorrow. I’ll be fine until then.”
He then fell promptly back to sleep. Elin breathed a sigh of relief when she realized her father would be okay. At least for now, he was okay. They argued with their mother for another twenty minutes before she finally agreed to go back to the palace, eat something, and get some sleep. She only acquiesced when she was promised she’d have Steven and Markus personally drive her back to the hospital no later than six in the morning.
“You’re still here?” Elin said when she emerged from the hospital room to find Ingrid sitting in a chair that hadn’t been there before.
“Of course, I’m still here,” Ingrid replied, standing up. “Your Majesty.”
“Your Majesty, the car is ready for you outside.”
“Please take my mother, Princess Lillian, and Princess Mari back to the palace. I’m going to stay a little longer.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” The guard nodded and walked off.
“You’re staying?” Lillian asked after she walked out of the hospital room. “I thought we were all going.”
“Just for a bit,” Elin replied. “I want to talk to the doctor before I go. But take Mom now, or she’ll never leave.”
“Okay. Will you update us?” Mari asked.
“Of course.”
Elin hugged both of her sisters and then her mother when she finally emerged from the room. She watched them walk down the hall, along with their security officers. She was left alone with Markus, Ingrid, and her initial two guards who had accompanied her to Ingrid’s apartment earlier.
“Your Majesty, I can have the royal doctor meet you at the palace, if you’d like,” Markus offered.
“I want to talk to the doctor that saw my father first. I assume he came in through the ER.”
“Yes, Ma’am. The royal physician has reviewed your father’s tests and–”
“And he’ll tell me everything is going to be okay because he’s employed by my family, and my father has likely already told him to gloss over the details, Markus.”
“Very well, Ma’am. I’ll take care of it.” He bowed, and off he went.
“You should sit, Ma’am,” Ingrid suggested, motioning to the lone chair in the hallway.
“I’m okay,” Elin said. “I feel like I need to be moving right now, actually.”
“It might take a minute for Markus to get the doctor. Would you like me to get you a tea from the machine down the hall?”
“Can I walk with you?” Elin asked.
Ingrid gave her a soft smile and a nod. They walked down the deserted hallway with security giving them a little space to do so, and they arrived at the vending machine that looked older than Elin.
“I don’t have any money,” Elin spoke, realizing it in that moment. “I never carry money.”
“Yes, I know,” Ingrid said. “I do, though.” She pulled money out of her purse and inserted it into the machine. “Take your pick. There’s terrible tea and terrible coffee.”
“Can I get one terrible coffee for you and a terrible tea for me?” Elin asked.
“How will you even pay me back for two drinks?” Ingrid teased.
“I can do the dishes back at your apartment,” Elin offered as she watched the tea pour into a tiny paper cup.
“I don’t think you’ll be going back to my apartment tonight, Ma’am,” Ingrid said.
“Yeah, I suppose not,” Elin replied.
“Your Majesty,” Markus interrupted Elin’s calm moment with Ingrid.
Markus had found the doctor quickly, and Elin was able to get the truth from the man who told her that her father would likely need a hip replacement, would have metal inserted into his leg, and would need to be off his feet entirely for the next several weeks. Before Elin could leave the hospital, she wanted to check on her father one more time. She walked into his room and found him groggy but awake enough to talk.
“Hi, sweetheart,” he spoke with a scratchy throat.
She gave him a sip of the water on his table and said, “Hi, Daddy.”
“Listen, your mom and I talked a little earlier, before you all got here, and we’re going to move out of the palace. I’ve asked Steven to get Bygdøy ready for us to live there permanently. We’d made other arrangements initially, but Bygdøy is better given my health,” he said of the royal farm and house in Oslo.
“You’re leaving the palace?”
“The palace is the official residence of the King and Queen. We’re no longer the King and Queen. You’re the Queen, Elin. Besides, I scared your mother tonight by trying to go up and down those stairs. The farmhouse is a lot more accessible for me, and it’s still in Oslo, so we’ll be close by.”
“Are you sure? We can make adjustments to the palace.”
“I’m sure. Your mother wants this, and I don’t want to frighten her like this again. Besides, there’s plenty of time for them to get Bygdøy ready since I’ll be here for a bit and not exactly mobile for a while.”
“I’ll make sure Steven has what he needs,” Elin said, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze.
“Thank you. And please remember that you should be in my office now.”
“Dad, I–”
“It’s important, Elin. You’re the sovereign; you need to be in the sovereign’s office. I should have moved out earlier, but I suppose I was trying to hold on to something that’s now gone.”
“I’ll think about it,” Elin told him with a wink.
He fell back asleep shortly after, and she left the room, finding Markus, Ingrid, and the security officers all still right outside.
“Markus, you can go home. I’m returning to the palace.”
“I should go with you, Ma’am.”
“No, I’m going to sleep. You’re getting up early to take care of my mother, so please get some rest,” she replied.
“Very well, Your Majesty.” He bowed and walked toward the elevator.
“You came with me, so I’ll have them drop you at home and then go back to the palace,” Elin said to Ingrid.
“Okay,” Ingrid replied. Then, she took a step toward her and added, “I can go back with you if you need me.”
“You’ve already done so much,” Elin said. “You took care of this whole thing when we first got here and I needed help.”
“I’m just here for you; whatever you need. I hope you know that,” Ingrid said.
“But you’re leaving,” Elin replied, swallowing hard right after.
“Not right now. Do you need me to come to the palace with you?”
Elin wanted to shake her head no, but she wasn’t ready to say goodnight to Ingrid yet, so she nodded yes instead.
“Okay. Let’s go. We can talk in the car about a statement to the press, if you want. Markus and Steven will work one up, if they haven’t already, but you should have whatever you want to say at the ready.”
Elin nodded.
◆◆◆
 
“He wants me to take over his office,” Elin said.
“What do you want?”
“I think it’s too soon, but they’re moving to Bygdøy, so it’ll be empty, and it makes sense for me to work out of here now.” Elin looked around the room that had so clearly been decorated and designed by her father. Everything was deep-red and dark wood. The chairs and sofas were uncomfortable, and his desk was far too big. “I think I’d have to redecorate,” she added.
Ingrid laughed and said, “Yes, I agree. This office doesn’t exactly scream you.”
Elin laughed as well before saying, “I’ve never actually lived without my parents before, outside of university and my military service. That’s strange for most people, isn’t it? I’m thirty years old and still live at home.”
“I think you’re a little different than most people, though, Ma’am.”
“We’re supposed to move out when we get married. We get our new, married titles, move into another royal residence, and then one of us takes over the monarchy one day while the others just keep living in our royal residences, attending events, and raising the next generation of little royals,” Elin said.
“Part of that has already happened, though, Ma’am. You’re the sovereign now; that does technically mean that your parents should move out of the palace.”
“He looked so frail in that bed, Ingrid,” Elin told her.
“Just remember how lucky you are to still have him,” Ingrid said. “He has some healing to do, but he’s going to be okay.”
Ingrid rubbed Elin’s back over her shirt, and Elin closed her eyes at the touch.
“Will you stay here tonight?” Elin asked. “It’s late. I can have a room made up for you.”
“I should call Sarah Anne,” Ingrid replied.
“Of course.” Elin nodded and added, “I’ll ask them to get a room ready. Ingrid, thank you for everything tonight. I–”
“I wouldn’t have wanted to have been anywhere else,” Ingrid replied, giving her a soft smile.



CHAPTER 21
Ingrid’s alarm went off at five-thirty. While the guest room at the palace was more than comfortable, Ingrid hadn’t slept well. She’d been worried about Elin all night. She’d thought about checking on her but didn’t think it was appropriate, so she’d just called her sister, relayed the events of the evening that she could divulge, and then tried to get some sleep. Now, she had to get out of bed and get downstairs to her office to see if there was anything she could do to help.
She still had a couple of weeks before her last day at the palace, though she hadn’t thought they’d enforce her notice. Steven had said as much when she’d turned it in. Ingrid wouldn’t leave without at least saying goodbye to Elin, though, so she’d set her alarm early to get dressed in the clothes she’d worn last night and get some wrap-up work done until the Queen woke up. After that, she’d say goodbye and head home.
When the knock on her door came, she stood up groggily and walked to it, wondering who would be knocking on her door this early.
“Good morning,” Elin greeted when Ingrid opened the door.
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid replied, surprised to see her standing there fully dressed, with her perfect hair, fresh face, and those stunning blue eyes.
“I wasn’t going to wake you, but I heard your alarm going off through the wall, so I thought you might want this.”
Elin held out a hot cup of coffee, which Ingrid took.
“Thank you,” Ingrid replied. “What are you doing up this early?”
“I wanted to make sure my mom had what she needed. They’re driving her to the hospital now. I’m going to join them in a couple of hours, but we have some work to do first. I called the hospital to check on my father, and they said he slept through the night fine and that they’re going to schedule him for surgery on his leg and then his hip.”
“Is there anything I can do to help? I still technically work at the palace until my notice is up,” Ingrid replied.
“Markus’s press release leaves a lot to be desired. I was hoping you could work with me to craft something better. I want it to sound more personal, less medical.”
“Of course,” Ingrid said. “Just let me put on some real clothes.”
Elin looked down, seemingly noticing for the first time that Ingrid was wearing a pair of sleep shorts provided to her by the attendant last night and a plain white undershirt. Elin met Ingrid’s eyes, and there was something in them Ingrid hadn’t seen before.
“I’ll just meet you in my room then. I mean, my room.” Elin shook her head. “I mean, my office. In the office that’s next to my bedroom. It’s my office, obviously. I’ll meet you there.”
Ingrid smiled a half-smile, finding the Queen the perfect combination of adorable and sexy in this moment. Then, she dropped the smile because she should not be thinking about the Queen as adorable or sexy.
“I’ll be right there; in your room.” Ingrid internally rolled her eyes at herself. “Your office. I’ll be there, Ma’am.”
“Okay,” Elin said.
Ingrid closed the door and could not believe she’d just sounded nervous in front of the Queen.
“What is wrong with me?” she asked herself. “Pull yourself together, Olson.”
Ingrid put on her jeans and the sweater she’d worn yesterday before she went to the bathroom to brush her teeth and hair. She did the best she could to make herself look more presentable and headed into the Queen’s office, bringing her coffee with her. She took a drink of it just after entering the room.
“What’s that face?” Elin asked.
“What?”
“Did I make it wrong? I used the machine in the kitchen just how you told me,” Elin said.
“The coffee? No, it’s fine. I just brushed my teeth, and I didn’t think before taking a drink, so…”
“Oh,” Elin uttered, smiling up at her from her seat on her small sofa. “I made a pot of it, and I brought sugar in.” She pointed to a small coffee pot and sugar dish on a tray next to a teapot and her cup of tea.
“You brought it up?”
“Yes, Ingrid.” The woman laughed a little. “The kitchen staff stared at me the whole time, but I carried it all the way up here myself.”
“You are the very definition of a modern Queen,” Ingrid teased, sitting down next to her. “Apologies for my clothes. It’s not how I prefer to dress for work.”
“You look great,” Elin said, not looking up at her as she filled her teacup to the brim. Then, she stopped. “I just meant that you weren’t exactly expecting to stay the night.” The teapot clanged against the tray as Elin attempted to place it back down. “Another coffee?”
“I’ve taken two sips of this one,” Ingrid replied.
“Right. So, no,” Elin stated. “The press release, then?”
“Yes,” Ingrid said, setting her cup down on the table. “Do you have it?”
“I printed out what they want to go out.” Elin picked up a piece of paper and a red pen. “Here.”
Ingrid leaned over, took the pen and paper, and Elin settled back against the sofa a little closer than she had been a second before. She smelled divine, like the tea she was drinking and roses somehow.
“Is it just me, or is it too clinical?” Elin asked.
Ingrid read it and said, “Yes, it’s a little too much about the injuries and not enough about his recovery.”
“So, I’m not crazy?” Elin asked.
Ingrid turned her head, and Elin was right there, looking back at her. They were centimeters apart. Ingrid swallowed. Then, her mouth opened a bit. Her eyes bore into Elin’s blue ones, and she had a very dangerous thought as her stomach turned over pleasantly, indicating that she’d definitely been right about her feelings for the Queen.
“You’re not crazy,” Ingrid replied softly.
“I should… I should probably… I need to just finish this and then…” Elin stood but managed to trip over the shoe she’d left between the sofa and the table and promptly fell back against the sofa.
“Are you okay?” Ingrid asked, trying not to laugh at her.
“I’m fine.” Elin laughed. “I’m tired and worried about my mother and my father and my country because I’m not the one they thought they’d get, and I come with a lot of baggage, and–”
“Baggage?” Ingrid asked.
“Baggage is probably the wrong word,” Elin said.
“What’s the right word?” Ingrid brought her coffee to her lips.
“Gay,” Elin stated.
Ingrid choked and spat out her coffee.
“Oh, my God! I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have just blurted that out like that. Ingrid, I–”
Ingrid coughed a little more, but Elin’s hand rubbing her back helped the cough subside.
“Are you okay? I’m so sorry,” Elin said.
“I’m fine,” Ingrid replied with a scratchy throat.
“I can’t believe I just said that.” Elin laughed some more. “And I made you almost choke, and I’m laughing about it. I’m sorry for that, too.”
Ingrid smiled at her and said, “It’s okay.”
“Is it?” Elin asked before she removed her hand from Ingrid’s back. “Because I’m lucky, I guess. I have Elizabeth and Palmer. And Alex is out, too, so that helps, but I’ll still be the monarch no one wanted, and I’m also gay and don’t plan on having kids, so I’m basically the worst choice in the world for their Queen.”
“Elin, you’re the best choice for Queen. I’ve said that to you before, and I believe it,” Ingrid told her. “The country loved you before you took over for your father, and they still do. I’ve heard that people are planning to line the streets for your consecration. They’ve already made T-shirts, plates, blankets, and other trinkets with your face on them. They’re calling you ‘The Queen that will bring the monarchy into the modern age.’”
“There are T-shirts with my face on them?”
“Yes, I was thinking about buying one, actually,” Ingrid joked.
“Please don’t.” Elin shook her head.
“Okay, but I can’t guarantee my sister won’t buy one.”
“As long as she doesn’t wear it around me – I guess that’s okay.”
“That would imply you’ll be seeing Sarah Anne again.”
Elin’s smile dropped and she said, “Right.”
“She really likes you,” Ingrid added.
“Your sister?” Elin asked.
“Yes, she’s told me before she’s glad I work for you.”
“You don’t anymore,” Elin said.
“I know, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied.
“I just came out to you, Ingrid; I think you can lose the ‘Ma’am.’”
Ingrid gave her what she hoped was a warm smile.
“No one else knows. Well, Lillian and my mom; I told them recently. Palmer and Elizabeth know, but no one else. I hope…”
“I won’t say anything. I’d never do anything to hurt you; you know that, right?”
There was a knock at the door, and Ingrid wished they were alone back in the hot springs of St. Rais so they could have one full conversation without being interrupted.
“Come in,” Elin said.
“Your Majesty, we’re getting requests for an update on–”
“Yes, I have it here,” Elin replied, taking the piece of paper from Ingrid and making a couple of changes. “It’s ready.”
“I’ll send it over to Markus and Steven for their approval, Ma’am.”
Ingrid stood up and said, “The Queen just approved it.”
“Of course,” the staffer replied. “Your Majesty,” he added, bowed, and left.
“I should get going,” Ingrid said. “I need to clean out my desk. Steven told me it would be fine to work from home from now on.”
“You’re leaving?” Elin asked, turning back around and looking disappointed.
“It’s common for people who put in their notice not to come back to the palace. They don’t want to risk us hearing something we shouldn’t have right before we leave,” she replied, winking at the Queen for some reason.
“Ingrid, I–”
“Ma’am, I’m happy to help with anything else you might need from home until my last day, but now might be a good time for you to start working with Markus. He really is good at his job. There’s a reason he’s been at the palace for so long.”
Elin nodded and said, “I wanted to talk to you about something else. It’s why I came to your apartment last night.”
Ingrid stood there wanting to know more than anything what Elin wanted to say to her, but at the same time, she couldn’t know. She needed to go. She needed a fresh start at a new job. She needed to get away from Elin because she couldn’t be falling in love with the Queen. It was bad enough before, when Elin was an impossibility. Now, Ingrid knew Elin was gay. She was a possibility now. Ingrid could come out right back to her, ask her out on a date, and risk her heart, but then again, she really couldn’t because Elin was the fucking Queen of Norway, and Ingrid had been her secretary. She would soon be but a memory to the Queen. They’d lose touch and, likely, never talk again. She’d see Elin on TV one day with a gorgeous, perfect Queen Consort. They’d smile and wave at the crowds, and Ingrid would recall that time when she realized she hadn’t been on a date or had sex since she’d met Princess Elin; her Princess.
“Elin, Lil and I are going to head over to the hospital now. Oh, and Father told Christian not to come, I guess. He’s being stubborn, but he keeps insisting he’s fine,” Mari announced, walking right into the open office door.
“I’ll go with you,” Elin replied, not looking away from Ingrid.
“Mom said they’re moving to Bygdøy permanently now?” Mari asked more than stated.
“Ingrid, thank you,” Elin said.
“Oh. Hi, Ingrid.” Mari greeted, finally noticing her.
“Hello, Your Royal Highness,” Ingrid said to Mari.
“I should go,” Elin said this time.
“Your Majesty.” Ingrid bowed her head. “I–”
She stood there for a moment, waiting for the right words to come out, but nothing did, so she just nodded and walked past Mari out the door and into the hallway. She walked briskly to the guest room, grabbed her things, and asked one of the attendants to order her a car to take her home.



CHAPTER 22
“This is an intervention,” Lillian stated.
“A what?” Elin asked.
“An intervention. I’m your sister, and I love you.”
“I know both of those things,” Elin replied, taking a drink of her coffee.
“Elin, you don’t even drink coffee.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen you drink coffee. One, you tried it the first time and hated it. Two, you tried it again, like, two years later and said you still didn’t like it.” Lillian held up a third finger. “Three, the–”
“So, I drink coffee now. What’s the big deal? I have, like, one or two cups a day. You’re giving me an intervention for coffee?”
“No, it’s more for your overall misery,” Lillian replied.
“My misery?”
“You’ve been miserable since Ingrid left.”
“Ingrid?”
“Yes, Ingrid.”
“You’re giving me an intervention because Ingrid left the palace?”
“It’s been a month, Elin.”
“So?”
“Have you seen her?”
“How would I see her? I’m working twenty-four seven, and she’s not here anymore. It’s not like I can just call her up and see if she wants to grab a drink sometime.”
“Yes, you could,” Lillian told her.
“No, I couldn’t. I came out to her, Lil. I told her I was gay. Admittedly, not my finest moment, and I almost caused her to choke to death, but I told her. She still left. Don’t you think if she were even remotely interested in either more with me or just staying on at the palace, she would have said something then or called here asking for her job back?”
“No, I don’t think that. I think she resigned for a reason; whatever that was. But I’m not here to talk to you about Ingrid. I’m here to talk to you about how you’re not yourself these days.”
“Because of coffee?”
“Why are you drinking coffee now?”
“My tastebuds changed, I suppose. I can stand it now.”
“Okay. Let’s go with that,” Lillian said. “Are you really telling me the change in your overall disposition has nothing to do with the woman you love not being around anymore?”
“Of course, it has something to do with that. I miss her. But I don’t have a choice; I’m Queen now. I have responsibilities. I have Dad still meddling, despite the fact that he’s in a cast and can’t walk these days, and I have Markus in my business constantly. He’s mentioned the Duke of Kent three times just in this past week. Apparently, the Duke wants us to get together sometime, and Markus can find time on the schedule to make that happen for me.”
“If you came out, you wouldn’t have to worry about the Duke, at least.”
“I will, eventually. I don’t know, Lil… I feel like since I took over for Dad, he hasn’t really retired. I inherited one of his secretaries, and I’m convinced Markus and Steven work together to push Dad’s agenda, which they all deny. On top of that, I just… I don’t know… I just miss her. I don’t mean the personal stuff – I do miss her just being around. But I miss her professionally, too. She was really good at her job. And I get why Dad likes Markus, but Markus isn’t here for me; he’s here for Dad and Steven. Ingrid was here for me.”
“Probably because she had the hots for you,” Lillian replied.
“Lil!”
“What?! Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” Lillian argued.
“She deserves better.”
“Better than a Queen?”
“Oh, please,” Elin said, chuckling. “She deserves something with no strings. I come with all of the strings – I come with a country.”
“That she was, apparently, good enough to help you run,” Lillian reasoned. “That would make her a pretty good consort, don’t you think?”
“Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” Elin rolled her eyes at her sister.
“Not really,” Lillian replied. “Although, I am thinking about calling the Duke of Kent – I’ve seen pictures. Plus, I’m Queen after you, right? So, if he’s interested in the throne, I’m his best chance.”
Elin laughed at her sister’s antics. Then, she took a sip of her coffee with two sugars.
◆◆◆
 
“Now that we’re at Bygdøy full-time, we’re going to announce that we’re officially retired from all royal duties,” her mom said.
“I thought you already were retired,” Elin remarked.
“We were, but we were available for certain duties during your transition. Now that your father is healing from his surgeries, and we’re done with the move from the palace, we’ll release a statement that we will no longer be participating in any official royal duties.”
“Okay,” Elin replied, thinking this was a good thing, both for her father’s health and for her reign.
“That means, I’ll no longer require Steven’s services,” her father added.
“Oh, you’re letting him go?” she asked.
“Of course not. Steven has served the monarchy well for decades. He’s near enough to retirement, but he wants to remain on, which I support,” her father replied.
“I’m confused then,” Elin said.
“You’ll have both Markus and Steven. Steven will be your senior now, and Markus will return to his junior role.”
“I don’t need two private secretaries, Dad.”
“Of course, you do. Had I died and not just retired, you would have had them already.”
“Markus is fine. I don’t need Steven, too.”
“Well, you’ll have him officially starting on Monday,” he replied.
She stared at her father, who looked uncomfortable sitting there in his wheelchair. Then, she looked at her mother, who was also looking over at the former King.
“Fine,” she said.
She could argue more now, or she could just deal with it later. Elin didn’t believe she needed two secretaries. She knew that if she had Ingrid, and only Ingrid, the job would be done well.
“We should have dinner,” her mom suggested.
Elin nodded, and they moved to the dining room where they ate dinner, just the three of them.
“The deal with Finland; where are we with that?” her father asked over dessert.
“It’s almost done. Parliament should approve it without issue.”
“And the Prime Minister?”
“I reviewed the paperwork with him.”
“You reviewed it with him?”
“Yes.”
“He didn’t review it with you?”
“Our Prime Minister has a degree in anthropology and a master’s in business; I have a law degree, Dad,” she said. “This deal is complicated. He asked for a consultation. I gave him one.”
“You gave him a consultation?” her father asked, seemingly confused.
“What would you call it?” she asked him.
“We don’t generally consult on deals, Elin. We’re–”
“Mom, he asked me to take a look at the contract, and I did. I gave him my thoughts on some of the stipulations and on the payments. He’s taking it back to discuss further because there was a section in that contract that would have meant we’d pay ten million more a year when we didn’t have to. I shared that with him. I was a little surprised that it had even gotten that far because someone should have seen it and argued it before it got to me,” she replied.
“We’ve been working on this deal for three years, Elin. You could have just cost us–”
“This dessert is great, Mom,” she interrupted her father.
“Thank you, honey. I made it myself. I’ve been cooking a lot more since we moved out here. It’s been a lot of trial and error since I don’t have a lot of practice, but I have a lot of time to try now.”
Her father grunted and took a drink of his bourbon.
“Should you be drinking that?” Elin asked.
“I’m not on the pain medication anymore. I’m allowed bourbon,” he said.
“He’s allowed one drink per day,” her mother added.
“And how is your physical therapy going?” Elin asked, finishing her dessert.
“Fine. I go four days a week now.”
“The doctor said you might be able to get out of the wheelchair in a few weeks,” Elin said.
“You talked to the doctor?”
“You’re my father. I wanted to check up on you.”
“You didn’t talk to him as my daughter. You talked to him as Queen, or he wouldn’t have told you details of my recovery,” her dad said.
“I asked him how you were doing; I didn’t order him to tell me anything.”
“I know you know that’s not how it works, Elin. I’ve taught you–”
“Dad, why are we fighting right now?” she asked. “I came here to have dinner with my parents, not to fight.”
“We’re not fighting,” he replied.
“Mom, thank you for dinner. It was lovely, but I should be going. Erik is in town, and Mari wanted Lillian and I to spend some time with him tonight to get to know him better.”
“When will we be able to spend time with him and get to know him better?” her mother asked.
“You’ll have to talk to your other daughter. I think she’s introducing her new boyfriend to her sisters first.”
“I’ll call her tomorrow.” Her mom smiled at her. “Let me walk you out.”
Elin stood up, kissed her father on the cheek, and said, “Night, Dad.”
“Good night, Elin,” he replied, still upset about something.
“He’ll be fine,” her mom spoke as they walked toward the front door. “He’s just struggling right now.”
“He’s used to being in charge,” Elin said.
“He went from being King of a country and a father of four to having his daughter as Queen, his son leaving him, and his two other daughters not including him in their lives anymore while he tries to recover from a nasty fall, Elin. Just be patient with him.”
“I’m trying, Mom. But he retired. Sometimes, I think he forgets that.”
“It wasn’t exactly his choice, was it? He did the right thing for Norway, but the wrong thing for himself, Elin.”
“I’m trying to make him proud, Mom.”
“You are, honey. You are, I promise. He just doesn’t know how to express that all the time.” Her mom pulled her in for a hug. “He loves you. You know that, right?”
“Yes, I know. I love him, too.”
“Enough to tell him your secret?”
“Mom…” she said softly.
“Honey, you can’t expect me to keep it forever.”
“I don’t. I just need a little more time.”
“How much more?”
“He’s still recovering. And he’s mad at me right now because I saw something in that deal that he didn’t, so tonight is not the night.”
“I suppose not. But, Elin…” She took Elin’s hand. “He won’t be around forever. I’d hate for you to never have the chance to let him surprise you with how he handles this.”
“Is there something I should–”
“No, baby. He’s doing well right now, but neither of us is getting any younger.”
“I know,” Elin replied.
“So, I’ll keep it for you a little longer, but secrets have a way of coming out; especially, when Lillian knows.” Her mother winked at her.
As Elin sat in the back seat of the car that headed back to the palace, she thought about how she might tell her father that she was gay. Then, she thought of Ingrid that morning at the palace, in those sleep shorts and T-shirt. Tears filled her eyes because she really missed her. She kept them from falling by switching her thoughts to Steven and Markus, who were fine secretaries, but they weren’t her secretaries. Ingrid was her secretary.



CHAPTER 23
“Taste this,” Sarah Anne said, shoving a spoon into Ingrid’s mouth before Ingrid knew what was happening. “Well?”
“Warn a girl next time,” Ingrid told her, licking her lips. “But yeah, that’s really good.”
“If I warned you before I wanted you to try a new recipe, you’d say no at least half the time.”
“I’m your sister, not a guinea pig, Sarah.”
“Right now, you’re both.” Sarah went back to the stove, where she returned to her stirring. “So, how is it?”
“I told you it was good.”
“No… It’s been a few weeks now, right? How is it working with Dad?”
“Well, I don’t really work with him – I have about three bosses above me before him, so I don’t see him all that often.”
“But is it going okay so far?”
“It’s fine, I guess. It’s not what I thought I’d be doing with my life, but I have a chance to grow here. Plus, I get to work on their non-profit stuff a few hours a week. I enjoy that.”
“My do-gooder sister.” Sarah Anne rolled her eyes at Ingrid. “Here I am, trying to make a name for myself so I can own a popular restaurant one day, make enough money to own two or three more, become a celebrity chef, get a cooking show or something, and then just roll in the dough. You’re, over here, making enough to survive on and working with non-profits. How do we share a mother?”
“Well, we don’t share a father, so maybe it’s his DNA,” Ingrid replied.
“He did start a giant money-making company,” Sarah Anne said of her father.
“He’d give you the money, you know?” Ingrid said.
“What money?”
“Sarah, he’d give you the money for your restaurant. He wouldn’t even loan it to you; he would just give it to you. You could be up and running in probably less than a year.”
Sarah stopped stirring and said, “I want to do it on my own.”
“I know you do. I’m just saying that if you asked, he’d give it to you. If you wanted it to be official, you could tell him to make it a loan and have paperwork drawn up.”
“I don’t want him to finance my restaurant, Ingrid. I want to work my way up, save money, go to a bank, ask for a loan, be turned down two or three times, and then finally get approved. I want to go through all the problems of being a restaurant owner. I want to come in over budget on the kitchen equipment, negotiate prices with suppliers, and hire staff that’ll just turn over in six months. It sounds strange, but I want it all. And if Dad just gives me the money or even loans it to me, I’ll miss out on a lot of that. It won’t matter as much.”
Ingrid thought for a moment about her own situation. She swallowed as she examined her life now. She’d loved her job, working as a private secretary to the royal family. She’d earned it. She’d worked her way up, had the crappy offices, got the coffee and tea, and took the early and, often, late meetings when her superiors went home for the day. She’d earned her promotions, the better offices, and the right to send someone else to get the coffee. Now, she worked at a company she didn’t really care about because her stepdad had given her a job. She wasn’t even sure she was qualified for it. Everyone else seemed to have much more experience and university degrees that matched their professions. Ingrid stared down at the laptop she’d pulled out the moment she got home to respond to her emails and wished they were asking her to approve a press release or work out the Queen’s schedule for an upcoming trip instead.
“Are you expecting someone?” Sarah Anne asked.
“What?”
“The door, Ingrid. Someone’s here.”
“No, I’m not expecting anyone.”
“Well, it could be the new knives I’m expecting. Or, you know, it could be the Queen of Norway again,” Sarah teased.
“I haven’t seen her in weeks, Sarah. It’s probably your knives. You likely have to sign for them, so you can get the door.”
Sarah placed her spoon on the stove and excitedly rushed to the door.
“Um, Ingrid?”
“Yeah?”
“I think it’s for you,” Sarah said, sounding strange.
“I didn’t order anything,” Ingrid replied.
“Are you sure? There’s a Queen at the door. I think you have to sign for her.”
Ingrid sat straight up in her chair. Her eyes went wide. Her throat went dry. She realized she needed to move, so she stood up and tried not to hurry to the door.
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid greeted, seeing Elin standing there.
“Hello, Ingrid,” Elin said.
“Your Majesty,” Sarah Anne finally said and bowed her head.
“Good evening, Sarah Anne,” Elin said, her hands clasped in front of her. “It’s nice to see you again.”
“Yeah, you too.”
“Sarah!”
“You too, Ma’am?”
“Better,” Ingrid replied, smiling at her sister. “Come in,” she said to Elin.
Elin walked in without security. Ingrid went to close the door behind her and checked the hallway.
“Where is security, Ma’am?”
“Down the hall. I asked them to give me a little space this time,” Elin replied.
“Is that wise, Ma’am?”
“Is there anyone in this apartment planning to harm me?” Elin asked.
“Not me,” Sarah Anne replied. “Do you want to try– ”
“Sarah, can you give us a minute, please?” Ingrid interrupted her.
“Oh, right,” Sarah said. “You know, it’ll keep; I can just turn off the stove. We need a few things from the market anyway. I can run out for a bit.”
“You don’t have to leave, Sarah,” Elin told her.
“I actually need vanilla extract and almond milk. I used it all up, and I like them both in my coffee. I know; weird, right?” Sarah said, grabbing her purse off the table. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes?”
“Is that a question?” Ingrid asked her.
“Thirty; I’ll be back in thirty minutes. Actually… Do you just want to text me when I should come back? That might be better.”
“Just come home when you’re done, Sarah,” Ingrid told her, getting impatient.
“Okay.” Sarah looked at Elin then. “Your Majesty.”
“Sarah Anne,” Elin said, smiling at how awkward Sarah Anne was being.
After Sarah left the apartment, Ingrid stood in the middle of her living room, not knowing what to say. Elin was standing as well, her hands still clasped in front of her, looking around the room, likely, for some kind of direction.
“Can I get you something to drink, Ma’am?” Ingrid finally asked. “I have tea this time.”
“No, thank you,” Elin replied. “I’m fine.”
“Are you sure? Sarah made butter cookies yesterday, and they go really well with tea.”
Elin smiled at her and said, “You’ve convinced me.”
Ingrid busied herself in the kitchen, preparing the tea and bringing over a plate of cookies. When she turned back around, Elin was still standing.
“Ma’am, you can sit down,” Ingrid offered.
“Oh, sorry,” Elin replied.
Elin moved to the sofa and sat down. Ingrid placed the cookies and tea down on the table and joined her.
“So, how have you been, Ingrid?”
“Well. You, Ma’am?”
“Well,” Elin said.
“That’s good.”
Elin sighed and said, “That’s a lie, actually. I’ve not been doing well.”
“Ma’am?”
“Ingrid, I’m here to talk to you about something. I know you’re going to say no, probably, but I have to at least try. I’m sure you’ve heard that my mother and father have moved to Bygdøy.”
“I did hear that, yes. How is your father?”
“He’s getting better, but he’s still really annoying, actually.” Elin laughed a little.
“Annoying?”
“He’s no longer King but doesn’t quite grasp that.”
“Still?”
“Still,” Elin confirmed.
“I heard he was officially retired.”
“He is.” Elin shrugged a shoulder. “And because of that, I now have both Steven and Markus. They spend more time at Bygdøy than they do at the palace, which tells me they’re conferring with my dad and then making suggestions to me based on those conversations.”
“You can always tell them you’re the Queen, Ma’am; stop them from visiting him.”
“I can’t, though. While they technically work for us, they’re both really good friends with my parents. They have supper together sometimes. He’s known them both forever. I couldn’t keep them from visiting him; especially not now, while he’s recovering. I suppose, I could tell them not to discuss business, but I can’t exactly spy on their conversations to make sure they don’t.”
“I suppose not,” Ingrid replied.
“I’m making a change, Ingrid,” Elin stated.
“A change?”
“I know you have a job already, and I’m sure you’re amazing at it; because, of course, you would be – you’re great at everything…” Elin chuckled nervously. “I just… I have to ask. You can… You can obviously say no; I’d understand. I just have to ask.”
Ingrid swallowed.
“Will you please come back?”
“Back?”
“Work with me,” Elin said. “I know I’ve tried this already, but I have to ask again. Steven is going to retire early. I’ve already talked to him. I made the suggestion, but he took it, and I think it’s good for him. He loved working for my father, and I am not my father. I still have to talk to Markus, but honestly, his performance isn’t good, and I need better. Mari, on the other hand, doesn’t need much, and I’m going to offer Markus that job or any other at the palace that would suit him.”
“Ma’am, you’re–”
“Making changes,” Elin interjected. “I’m the Queen – I’m supposed to move into my dad’s office, make it my own, and work on my vision for the country and the monarchy. And I can’t do that with Markus or Steven.”
“Katrin?”
“Who would keep track of Lillian, then?” Elin teased.
Ingrid laughed and said, “Has she moved out of the palace yet?”
“No, there’s an issue with the crown molding in the formal dining room now. She’s having someone restore it before she moves.”
Ingrid looked away from Elin and said, “Can I think about it, Ma’am?”
“About coming back?”
“Yes.”
“Really? The last time I asked, you said the same thing. Is this bad news, and you just feel sorry for me right now or something?”
“No, Ma’am. I just have a lot to consider.”
Like how Ingrid couldn’t stop staring into Elin’s eyes.
“Of course,” Elin said. “Well, I should let you get to your thinking. And I’m sure Sarah Anne will be back soon to finish whatever she put on hold for me.”
“You haven’t even had a cookie yet.” Ingrid motioned to the plate.
“Oh, right. Sorry,” she said. “I haven’t eaten all day, actually. I’ve been living on coffee these days.”
“You don’t drink coffee.”
“I do now, I guess.”
“I should have offered you coffee, then. I can make you some and drink your tea. How do you take it?” Ingrid asked, reaching for the tea.
“Two sugars,” Elin replied.
Ingrid knocked the cookie plate off the table.
“Oh, sorry,” she said. “Damn it.” She picked the cookies up off the floor and placed them back on the plate. “There are more in the kitchen. I can get you some.”
“It’s okay. Really, Ingrid. I don’t need coffee, either,” Elin told her.
“Look at me, knocking over a plate. I guess I’m turning into you.” Ingrid chuckled nervously.
“The clumsy Queen,” Elin said, smiling back at her.
“So I’ve noticed.”
“Well, you would,” Elin told her.
“Why do you say it like that?”
“Because I’m only clumsy around you,” Elin replied, standing up. “Please don’t get up just because I am. And I’ve left your name with security at the palace, so you are free to stop by in person and let me know your decision. Or, call; either way is fine. I just…” Elin walked toward the door. “I miss you.”
Ingrid watched in shock as the Queen opened the door and closed it behind her.
“I’ve missed you, too,” Ingrid said to herself.



CHAPTER 24
“It’s really been that bad?” Christian asked.
“It’s just hard, with Dad still around. I realize I’m lucky that my father is still alive, but the King is, too; you know?”
“Do you want me to talk to him?”
“You? No way,” Elin replied, laughing at her twin. “Christian, the man is still mad at you for leaving.”
“He is not. He said–”
“To the world, he’s a proud father with three daughters fully capable of leading the monarchy. To the family, he’s still upset that his oldest and his one and only son threw the crown on the ground and stepped on it.”
“I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Christian replied.
“No, it’s not,” Lillian stated as she sat down across from them. “Dad’s still angry with you. He probably always will be, though.”
“Yeah, he basically spent thirty years raising you to take over one day, and in one conversation, you took that entire vision he had away from him,” Mari added. “Also, hi. Happy you’re back.”
“Are you?” Christian asked, laughing.
“We are. Dad might not be,” Lillian said. “So, where is she?”
“She’s in the bathroom,” Christian replied. “And, please, be nice.”
“To your new girlfriend? We wouldn’t dream of being mean.” Lillian winked.
“She’s lying,” Mari said, but she scrunched up her nose at Christian to indicate that she was teasing.
“What’s her name again?” Lillian asked.
“Amalie,” Christian replied. “You know that already.”
“I did, yeah,” Lillian said, laughing.
“So, where’s Erik?” Christian asked Mari.
“He’s talking to Dad right now. He’ll be out soon.”
“He’s talking to Dad?” Elin asked.
“Don’t go there, Elin… Dad knows Erik’s father, obviously. They’re just catching up.”
“A boyfriend doesn’t just go and talk to your father; especially, when your father is a King,” Lillian commented.
“Was,” Christian and Elin said at the same time.
“Gross. Are you two going to do that lame twin thing the whole time?” Lillian asked.
“Maybe,” they said at the same time again.
“Anyway… Mari, he’s a Prince, and he’s heir to the throne – he needs to start thinking about settling down. He’s already a little behind.”
“We haven’t been together that long,” Mari replied, looking a little worried now.
“But you love the guy, right?” Christian checked, taking a drink.
“I do.” She blushed. “He’s sweet and smart.”
“And Danish, unfortunately,” Lillian teased, playfully punching Mari in the shoulder. “I’m sure Dad wishes you’d marry a Norwegian.”
“I’m sure Dad wishes Elin would just get married to anyone,” Mari replied.
“Hey, how did this turn around on me? I’m just sitting here,” Elin said.
“She’s coming,” Christian said quickly. “Be nice.” He stood up from his chair and smiled wide.
Elin recognized that look on her brother – he was happy. Christian was very happy. He kissed his girlfriend on the cheek and placed his hand on the small of her back.
“Elin, Lil, and Mari, this is Amalie.”
“Your Majesty,” Amalie spoke, giving a polite curtsy.
“She’s just his sister; you don’t have to be extra formal with her,” Lillian said. “Hi, I’m Lillian.” She held out her hand for Amalie to shake.
“Your Highness,” Amalie said, shaking it.
“Christian…” Lillian looked at him.
“Babe, you can just call them by their names.”
“You told me to be formal tonight,” she replied, looking at him.
“You did, did you?” Elin asked.
“Well, you never know with us. I thought it would be good for her to greet Mom and Dad formally, but I don’t care about you three.”
Mari laughed and said, “Hi, I’m Mari.”
“Amalie,” the woman replied.
Amalie had reddish blonde hair, brown eyes, a smattering of freckles over her nose, and a wide smile. She looked happy, too. Elin smiled, thinking about it. Then, she thought of Ingrid and how much she missed the woman. Ingrid still hadn’t gotten back to her, and Elin was beginning to think she might never do. Of course, it hadn’t been all that long. Ingrid could be working things out at her new job, or she could just be thinking it over still. She might also be talking it over with her boyfriend and asking him his opinion on her career.
“Elin?”
“What?” she asked.
“You’re squeezing your wineglass so hard; it looks like you’re going to break it,” Mari told her.
“What? Oh,” Elin said, relaxing her grip. “So, where did you two meet?”
“A little restaurant off-base,” Christian spoke. “Amalie was working, and I went in for a burger.”
“You eat burgers now?” Lillian asked.
“I’ve always eaten burgers,” he replied.
“It was a veggie burger,” Amalie said.
“No, it–”
“What?! You’re a vegetarian now?”
“I am not a vegetarian now,” Christian said. “I just like the taste.”
“He put bacon on top of it,” Amalie noted.
“Bacon on top of a veggie burger?” Elin asked her brother.
“What other stupid stuff does our brother do?” Lillian asked Amalie.
“He sleeps with wet socks on, which is a little annoying.”
“What?” Mari laughed.
“It helps you not get sick. I’m on duty and–”
“Wet socks, Christian?” Elin asked.
“Are we ready for dinner?”
Elin heard her father’s voice from down the hall. She looked to see Erik pushing him in his wheelchair. The man looked a little worse for wear. When he met her eyes, he gave her a nod toward the foyer. She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she didn’t get a second to ask because her mother came around the corner, and they were all moving to the table for dinner.
◆◆◆
 
“Your Majesty, may I talk to you?” Erik asked later, after they’d left the table for after-dinner drinks in the salon.
“Of course,” she said.
They left the salon and made their way into her father’s new office. His old desk had been moved here along with some of the furniture recently, leaving his office back at the palace empty and ready for the remodel.
“I spoke with your father earlier, but I wanted to talk to you as well,” Erik began the moment they both sat down.
“Okay.”
“I’m in love with Princess Mari,” he blurted out and looked incredibly nervous.
“That’s a good thing, right?”
“I know she didn’t plan to live in the public eye, but I can’t change the fact that I’ll be King one day.”
“My brother did,” she joked.
Erik didn’t laugh, but he did give her an awkward smile.
“I don’t plan on a life in the military, or one in religion, and those are the only acceptable excuses for abdication. Besides, I want to be King.” His eyes went wide. “I don’t mean that in a power-hungry way. I don’t need the crown to feel like–”
“Erik, it’s fine. I’ve known you forever; I know you don’t mean that.”
“Okay. Good. It’s important to me that you know that,” he said.
“Why is that?”
“Because I plan on asking Mari to marry me one day.”
“Marriage?” she asked.
“Yes. I spoke with your father because… he’s her father, you know? But you’re the Queen. Technically, she needs your permission.”
“She doesn’t, but go on,” Elin said.
“I’d like it to remain a secret until I ask her, if that’s okay.”
“When will that be?”
“Not tomorrow. I know we haven’t been together long, but I think sometime soon. We have a lot to talk about first. Her move to Denmark, for example.”
“She’s moving there?”
“We’ve had a couple of talks about it. She seems okay with the idea.”
“Mari wants to go to business school,” Elin countered.
“I know. We have great programs in Denmark, and I’d love it if she went back to school. I know it would make her happy. The wedding could wait until after she graduated.”
“You’d be all right with that?”
“Of course, I would. I love her. I want her to have whatever she wants.”
“Well, if you ask and she says yes, you’ll get no argument from me. Did you get one from my father?”
“Not exactly,” Erik said, looking sheepish.
“What happened?”
“Nothing.”
“Erik?”
“He just asked me if I’d spent any time with you.”
“He didn’t,” she said.
“You know he’s always thought it should be you and me. We’re about the same age.”
“We’re closer in age, so we’re meant to be together? By that definition, you could marry Christian, too.”
He laughed and replied, “I think his new girlfriend might have a problem with that.”
Elin rolled her eyes, thinking about her father, and said, “Let’s get back out there. Mari’s going to know something is up if we stay in here any longer, and I have something I need to say to my father.”
“Oh. Please don’t get me in trouble with him… He barely gave me his permission to marry Mari.”
She stood up and marched out of the room, leaving Erik to decide whether or not to follow her out. She made it to the salon in record time, noticed her entire family sitting there, along with Amalie, and decided it was now or never.
“I’d like to make an announcement,” she said loud enough for all of them to hear.
Everyone turned their attention to her. Erik walked past her and stood next to Mari’s chair.
“Amalie and Erik, we’re so happy to have you here with us tonight,” Elin began. “I have something to say that I should have said a long time ago, but I’m saying it now, and I guess that’s what matters.” She looked at her mother, who smiled and nodded at her. Then, Elin turned to look directly at her father and said, “I’m gay. I’m a lesbian. Whenever I do find someone to settle down with, Dad, it will be a woman, not a man. So, there it is.”
“You’re…” Christian tried to say something but couldn’t seem to complete his sentence.
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I’m telling you now.”
“Elin, I’m your twin; we tell each other everything.”
“You’re eating veggie burgers and wearing wet socks to bed, Christian. I don’t think we tell each other everything.”
“This isn’t wet socks,” he argued.
“Christian, leave your sister alone,” her mother said. “This isn’t about you right now.”
“You’re gay, Elin?” Mari asked.
“Yes.”
“Well, that explains a lot,” Mari replied.
“What are you talking about?”
“Hey, Elin?” Lillian said, smiling at her. “I’m proud of you, big sister.” She walked up and wrapped her arms around Elin’s shoulders, pulling her in for a hug.
“You’re planning on telling everyone?”
Elin let go of Lillian when she heard her father’s voice.
“Yes, Dad. I plan on marrying one day, so I plan to tell everyone.”
“You’ll marry a woman?” he asked.
“Dad, she’s gay – of course, she’ll marry a woman,” Christian said, surprising Elin.
“I see.” He nodded.
“I think that’s enough big news for the night, don’t you?” her mother asked her father.
“What about children?”
“Dad, we’ve talked about this…” Elin warned.
“You might change your mind one day. I understand that you might not, but if you do – would you have them, or would she? It’s important, Elin. This hasn’t happened before.”
“Dad, Elizabeth and Palmer–”
“Mari, Elizabeth was Queen by blood, and she gave birth to their children,” he interrupted his youngest daughter.
“She doesn’t even have a girlfriend, Dad. I think we can talk kids later,” Christian spoke.
“Before she has a girlfriend, she’d have to actually date. Are you dating, and we just don’t know?” Mari asked.
“What? No,” Elin replied. She then looked skyward for a second and added, “But I am madly in love with Ingrid Olson.”
“Ingrid?” Christian asked.
“Ingrid, your old secretary?” Mari asked.
“Yes, I’m in love with her. I have been since we met. And I know I need to tell her because I need to find out if there’s even a remote possibility that she could feel the same way, but it’s the scariest thing I will probably ever do.”
“You just became Queen of a country,” Lillian said, smiling at her.
“And telling Ingrid I want to be with her like that is scarier, but I have to do it. I’m preparing myself for when she says she doesn’t feel the same way, but when that happens, it’s going to take a long time for me to get over it and try to move on, so I wouldn’t expect any girlfriends anytime soon.”
She looked at her father, who seemed deep in thought.
“I like Ingrid,” he said after a while.



CHAPTER 25
Ingrid sat in the car, waiting for it to pull up to the booth. She ran her hands over her slacks, wishing she could get them to stop sweating.
“Ingrid Olson,” she said to the security officer in the booth.
He checked his computer and said, “ID?”
Ingrid handed it over. He must have been new because she didn’t recognize him, but it was still a requirement, even if he did recognize her, for him to scan her ID. He ran it through the system, and Ingrid could see her photo pop up on his screen. He read something there and then handed her ID back to her.
“Pull over to the side, please.”
She wasn’t on staff anymore, which meant her car would be subject to the bomb-sniffing dogs and added security. After the officers completed their check, she was given her temporary badge and permitted to drive through and park. Once parked, she was escorted by an attendant that she did recognize. They caught up for a minute while Ingrid checked in at a desk at the side entrance. Her ID was reviewed again, and she was then shown to a room where she was told she could sit down. Then, she was offered water. She politely declined. She wasn’t planning on being here very long.
“Her Majesty will see you now.”
Ingrid nodded and followed another staffer to an elevator, which she knew led to the private residence of the Queen. When she got to the floor, they walked down the familiar hall, but instead of turning toward Elin’s office, they continued on to the former King’s office.
“Your Majesty, Miss Ingrid Olson is here,” the staffer said after opening the door.
Ingrid walked into the office, finding pieces of Elin all over the office.
“Hi,” Elin greeted.
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid replied, taking Elin in now.
She looked gorgeous. Elin was wearing a gray-and-white dress and a pair of black flats. Her hair was down today, but it looked as if she’d run her hand through it recently.
“Ingrid, I’m glad you stopped by. Well, I hope I’m glad, at least. Have a seat,” Elin offered.
Ingrid sat down in a very comfortable chair and said, “I like what you’ve done in here.”
“You do?” Elin asked, sitting down in the chair opposite her.
“Yes, it looks great.”
“I resisted moving in here, but it just made sense. Moving into my parents’ old bedroom, though… is a little much for me, so I’m still in my room.”
“I can understand that,” Ingrid replied.
“Can I get you something to drink or–”
“No, I’m fine,” Ingrid interjected. “I’m sorry… I cut you off. I didn’t mean to. I’m actually a little nervous, if I’m being honest.”
“Oh,” Elin uttered, looking disappointed. “You’re turning down the job again, aren’t you?”
“I am.”
“Well, I guess I appreciate you coming all the way here to tell me in person.”
“Elin, I–”
“It’s okay.” Elin nodded. “I understand. I messed up in the beginning. I never should have accepted what my father said. I should have told him that you’re my secretary and to screw the whole seniority thing. It’s my fault, and I hope you know that I wish I could’ve done things differently.”
“I don’t,” Ingrid replied.
“Oh,” Elin uttered again. “Then, I suppose you’re happy where you are, and it all worked out – which is great, and I really am happy for you, Ingrid. I want you to have everything you want.”
“Elin–”
“I’ll ask Markus to stay on,” Elin continued to ramble as she stood up.
“Elin!”
Elin looked at her, realizing it finally, and said, “You’re calling me Elin.”
“Yes, I am,” Ingrid replied. “Will you sit back down, please?” Ingrid motioned to the chair. “And if you’re going to be upset about me calling you by your name, maybe hold off until I explain something.”
“I’m not upset; you can call me Elin whenever you want, Ingrid. I actually prefer it.” The woman sat back down.
“Why?”
“Because it’s weird when you call me ‘Your Majesty’ or ‘Ma’am,’” Elin replied.
“Why?” Ingrid asked again, feeling suddenly brave.
“I don’t know; it’s just weird.”
Ingrid smiled, looked down at her feet and then back up at Elin, who was staring out the window next to the chair.
“Hey, Elin?”
“Yeah?” Elin turned back to her.
“I can’t accept the job because it wouldn’t be appropriate.”
“Because of the old seniority rule?”
“No, because I came here to ask you out on a date.”
Elin’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t say anything.
“The reason I’m so nervous is that you’re a Queen, and I believe the protocol is that you have to propose the whole… romantic…”
“You want to go out with me?” Elin asked.
“Yes, I do.” Ingrid was blushing now.
“On a date?”
“That’s the idea, Elin.”
“You’re…”
“Gay, yes.”
“And you want–”
“Elin, yes.” Ingrid laughed.
“I’m sorry; I’m just having a problem wrapping my head around this.”
“Why?”
“Because I’ve wanted it for so long,” Elin replied.
Ingrid swallowed and said, “You have?”
“That’s probably too much, huh?”
“No.” Ingrid shook her head. “How long?”
“Since we met?”
Ingrid couldn’t hold back her smile.
“You didn’t say anything.”
“Neither did you,” Elin replied.
“You were a Princess and my boss,” she reasoned. “Now, you’re a Queen, and I’m pretty sure I’m not even allowed to ask you–”
“Will you go out with me, Ingrid?” Elin interrupted.
Ingrid laughed and said, “Yes, I will.”
Elin took a deep breath and said, “You know the whole Queen thing isn’t going away…”
“I know.”
“And you still want–”
“Since before I even left, I had been thinking about how I felt about you. When I was sent off to work with Mari, I felt like I’d let you down or that I wasn’t good enough. Then, I realized I wasn’t that upset because of the job – I was more upset because I wouldn’t get to see you every day. I wouldn’t have an excuse to just pop into your office and talk to you, see you looking how you do right now.”
“How do I–”
“Beautiful,” Ingrid stated. “You look beautiful, Elin. You always do.”
Elin’s smile widened, and she said, “Part of me wants to walk over there and take your hand.”
“Only part?” Ingrid asked, hopeful.
“I have a meeting with Markus.”
“Oh, I see.”
“I guess I’ll have to keep him on.”
“I don’t think I can work for you if we’re going to try this, Elin.”
“No, I agree. I’m still sad about it, but I agree,” she said, standing up.
Ingrid stood up quickly as well before telling Elin, “I don’t exactly know how to say goodbye to you right now.” She chuckled.
“We could… I don’t know, actually.”
“I should probably just walk out like someone who didn’t just come in here to see if you’d go out with me sometime.”
“When?”
“Now; you have a meeting with–”
“No, when will we go out, Ingrid?” Elin asked.
“You’re the Queen, Elin. When can you go out?”
“I will clear my schedule for this.”
Ingrid knew she was blushing even redder now.
“How about I let you have your meeting right now, but I’ll call you tonight, and we can talk about it?”
“Yes. Please… um, call.” Elin nodded before she bit her lower lip.
“Okay. Let’s do that, then.”
“Okay,” Elin said, smiling at her.
“Your Majesty, Mr. Markus–”
“Just one minute,” Elin interrupted the attendant.
“Let him in, Elin. I’ll call you tonight, okay?”
Ingrid smiled at her and then turned to leave the room. She passed Markus on her way out.
“Ingrid?” he asked, surprised.
“Hi, Markus. Nice to see you again.”
“Can I help you with anything?”
“No, I got what I came here for.” She smiled more to herself than to Markus.
◆◆◆
 
“You did it? You asked our Queen out on a date?” Sarah Anne asked.
“I did.” Ingrid couldn’t stop her smile.
“And she said yes?”
“Sarah, you can’t say anything about this. You know she’s–”
“I wouldn’t; you know that,” Sarah interrupted her. “You’re going on a date with a freaking Queen, Ingrid.” Her sister laughed.
“I’m nervous enough. I don’t need you making it worse.”
“You should be nervous; she’s a Queen.”
“She’s Elin,” Ingrid said.
“Who is the Queen,” Sarah added.
“But she wasn’t always. And… God, I think I’ve had these feelings since we met, and I just didn’t know. How stupid was I?”
“It happens. I mean, you thought she was straight. Plus, she’s royalty, so I can get why you wouldn’t put two and two together. So, when is the big day, and what are you wearing? You can borrow something of mine if you need to. You don’t exactly have date clothes.”
“I do too.”
“No, you have interview clothes and work clothes; you do not have date clothes.”
“I don’t know yet. We’re going to talk tonight. I’m supposed to call her.”
“Well, what are you waiting for? Call the woman.”
“It’s probably early. She’s still working.”
“So? Just text her and ask her to let you know when she’s done or something. Do Queens text?”
Ingrid’s phone buzzed on the table.
“Holy shit! It’s her,” Sarah Anne noted, looking at the lit-up screen.
“It’s her?” Ingrid asked, quickly reaching for the phone and checking the readout. “It’s her?” she asked in a softer voice.
“Oh, my God!” Sarah laughed. “What did she say?”
“She’s free now,” Ingrid said. “She wants to know if she can call me.”
“Tell her yes.”
Ingrid stood up.
“Where are you going?” Sarah Anne asked.
“I’m not talking to her out here with you listening in,” Ingrid told her.
“Ingrid, you’re not having phone sex with the woman; you’re arranging a date.”
Ingrid laughed, walked into her own room, typed her response, and nervously waited. A moment later, her phone rang.
“Hi,” she said, smiling wide.
“Hi,” Elin greeted her back.



CHAPTER 26
“Is this too much or not enough?”
“It’s too much clothing, if that’s what you mean,” Lillian replied. “This is a Queen’s dress; you need a first-date dress.”
“It’s a dress,” Mari said.
“Well, it’s blue and matches your eyes, so I guess it’ll be okay,” Lillian gave in.
“What are you guys doing tonight?” Mari asked.
“I don’t know,” Elin replied. “I told her I’d pick her up. That’s as far as we got.”
“You can’t just not plan your date, Elin; you’re the Queen,” Lillian remarked.
“She said she had a plan for something. I just didn’t ask what it was. I was honestly still surprised she wanted this with me.”
“Well, she does, so don’t mess it up,” Lillian teased.
“You look beautiful,” Mari told her.
“Yeah?”
“Yes, you look great. The dress is perfect. Don’t listen to Lillian; she’s single.”
“Hey, I have options. I prefer it that way,” Lillian retorted.
“What if it doesn’t go well?” Elin asked, feeling nervous all over again.
“Elin, it’s going to be fine.”
“I’m not out yet. What if someone sees us?”
“Then, don’t make out with her in public,” Lillian stated the obvious.
“What if I trip over my feet or spill something on her?”
“Wouldn’t be the first time, Elin – you drop stuff around her all the time. I think she’s used to it by now.”
“I haven’t… I mean… It’s been a long time since I’ve…”
“And are you planning on doing that tonight?” Mari asked.
“What? No. I don’t know. I’ve just thought about this for so long.”
“Just go pick her up and see what happens, Elin. Try to relax and enjoy yourself,” Lillian told her.
Elin took a deep breath, straightened her dress once more, and nodded. This was it. This was her first date with Ingrid; the date she never thought would happen but was actually happening.
◆◆◆
 
The car drove her to Ingrid’s apartment, and her driver opened her door.
“Can you give me a wide berth tonight?” Elin requested.
“Of course, Ma’am,” he replied.
She nervously headed into the building and then up to Ingrid’s floor. Security waited at the end of the hall, which she appreciated. She swallowed and knocked on the door. A moment later, it opened.
“Hi,” Ingrid greeted her with a smile that warmed Elin instantly.
“Hi,” Elin replied, smiling back at her.
“Come in.” Ingrid motioned for her to enter the apartment.
“Is Sarah here?”
“No, she’s at work,” Ingrid replied. “Security?”
“Down the hall.”
Ingrid closed the door behind her and said, “Do you want a drink before we go?”
“Depends on where we’re going.”
“Wow, you look amazing,” Ingrid said, changing the subject. “New dress?”
“It’s Mari’s, actually. She let me borrow it,” Elin replied. “And you look amazing, too.”
Ingrid was wearing a pair of gray dress slacks with a pinstriped button-down. The top two buttons were undone, giving Elin a nice view. She smiled and then remembered herself and looked away.
“Thank you,” Ingrid replied. “And do you trust me about tonight?”
“I trust you with everything,” Elin told her.
“You’re going to need a hat,” Ingrid said.
“What?” Elin laughed.
“And I have a pair of sunglasses.”
“Ingrid, it’s nighttime,” Elin said.
“We’re going for a walk.”
“A walk?”
“How often do you just get to walk around in your city, Elin? In your country?”
“Never,” Elin admitted.
“Then, let’s walk a little tonight.”
Elin nodded. Ingrid found a gray beanie that didn’t exactly go with Elin’s dress and put it on Elin’s head. She grabbed a pair of Sarah Anne’s sunglasses and put them on right after.
“Cute,” she said.
“Oh, it… Yeah? I mean–”
“I prefer your eyes, though,” Ingrid added.
“My…” Elin looked down at their feet, which were extremely close together now. “I’m nervous, Ingrid; I think I should just tell you that upfront.”
“I know,” Ingrid replied, taking Elin’s hand. “I am, too.”
“You are?”
Ingrid entwined their fingers and said, “Yes. But I think one of us is going to have to at least appear like she is not, or we’ll never get out complete sentences.”
Elin laughed and looked back up and into Ingrid’s green eyes.
“I suppose, that’s true.”
“Come on,” Ingrid prompted.
They walked down the hall after Ingrid locked up and met security by the elevator.
“We’re going to take a walk,” she told them.
“Majesty, I’m not sure a walk is a good idea.”
“I have a disguise,” Elin replied. “I’ll be okay. Can you have them follow in the car?”
“Of course, Ma’am,” he replied. “We’ll have one agent in front of you and one behind. Would that be all right?”
“At least a few meters in front and behind, please.”
“Ma’am?”
“Please. Everyone thinks I’m at Bygdøy with my family anyway.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he relented.
They went down the elevator with the two guards standing behind them. Once they were outside, the guards went to the car, gave instructions to the driver, and one of them walked back to Ingrid.
“We’re just going two blocks straight ahead and then taking a left,” Ingrid told him.
He nodded and began walking. Elin waited a moment. Then, Ingrid took her hand again, and they started walking.
“Is this okay?” she asked.
“Yes,” Elin replied with a gulp.
She’d never held hands in public with another woman before. It felt good. It felt really good. She wanted to do this all the time; to always have Ingrid’s hand to hold.
“Where are we going?” Elin asked.
“It’s not far,” Ingrid promised.
“But you’re not telling me where?”
“No,” Ingrid replied.
Elin looked over at her, wishing she didn’t have to wear these ridiculous sunglasses at night so she could see Ingrid more clearly.
“Don’t you think I stand out more with these?” she asked, referring to the glasses.
“Well, it’s either you wear those or we’re driving – you have a very recognizable face, Elin.”
“Sometimes, I miss being the kid no one cared about.”
“You were never that kid,” Ingrid said.
“I wasn’t Christian.”
“You were royal twins, a boy and a girl, and one of you was going to inherit the throne. The world followed both of you as you grew up. You were cute kids.”
“We were?” Elin asked.
“Yes, you were.”
“I feel like I’m at a slight disadvantage: you’ve seen probably hundreds of photos of me growing up, and at all my awkward stages, and I haven’t seen any of you.”
“I’m sure Sarah Anne can show you some if you’re interested.”
“I am,” she replied.
Elin looked around the street as they walked. There were only a few people on the sidewalk, but there were many cars lined up in traffic. She wondered where they were going but decided to let Ingrid have her surprise. She normally would have felt exposed out here, with only two members of the security team nearby, but she actually felt safe and happy. She felt very happy. She was walking around Oslo holding hands with the woman she’d been in love with for more than three years, and they were on their first date. Elin only prayed they’d have a second.
“Okay. So, you know Sarah works at a restaurant…”
“Yes.”
“Well, it’s closed on Mondays.”
“Today is Monday,” Elin noted.
“I know.” Ingrid smiled. “I thought it would be nice for us to have a night out instead of just my apartment or a dinner at the palace, so I asked Sarah if she’d let us use the restaurant tonight.”
“Use it?”
“Yes, Elin. She’s cooking us dinner in there right now. It’s just her, and she’ll stay in the kitchen. Security can stay inside with us or out here; whatever they want.” Ingrid looked at the two guards who were now standing next to them.
“Ingrid…”
Ingrid pulled open the restaurant door and said, “After you, Your Majesty.”
Elin smiled and walked through after one of the guards. The other remained outside after Ingrid walked in.
“Please remain here, Your Majesty,” the first guard requested.
“Of course.”
“You’ll find my sister, Sarah Anne, in the kitchen,” Ingrid said.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he said and walked around the small restaurant, checking for danger.
Elin couldn’t take her eyes off the small table for two that had an open bottle of wine and a candle lit in the middle of it.
“Ingrid, this is perfect. Thank you,” Elin told her.
Ingrid walked ahead of Elin, pulled out the chair for her, and said, “You’re welcome.”
Elin sat down and watched Ingrid sit down across from her. Then, the security guard emerged from the kitchen.
“Your Majesty, I asked you to stay at the front,” he said.
“Sorry,” she replied, unable to hide her smile. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am. I’ll wait in the kitchen.”
“Thank you,” Elin replied.
“So, Sarah recommended this wine. I hope it’s okay. If not, I can ask her to–”
“I’m sure it’s lovely,” Elin said.
Ingrid smiled and poured them each a glass.
“To our first date,” Ingrid said when she raised her own.
“To our first date,” Elin said, doing the same.
They toasted the occasion and then took a drink.
“This is good,” Elin noted.
“She has great taste in wine,” Ingrid replied. “Now that she works here, she can buy things at cost or, sometimes, in bulk. I get a lot of food-related gifts for the holidays.”
“I just hope I don’t end up spilling anything on myself tonight; or you,” Elin said softly.
“Are you really only clumsy around me? Sometimes, it’s hard for me to tell because I generally only see you when you’re being clumsy.”
“Mainly, yes,” Elin admitted. “It happens mostly when you surprise me.”
“That makes sense because I’ve been so impressed with your cool confidence at times.”
“You were?”
“That day you came into my office and just kind of owned it? Yeah, that was sexy, Elin.”
“What day?” Elin asked.
“I like to refer to it as ‘The Suspenders Day.’”
“What?” Elin laughed.
“The day you saw the office redecorated and–”
“Oh, those? You liked the suspenders?”
“I love those suspenders.” Ingrid blushed slightly.
“I guess I’ll have to find them. I think they’re in my closet somewhere,” Elin replied.
“Maybe on our second date?” Ingrid suggested.
Elin blushed then.



CHAPTER 27
“Okay. So, Ingrid told me what you eat and what you don’t, so I tried to make something I think you’ll really enjoy. I have an appetizer and an entrée. Ingrid said you’d be fine for dessert,” Sarah Anne said.
“What? Sarah!”
Elin’s eyes went wide. Ingrid’s blush, which had been ever-present all night, deepened.
“I meant that you–”
“No, it’s fine. Just… thank you and go,” Ingrid said.
“Sarah Anne, thank you for this.” Elin smiled up at Sarah. “I’m sure it’s delicious, but just arranging this for us – I genuinely appreciate it. I never could have done this without you letting–”
“Okay; it was my idea,” Ingrid teased. “Just remember which sister you’re on a date with there, Elin.”
Elin laughed and said, “Thank you, too, Ingrid.”
“I’ll leave you to your appetizer. I’ll bring out the entrée in about ten minutes,” Sarah announced.
“Take your time,” Elin replied, looking at Ingrid.
Sarah nodded, rolled her eyes, and walked back into the kitchen.
“So, dessert?”
“It’s not what you think,” Ingrid said.
“Oh,” Elin replied, smirking at her.
“You’re teasing me, aren’t you?” Ingrid asked.
“A little.”
Ingrid laughed and said, “Sarah is lending me her kitchen for the night. I thought we could make your favorite dessert.”
“Skolebrød?”
“Yes,” Ingrid replied. “I bought all the ingredients. They’re already in the back, and I’ll be Sarah’s guinea pig for the next year in exchange for tonight. She plans on trying just about every combination of ingredients in the known universe, I think.”
Elin laughed, and Ingrid just listened to the sound.
“Well, I can help, maybe. I mean, if I can contribute in any way, I will. Maybe if… I help or something, I can cut your time in half.”
“That would require you becoming a mainstay at our apartment,” Ingrid replied.
“I guess you have a choice to make then: I can come around more, or you can enjoy the year of risky recipes.”
“Not a choice, Elin,” Ingrid said.
Elin smiled at her, and they ate their appetizer in relative silence. It really was delicious. The entrée was even better. Sarah had really outdone herself, and Ingrid would happily be her tester for a decade because Elin was sitting in front of her, eating and laughing.
“Tell me about your new job. We haven’t really talked about it,” Elin said.
“Well, my stepdad owns his own company now. He’s been working on it, toiling away working for someone else his whole life, and he decided to finally take a chance on himself. It’s not all that large yet, but I’m in an entry-level role right now. Well, I’m a step above that, but I wanted to work my way up.”
“Like you did at the palace?” Elin asked.
“Yes,” she confirmed. “Anyway, it’s just starting to turn a profit. He’s had a standing offer for me for a while now, but I was happy where I was.”
Elin smiled and told her, “So was I.”
“Are you still?” Ingrid asked.
“Not as much as I was, no, but I’m still trying to get used to everything. I just miss you. I have since you left; really, since my father told me I’d have Markus as my secretary, and I didn’t fight him on it.”
“You understand why I can’t come back, though, right?”
“As much as I miss working with you, Ingrid, I want this more,” Elin replied.
Ingrid smiled and said, “Me too.”
“So, are you happy where you are?”
“It’s not exactly what I thought I’d be doing, but… yeah, I think I am. I’m still getting used to things myself. I’m paid about the same as I was at the palace, so that’s nice, but while the company’s turning a profit, I don’t think my stepdad’s ever going to get rich from it. I’m good, though.”
“I’m glad, then,” Elin said.
“Okay, I fed your security guard, and he told me there’s another one outside, so I’m going to take him something, too,” Sarah announced, emerging from the kitchen. “Then, I’m going to go, if you guys are okay. I’ve cleaned up my mess. Just clean yours up before you leave, okay?”
“I’ll take care of it,” Ingrid promised.
“And you have the key and the alarm code?”
“I do. I’ll make sure everything’s locked up.”
“Good. I could absolutely get fired for this, Ingrid, so please don’t burn the place down or steal all the booze.”
Ingrid and Elin laughed and said, “We won’t.”
“And will I see you back at home later?” Sarah asked with a lifted eyebrow.
“Goodbye, Sarah,” Ingrid told her.
Sarah laughed and said, “Good night.” Then, she looked at Elin. “All joking aside; I don’t really know if I’m supposed to do the whole ‘Your Majesty and bow’ thing or not if you’re on a date with my sister, so I’ll just say goodnight.”
“I think goodnight is perfect,” Elin replied.
“Then, good night,” Sarah said.
◆◆◆
 
“I think I knew then, but I was still just a secretary working for a future Queen, so things were really confusing, but you were so gorgeous… It was like I was watching a behind-the-scenes feature of a Maxim shoot or something,” Ingrid confessed about their time in the hot spring pool.
Elin laughed and said, “No, it wasn’t.”
“Yes, it was,” Ingrid argued as she put the Skolebrød into the oven. “You really have no clue how beautiful you are, do you?”
“I try not to think about it too much; I’ll get a big head,” Elin joked. “Also, I was generally thinking about how beautiful my private secretary was and trying not to kill myself with scalding hot water.”
“That is not why you burned yourself.” Ingrid laughed a little.
“Ingrid, pretty much every injury I’ve had these past three or so years has been at least in part because of you.” Elin paused. “Don’t take that the wrong way.”
There was a moment where they just stared at one another, enjoying the fact that they could both finally be honest about their feelings.
“So, how long do I have to wait for them to cool before I can eat them?”
Ingrid laughed, walked over to Elin, and kissed her on the cheek. She wanted more. She wanted their first kiss, but she didn’t want it to be in her sister’s restaurant kitchen while she had flour on her face. Elin looked shocked when Ingrid pulled back, though. Ingrid worried she’d done something wrong. Then, Elin’s hand reached up and cupped Ingrid’s cheek. Apparently, Elin didn’t have the same concerns about their first kiss being here.
Elin’s thumb swiped across Ingrid’s cheek.
“You had flour there,” she said.
“Oh,” Ingrid replied. “Right. Thanks.”
Elin’s eyes bore into Ingrid’s.
“Is it hot in here?” Ingrid asked.
“Yeah,” Elin said. “I think it’s because the oven is on.” Then, she winked at Ingrid.
“See? There it is!”
“What?” Elin laughed.
“Your cool confidence,” Ingrid said.
“It comes and goes, I guess.” Elin looked a little worried then. “I can’t always… Well, I can’t guarantee it’ll be around all the time, though. Is it… something you–”
“I like when you’re at a loss for words, too,” Ingrid replied, smiling at her.
◆◆◆
 
After they made a large batch of Skolebrød, they cleaned the kitchen and the table they’d used, returning it to its usual state while they let their doughnuts cool. Once everything was clean, Ingrid let Elin have one now-cooled Skolebrød and loved watching her pleased reaction.
“Yeah?”
“So good, Ingrid. You should sell these.”
“I kind of like just making them for you,” Ingrid said.
“Well, you can make them for me anytime,” Elin replied.
“We should pack up the rest of them.”
“I’m going to give a few to security. Is that okay?”
“Of course,” Ingrid replied. “You deliver; I’ll pack and lock up. I’ll join you outside.”
Ingrid packed up the remaining doughnuts after Elin took a few. Then, she activated the restaurant’s alarm and locked the front door. She found Elin standing outside with the two guards, all enjoying their Skolebrød.
“I’m ready,” Ingrid said.
“Can we walk again?” Elin asked. “It’s late; there’s hardly anyone out here.”
“It’s fine with me,” Ingrid replied.
“Your Majesty, just back to the residence, please,” one of the guards requested.
Elin nodded and said, “And you’ll give us some space?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he promised.
With one guard ahead of them again and one lagging behind, they took off, with the car following them as well. Elin took Ingrid’s hand this time after she placed her hat back on her head. The sidewalk was rather deserted, so she left the sunglasses off, which allowed Ingrid to see her beautiful face. As they walked, Ingrid wondered how in the hell she hadn’t realized before that she was in love with the Princess.
Her last girlfriend had been Britt, and while they’d had their problems there in the end, Ingrid could now state confidently to herself the reason they broke up was that Ingrid had started working with Elin. They’d gotten along from the beginning, sharing laughter over work and seeing eye to eye on pretty much everything. Elin had been a refreshing change for Ingrid; maybe that was why Ingrid hadn’t realized it back then. She’d chalked it up to just enjoying her work.
“So, Sarah Anne is inside,” Elin began when they arrived at the front door.
“You can just call her Sarah.”
“Oh, okay,” Elin replied. “I should probably…”
“She’ll stay in her room, Elin. If you want to come in, we–”
“I do. I do want that. But I also don’t.”
“Oh,” Ingrid said, pulling her hand out of Elin’s.
Had she misread the evening altogether?
“No, Ingrid… Please. I had an amazing night. I’m having… It’s just one…”
“Oh,” Ingrid repeated, smiling this time and pulling Elin’s hand back into her own. “One of those moments?”
“I’ve never done this part,” Elin said.
“Which part, exactly?”
“Oh, no. I mean… I’ve done that part.” Elin’s eyebrows lifted. “I’ve definitely done that part.”
“Definitely?”
“Not, like, a bunch. I mean, I haven’t…”
Ingrid pulled Elin in closer and wrapped her arms around Elin’s waist.
“Still not sure which part we’re talking about,” Ingrid lied with a smile.
“Sex,” Elin whispered adorably. “I’m not a…”
“Virgin?”
“What? No, I’m not. I’ve been with–”
Ingrid leaned forward, pressing their foreheads together, and Elin stopped talking.
“Well, if you’ve done that part, which part haven’t you done?”
“Saying goodnight at the door,” Elin replied.
“So, you’re saying goodnight?” Ingrid asked.
“It’s our first date.”
“It is,” Ingrid replied, pulling Elin’s arms around her neck and then replacing her own around Elin’s waist. “How, exactly, have you had sex with someone not on a first date without doing the goodnight-at-the-front-door thing?”
“We were long-distance from the beginning, so she just always stayed with me, and I stayed with her.”
“I see,” Ingrid said. “So, you’ve never kissed a girl goodnight at her door before, then?”
“No.”
“Do you want to now?”
“Yes,” Elin whispered.
“I want that, too,” Ingrid told her.
Elin moved a little closer. Then, even closer. She was so close, in fact, that they couldn’t kiss because Elin was pulling Ingrid in for a hug. Ingrid smiled, hugging her back. This would be enough for tonight.
“Good night, Ingrid,” Elin said when she pulled back.
“Good night,” Ingrid replied, letting go of Elin’s hands to let her turn and walk down the hall.
“You know what?” Elin turned back around and briskly walked toward Ingrid.
Then, Elin’s hands were on Ingrid’s face, pulling her toward her own. What started as a hard, heated kiss quickly evolved as Ingrid’s hands moved to Elin’s hips, pulling her closer, and Elin’s arms wrapped back around Ingrid’s neck, pulling her in as well.
Ingrid was kissing the Queen of Norway. She was kissing her Queen. They slowed their lips as their hands began to wander, and Ingrid moaned softly. Elin gripped the back of Ingrid’s shirt in response. When Ingrid slid her tongue into Elin’s mouth, Elin’s hands went under Ingrid’s shirt. Ingrid nibbled on Elin’s lower lip, and Elin groaned, pressing her hands firmly into Ingrid’s back. This was hot. Elin was hot. Ingrid was boiling. Her own hands slipped around to Elin’s back and a little lower to cup Elin’s ass. Then, Elin laughed, which broke both their kiss and the spell they’d been under.
“What?” Ingrid asked, laughing, too, now.
“I’m a little ticklish there,” Elin replied.
“Where? On your–”
“Yes,” Elin said, still laughing. “Well, a little on my lower back and then… yeah, there, too.”
“How ticklish, exactly?” Ingrid asked, not moving her hands.
“Not a lot. That’s why I said a little,” Elin said.
“So, I can hold my hands here?” Ingrid asked, giving Elin’s ass a little squeeze.
“Not if I’m going home right now.”
“Why not?” Ingrid teased, kissing Elin’s lips lightly.
“Because I’m thinking about not going home right now.”
“Then, don’t,” Ingrid replied.
“I should.”
“You should stay,” Ingrid told her.
“I’ve waited three years, Ingrid.” Elin pulled back a little. “I can wait until we’re not wondering if security is watching us from down the hall or if your sister is listening to us on the other side of that door.”
“I don’t know if I can,” Ingrid joked. “But I will,” she said more seriously. “When can we do this again?”
“I have to go to London this week. But when I come back?”
“Will you call me – or text, at least – while you’re gone?”
Elin smiled and said, “Yes.”
“Okay. Then, I’ll ask you to text me when you get home, too, while you’re saying yes to things.”
“I will.” Elin pecked her lips. “After my cold shower.”
Ingrid laughed and said, “Good night, Elin.”
“Good night,” Elin replied.
Then, Ingrid watched her walk down the hall toward the elevator. Elin turned around and gave her an adorable wave, which Ingrid returned. Ingrid unlocked the front door, walked inside, and found her sister leaning back against the sofa.
“You’ll have to take a cold shower, too, because I used up all the hot water,” Sarah Anne told her.



CHAPTER 28
“Palmer, can you–”
“Yeah, I got it,” Palmer said.
“How do you even know what she was going to say?” Lillian asked.
“Marriage,” Palmer and Elizabeth said at the same time.
“God, I want that one day,” Mari sighed wistfully.
“Since when?” Lillian asked, looking at her sister in confusion.
“Since Erik.”
“Oh, gross. Don’t become one of those women that needs a man, Mari.”
“I’m not. I love him, but I don’t need him.”
“No offense to Mari, but I’m a little more interested in learning about our newest Queen,” Alex spoke. “I had no idea.”
“Sorry, I didn’t tell anyone until recently,” Elin said.
“So, my parents aren’t aware?” Alex asked.
“What? No. Why?”
“Because you were meeting with them. It’s why you’re all here. And once they know you’re gay…”
“Oh,” Lillian said and laughed. “You think they’re going to try to hook the two of you up?”
“My dad did tell me that your father had been calling him more than usual,” Alex said.
“He just doesn’t stop, does he?” Elin asked, laughing.
“Elin is taken anyway,” Mari revealed.
“She is?” Palmer asked, sitting back down next to her wife on the sofa.
“She is,” Mari confirmed.
“I am not,” Elin replied, blushing a little. “We haven’t had that talk yet. We’ve only been on one date.”
“I thought you were in love with Ingrid?” Elizabeth remarked.
“She is in love with Ingrid,” Lillian replied.
“Are you dating to try to move on?” Palmer asked.
“No, I’m dating Ingrid,” Elin said, smiling.
“You are?” Elizabeth asked, smiling back.
“Really?” Palmer asked.
“Well, we’ve been on exactly one date, but we’re going on a second one when I get back.”
“Ingrid is gay?” Alex asked.
“Apparently,” Lillian said.
“Damn. I thought about asking her out when she was here, but I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to make things awkward.”
“You what?” Elin asked, glaring at her.
Alex laughed wildly and added, “I’m kidding. I knew you had a crush on her. I just wasn’t sure you were ready to admit it to yourself that you might be into a woman. You never told me you were gay, so I just assumed it was a crush or that you… Well, didn’t know yourself yet, I suppose.”
“Well, I am into her,” Elin said. “A lot.”
“Yeah, you love her,” Palmer added.
“Why do I associate with you, people?” Elin asked, only half-joking.
“So, it went well, then? Your date?” Elizabeth asked, taking Palmer’s hand in her own.
“It did.”
“Did you two…” Mari didn’t finish her sentence.
“Mari!” Lillian said. “No, wait… I want to know, too. Did you?”
“No, it was the first date.”
“Did you at least kiss her?” Palmer asked.
“Yes,” Elin said.
“And?”
“Fireworks,” Elin replied wistfully.
“Damn,” Alex said. “That good?”
Elin nodded and replied, “The best.”
“So, where are you going on your next date?”
“I don’t know,” she said honestly.
“You don’t know?” Lillian asked. “Just do something at home or at her place.”
“I’ve never had a date at the palace, and not everyone there knows yet.”
“What about her place?”
“She lives with her sister. And she’s very nice and might be gone – she’s a chef, so we’d have a few hours of privacy, I guess.”
“Privacy?” Alex asked with a quirked eyebrow. “Whatever for?”
“Oh, shut up,” Elin said.
◆◆◆
 
Later that night, Alex retired to her bedroom to get some reading done, Mari went to her room to talk to Erik, Lillian went to text some of her friends, and Palmer left to go tuck the kids in. That left Elizabeth and Elin sitting in the room with the still-roaring fireplace.
“She loves saying goodnight to them. I think it’s one of her favorite things,” Elizabeth shared. “It’s one of mine, too, but she’s reading a book to them tonight, so I’m letting her have this one.”
“I’m glad you were able to bring them. I love those two,” Elin said of Sophia and Leif.
“Soph has asked to start joining me in meetings when she’s not in school,” Elizabeth said.
“What?” Elin laughed.
“She’s taking this heir-to-the-throne thing very seriously. It’s very cute.”
“She’s not even eight years old,” Elin noted.
“She’s a little Palmer.” Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “My wife has always been ambitious and driven. It’s one of the reasons we got together in the first place. She didn’t give up on getting her story, and she ended up getting the girl.”
“And the happily ever after,” Elin added.
“And what about you?” Elizabeth asked.
“What about me?”
“Happily ever after?”
“Oh, I don’t know. We’ve had one date.”
“But you’ve known her for years.”
“I know. And I know how I feel about her. I know she’s interested in me. I’m just not going to confess my undying love on the first date.”
“I understand,” Elizabeth said.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“You had to come out as Queen; your country accepted it.”
“Yes, I was very lucky.”
“I think mine will, too, but I can’t seem to figure out the right way to do it.”
“Well, a speech is likely the best option.”
“But I’m dating Ingrid now. If I come out, all eyes will be on me and whomever I date. I don’t want that for us at the beginning of whatever this might be. I just kissed her for the first time.”
“And if you don’t come out?”
“I will. I’m not marrying a man, and I know I want a wife someday. I just worry that if I don’t say anything now, and Ingrid and I end up…Well, then people might be upset that I didn’t say something sooner. Plus, there’s the risk that they’ll find out about us before I say anything.”
“I thought it was just one date,” Elizabeth teased.
“It was the best date.” Elin sighed happily, recalling that kiss.
“You’re all starry-eyed over there,” Elizabeth noted, laughing at her.
“I always am when I talk about her.”
“Elin, ultimately, it’s your choice what you do. I’d suggest you and Ingrid have a talk, though, about what you both think. It sounds like what you two have will likely go beyond that second date, which means her opinion matters as well.”
“How did you talk about it with Palmer?”
“Palmer was honestly easy.”
“Hey,” Palmer said when she walked back into the room. “I was not.”
“Not what I meant, my love.” Elizabeth chuckled. “How are they?”
“Knocked out,” Palmer said. “The flight always makes them fall asleep easily. Speaking of easy…” Palmer looked at her wife.
“I was talking to Elin about how you and I decided to tell the country about us.”
“Oh, that. Yeah, I guess I was pretty easy.”
“You weren’t worried?” Elin asked.
“About what? I loved Elizabeth; I just wanted to be with her. Her job is unique and challenging at times, yes, but it’s a part of her, and I love her. So, nothing else really mattered to me.”
“You’re all starry-eyed over there,” Elin teased Elizabeth right back.
“Can you blame me?” Elizabeth asked without looking away from her wife.
“Are you worried about Ingrid?” Palmer checked.
“Not yet,” Elin said. “I’m more worried about when and how to tell the world about me. And if it continues with Ingrid – about us.”
“I don’t think there’s a wrong way to do it.”
“I guess I’ll just talk to her first and get her ideas. I mean, she was my secretary. She’s brilliant and great with this stuff. It’s one of the things I love about her.”
“I will say that coming out gave me the biggest feeling of relief,” Elizabeth shared. “Granted, my situation is a little different than yours, but just not having to worry about hiding that part of me anymore made things so much better.”
Elin knew at least some parts of Elizabeth’s story. She’d had a best friend named Teagan, and it had turned into something more; something Elizabeth thought would last forever. But her father, the former King of St. Rais, wasn’t exactly tolerant or accepting. He had two gay children, including Elizabeth’s brother, and neither of them felt comfortable coming out while the man was alive. Teagan had even married Elizabeth’s brother because it was the best way for Elizabeth and Teagan to be together and allow Elizabeth’s brother to have his own life.
Unfortunately, Teagan hadn’t liked the arrangement for long, and after some time, she told Elizabeth that she wanted to explore. Then, there was the horrible bombing at the hospital that had taken Elizabeth’s entire family, with the exception of her sister. Teagan was among the ones lost that day. The woman had dealt with so much bad; Elin thought in that moment that someone out there – maybe God or fate – thought Elizabeth deserved something good, too.
“Tomorrow, I’m going to bring you breakfast in bed so that you can sleep in,” Palmer said to Elizabeth.
“Why?” Elizabeth asked.
“Because you had a long day of meetings today.”
Elizabeth gave her a soft glare before saying, “And because you want to do something fun with Alex after breakfast, don’t you?”
“Yes,” Palmer admitted. “The NFL is here this week. Alex is letting me watch the game from the royal box. I would invite you, but…”
“I don’t care for American football,” Elizabeth finished the sentence for her. “Have fun.”
“Thank you,” Palmer replied.
Then, they both seemed to realize Elin was still in the room.
“So, what are you thinking for your second date with Ingrid?” Palmer asked.
“I have no idea. Where can Queens go on dates?”
“Anywhere you want, I think,” Palmer said.
“No, she means where can Queens go on dates with their secret possible future girlfriends,” Elizabeth clarified.
“Ah…”
“You know, we had a few pretty great dates involving the Northern Lights,” Elizabeth shared.
“We live in Norway; we’ve both seen them a million times,” Elin replied. “I want something special, you know?”
“Well, you could consider making it special,” Palmer suggested. “The lights without Elizabeth aren’t the same to me.”
“You can go to all of the American football games,” Elizabeth teased.
“Can I bring Leif and Soph so that they can get introduced?”
“Too far, baby,” Elizabeth joked.



CHAPTER 29
“How is London?”
“It’s London,” Elin replied. “I’m here for work, not fun.”
“Well, how is work, then?” Ingrid asked.
“It’s a summit of prominent royal families to talk about the monarchy’s future in their respective countries; how do you think it is?” Elin asked, laughing.
“I miss you,” Ingrid told her.
She’d said that on each of their nightly phone calls since their first date.
“I miss you, too,” Elin replied.
And Elin had said it back each time.
“Will I still get to see you tomorrow?” Ingrid asked.
“Yes, I’ll pick you up in the morning.”
“Why, exactly, are you picking me up in the morning?”
“You got your surprise date. Let me have mine,” Elin said.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Ingrid teased.
“I like it better when you call me Elin,” she said.
“I like that, too,” Ingrid replied.
“I bet you do,” Sarah Anne spoke from behind Ingrid.
“You bet I do what?” Ingrid said. “And when did you get there?”
“I walked out of my room right about the time you told her you missed her,” Sarah replied.
“Is that Sarah?” Elin asked.
“Yes, she came out here to interrupt my phone call, apparently. What made me think I would want to live with my sister?”
“Hi, Elin,” Sarah said louder.
“Tell her I said hi,” Elin replied on the other side of the line, hearing Ingrid’s sister.
“She says hi, too,” Ingrid told Sarah.
“When is she coming back?”
“Sarah, I’m on the phone,” Ingrid scolded her sister.
Elin laughed and said, “I have to go anyway.”
“What? No.”
“Sorry; I have a dinner with Alex and her parents tonight. Palmer and Elizabeth already went back to St. Rais, and Mari is out with Erik.”
“I thought Lillian went with you, too.”
“She did. She’ll be there,” Elin said.
“Oh, good,” Ingrid replied.
“Why?”
“I was starting to think I should worry about you and Princess Alexandria over there.”
“Worry?” Elin asked. “About–” She laughed. “Alex?”
“Yes, but I don’t call her Alex.”
“She’s not my type,” Elin told her, still laughing. “We’re more like cousins. Technically, we are cousins.”
“Distant,” Ingrid noted.
“Ingrid, I don’t like Alex like that,” Elin replied. “You’re not really–“ She paused. “Ingrid, I like you. I want you.”
Ingrid smiled and said, “Have a safe flight home, okay?”
“I will. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”
“I can’t wait,” Ingrid told her.
“Oh, big sister… You really do have it bad, don’t you?” Sarah asked once Ingrid had hung up.
◆◆◆
 
“Hi,” Ingrid greeted.
“Hi,” Elin said, smiling at her. “Can I come in?”
“Yeah. Sarah is out shopping, by the way. So, she won’t–”
“Won’t what?” Elin asked, turning around to face her once she was in the apartment.
“Um… Interrupt.” Ingrid swallowed.
“Interrupt what?” Elin teased.
“I haven’t seen you in a week, Elin,” she said, pulling the woman toward her. “Kiss me.”
Elin leaned in, and Ingrid pressed their lips together, not wanting to wait any longer. Elin’s lips were just as soft as she remembered, and Elin had this way of making Ingrid feel like she was in charge of the kiss when, really, Elin was directing the whole thing. Elin’s hand moved to Ingrid’s cheek, cupped it for a moment, and then moved into Ingrid’s hair.
“The car is waiting,” Elin told her when she pulled back just a bit.
“We don’t have to go anywhere. We can just stay here and keep doing this,” Ingrid said, pulling her back in for more.
“I don’t actually drive the car, so we can keep doing this the whole way there, if you want,” Elin replied.
“Oh, yeah?” Ingrid said. “How long is the drive?”
“Well, the drive isn’t all that long,” Elin shared. “But then there’s the plane, and I don’t know how to fly, so we can do this there, too.”
“Elin, where are we going that we have to take a plane?” Ingrid asked, her face pulling back in shock.
“Can you just pack an overnight bag?”
“Overnight?”
“Oh, not… It’s not because of–” Elin stopped herself, breathed in and out, and then added, “It’s not because of that.”
“Of what?” Ingrid teased her.
“Sex,” Elin said softly.
“It’s not?”
“No. I don’t know. You’re teasing me right now.”
Ingrid laughed and said, “Yes, because you’ve yet to say the word ‘sex’ without whispering it like it’s wrong for us to be talking about it.”
“It was a couple of months ago,” Elin argued.
“Oh, I see,” Ingrid replied. “Well, it’s okay for us to talk about it now.”
“I know. I’m just still getting used to that,” Elin said. “So, can you pack a bag?”
“I can. We’re really flying somewhere?”
“It’s a short flight,” Elin replied.
“Okay. You didn’t go crazy planning something, did you?”
“What? No,” Elin said, clearly lying.
Ingrid laughed and asked, “Do you want to see my bedroom? You can wait in there with me while I pack.”
“Your bedroom?” Elin asked.
Then, she tripped over the table behind the sofa.
◆◆◆
 
The Island of Senja had been called Norway in a miniature form because it harbored all of the different landscapes of the country on one island. And even though it was an island itself, it also had many beautiful lakes where one could take in perfect landscape reflections, especially in the fall, with all the golden leaves and the snow-capped mountains in the background. It had a jagged coastline on the northern part of the island with many fjords and gorgeous peaks. Finally, if that wasn’t enough, the Northern Lights were typically very present there in the late fall, winter, and spring. Because of the geomagnetic location of the island right in the middle of the Auroral Oval, the Northern Lights often lit up the entire sky, making the island a hot spot for travelers hoping to get a perfect view of the nightly event.
Ingrid had to admit that, despite living her entire life in Norway, she’d never been to the island. Of course, that made sense: the island was over fifteen hundred kilometers from Oslo and would take over twenty-one hours to get there if she drove. She hadn’t had the time or the money to make the trip. And when she and Sarah Anne had planned their vacation together, naturally, they’d planned something outside of their home country, thinking they could see Norway anytime. Wasn’t it usually true, though, that one would go explore the faraway lands and miss the things closest to home that might be just as beautiful?
As they flew over Norway, Ingrid didn’t regret not coming to Senja. She much preferred sitting next to Elin, whom Ingrid knew was watching her watch the landscape change out the window.
“It’s beautiful,” Ingrid told her.
“It is, yes,” Elin replied.
Ingrid didn’t turn around, but she did blush. The plane landed not long after taking off, and they were whisked away in another car that drove them to wherever Elin planned for them to go. It was midday, so there was a little traffic, but not nearly as much as in the city. Ingrid didn’t mind at all, though. Elin was holding her hand in her lap as she checked emails on her phone, and it felt oddly perfect.
“Sorry. I just have to respond to this, and I’m all yours,” Elin said, taking her hand for a second to type a message.
“It’s fine. I know how hard your job is, remember?”
“It’s just Markus. He wants me to talk to my father about titling Steven.”
“What?”
“Steven served my father well; it’s not that I don’t think he deserves a title…”
“It’s that you shouldn’t have to talk to your father about it.” Ingrid finished for her.
“Exactly,” Elin replied, still typing away. “I think, sometimes, Markus forgets I’m the Queen now.”
“You should remind him,” Ingrid suggested with a smile.
“Your Majesty, we’re here,” their driver announced.
“Perfect timing,” Elin said, putting her phone away and adding, “Most people don’t know about this place. It was actually a gift from Elizabeth’s father to my family, if you can believe that, but it’s not on the people’s radar because their taxes didn’t pay for it.”
“Where are we?” Ingrid turned to look out the window.
“We’re at the royal residence in Senja.”
“I didn’t know there was–” Ingrid turned back to her. “Oh, no one knows.”
“Right,” Elin said. “It’s very small and meant for quick private getaways. I think you’ll like it, though.”
It was September, so there wasn’t yet snow on the ground, but the trees were golden-yellow, red, and brown already, and there was a chill in the air. They appeared to be on private property, but there were a few homes nearby that Ingrid could see out the window.
“I sent security ahead of us. They’ve checked everything out and will stay in the adjoining properties. No one knows we’re here, Ingrid. We can just be alone and, for once, not be interrupted.”
“That sounds perfect,” Ingrid replied, smiling.
When they got out of the car, the driver took their bags and headed up a short staircase and inside the house with its dark-wood beams and beautiful stonework. It was rustic; the front of the house faced the coastline and had large windows. But it wasn’t until they were inside, though, that Ingrid really got a chance to take it all in: the entire roof was made of glass.
“It’s thermal,” Elin explained, following Ingrid’s eyeline. “We’ll be warm.”
“It’s beautiful, Elin,” Ingrid said.
“It’s just a small one-bedroom place in the middle of nowhere.” Elin shrugged.
“Yes, beautiful,” Ingrid replied.
Once the driver had dropped their bags, he left them alone, and Ingrid realized this was only the second time they’d been truly alone. The first had been at her apartment only hours ago, but even then, security had been down the hall, and her neighbors had been on the other side of the wall. She stared at Elin for a long time. Elin stared back for a minute before she looked away, likely, nervous. Ingrid loved that she made Elin nervous, maybe a little too much.
“The fire’s nice,” she commented, trying to help with that nervousness.
“Yes, they set that up for us. I didn’t ask them to do that, but it was very nice of them.”
“Do you want to sit by it?” Ingrid asked.
Elin’s phone rang, so she pulled it out of her purse to check the readout.
“It’s my mother. Can you just give me a minute?”
“Of course.”
“Help yourself to whatever you want. The kitchen has everything we need, I think, and… I’m sorry. I–”
“Elin, it’s fine. Talk to your mother.”
“I’ll be right back,” Elin said, heading down a short hallway that, Ingrid guessed, led to the bedroom.
Ingrid took the time to explore the living area, which had a very comfortable-looking sofa and a matching chair. There was a table made of rugged dark wood and a burgundy rug in front of the wood-burning fireplace. The kitchen had modern appliances and tile work that seemed almost out of place, but Ingrid was very happy about the fancy coffeemaker and fully-stocked refrigerator. There was a small dining table that matched the one in the living area, and that was about it.
“She just wanted to know if we made it safely,” Elin said, emerging from the hallway.
“Your mom?”
“Yes.”
“She knows we’re here?”
“Well, I told her and Lillian. Technically, I had to tell a lot of people where I was going… But they don’t know you’re with me. My mom and Lillian do, though.”
“You told your mom about us?” Ingrid asked, softening at Elin’s expression that showed concern.
“Is that not okay?”
“No, it’s great. I just didn’t know they knew.”
“My dad kind of knows, too,” Elin added.
“Your father knows we’re here?” she asked.
“No, he knows we’re dating,” Elin clarified.
“He does?”
“I came out to him – to my whole family, actually – and I told him I liked you.”
“And what was his response?”
“He said he liked you, too,” Elin replied, laughing lightly.
“What?”
“Not like that, obviously. He just liked working with you.”
“And he’s okay with this?”
“He’s dealing with it in his own way.”
“Which means?”
“Well, at first, I told him I was gay and that I liked you. To that, he responded by calling the King and Queen of the United Kingdom and, essentially, told them that he thought Alex and I should spend more time together.”
“He did what?” Ingrid crossed her arms over her chest.
Elin walked to her and uncrossed them for her.
“I then told him that, it turned out, you liked me, too. I told him we’d gone on a date and that we were going on another. I also told him that Alex and I will never happen, and that it’s time he lets me figure out my love life on my own.”
“You told him all that?”
“On the phone, while I drove to the airport this morning to fly home,” Elin confirmed.
“I’m a little jealous, you know?”
“Because of Alex?”
“She’s a Princess and will be a Queen, like you. She’s also out and very attractive, Elin. It’s like they make all you royals in factories or something; you’re all so gorgeous.”
“You think I’m gorgeous?” Elin asked, smiling shyly at her.
Ingrid cupped Elin’s face and said, “Yes, I do.”
“But more than Alex, right?”
Ingrid laughed and added, “Way more than Alex. You’re the one I want here with me.”
“Same,” Elin replied.
Ingrid kissed her quickly and asked, “So, what do you want to do?”
“Well, I have a few ideas,” Elin said.
“Yeah? I have one.”
Elin laughed and said, “Come on; we’re going for a hike.”
“That’s not the idea I had, Elin,” Ingrid told her.
◆◆◆
 
Thankfully, Elin had an easy hike picked out for them. Ingrid wasn’t much of a hiker, but she enjoyed getting outdoors when she could, and this was a great way to do that and spend time with Elin. They started off from the fishing village of Mefjordvær and followed a well-placed trail to Russehula, named after Russian explorers who invaded parts of the Norwegian coast in the 1300s. They rested a bit at Russehula but didn’t take advantage of the bonfire spot where most people would stop to prepare their food since there were a few people already there and Elin didn’t want to be recognized. From Russehula, they continued farther out to Knutskjærringa, the legendary site of Senja’s last witch burning. By the time they finished hiking and made their way back to the house by car, the weather conditions had changed from chilly and sunny to wet and foggy, but there was still a fire ready for them at the house.
Ingrid changed in the bathroom while Elin changed in the bedroom. They each chose comfortable clothing, and outside of that day trip to the hot springs in St. Rais, it was the first time Ingrid had seen the Queen in anything other than formal wear or, at least, jeans.
“You look cute,” Ingrid spoke, pointing to Elin’s flannel pants.
“I probably should wear something better for dinner, but I’m cold, and these are warm.”
“You look great, and you look comfortable. Come here.” Ingrid reached for her before adding, “I’ll warm you up.” She then ran her hands up and down Elin’s arms quickly. “Today was perfect.”
“So, I was thinking we could eat and then take a nap,” Elin said, pulling Ingrid against her body.
Ingrid wrapped her arms around her, smelling the salt air and woods on Elin and loving it.
“Nap?”
“I sort of have something else planned for us if you’re interested,” Elin explained.
“Well, I’m interested in hearing about it,” Ingrid replied.
“There’s this private boat that will take us out on the water at night.”
“Okay…”
“It’s a Northern Lights tour. I mean, you don’t really need a tour of them – they’re just kind of there. But he shows you the fjords and… I don’t know; there’s wine and food, I think. He… I guess he talks about the island, and I thought…”
“Elin, I’d love to go on that boat with you, but we have a glass ceiling here. We don’t need a fancy boat with wine to see the lights. I’d love it if we could just lie in bed and look up at them together.”
“You would?”
“What about me makes you think I need some fancy trip like this, Elin? I love this. It’s amazing, being here with you. Hiking today, holding your hand, stopping when we were alone to kiss – all of that was pretty much a dream day for me. But I don’t need fancy or extravagant; I just need you. It took me three years to figure it out, but we’re here now, and I just want to eat dinner by the fire with you and talk for a while until the lights appear. Then, we can just lie next to each other in bed and watch them dance.”
Elin’s eyes welled with tears.
“Did I say something wrong? I’ll go on the boat, Elin. If you made special arrangements, I’ll–”
“I did, but I can cancel them. It’s not about that. I’m sorry. I–” Elin took a step back and wiped at her eyes.
“What is it?” Ingrid asked.
“I never thought you’d want me,” Elin said honestly.
“Oh, sweetheart.” Ingrid moved toward her and pulled her back in. “You’re all I want.”
That night, they ate a light meal in front of the fire. Elin told Ingrid about the night she came out to her entire family, and then Ingrid listened intently as Elin explained the rules of water polo since she knew nothing about the sport. After that, Ingrid talked about her new job and her growing up in Oslo with little to no money, and how her mom made the most of it. Around ten, they retired to the bedroom, choosing to lie on top of the thick blankets, and they watched.
“You know, Elizabeth and Palmer had a date like this,” Elin spoke as she took Ingrid’s hand.
“They did?”
“Back when they first met,” Elin replied. “Palmer had never seen them. I know you have; I just thought–”
“I’ve never seen them like this,” Ingrid interrupted, causing Elin to turn her head toward her. “They’re dancing in your eyes, Elin.”



CHAPTER 30
“She said that, and you didn’t sleep with her?” Lillian asked.
“Lil,” Elin said, laughing.
“What? She told you that the Northern Lights – one of the most beautiful things to exist on this planet – were dancing in your eyes, and you didn’t give her any?”
“I did, too; I kissed her.”
“Kissed her? That’s it?”
“Well, I really kissed her,” Elin said. “She ended up on top of me.”
“And you didn’t even let her–”
“We did that for a long time, and it was amazing, Lil. Neither of us seemed to take it any further than that.”
“She was waiting for you to make a move, Elin. You’re the Queen, remember?”
“That didn’t stop her from asking me out,” Elin reminded.
“Well, she did wait three years, so…”
“We fell asleep, Lillian. We just watched the lights, kissed, and fell asleep. I woke up holding her, and it was exactly what I want for the rest of my life,” Elin said, smiling.
“So, you two will just sleep next to each other forever? I think that’s just called friendship, Elin.”
“We will do that. And, honestly, I was so exhausted. I think she was, too, but we had that last dinner in London, and then I had to fly back early that morning. We flew to the island and hiked for hours. I thought we’d take the easy trail and turn around, but we just kept walking instead. It was so much fun; we just got back a lot later than I’d intended. I thought we’d nap and then go on that cruise I’d booked, but she wanted it to be just us, so we ate, talked, and watched the lights. I fell asleep around midnight.”
“But you had a good time, didn’t you?” Lillian smiled at her.
“She’s the one, Lil.” Elin nodded confidently. “She just gets me in a way no one ever had. I can’t imagine waking up with anyone else like that.”
“I’ve narrowed down my options, if you’re curious.”
“Your options?”
“Yes, I’m down to three guys.”
“So, you’re on a dating game show, Lil?”
“No, I’m just casually seeing them.”
“How can you tell if it could be serious one day if you’re just casually seeing all of them?”
“Well, there’s Lord Charles. He’s–”
“You call him Lord Charles? You’re dating.”
“You know him as Lord Charles. I call him David; not to be confused with Victoria’s husband. So many rich men named David, huh? Anyway, he’s nice. We were able to see each other once in London. Then, there’s Edwin, who I spoke with on the phone last night; and Sven, who I’m going out with tonight. I like all of them enough to see where things can go.”
“I just don’t get that. I guess I’m more like Mari: I find one person, and that’s it for me.”
“You mean you’re more like Dad,” Lillian countered.
“What? I am not like–”
“And in most ways – you’d be right, but in this case – you’re wrong; you’re just like Dad. Mom was seeing someone else when she met Dad. You know the story.”
“Yes, I do,” Elin replied.
Her mother had been young and had just started seeing someone when she’d met Elin’s father. Her father had fallen in love pretty quickly, though, and while her mother had resisted at first, she, too, fell in love with him. Her father hadn’t dated or attempted to court anyone other than her mother. Elin supposed that in that respect, Lillian was right. Her previous attempts at relationships hadn’t been real attempts because she’d been in hiding but also because she’d known those women weren’t right for her. With Ingrid, though – Elin knew. She knew, and she only wanted her.
“Anyway,” Lillian said. “Enough about all that. What do you think Markus wanted to meet with both of us about?”
“It’s that time,” Elin replied.
“Consecration talk?”
“Plans are already well underway for that; it’s more about you.”
“Me?”
“Well, what happens when I die, that is,” Elin clarified.
“Why do we have to talk about this stuff? You’re thirty years old, Elin.”
“Because I have to sign the legal succession document, and I want you to make sure you’re okay with it.”
“I don’t really have much of a choice, do I?” Lillian asked before she took a sip of her iced tea.
“Yes, you do. Whether I die in fifty years or tomorrow, you have a choice, Lil. Christian got his choice. Mari will have hers, and so will you. I won’t let Dad bully you into doing something you don’t want to do.”
“You’re an amazing sister,” Lillian said, smiling at her.
“Your Majesty, Markus is here to see you,” her attendant announced from the open door.
“Send him in, please,” Elin replied.
Markus walked in, stopped to bow his head, and said, “Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness.”
“Have a seat, Markus,” Elin told him.
He sat in the chair across from them, holding on to a portfolio that, Elin guessed, held the paperwork.
“May I begin, Ma’am?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Ma’am, the paperwork naming Princess Lillian as your successor has been drawn up. It names her first, followed by Her Royal Highness, Princess Mari, in the event she does not have children. In the event that she does have children, they will follow her in the line of succession. If Princess Lillian dies before one of her children reaches the age of twenty-one, Princess Mari will act as regent until they reach that age, per your request. If Princess Lillian does not have children, the line of succession falls to Princess Mari, and then to Princess Mari’s children. If Princess Mari passes prior to one of her children reaching the age of twenty-one, Princess Lillian will act as regent.”
“I thought talking about the death of a sovereign was still punishable by death,” Lillian joked.
“My apologies, Ma’am,” Markus offered.
“It’s fine,” Elin said. “We have to talk about this.”
“I’m confused by this. If I don’t have kids, Mari’s kids take over, but I’m regent if they’re not old enough?”
“Yes, Ma’am. This assumes you’re still alive, Ma’am; you’ve just not had children to carry the line.”
“And what if Mari doesn’t have children?”
“I’ve asked that Christian’s children follow next,” Elin replied.
“Does he want that?”
“We talked about it over the phone. He understands it likely wouldn’t be necessary, but that it might be, and that they’d have the same choice he’s making now one day,” Elin explained.
“Okay. Well, I guess it sounds fine with me.”
“Very well, Ma’am,” Markus said.
“What of the other matter we discussed?” Elin asked him.
He looked down at the portfolio and appeared nervous.
“I’m still working on that, Ma’am.”
“Working on it? What’s to work on?”
“Well, I just think it might not be the right time. We should focus on the line and the consecration.”
“What are you two talking about?” Lillian asked.
“I do have some other concerns, Ma’am,” Markus added.
“Other concerns?” Elin asked him.
“Yes. May I speak openly, Ma’am?”
“Sure,” Elin said impatiently.
“Well, Princess Lillian is twenty-seven and hasn’t yet… settled down.”
“I’m not married; that’s what he’s saying,” Lillian said. “Just spit it out, Markus.”
“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but if the Queen is insistent on not having children, the line will fall to you and your children – which you don’t yet have, and it doesn’t appear they’re on the horizon anytime soon. That means Princess Mari’s children are incredibly important; at least, today.”
“Her non-existent children?” Lillian said.
“Yes, Ma’am. But that’s not actually the problem with the Princess: she’s in a relationship with a future King.”
“You’re worried that her children would be sovereign to another country.” Elin nodded.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“He’s right: they would be the future Kings or Queens of Denmark. And if I don’t have kids for whatever reason, they’d also be the Kings or Queens of Norway.”
“Yes, Your Royal Highness,” Markus replied to Lillian. “I realize these events don’t seem likely to occur, but we’re in an interesting time for the Norwegian monarchy right now, and we must plan for all eventualities. I’d like to have open discussions with the current King of Denmark to create a plan where the two countries would not be united under one royal family.”
“Why?” Elin asked, clasping her hands in her lap.
“Because Norway is a sovereign nation with its own monarchy, Ma’am.”
“It wasn’t always,” Lillian noted just for the sake of it. “You can’t be worried about something that happened in the Middle Ages,” she said to Markus. 
In 1380, Olav IV succeeded to the thrones of both Norway and Denmark and was also King of Sweden. After his death, the three Scandinavian kingdoms were united under one crown. Olav’s death extinguished the Norwegian male royal line. Sweden later left the union, leaving Norway in an unequal union with a Danish King who had already embarked on centralizing the government of the union in Denmark. 
After that, what remained of the Norwegian monarchs mostly resided abroad. This further weakened the monarchical governing structures of Norway. Then, there was the power struggle between the Norwegian nobles and the King that culminated at the same time as the Protestant Reformation. Both failed. The Norwegian Catholic bishops were replaced with Danes, and the Norwegian church was made Danish. 
The Danes wanted Norway to be made a province under Denmark instead of a sovereign nation, so things didn’t get better for Norway. They got worse until the King allied Denmark-Norway with France during the Napoleonic Wars. When Napoleon lost, the King gave Norway to Sweden. He gave the country away. Then, Prince Christian Frederick, from which Elin’s brother received his name, participated in founding a Norwegian independence movement. 
Norway declared independence in 1814, electing Christian Frederick as their King. A short war with Sweden led to the ousting of Christian Frederick and the election of Charles XIII of Sweden as King of Norway, creating a union between Sweden and Norway once again. All of this ended with the Norwegian monarchy eventually becoming a constitutional monarchy. 
“Ma’am,” Markus went to object, “You know our nation’s history with Denmark. People would have a problem with the countries uniting under one royal family again.” 
“Markus, people study that in history class in school; they don’t carry it with them throughout their lives. It hardly matters anymore,” Elin said. 
“It is still something we need to discuss, Ma’am,” he replied. 
“Well, it hardly matters; I want children,” Lillian stated. “And I’ll marry a man who also wants children. You don’t have to worry about Mari and Erik uniting the kingdoms with their children. They can run Denmark, if they want.” 
Elin was getting a headache, so she rubbed her temples. This wasn’t what this meeting was supposed to be about, and it shouldn’t be anything they had to discuss today. 
“Lillian, would you mind giving us a moment?” 
“I thought I was supposed to sign something, probably in blood, indicating that I understand my role here,” Lillian replied. 
“We can sign things later,” Elin said. 
“Whatever you say.” Lillian stood up. 
Markus stood abruptly and bowed, addressing Lillian, “Your Royal Highness.” 
Lillian waved him off and left them in Elin’s office. 
“Markus, what was all that about?” 
“Pardon, Ma’am?” 
“I told you I wanted to sign the papers and talk about Lillian’s title change.” 
“Yes, Ma’am.” 
“Why didn’t we talk about her title change?” 
“I’m still working on that, Ma’am.” 
“What’s to work on? I’m no longer The Princess Royal.” 
“It’s an honorary title, Ma’am. It–” 
“Yes, and I’d like to honor my sister with it,” she interrupted. 
“After the consecration would be the best time, Ma’am. We’d prefer the country be focused on your ascension.” 
“We?” she asked. 
“Yes, Ma’am; Parliament and the Prime Minister, of course.” 
“And my father?” she guessed. 
“I’m sorry, Ma’am?” 
“Nothing.” Elin sighed. “What was all the Norway and Denmark stuff, Markus?” 
“It’s important, Ma’am.” 
“You just scared Lillian; you know? She just got thrown into this, too. She knows it’s going to fall to her after me. That’s already a lot. You don’t have to frighten her into getting married and having children so that Mari and Erik don’t end up running two countries like it used to be.” 
“Well, there’s a clause in the paperwork that I would need you to review, Your Majesty. It talks about your own children. Obviously, should you have them, they’d inherit.” 
“Fine,” she agreed because it was easier than arguing about something that would never happen. 
“But…” 
“But what?” 
“Ma’am, it’s just that should your future… spouse–” 
“Wife,” she corrected. 
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Markus replied, looking down. “Should she have them, her biological children would not inherit. The line would go to Princess Lillian.” 
Elin hadn’t expected that. She seethed beneath the surface but did her best to keep her composure when she really wanted to throttle someone. 
“I’m aware you are just the messenger here, Markus, but as sovereign, I will be the one determining who will take over for me when I’m gone.” 
“Parliament and–” 
Elin leaned forward and said, “I dare Parliament to try to prevent me from naming my successor – I’ll do so publicly and with fanfare, Markus. You can tell them that. Let them try to deny whomever I name then – it won’t go well.” 
“Ma’am, it’s–” 
“Leave me the papers to review. I’m going to go over them in great detail and many times, Markus. There better not be anything in there I’m not expecting, or I’ll be having a conversation with our Prime Minister and Parliament.” 
“Ma’am,” Markus said, placing the portfolio on the table between them. 
“Markus, tell me now: do you have a problem with me being gay?” 
“No, Ma’am,” he replied, sounding sincere. 
“That’ll be all, then,” she said. 



CHAPTER 31
“Have I mentioned that I like your bedroom?” Elin asked. 
Elin was lying on Ingrid’s chest in her bed, and Ingrid’s arm was around her, playing with Elin’s hair as they both stared at the ceiling. 
“No, but I doubt that’s true; it’s pretty standard. I have one picture on the wall, and I bought it at a cheap store down the street.” 
“But it’s a pretty flower,” Elin said, snuggling in closer and running her fingertips over Ingrid’s stomach. 
“It’s an orchid,” Ingrid replied, laughing a little at her. “I can’t keep a real orchid alive, so I bought that.” 
“Why not?” 
“I forget to water plants. Sarah Anne has forbidden me from having any in the apartment since I’ve basically killed a bunch through my neglect,” Ingrid explained. “Probably a good thing I don’t want to have kids, huh? I don’t think you water them specifically, but there’s this whole feeding thing and then getting them off to school that I’m not sure I could handle.” 
“I think you also have to give them water, though, Ingrid. It’s just in a cup,” Elin teased. 
Ingrid smiled and said, “So… you’re staying over tonight.” 
“Is that still okay?” Elin asked. 
“Yes, it’s very okay,” Ingrid said, kissing her forehead. “Where’s security, though?” 
“They told me they’d be okay,” Elin replied, shrugging. “I think they’re just working in shifts in the hallway.” 
“I bet my neighbors will be happy to have to show their IDs when they want to come and go.” 
“Should I leave?” Elin asked, sitting up a little. “I don’t want to cause them–” 
“Lie back down,” Ingrid told her, pulling Elin playfully back where she was, on her chest. “You’re staying. They can deal with it for the night.” 
Elin laughed but cuddled back against Ingrid. 
“It can’t be a regular thing, though,” Ingrid added a second later. “Or they’ll get suspicious. They’ll start talking and asking questions.” 
“Well, you could always come back to work for the palace. We’d at least have an excuse to be seen together,” Elin replied. 
“Elin…” 
“I was kidding. Well, I was half-kidding.” 
“Tell me,” Ingrid requested softly. 
“I think I have to let Markus go,” Elin said. 
“Why?” 
“He’s still talking to other people about what I should do instead of talking to me about it, and his advice is usually the opposite of what I want to do or what I think is actually right. My monarchy will be different from my father’s, and I don’t think he understands that.” 
“You know I can’t actually–” 
“I know.” Elin laughed a little. “It was just wishful thinking.” 
“Well, I can’t be your official secretary anymore, but I can advise you in a different capacity.” 
“Yeah? What’s that?” 
“As your girlfriend, Elin,” Ingrid replied. 
Elin didn’t say anything for a long moment, so Ingrid worried she’d spoken out of turn. 
“I can both feel and hear your heart racing right now,” Elin spoke finally. 
“I just asked the Queen to be my girlfriend,” Ingrid replied. “And she hasn’t exactly responded positively yet, so I’m kind of scared I might have spoken too soon.” 
Elin looked up at her and said, “You know I don’t want anyone else.” 
“I know. But I thought we should have the title, too.” Ingrid ran her hand through Elin’s hair. 
Elin closed her eyes for a second and said, “I’d really like that.” 
“You would?” 
“You know this means that someday – and probably, soon – I’ll introduce you to the country, right?” 
“Yes, I understand.” 
“And you’re really sure, Ingrid? You’re sure you want this and everything that comes with it? I mean, I’m lying in bed with you, and we should be thinking about watching a movie or something, but we’re talking about my private secretary and the country.” 
“I’ll happily watch a movie with you or talk about the monarchy, Elin. I’ve told you before, and I mean it: I want all of you.” Ingrid heard the front door opening and added, “Sarah’s home.” 
“That sucks. I was about to make out with you,” Elin replied, smiling at her. 
“You can still do that. She knows you’re here; she’ll leave us alone.” 
“Okay… I know you’re in there, and you might be having sex right now, but I just wanted you to know I was home. And if you are having sex, maybe you could keep it down since my room is right next door!” Sarah yelled. 
“I’m getting my own place,” Ingrid muttered. “I am too old for this.” 
Elin laughed before she leaned down and kissed her. 
“Let’s just go out there. It’s still early. I can make you a coffee with two sugars. I saw you have decaf.” 
“I don’t want to go out there; I want to stay in here,” Ingrid told her, pulling Elin down on top of herself and running her hands over Elin’s shirt. “Elin, I want…” 
“What?” Elin asked, her eyes darkening. 
“You know what,” Ingrid replied. 
She watched Elin swallow. 
“I want that, too,” Elin said. 
“But not tonight,” Ingrid guessed. 
“Your sister will be sleeping in the next room.” 
“I know,” Ingrid grunted. “We can go to the palace.” 
“I brought the whole security team, and they made arrangements.” 
“I am definitely getting my own place.” 
Elin leaned down and kissed her quickly. 
“Don’t bother. You can just move into the palace with me,” she offered. 
“Wait… What?” Ingrid asked, shocked by that comment. 
“I thought you said you liked when I was cool and confident,” Elin smirked at her, straddling her hips. 
“Oh, I do,” Ingrid replied, running her hands up and down Elin’s sides now under her shirt. “But you can’t do that while you’re on top of me if we’re not going to have sex tonight.” 
Elin blushed a deep red and said, “But we… we will, though, right? When we can get some… real privacy, we’ll do that?” 
“Elin!” Ingrid laughed. “How do you go from basically asking me to move in with you to not being able to say the word ‘sex?’” 
“I’m going to get ready for bed,” Elin said to Ingrid. 
“Okay. I’ll be in soon,” Ingrid replied. 
Elin kissed her before she stood, and Ingrid watched her walk into the bedroom to, likely, change into pajamas. 
“So?” Sarah asked. 
“So, what?” Ingrid asked back. 
“I mean, how was it?” 
“How was what?” Ingrid asked. 
“Sex, Ingrid. How was it?” 
“Sarah, I’m not going to talk to you about this.” 
“You did with Britt.” 
“No, you berated me until I confirmed that our sex was good but nothing to write home about.” 
“So, pretend I’m berating you now.” The woman scooted over on their sofa. 
“We didn’t. We haven’t yet.” 
“What? I stayed later at work to give you two time.” 
“This isn’t university where I want to squeeze in a quickie before my roommate gets home, Sarah,” Ingrid stated in a harsher tone than she’d meant. 
“Oh, okay. Sorry. I–” 
“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” 
“How did you mean it?” 
“I just meant that I want it to be special when we do that.” 
“I get that,” Sarah replied. 
“But it’s hard. I live here with you. She lives in a palace, and only some of them know we’re together, so there’s–” 
“Together? It’s official now?” 
Ingrid smiled before confirming, “Yes, it’s official. We’re together.” 
“And how do you feel about that?” 
“Like I want to make love with my girlfriend.” 
“Who is the Queen of Norway,” Sarah said. 
“Who is Elin – this gorgeous, clumsy, and confident contradiction, who I’m totally crazy about.” 
“Obviously,” Sarah teased. “Do you want me to stay with a friend tonight? I can call–” 
“No, I’m not kicking you out of your house, Sarah. Besides, I don’t think she’s ready yet.” 
“No?” 
“No, she still can’t even say the word ‘sex’ around me. It’s really cute,” Ingrid replied. 
“She can’t say ‘sex?’” 
“No. I was her secretary for three years; I think she’s still adjusting to us being more than that.” 
“Well, if she can’t say it, you guys probably shouldn’t be having it.” 
“I’m working on it,” Ingrid replied. “But tonight, I will be perfectly happy just falling asleep next to her.” She stood up and walked toward her room. “Do not drink all the tea I just bought; it’s for her.” 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Sarah joked as she laughed. “Wait. If you two end up getting married, am I going to have to call you Queen Consort?” 
“I think the correct title would be Her Royal Highness,” Elin answered that question instead, emerging from the bedroom in her pajamas. “And I’m going to brush my teeth.” She kissed Ingrid on the cheek. 



CHAPTER 32
“You know you don’t have to take me with you, right?” Ingrid asked. 
“Well, I think now is a good time to formally introduce you to them as my girlfriend. It should also help my father understand that it would be a very good time for him to stop trying to set me up with other people,” Elin told her. “Plus, my mom asked to meet you.” 
“Your mom has met me,” Ingrid pointed out. 
“Not as the woman who’s dating her daughter,” Elin replied. “Sorry, but in my world, the whole meet-the-parents thing happens pretty early in relationships. Usually, you’d even be introduced by the parents.” 
“Elin, I don’t mind meeting your parents. I just know you wanted to talk to your dad tonight.” 
“And I will.” Elin took her hand. “I just have that formal reception for the ambassadors tomorrow night, so I won’t be able to see you. Then, I’m back in St. Rais for that charity thing for Palmer’s organization.” 
Ingrid nodded solemnly, and Elin kissed Ingrid’s palm. 
“You know I’d take you with me if I could.” 
“I do.” Ingrid smiled softly. “I have to work anyway.” 
“Once we tell people about us, you’ll be my official escort to everything I have to attend.” 
“Oh, I guess I will be,” Ingrid said, seemingly realizing it at the same time. 
“You hadn’t thought about that?” 
“No, I was your secretary, so I got used to either not being there at all or being behind the scenes. Will I have to dress up?” 
Elin laughed, kissed her cheek, and said, “Yes, but we’ll take care of that.” 
“I hate formal wear.” 
“You think I like it?” 
“You look so good in it, though,” Ingrid replied. 
“I do?” 
“You always looked like a Disney princess to me,” Ingrid admitted. “I also really like when you’re comfortable, though. I’ve loved sleeping next to you, getting to see you in your pajamas and when you wake up in the morning with messy hair.” 
“Shut up,” Elin said through her laughter. 
The car pulled up to her parents’ new residence, and the door was opened for them. Elin got out first and held her hand there for Ingrid to take. She did, and Elin smiled as Ingrid stepped out of the car, looking gorgeous in a plain-black dress. Of course, she had a coat on over it, but Elin knew what that dress looked like on her underneath, and Ingrid looked beautiful. 
“Hi, honey,” her mother greeted when she opened the door. 
“Hi, Mom,” Elin replied, letting go of Ingrid’s hand to hug her mother. 
“Hello, Ingrid,” her mother addressed Ingrid next. 
“Your Royal Highness,” Ingrid replied with a bow of her head. 
“You didn’t tell her?” 
“No, I honestly didn’t think about it,” Elin said and turned to Ingrid. “You can call her Sigrid tonight. You’re here as my girlfriend. My dad is just Hans.” 
“Oh, I don’t know if I can do that,” Ingrid replied, smiling shyly. 
“You’ll get used to it,” Elin’s mother told her, pulling Ingrid in for a hug. “It’s good to see you, dear.” 
“You too, Ma’am.” 
Elin rolled her eyes at Ingrid. 
“What? You have to at least let me say, ‘Ma’am’ and ‘Sir.’ They’re still your parents, Elin,” Ingrid replied. 
“Speaking of your father – he’s in the living room. Let me get your coats.” 
“Mom, where’s the staff?” Elin asked. 
“We gave them the night off,” she replied. “Security is here, obviously, but they’re all outside. We don’t know the staff here all that well yet, since many of them are new, so we thought it might be safer to not have them here for tonight, just in case. I hope you’ll be okay with my cooking; I’ve been practicing. I’m a little nervous, Ingrid. Your sister is a chef. I’m sure you’re accustomed to good food.” 
Elin loved her mother. Sure, they’d had their disagreements and troubles over the years, but how her mother was trying to make Ingrid feel totally at home right now made up for everything. Elin helped Ingrid with her coat and then took off her own. 
“I’ll take care of them, Mom,” Elin offered. “You two, go ahead. I’ll be right there.” 
Ingrid’s eyes went wide, telling Elin that she shouldn’t take too long. Elin smiled at her in reply, hung up their coats, and followed quickly. 
“Hello, Ingrid,” Elin’s father said. 
“Hello, Sir,” Ingrid replied. 
Elin walked up behind her and placed her hand on the small of Ingrid’s back. 
“Dad.” 
“Elin, how are you?” 
“I’m okay,” Elin said stiffly. 
“Very good,” he replied. 
“What can I get you two to drink?” her mother asked. 
“Bourbon,” her father stated. 
“Before dinner?” 
“Yes, before dinner,” he said rather gruffly. 
“Dad…” Elin warned. 
“I’m allowed one drink a day, remember?” 
“Yes, but you don’t have to be rude to Mom. I’ll get it, Mom,” she offered, moving to the small wet bar that was set up in the corner. “Ingrid?” she asked. 
“Whatever you’re having is fine,” Ingrid replied. 
Elin poured her father a bourbon and then a glass of wine each for herself and Ingrid. 
“Mom?” 
“Just wine for me, please,” she said. 
Elin poured another glass of wine before carrying the drinks to Ingrid and her mother. After that, she returned for the other two glasses, handing the one with the bourbon to her father as he sat in his wheelchair. Elin then nodded to Ingrid for her to join her on the sofa, and her mother sat in her usual chair next to her father. 
“So, Ingrid, I understand you and Elin are courting.” 
“Dad, it’s not called that anymore,” Elin said. 
“What would you call it, then?” 
“We’re together,” Elin replied. 
“You’re not technically together until you come out as a couple,” he argued. “An official royal couple.” 
“I know how it works, but it doesn’t change the fact that Ingrid is my girlfriend,” Elin said calmly. 
“How about we talk about Ingrid’s new job,” her mother suggested. “Elin tells us you’re working for your father?” 
“My stepfather,” Ingrid said. 
“Your stepfather?” the former King asked. 
“Yes, Sir. My mother remarried when I was very young, so he’s the only father I’ve ever known.” 
“And are you enjoying it?” Elin’s mother asked. 
“Yes, Ma’am.” 
“You’d have to quit,” he stated. 
“I’m sorry. Sir?” Ingrid took a drink of her wine. 
“When you and Elin make it official, you’d have to quit. Royals don’t work in the public sector.” 
“Dad…” Elin said. 
“Well, it’s the truth.” 
“Dad, Ingrid can work whenever and wherever she wants.” 
“Eventually, she will have to quit. You’re Queen, Elin. She’d be your Queen Consort. That means she can’t legally work.” 
“We’re not married, Dad. This is a moot point.” 
“What’s the point of being a couple if you don’t plan on getting married, Elin?” 
“Okay… I’m going to go grab the appetizers. Ingrid, would you maybe care to join me in the kitchen?” Elin’s mother said. 
“Um…” Ingrid looked over at Elin. 
“It’s okay,” Elin told her, smiling. 
“We need to discuss these things, Elin. Markus informed me you weren’t interested in talking about what happens if Mari and Erik marry and their children inherit both thrones. He said you were more concerned about Lillian receiving a new title than the future of the–” 
“Sir, excuse me for saying so, but you do not need to discuss these things,” Ingrid interrupted. 
Elin’s eyes went wide in shock as she looked at her girlfriend. 
“Elin is the Queen of Norway. She is under no obligation to discuss matters of state with you. And for you to presume that by talking to Markus, you know what’s on Elin’s mind is… Well, Sir, it’s foolish of you.” 
No one said anything for a moment. Elin looked from Ingrid to her mother to her father and then back to Ingrid, who appeared more than frustrated and maybe bordering on anger. Then, Elin’s mother stood up. 
“Maybe we should give them a minute alone, after all, Ingrid. Would you join me in the kitchen?” 
“Of course, Ma’am,” Ingrid replied, seeming to lose some of her anger and standing up. 
Elin loved her. She had loved Ingrid for a long time now, but just hearing her put herself out there with Elin’s father, who was a former King and someone Ingrid had worked with for years, made Elin love her more. Ingrid had said all of that not just to the former monarch but also to her girlfriend’s father. That might even mean more to Elin. She watched as Ingrid followed her mother into the kitchen and realized that Ingrid was right about what she’d said. And she’d just given Elin the confidence she needed to say these things to her father. 
“Dad, you’re being rude to Mom, rude to me, and rude to Ingrid,” Elin told him. 
“I am not.” 
“You don’t think I know you’d rather still be King? You don’t think I know that while you say you’re proud of Christian and proud of me, you’d still rather it be him instead of me right now? I know that, Dad. And I also know that you’re okay with me being gay until we start talking about the world knowing. You’re okay with me being married until we discuss the fact that I don’t want children. You’re worried about the stability of the monarchy with me at the head of it, but here I am, and I am who I am. I won’t change for you or for anyone. You keep talking to Markus, feeding him policy and information you expect me to listen to, but you’re not in charge anymore, Dad. You could come to me with your thoughts, but you don’t. You told me you’d mentor me, and you don’t. You just sit here and sulk. You’re angry at the situation, and you’re taking it out on the rest of us, but I won’t sit here and let you talk to me or to Ingrid like planning for some event far off into the future is more important than you meeting the first woman I’ve ever brought home to my parents.” Elin paused to catch her breath. “Dad, I love her. I want all those things you mentioned with her. I brought her here as your daughter, not as the sovereign. But I am the sovereign. I’ll leave with her right now, too, if you can’t agree to at least be civil. Act like a normal father tonight, please. Just ask her about growing up or places she wants to travel to someday, not about quitting her job because she’s in a relationship with me. Can you do that just for one night? For me, Dad?” 
He considered this for a moment, took a drink of his bourbon, and nodded. 
“Good. I love you. You’re going to get through this, okay?” 
“This is harder than I thought it would be, Elin,” he admitted. 
“I know, Dad.” 
“No, honey, you can’t know. And I hope you never know what this is like. I was supposed to die. My son was supposed to assume the throne. You were supposed to have whatever life you wanted. None of that has happened, and it’s my fault.” 
“Dad, I do have the life I wanted,” Elin replied, smiling softly at him. 
He looked at her, confused. 
“I don’t think I knew it until after it all happened, but I like being Queen. I can make a difference. I want to make a difference. I want Christian to have the life he wants. I know this won’t make sense to most people, but I am his twin. I can feel his happiness, Dad. He’s doing what he loves, and he’s fallen in love with Amalie. I’m going to make Lillian The Princess Royal because she deserves the title. She’s taken on more work recently, and she’s prepared to take over for me. She’s accepted her responsibility. Even Mari is happier. She’s in love, and she’s going to business school next year, which is what she’s always wanted.” Elin looked toward the closed kitchen door. “Dad, I’m in love. I don’t know how it happened, but Ingrid wants to be with me – Queen and all – and I am happy.” 
Her father’s eyes welled with tears. 
“You didn’t mess anything up,” Elin told him. “Don’t start now, okay? Mom loves you. Don’t push her away. I love you. Stop interfering, and I’ll come here. We can talk about this stuff like two adults with the same goal: a successful and happy Norway.” 
“I love you, too,” he replied. “And I am proud of you.” 
She nodded and said, “Thank you.” 
“I think I’ll save the rest of this bourbon for after dinner.” 
Elin laughed and watched as Ingrid and her mother walked hesitantly back into the room carrying two trays of food. 
“Well? Were we gone long enough?” her mother asked. 
“Yes,” her father replied. “I owe you both an apology.” 
Ingrid set the tray she’d been carrying down on the table. Elin placed one hand on the small of Ingrid’s back and the other on Ingrid’s thigh, making sure Ingrid knew she could sit as close as she wanted or needed to. 
“I’m sorry, Sir. I–” 
“No, Ingrid, you were right. Elin and I talked, and tonight, she’s my daughter first, and I’m her father. You’re her girlfriend, and I apologize to you.” 
“Thank you, Sir,” Ingrid said, taking Elin’s hand on her thigh and squeezing it. 
“So, where are some places you’d like to travel one day?” he asked. 
Elin just burst into laughter. 



CHAPTER 33
“So, why are you here?” Sarah asked. 
“I’m eating dinner,” Ingrid replied. 
“At my restaurant?” 
“Why not? You serve food here.” 
Sarah rolled her eyes before pointing out, “You hardly ever come in here. I usually bring stuff home for you, or you eat something else.” 
“I wanted to get out of the apartment,” Ingrid said, finishing the delicious chicken Sarah had prepared just for her. 
“Out of TV shows to binge or something?” Sarah took a sip from her iced water. 
“My girlfriend is at some dinner with ambassadors, and I miss her,” Ingrid replied, looking down at her plate. “Am I pathetic?” 
“One night apart has you all depressed?” 
“No, it was one week apart after our first date. Then, a few apart after our second one. I just did the meet-her-parents thing – which was awkward, but I got through it – and now I’m sulking here because I just wish I could be there with her.” 
“As her girlfriend or her secretary?” Sarah asked. 
“Honestly, a little of both.” 
“She offered you the job back.” 
“I can’t take it if we’re dating,” Ingrid replied. 
“Well, she needs to come out and tell people you’re together. Then, you can at least go to some things as her girlfriend.” 
“Yeah, I know.” 
“Are you worried she’s not going to do that?” 
“No, she will. She’s working with everyone at the palace to figure out the best way to do it. She’s been talking to Elizabeth, too.” 
“You mean Queen Antonia of St. Rais? That Elizabeth?” 
“Yeah.” 
“I like that you just casually called her ‘Elizabeth,’ like she’s not Queen of a country.” 
“She told me to call her that. They all did.” 
Sarah smiled at her and said, “I have to get back in there, but call her, Ingrid. Just tell her you miss her.” 
“She’s busy.” 
“Then, text her, at least. She can call you back when she’s free.” 
“Yeah, I guess I could.” 
“This won’t sound right, but I like you like this,” Sarah told her, standing up from her seat next to Ingrid at the bar. 
“Like what? Sad?” 
“Sad because you’re really happy,” Sarah replied. 
Then, she walked into the kitchen after kissing Ingrid on the cheek. Ingrid finished her meal and pushed the plate away. She stared at her phone on top of the bar, thinking about sending a message, when it rang instead. She saw the letter E and smiled. 
“Hi,” she said softly. 
“Hi,” Elin replied. “Where are you right now?” 
“At Sarah’s restaurant. I just ate, and I was going to text you.” 
“What were you going to say?” 
“That I miss you, because I am very, very lame.” 
“That’s not lame; that’s sweet,” Elin replied. 
“I’m glad you think so.” 
“I was calling to tell you this thing is going longer than I expected, but I was wondering if you could get to the palace later.” 
“Yeah?” Ingrid smiled. 
“I don’t want to be without you tonight.” 
“You want me to stay there?” 
“Yes.” 
“With you or in the guest room I stayed in the last time?” 
“Last time, you weren’t my girlfriend. This time, you’ll sleep in my bed.” 
“And you’re not worried about what people might say?” 
“No. I just… I miss you, too.” 
“I guess we’re both lame,” Ingrid teased. 
◆◆◆
 


Ingrid texted that she’d been escorted to Elin’s suite. Elin didn’t text back. The event must still be going on, so Ingrid sat in the living area and waited. It was after eleven. She was pretty tired from work and thought about changing into pajamas and crawling into Elin’s bed to wait for her there, but it would be her first time sleeping in that bed, and she thought she should let the Queen give her permission first. 
Thirty minutes went by. Ingrid answered emails and scrolled through her news app on her phone. For a split second, she considered texting Elin that she was just going to go home and get some sleep, but she knew she wanted to fall asleep next to the woman. 
“I’m sorry,” Elin said when she walked through the door. 
“It’s okay.” Ingrid stood. 
Elin walked over to her and went right into her arms. 
“Bad night?” Ingrid asked, hugging her back tightly. 
“No, it was fine. It was just long and boring, and I’m starving and tired.” 
“You’re starving?” 
“Dinner was at five. I ate a little, but I got caught up in a conversation, and then it was time for the next course. That happened a couple more times, so I’m hungry again.” 
“You’re the Queen, sweetheart.” Ingrid smiled as she pulled back to look at Elin. “Ask them to bring you something.” 
“Are you hungry?” 
“No, I ate at the restaurant. I guess I could go for a snack or something if you’re going to eat.” 
“Let’s go down to the kitchen.” 
“Why?” 
“Why not?” Elin asked back. “I can scrounge us up something.” 
“You can scrounge?” Ingrid teased. 
“Prepare to be impressed,” Elin told her and held out her hand. 
Ingrid took it, and they walked to the elevator. It took them down to the main floor, where Ingrid let go of Elin’s hand. 
“What?” Elin asked. 
“People will see.” 
“Ingrid, I don’t–” She paused. “I’m okay with people seeing if you are.” 
Ingrid nodded and took Elin’s hand back. They walked past a few people who only seemed to care that their Queen was walking down the hall late at night. They bowed and greeted her. Ingrid noticed a few glances at their joined hands, but Elin didn’t seem to be concerned, so Ingrid wasn’t, either. When they got to the kitchen, it was thankfully deserted. 
“Okay. I’m thinking cheese,” Elin said. 
“What?” Ingrid laughed. 
“Cheese and fruit. I can find some wine, too.” 
“Wine?” 
“Yeah, we could have a little date in here.” 
Ingrid smiled and watched as Elin moved to the giant refrigerator. She pulled out a few types of cheese and then strawberries and blueberries. 
“White or red?” Elin asked. 
“Coffee?” Ingrid asked instead. 
“Yes, I can make you coffee,” Elin replied, sounding excited. “I know how the machine works.” 
Ingrid laughed. Then, she watched as Elin made her a cup of coffee, placed it in front of Ingrid, and grabbed a couple of plates. She sliced some cheese and plated some fruit. Finally, she put everything back in the fridge and turned around to face her. 
“Will this be okay?” 
“This is perfect,” Ingrid said. 
“Thank you for coming over.” 
“I didn’t really do it for you,” Ingrid replied. “I wanted to see you.” 
“Still, thank you.” 
Ingrid finally took in her girlfriend. She hadn’t noticed at first because Elin had breezed right into the room and hugged her. Then, they’d walked down the hall side by side, and Ingrid had been nervous about their hand-holding. 
“Wow,” Ingrid said softly. 
“What?” 
“You look great,” Ingrid replied. 
Elin was wearing black slacks with a light-blue button-down shirt. She also had on those very dangerous suspenders. 
“Oh, thank you,” Elin said. “I had a jacket on earlier, but I took it off during the second round of boring after-dinner drinks, and I must have left it–” 
Ingrid moved into her and kissed her. It was slow, but she kissed her hard and deep. Ingrid’s hands moved from where they cupped Elin’s face to around Elin’s neck. Elin’s were around Ingrid’s waist now, pulling Ingrid in closer. Ingrid backed Elin up until she was pressed against the stainless-steel island in the middle of the room, and her lips moved to Elin’s neck. She breathed her in and continued kissing her as Elin’s hands moved to Ingrid’s shirt and pulled it out of her jeans. 
“Ingrid…” she breathed out. 
“I want you,” Ingrid told her. “You’re wearing those suspenders,” she added in a whisper against her ear. 
“I…” Elin’s hands rubbed up and down Ingrid’s back. “I…” 
“Should I stop?” Ingrid asked, moving her lips to Elin’s jaw and then back to her lips. 
“No,” Elin replied. “I want you. You have no idea how much I…” 
“Say it, Elin,” Ingrid encouraged, kissing her again. 
“I don’t just want that; I don’t just want sex.” 
Ingrid smirked. “You said it.” 
“I can say the word.” 
“What do you want, then?” 
“Everything with you.” 
Ingrid lifted Elin up until she was sitting on the island. Elin laughed a little until Ingrid kissed her again. Then, Ingrid forced herself to step back for a second and stared into Elin’s eyes. 
“We should go upstairs.” 
“Finish what you started, Ingrid,” Elin told her. 
“What about…” 
“No one will come in here. They saw me come in here.” 
Ingrid reached forward and pulled one of Elin’s suspenders down. After removing the other one and stepping between Elin’s spread legs, she cupped Elin’s face and kissed her slowly. Then, she stepped back again. 
“Not like this; not the first time,” she said. 
“But you took my suspenders off,” Elin replied, sounding totally adorable. 
“I’ll take them all the way off upstairs. But, Elin, I don’t just want sex, either: I want to make love to you.” 
Elin swallowed. Then, she nodded. She stood up and placed back her suspenders. 
“I want– I mean, I want that–” Elin put her hands back on the island behind her. “Ow!” 
“What happened?” 
“Nothing. The cheese knife.” 
“Did you cut yourself?” Ingrid took her hands to look at them. 
“No, it just kind of poked me,” Elin replied. 
Ingrid kissed both of her palms and said, “I need you to not cut these off, okay?” She kissed each of Elin’s fingers. “I haven’t seen what they can do yet.” 
“Oh, I… Yeah, I won’t. I’ll…” 
Ingrid smiled at her, kissed her, and said, “I’ll just hold on to one of these hands while we walk back to your room; for safety.” She winked at Elin. 



CHAPTER 34
The ride upstairs was the only elevator ride Elin knew she’d remember for the rest of her life. They weren’t touching; they were staring. Ingrid’s eyes raked over Elin’s body not once but several times. Elin’s did the same and ended at Ingrid’s hands, which were balled into tight fists at her sides. Elin wanted to reach for her, but this moment – standing there and not touching Ingrid – was the sexiest moment of Elin’s entire life. She was picturing everything she wanted to do, one exciting thing after the other, until she heard the ding of the elevator arriving at their floor. The doors opened, but neither of them got out. The doors closed. They continued to stare. 
Elin knew what she wanted. Her heart knew. Her mind knew. Her body knew. Her entire soul knew. Without hesitating another moment, she reached for the top button of her shirt and undid it. Ingrid looked down, watching her hands move. Elin undid the second and the third button. Ingrid didn’t say anything; she just watched. Elin watched her watching. She moved her hands to the fourth and fifth button, finally finishing with the sixth. She removed her suspenders, letting them fall at her sides, and pulled off her shirt, leaving her only in her bra. 
“Oh,” Ingrid said softly before she swallowed. 
Elin didn’t say anything. She watched Ingrid’s green eyes darken as she reached behind her back and unclasped her bra. 
“Elin–” 
“Don’t,” Elin interrupted. “This is my private elevator, remember?” 
Ingrid’s eyes followed Elin’s hands as they lowered the bra off her body. Elin reached for the suspenders and put them back in place. She stood there topless, with her nipples hard, wearing the suspenders Ingrid seemed to love so much. Then, it was her turn to watch as Ingrid lifted her shirt up and off. Elin swallowed. Ingrid’s skin was pale and perfect. When Ingrid reached behind her own back and unclasped her bra, something Elin never thought would happen happened then: Ingrid’s full breasts were revealed to her – the rosy nipples just as hard as her own. Her eyes moved down to where Ingrid’s hands were still moving. Ingrid undid her button and zipper. Elin fumbled for just a second and did the same with her own pants. 
She took three quick steps toward Ingrid and waited. Ingrid’s eyes were on Elin’s breasts and then on Elin’s now-open pants. When her eyes moved back up to meet Elin’s, Elin took a half-step and heard Ingrid’s breath catch as their nipples touched for the first time. Elin couldn’t hear much else because her heart was pounding in her ears. Ingrid’s hands went to the suspenders, which she removed slowly, watching the action. Her fingers found Elin’s belt loops and tugged down until Elin’s pants fell to her ankles. Elin reached for Ingrid’s hips, pulling her flush against herself now. Her lips moved within millimeters of Ingrid’s. 
“I want you here,” Elin told her as she grazed Ingrid’s lips with her own. “And then in there.” 
“Okay,” Ingrid said softly. 
Elin kissed her gently and slowly as her hands moved to Ingrid’s pants, which she pulled down. She felt and heard Ingrid kick them and her shoes off all the way quickly and smirked because Ingrid wanted this, too. They now stood only in their underwear. Elin’s hands moved into Ingrid’s hair as she pressed her back against the elevator wall. Her lips moved to Ingrid’s neck. Her right hand moved to Ingrid’s chest, which she caressed before she squeezed one of Ingrid’s breasts, feeling its fullness and wanting to taste it. Her left hand was pressed against the wall next to Ingrid’s head. 
Elin wasn’t sure where Ingrid’s hands were, exactly, because they felt like they were everywhere at once. Elin lowered her lips to Ingrid’s breast, sucked her nipple into her mouth, and Ingrid gasped. Elin’s underwear soaked through. She felt like she was actually dripping; she was so wet, so turned on by Ingrid’s body, her sounds, and just the fact that they were doing this right now. Ingrid’s hands went to Elin’s ass, sliding down her lower back. Elin held on to the ticklish laughter that begged to get out, thanks to Ingrid’s touch. She wondered if Ingrid had done that on purpose, but she could ask that later. Her lips moved to Ingrid’s other breast, and she licked the nipple, making it harder before she sucked and nipped at it. 
“Oh, my God,” Ingrid breathed out. “Elin…” 
Elin returned her lips to Ingrid’s mouth, kissing her harder than she had before. She reached down and moved her hand to the inside of Ingrid’s thigh, tapping it. Ingrid took the hint, spread her legs wide, and let Elin crash against her. Elin rolled her hips because she couldn’t not. Ingrid pressed Elin into her hard. Ingrid’s lips moved to Elin’s neck now. Her tongue licked up the side of it until she sucked on Elin’s earlobe. It was Elin’s turn to gasp. She couldn’t hold back anymore. This was too good; too much. Her hand slid between them and into Ingrid’s black panties. 
“Yes,” Ingrid let out. 
Elin took one of Ingrid’s hands that had moved to her breast and moved it between them instead. Ingrid slid it inside Elin’s white panties, and they cupped each other. They stopped moving. They stared at one another. Ingrid’s lips were parted. Her tongue slipped out and slid across her bottom lip. Elin wanted to capture it, but she also wanted to look into Ingrid’s eyes when she touched her for the first time. She slipped two fingers into Ingrid’s wet folds, and Ingrid’s eyes closed. Her head went back against the wall. She opened them again, and her fingers moved into Elin’s wetness. Elin kept her eyes open but wanted to scream – this felt so good. 
“I can’t believe I’m touching you,” Ingrid spoke. 
Elin wanted to say the same thing, but she couldn’t talk. If she tried to make a sound, she’d yell Ingrid’s name because she was coming, and she didn’t want to come yet. Elin stroked Ingrid’s clit harder instead, causing Ingrid’s head to go forward and back again. Elin used her free hand on Ingrid’s breast, bringing the nipple to her lips to suck as she stroked. Ingrid’s free hand went to the back of Elin’s neck, holding her there as she stroked Elin harder, faster, until Elin nearly burst, but she didn’t. 
She let go of Ingrid’s breast, pressed their foreheads together, and then slid two fingers deep inside her, pulling Ingrid’s panties down a little with her other hand. She placed her thumb on Ingrid’s clit and thrust. Ingrid’s eyes remained open and on Elin’s as she tugged at Elin’s panties and thrust inside her. Elin’s clit pulsed and pounded as Ingrid’s thumb pressed against it, flicking it back and forth as she moved deeper. Elin rocked her hips. She couldn’t stop; she needed the friction. She needed to come. Her lips grazed Ingrid’s, but she didn’t kiss her; she stared into her green eyes. She licked her own lips, and she watched Ingrid as she came. 
“I’m–” Ingrid’s eyes closed. Her mouth formed an O. “Elin, I’m…” 
Elin couldn’t catch her breath. Everything was so beautiful. Everything was so perfect. The woman she’d loved for years was coming at her touch. Ingrid’s thrusts became erratic, which was, apparently, just what Elin’s body needed. 
“Ingrid! Oh, God!” 
Elin came. Her hips rocked into Ingrid’s hand. Ingrid came down just in time to thrust harder and take Elin further over the edge. Elin couldn’t stop her body if she wanted to. Her toes tingled. Her hand was still buried between Ingrid’s legs, moving as much as she could get it to move while she came with the hardest orgasm she’d ever experienced in her life. She just stood there, coming down, with Ingrid watching her, running the hand that wasn’t between Elin’s legs through Elin’s hair, moving it away from her face. 
“Are you okay?” Ingrid asked when Elin’s breathing didn’t slow after a while. 
Elin turned, found the button, and opened the doors of the elevator, which led straight into her room. She removed her hand regretfully from Ingrid’s panties, and Ingrid did the same. 
“Leave them.” Elin nodded toward their clothes on the floor. 
She pulled Ingrid out of the elevator, waited until the door closed behind them, and pressed Ingrid against it. 
“I’ve waited three years to do that with you,” Elin spoke softly against Ingrid’s neck. 
“And?” Ingrid asked. 
Elin stepped back, looked at Ingrid’s amazing body, and pulled on her hands until they were walking toward Elin’s sofa. 
“I want to do it again,” she replied. 
Elin sat on her sofa, and Ingrid stood in front of her. Elin watched. When Ingrid removed the last remaining article of clothing, Elin gaped at how beautiful the woman in front of her was. She leaned in to reach for her, kissed Ingrid’s stomach slowly, breathing her in, and knew what she wanted to do now. She looked up at Ingrid from between her legs while Ingrid stared down at her, running her hand through Elin’s hair. Elin licked her lips, and her hands moved to Ingrid’s thighs, which she spread. She took in the scent of her, craving the taste now. Then, she spread Ingrid’s folds with her fingers and slid her tongue over Ingrid’s clit. 
“Oh, Elin,” Ingrid gasped, now gripping Elin’s hair a little harder than she’d been doing just a second before. 
“May I?” Elin asked. 
“Yes. Everything. Everything you want,” Ingrid said. 
Elin licked her slowly at first. Ingrid’s legs wobbled a little, but Elin knew she’d come quickly. She held on to Ingrid’s waist and sucked hard. When Ingrid moaned, Elin squirmed, her own clit begging for another release. Ingrid’s clit was swollen and ready, and Elin wanted to hear her scream when she came this time. She moved her hand between Ingrid’s legs, letting her fingertip just hover at Ingrid’s entrance, but before she could slide inside, Ingrid’s hips thrust against Elin’s face. 
“Fuck! Oh, my God! Elin!” 
Elin continued to suck until Ingrid tapped her shoulder rapidly. She pulled back and stared up at Ingrid, who was flushed and sexy. Ingrid nearly fell to the floor, but Elin held her around the waist, and Ingrid slid to it instead. Elin wanted to smile because she’d just done that to her, but she didn’t because Ingrid’s hands were reaching for Elin’s panties. Ingrid then pulled them off quickly, and before Elin even knew it, Ingrid’s head was between her legs, yanking on Elin’s legs until her center was at the edge of the sofa, providing her better access. 
“Oh, yes!” Elin grasped Ingrid’s head and encouraged her on. “Ingrid, yes!” 
She couldn’t roll her head back or close her eyes; she needed to watch every moment of this, take it all in. Ingrid Olson was going down on her while she sat on her sitting room sofa, legs spread, watching Ingrid’s head bob as she sucked. If there were any kind of national emergency right now, whoever came through that door would get quite a show. Of course, that would mean Elin was able to hold on longer, and she wasn’t – she was coming. 
“Ingrid, yes! Yes, God!” 
She’d imagined this moment countless times: Ingrid’s head between her legs. Her own between Ingrid’s. She came at the reality, though, because this was actually happening. 
“Will you come up here?” Elin asked, running her hands through Ingrid’s hair. 
“Where, exactly?” Ingrid smiled. 
“Straddle me,” Elin replied. 
Ingrid did, and Elin pulled her down for a kiss, loving how they could taste each other on their lips. Their tongues stroked. Their hands moved, gliding across now-damp skin. Elin slipped her own between Ingrid’s legs and then inside her. Ingrid didn’t stop kissing her. She just moved up and down on Elin’s fingers; slow, at first, and then a little faster. Elin held on to her waist as Ingrid took off, rocking forward and back, lifting up and pressing hard back down. Elin sucked a nipple into her mouth, kissed Ingrid’s neck, and then flicked her clit with her thumb until Ingrid came above her. Ingrid moved slower and then slower still until she finally stopped and stared down at Elin, cupping her face in both hands and kissing her. 
“That was…” 
“Yeah,” Elin said when Ingrid couldn’t finish her sentence. 
“I don’t want to move,” Ingrid said, still breathing hard. 
“Then, don’t. Stay forever,” Elin replied, pressing her lips between Ingrid’s breasts. 
“In this spot? Won’t your hand cramp up eventually?” Ingrid teased, kissing Elin’s jaw when Elin looked up at her. 
“I don’t care.” 
“We can move to the bed,” Ingrid suggested, kissing her lips. “And do this again.” 
“Ingrid, I love you,” she said without hesitation. “I love you. I’ve loved you for three years, since the moment I first laid eyes on you. I love you.” 
Ingrid’s expression changed. She turned more serious, but she didn’t say anything. Then, she kissed Elin again. 



CHAPTER 35
Ingrid hadn’t said it. Why hadn’t she said it back? She felt it. She loved her; she knew that. She’d known it before last night, but after last night, she’d known it. The way Elin had looked at her in the elevator, standing there, slowly removing her clothes for Ingrid, had almost made Ingrid come without being touched. Then, feeling Elin pressed to her for the first time and understanding how important that moment was almost made her confess her feelings before Elin had even gotten the chance. After Elin had said it, though, something hit Ingrid. 
She was in the Queen’s suite. They’d just made love for the first time and then, technically, the second time, and there would likely be a third and many more times after that. Elin’s father’s words entered her brain: they’d have to come out to be considered official to everyone else; she’d have to quit her job. Her family would be put under a microscope, including the biological father she didn’t talk to anymore. They’d likely have a timeline for their engagement and then, their wedding. It would be a huge affair that the whole country would watch on TV, and the rest of the world might even tune in. She’d be Queen Consort of Norway. She’d have obligations. She knew Elin didn’t want children now, but she could change her mind if her father continued to pressure her… 
‘No.’ Ingrid shook her head. ‘That wasn’t Elin. That wasn’t her Elin – Elin knew what she wanted and didn’t want; she wouldn’t let anyone talk her into something like that.’

“Well, hi there,” Lillian said. 
“Oh, shit!” Ingrid wrapped the towel tighter around herself. 
“I see we’re no longer using the more formal ‘Her Royal Highness’ now that you’ve slept with my sister, huh?” 
“I’m sorry; I was just surprised. Your Royal–” Ingrid went to bow her head. 
Lillian laughed and said, “I was kidding, Ingrid.” 
Ingrid had woken that morning alone to a note that Elin had written telling her she had some work to do that morning and she’d try to make it back before Ingrid had to leave for work, which she needed to soon or she’d be late. She’d known Elin would be leaving soon, too, and they didn’t have a lot of time together. She’d hoped they would stay in bed for a little while this morning to say a proper goodbye until Elin got back from St. Rais. Ingrid had showered in Elin’s bathroom and hoped the woman would be back by the time she was out, but instead, it was Lillian who sat on the end of the still-mussed bed. 
“Good morning,” Ingrid said. 
“Do you want to get dressed?” 
“Yes, please.” 
Lillian laughed again and said, “I’ll be out there.” 
“Oh, okay,” Ingrid replied, wondering why Lillian was here at all. 
Lillian stood and left the room, likely going to the sitting room to wait for Ingrid. Ingrid brushed her wet hair and pulled it back into a messy bun. She changed into the clothes she’d worn last night but didn’t bother with her underwear since they were ruined. She’d been lucky Elin had returned to the elevator to pick everything up for them after they’d made love in bed, slowly this time. Ingrid’s clit throbbed just thinking about Elin on top of her, moving against her and inside her so slowly, and she nearly cried at how good it all felt. 
“So, it finally happened,” Lillian said when Ingrid walked in. 
“Ma’am?” 
“Lillian; or Lil, if you like,” Lillian said, taking a drink of her coffee. “I had them bring you one, too. I know you like two sugars, but I thought you could add them yourself.” 
“You know how I take my coffee?” 
“The same way my sister does now,” Lillian stated simply. “You’ve turned her into a coffee girl, I think.” 
“I don’t know why she started drinking coffee, actually,” Ingrid replied, sitting down next to Lillian. “She’s always enjoyed tea.” 
“Because she missed you, and it was something that reminded her of you, Ingrid,” Lillian explained. “She hated not having you here. She kind of turned into a shell of my sister there for a while.” 
“She did?” Ingrid asked, adding her sugar. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t think it was right for me to work here when–” 
“You were in love with her?” 
Ingrid swallowed. Then, she nodded. 
“And now?” 
“Now, we’re together,” Ingrid replied. “So, it wouldn’t be app–” 
“No, I meant that she told you.” 
“Told me what?” 
“Ingrid, she told you she loved you.” 
“How did you–” 
“She showed up to my room this morning and told me she finally told you, and she also mentioned that you didn’t say it back.” Lillian sucked between her two front teeth. “And I know you feel it, so I was hoping we could maybe get to the bottom of why you didn’t tell her how you feel.” 
“Is she okay?” Ingrid asked, concerned now. 
“She’ll be fine. She’s mostly worried.” 
“About us?” 
“I get the impression that you two took your relationship to that next step last night. She didn’t say anything, but it seemed that way to me. I’m guessing she said it after?” Lillian lifted an eyebrow, but Ingrid didn’t say anything in response. “Okay. Well, I’m going to butt in here, even though I probably shouldn’t – because that’s how my family works, and you should get to know that now. Do you love my sister, Ingrid?” 
Ingrid nodded. 
“But you didn’t say it back?” 
Ingrid shook her head. 
“May I ask why?” 
“I shouldn’t be talking to you about this. Elin and I should talk.” 
“Yes, you should. But she’s leaving soon for Palmer’s thing.” 
“I know.” 
“Look, I am no expert in love… I’m not even sure I’ve ever been in love myself.” 
“Trust me, you’d know,” Ingrid replied. 
Lillian smiled thoughtfully at her and said, “I’m sure that’s true. It’s the Queen thing, though, isn’t it?” 
“It’s fine. I want Elin.” 
“I have an idea,” Lillian replied. 
Then, she pulled out her phone and dialed. 
“Hey, do you have a minute?” There was a pause. “Ingrid is here. Can you talk to her about something for me?” 
“Who are you–” 
“It’s Palmer. You should talk to her,” Lillian said to Ingrid. “Great. I’m going to give her the phone.” She handed Ingrid the phone and added, “I’ll be in my room. Just bring it back when you’re done.” 
“I don’t–” 
“Ask her what it was like for her, Ingrid. If anyone gets this, it’s her. Just remember: Elin is just a person, like you. She’s in love with you. She has been forever. And if you’re not in this, you need to tell her now. If you are, though – I promise you, she will be the best partner in the world. She’s already the best sister. She’s a great aunt to Palmer and Elizabeth’s kids, and she will be to mine, too. She’s already on her way to being the best Queen. Sorry, Palmer! No offense to your wife.” Lillian said that last part a little louder. “Just give it a chance. Don’t freak out. Don’t ruin what could be the best thing ever for both of you, okay?” 
“How did you know I–” 
“I saw the terrified look on my sister’s face this morning, Ingrid. I don’t ever want to see that look on her face again.” 
Lillian left then, and Ingrid reluctantly put the phone to her ear. 
“Hello?” 
“Queen troubles?” Palmer asked. 
“Princess troubles at the moment. Lillian is insistent, though. My Queen is working right now, and then she’s on her way to see you,” Ingrid replied. 
“You’re freaking out about the whole possibility of being a consort one day?” 
“Not just that,” Ingrid said. “I thought I could handle it; I really did. I just… I don’t know. It hit me last night.” 
“So, let’s walk through it,” Palmer suggested. 
“Walk through it?” 
“She’s a Queen, and you know how it works because you worked for her. You know there’s the official coming-out-to-the-world thing that has nothing to do with the fact that you’re two women. They take official pictures of you and everything. Then, people start asking about the engagement. In fact, you’ll be on engagement watch from the moment you go public. Elin technically has to propose to you because she’s the Queen, but you could always lie about that later, if you have to. People would expect a wedding within a year or two, at most. Of course, at that point, they’re going to wonder about the kids you two don’t want, from what I understand, and you’ll have to address that. You’d have to quit your job; at minimum, once you’re married, but people will expect you to do it once you’re public. You can’t be a royal and earn a paycheck. It’s a lot, Ingrid. Elizabeth once told me that someone had to love her enough to want to not only be with her the person, but to be with her the Queen. They’d have to be okay with our children taking over this whole thing one day. You know all of this, but once Elin decides she’s ready, people will pull you into a room. They did it to me, too. I had to learn a lot more than you do since the whole thing was foreign to me. People I hardly knew at all asked me personal questions about my family, why I wanted to marry the Queen, and whether or not I believed in divorce.” Palmer chuckled. “They’ll start telling you the things you can’t do anymore, or the things you do that you have to change now. It’s going to feel like your chest is tightening, and you’re going to wonder why you’re even considering putting up with all of it. You probably won’t ever be truly alone again; security will always be somewhere close by. You’ll live in a mansion that’s never empty. It’s going to feel like you have to choose between the life you want with Elin and the life you get with Elin.” 
Ingrid didn’t say anything when Palmer paused. 
“There will be this moment where you hesitate; you’ll think that this is maybe too much. Then, you’ll think about all the best moments in your life and realize they’re with her. You’ll think about how, at the end of the day, it’s just you and Elin falling asleep next to each other. I thought of the first time Elizabeth made me coffee in her old little cottage. I thought about how I held her when she cried after it all happened. I thought of the flowers I’d given her and the ones she’d given me. I thought of what an amazing woman she is and how much I love her. It’s not just the life I get with her, Ingrid; it’s the life I make with her. That’s how I see it, anyway. I have a remarkable wife, two beautiful children, and I get to help people. I don’t really know how it could get any better than that.” 
“I don’t know if I’m good enough for her; for this.” 
“I’m an American reporter with blue-collar parents. Who’s to say who’s enough for something like this? Do you love Elin?” 
“With my whole heart.” 
“Has she ever treated you like you’re not enough?” 
“What? No, of course not.” 
“Then, you are,” Palmer replied. “And I’ll happily talk to you more about this anytime, but I have to go now – we’re doing last-minute prep for the event. Will you be here for it?” 
“No, I have work. And honestly, Elin didn’t invite me anyway.” 
“You need to tell the world you’re together first, probably,” Palmer suggested. “She can’t bring you as her date formally unless–” 
“Yes, I know the outdated rules,” Ingrid interrupted, laughing lightly. 
“Well, I hope I get to see you soon,” Palmer replied. 
“Hey, Palmer?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Thank you,” Ingrid said. 
“No problem. Now, I see my son has a crayon dangerously close to his nostril, so I have to let you go,” Palmer replied. 
Ingrid laughed and disconnected. Then, she grabbed her things and walked to Lillian’s room, where she knocked. Lillian opened the door a moment later, and Ingrid handed her the phone. 
“Well?” Lillian asked. 
“Thank you,” Ingrid said. 
“Elin’s in her office; my dad’s old one.” 
“I know,” Ingrid said. “I’ve got to get to work, though. I’ll call her later.” 
“She’ll be in St. Rais.” 
“I know,” Ingrid repeated. “I just need to think about some things.” 
“Don’t take too long, Ingrid.” 
“I won’t,” Ingrid replied. 



CHAPTER 36
“Sophia Victoria Elizabeth, you better get your tiny butt back here,” Victoria said. 
“Aunt Victoria, he started it!” Sophia yelled as she chased her brother around the room. 
“He did not,” Victoria replied, laughing. Then, she rolled her eyes and looked at Elin. “She’s the oldest, so she thinks she’s in charge all the time.” 
“Where’s little David?” Elin asked of Victoria’s second-born. 
“He’s with his father. He’s always a bear to wake up after his nap, so when his dad is around, he gets to deal with it,” Victoria replied. 
Three little royals ran around the room in their pajamas. Earlier, Leif had taken a nap with his cousins Antonia and David, and Sophia had spent the afternoon with Elin. They’d played together, walked around the stables at Coburn, and Elin loved it. Once Leif and Antonia had shown up, though, Elin had been old news, and Sophia had rushed after them to play whatever game they were playing now. 
“Do your kids understand it all?” Elin asked. 
“Antonia is six, and she spends enough time with these two, so she gets some of it. I think they’re in that stage we were all in once, where we get the fun parts, but not the other parts.” 
“I remember that.” 
“I think Elizabeth and I both do, too. Neither of us was supposed to inherit, so we had no responsibilities. We got the Princess training, but not with any purpose other than to be ladylike. You, at least, got more than we did, being Christian’s twin and inseparable back then.” 
“It doesn’t prepare you enough, though.” 
“What about your dad? Is he unable to help because of his illness and accident?” 
“He’s doing much better, actually. His physical therapist says he can get out of the chair soon, but that he’ll need a walker probably for the rest of his life. His tremors mean it’ll get worse, so they think that’s the safest. His mind is still there for the most part. Mom says he has moments, but they’re still pretty rare.” 
“That’s good.” 
“It is, yes. He just wants his monarchy; I want my own.” 
“Well, it is yours now, so you can do what you want, technically.” 
“I know. I’m just trying to maintain order right now until he gets more used to the whole thing.” 
“You taking over when it should’ve been Christian?” 
“I think it’s more about anyone taking over.” 
“It’s got to be hard,” Victoria noted. 
“Aunt Elin, can we play hide-and-seek?” Leif asked her, wiping his nose with his hand. 
“Leif, Kleenex,” Palmer said as she walked into the room. “Come on, buddy; you’re making me look bad here.” 
Elin laughed and said, “We can play hide-and-seek later. I have to start getting ready for the party.” 
“Can I go to the party, Mama?” Antonia asked her mother. 
Victoria cupped the back of the little girl’s head and said, “Not tonight. This is a party for the grown-ups, but you get to play with your cousins and your brother whenever he gets up from his nap.” 
“David is a baby.” 
“He’s four years old.” Victoria laughed. 
“Baby,” Antonia insisted. 
Palmer laughed and picked up Leif. 
“I’ll be right back. I’m going to get him cleaned up and then find my wife. Sophia, let’s go find Mama.” 
“I want to play,” Sophia argued. 
“I know you do. That’s what we’re doing. Kiss your mothers goodnight so you can go play.” 
“It’s not nighttime,” Sophia replied, following Palmer out of the room. 
“She’s wise beyond her years, that one,” Victoria teased. 
“She really is a little Palmer,” Elin pointed out. 
“She’s the feistier of the two. I think Antonia is like that as well. David is more like Leif, a little more reserved.” 
“I think it’s great that St. Rais is going to have two Queens in a row,” Elin replied. 
“Me too,” Victoria agreed. “Don’t think I wasn’t relieved when those two had her – I really didn’t want to be Queen anytime soon. Leif would make a good King, probably, but someday, there will be mostly Queens leading European monarchies for the first time ever. I think that’s a pretty amazing thing to take away from how it all happened.” 
Victoria looked somber for a moment, and Elin guessed she was thinking about the family she’d lost. 
“Hello,” Elizabeth said, entering the room. 
“You just missed your wife.” 
“I saw her,” Elizabeth replied. “I just wanted to check on Elin. Do you need anything before we all start getting ready?” 
“No, I’m fine. Thank you.” 
“Okay. Well, Palmer and I have the nanny taking over now. Victoria, do you want to get David so she can get them ready for dinner?” 
“My husband or my son?” Victoria joked. 
“Both, if you prefer,” Elizabeth teased. 
Victoria laughed and stood up. 
“I’ll grab my son and hand him to the nanny and then make sure my husband puts his bow tie on straight. We’ll meet you back down here,” she added before leaving the room. 
Elizabeth sat down next to Elin and said, “Before we have to get ready, spill.” 
“What?” Elin laughed lightly. 
“Ingrid; I want to know everything.” 
“You do?” 
“Of course. You’ve loved her for years. You’re finally together.” 
“Well, it’s good.” Elin sighed. 
Elizabeth quirked an eyebrow at her. 
“Oh, I know that eyebrow,” Palmer pointed out, walking back in. “Your son wiped his nose on his arm in front of his aunt Elin, by the way.” 
“He did not,” Elizabeth replied, laughing. “I swear, we’re raising them with manners.” 
“He’s five,” Elin replied, laughing, too. 
Palmer sat down in a chair opposite the sofa and asked, “What are we doing? I thought we were getting ready.” 
“I wanted her to tell me about Ingrid. She told me it was good.” 
“Just good?” Palmer asked. 
“No, it’s… I mean, it’s better than good.” 
“Oh?” Elizabeth asked. 
“I told her I loved her.” 
Elizabeth brightened and smiled. 
“You did? That’s great, Elin.” 
“Well, it was great until she didn’t say it back.” 
“She didn’t?” 
“No,” Elin replied, shaking her head. “Maybe I just caught her off guard or something. I mean, we were… we’d just…” She blushed. 
“And you said it right after…” Elizabeth blushed as well. 
“Between.” 
“Oh,” Palmer said. “Nice.” 
“Palmer,” Elizabeth said through her laughter. “Maybe she’s just not ready to say it yet. That happens. You’ve been in love with her for some time now. She probably just needs to catch up.” 
“Yeah, you said it was between, right?” Palmer checked. “So, it sounds like she wanted to keep doing what you were doing.” 
“She did. I mean, that part was…” Elin’s eyes went toward the ornate ceiling. 
“Yeah?” Palmer asked, leaning forward in her chair. “That good?” 
“I remember you telling me once,” Elin began to Elizabeth, “that it’s just better when it’s with the one you’re supposed to be with.” 
“You said that?” Palmer asked, smiling at her wife. 
“Yes, I told her that years ago,” Elizabeth replied. 
“Wait… How long ago? Like, when you were with Teagan or–” 
“Palmer, shut up.” Elizabeth laughed again. “I was talking about you.” 
“Oh, good,” Palmer replied, leaning back in her chair. 
“Anyway, it is better,” Elin said. “It’s pretty much everything.” 
“Yeah,” Palmer said, sounding wistful. 
Elizabeth turned to her wife, winked, and then turned back to Elin. 
“Just give her time, Elin. I’m sure she’s nearly there, if she’s not there already.” 
“Yeah. I mean, think about it: it’s a lot, Elin,” Palmer said. 
“What is? Saying she loves me?” 
“Just all of it. I married a Queen. There’s a lot going on in your head when you first get together with one. I’ve never had one single regret, and I never will – I love my life with Elizabeth and our kids – but it did mean that I had to give up part of my life before. Maybe Ingrid is just finally realizing how very real it all is, and she needs some time.” 
“Do you think she’ll decide it’s not worth it? Being with me means she could be a royal one day. It’s not something that I think most people would like.” 
“I think Ingrid is crazy about you,” Elizabeth replied. “I saw it when we were at Balmoral. Just give her some time.” 
“Yeah, it’s there, Elin,” Palmer added, standing up. “Just keep talking, okay? That’s important: always talk to each other.” 
“It’s hard when I’m here, and she’s there.” 
“Then, you need to go public and bring her along next time.” Palmer reached out for Elizabeth’s hand, which Elizabeth took and then stood up as well. “There’s nothing quite like dancing with the love of your life to a slow song at one of these things.” 
Elin said her temporary goodbyes to them as they walked off together, hand in hand. She made her way to the guest room, where she got ready by herself, choosing not to bring dressers with her since that would be excessive. She joined everyone back downstairs later, and they took cars to the palace where the event was being held. She talked, socialized, and ate her delicious meal. When the dancing started, she watched as Victoria danced with her husband and Elizabeth and Palmer danced with each other; sometimes, laughing, and other times, holding one another so close that it made Elin wish she’d brought Ingrid. She wanted badly to walk Ingrid onto the dance floor, kiss her sweetly, whisper that she loved her, and slow-dance. 



CHAPTER 37
“Hey, you’re home finally,” Sarah Anne said. “Taste this.” She held a spoon with a red-colored sauce of some kind immediately up to Ingrid’s mouth. 
“Sarah, I just walked through the door,” Ingrid said, moving around the offered spoon. 
“You were supposed to be home an hour ago.” 
“I know. I had to stay late.” 
“Why?” 
“Because it’s work. You’ve stayed late at the restaurant how many times?” Ingrid dropped her purse and laptop bag onto the sofa and flopped down next to them. 
“Damn. You’re in a bad mood,” Sarah noted, turning off the stove and covering the pot with the lid. “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing,” Ingrid lied. 
“Well, that’s dumb of you. I’m your sister; you can’t lie to me, Ingrid,” she replied, sitting down next to Ingrid. “What’s going on? You’ve been on cloud nine lately. Let me guess: you miss Elin. She’s only been gone for a day, Ingrid. She’s a Queen. You’re going to have to get used to her traveling a lot while you guys are dating. I don’t know how it works if you get engaged or married… Do you always travel with her then? I think so, right?” 
“Sarah, we’re not getting married,” Ingrid replied. 
“Not tonight. And maybe not ever, if you keep that scowl on your face and get wrinkles too soon,” she teased. 
Ingrid rolled her eyes. 
“Hey, what’s wrong? For real, Ingrid. Tell me.” 
“You know I was at the palace the night before last night.” Ingrid turned to see that the TV was on mute in front of her. 
“Oh, there she is,” Sarah said. 
On the screen, Elin was shaking hands with someone who was likely important, but Ingrid didn’t recognize him. She knew most people Elin worked with before she left the palace, but the event in St. Rais had been hosted by Palmer and Elizabeth, so it could have been someone from their country or somewhere else entirely. The event must have been covered by the news because they were focusing on Palmer and Elizabeth dancing now. 
“Oh, look at Elin,” Sarah said, pointing. 
Elin was sitting at one of the round tables nearest the dance floor. Ingrid could barely tell it was her at first, until the camera moved a little closer. Then, she could see Elin’s face more. 
“She looks sad, Ingrid,” Sarah told her. 
And she did; Elin looked sad as she watched couples dance from her seated position. 
“Yeah, she does,” Ingrid replied softly. 
“She’s probably thinking about you and wishing you were there with her so that you two could dance together. When is she getting back?” 
“She’s back now. Her flight landed about an hour ago.” 
“Why are you here, then?” 
“Because we don’t have to spend every moment together, Sarah.” 
“Could have fooled me,” Sarah Anne replied, moving to stand. “You know, you don’t have to bite my head off because I’m asking questions about your new relationship with the Queen of Norway, Ingrid.” 
“I know. I’m sorry,” Ingrid replied, sighing. “I’m just in a mood.” 
“But why? Did Elin say or do something or–” 
“You were at work when I went to bed last night, so we didn’t talk. Can you sit back down for a minute?” 
Sarah did. 
“Elin and I…” Ingrid looked at her hands in her lap, remembering them being on Elin’s soft skin. 
“You two finally…” 
“Yes,” Ingrid confirmed. 
“Was it bad or something? Is that why you’re in a bad mood?” 
“No, it was perfect. All of it was so perfect.” Ingrid looked over at her sister. 
“Okay… So, what’s the problem, Ingrid?” 
“She told me she loves me.” 
Sarah smiled, softening instantly. 
“That’s amazing.” She watched as Ingrid did not soften instantly. “Hey, that’s amazing. Why don’t you look happy?” 
“I didn’t say it back.” 
“What do you mean you didn’t say it back?! You’re head over heels for this girl.” 
“I know.” Ingrid sighed. 
“Did you get tongue-tied or something? Maybe you were busy doing something else with your–” 
“Sarah, knock it off,” Ingrid said, laughing a little, though. “I don’t know; I just froze when she said it. I wanted to say it back, but I freaked out. I had this flash of my entire life in front of me, and while a lot of it was good and amazing and what I want, there were parts I’m not so sure I can handle.” 
“The Queen thing?” 
“I talked to Palmer,” Ingrid said. “Actually, I spoke with Lillian first, who then put me on the phone with Palmer – she’s been through this, too. She never planned on marrying a Queen. She was an American reporter just on vacation in St. Rais when the hospital bomb went off and Elizabeth became Queen.” 
“Well, I get why you’d want to talk to her, but your situation is a little different.” 
“Of course. But it was helpful to talk to someone who basically had to give up the life she wanted for herself.” 
“You’d know better than me, I guess, but I read that book you bought a few years ago about them: it didn’t seem to me like Palmer gave anything up that she wasn’t good with, you know? She still writes and publishes. She works with charities that she loves supporting. And in that book, it’s very clear that she loves her wife and their life together, Ingrid.” 
“She does; I know that. She told me as much on the phone. And I’ve seen them together; I know she doesn’t regret anything. But the monarchy St. Rais is privately funded; they don’t take taxpayer money. Elin’s family does. That means some of the things that Palmer can still do, I wouldn’t if–” 
“If you guys got married one day?” Sarah interjected. “So, you are thinking about that stuff?” 
“Of course, I am. You don’t just start dating a Queen without thinking about that stuff. But I’ve also spent the past three years falling in love with the woman without realizing it, apparently.” Ingrid’s head went back against the sofa. 
“What would you be giving up, exactly? Spell it out for someone who didn’t work for the royal family.” 
“I couldn’t work anymore,” Ingrid said. 
“At Dad’s company? Fine. You went there because it was available, and you didn’t want to work for Elin because you wanted to be with her. What would you really be giving up?” 
“Not just there; I meant I wouldn’t be able to work anywhere.” 
“So? You’d be Queen Consort. You’d have a job, Ingrid. Did you read the book Palmer wrote?” 
“The first or the second one?” 
“Either one,” Sarah replied, exasperated. “I remember you coming home exhausted from all the work Elin did that you helped with as her secretary, and she was only a Princess then and not even next in line. If you and Elin work out, you could be her Consort. You’d have your own secretary or secretaries; you’d have that much to do. All that travel she does? You would do it with her. You could choose to just be arm candy if you want, but that’s not exactly your style. I can see you being like Palmer there.” Sarah pointed at the TV, despite it being on a commercial and no longer showing the charitable event. “She seems to work hard and makes a difference. Isn’t that the point of a constitutional monarchy these days? It’s not like Elin has any real power.” 
“I like being behind-the-scenes, Sarah. As her secretary, when she went to a party before, I was either at home, or I was off to the side. No one had a camera on me or expected me–” 
“Do you love Elin, Ingrid?” 
“What? Of course, I do.” 
“Do you not think she’d give you everything in the world if she could?” 
“I don’t–” 
“Meaning, that she’d help you figure this out, whatever you want or don’t want. If you don’t want to be a big public speaker or something, I’m sure she’d be fine with that. If you want to be more behind-the-scenes, just tell her that. You’ll have to be out there a little, I’m sure, but you loved working at the palace before; I know you did. You liked making a real difference in Norway and in Europe. Now, you’re working with Dad pushing papers.” 
“We have computers, Sarah Anne.” 
“I just picture him sitting behind a huge desk, not knowing how to turn the thing on, so he’s just sharpening a bunch of pencils or something.” 
Ingrid laughed a little. 
“Look, I’m not saying this is the easiest thing in the world or trying to tell you that it’s not complicated. It is; I get that. I’m just saying that I’ve never seen you happier. Even before you realized how you felt about her, you loved your job. You loved working with her and spending time with her. And now that that’s evolved, you’re even happier. That’s amazing, Ingrid. Not everyone gets the happily-ever-after thing, and you could really have that with her.” 
“I know,” Ingrid said. 
“Maybe take tonight to just think about what you want, but you need to talk to her either way. You can’t help who you fall in love with, Ingrid. And it is beyond clear that you’re in love with her.” 
Ingrid’s phone buzzed in her purse. 
“Speak of the devil,” Sarah Anne said before Ingrid had even pulled it out. 
“How did you know?” 
“Who else would be calling you? You have one friend, and I’m here.” She stood up. 
“It’s just a text. She wants to know if we can talk before she goes to bed.” Ingrid smiled down at her phone. 
“Oh, God… You are so gone for this girl.” Sarah laughed. 
“She’s a woman, Sarah.” 
“You’d know,” Sarah replied. “Was it really that good? Sister to sister.” 
Ingrid looked up at her, smiled, and nodded. “I’ve never felt more complete in my entire life, Sarah. It was everything all at once and, somehow, still not enough at times. I needed more, and even when I got that, I wanted more of her still, and I…” 
“I think you know what you’re going to do,” Sarah Anne said. “Just say goodnight to her tonight, Ingrid. You wait to tell her that you love her until you’re in person. The woman deserves that.” 



CHAPTER 38
“And how did it go?” Mari asked. 
“She said goodnight. I said goodnight. That was pretty much it,” Elin replied, sipping on her tea. 
“She called you, said goodnight, and then you two hung up?” Lillian asked. 
“We talked for a few minutes. She asked about the event, Palmer and Elizabeth, and the kids.” 
“And what did you ask her about?” Mari asked. 
“Her sister and work,” Elin replied. 
“So, you’re back to being secretary and boss then, basically?” Lillian teased. “How boring, Elin. She’s your girlfriend.” 
“She seemed tired or– I don’t know; maybe I was reading into it because I was tired.” 
“You guys are annoying. Just talk and get it together already,” Mari told her. 
“Oh, so now that you’re dating someone, you’re the master of all things love?” Lillian asked her sister. 
“I didn’t say I was the master of anything. I just know they want to be together, but they’re letting stupid things get in their way.” 
“I told her I loved her, and she didn’t say it back,” Elin argued. “That’s not stupid, Mari.” 
“No, it’s not,” Lillian said, looking at Elin with a more serious expression than the one she’d given their younger sister. “But, Elin, we talked about this: everyone is ready to say that in their own time. Maybe Ingrid just needs a little more of that time to tell you how she feels. I mean, you told me you guys didn’t exactly stop… doing what you were doing.” 
“We didn’t,” Elin replied, blushing. 
“Wait… You guys had sex? Where was I? Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Mari asked, leaning forward in her chair. 
“In Denmark,” Lillian replied, laughing. “With your boyfriend.” 
Mari rolled her eyes at Lillian and said, “Elin, you and Ingrid really…” 
Elin nodded. 
“And you love her,” Mari added it as a statement of fact. 
Elin nodded again. 
“Then, give her some time. It’s still so new for you guys. I know you’ve loved her forever, but it’s really only been a few dates, right? It’s not like we’re the easiest family to get involved with, either. Erik will be King one day, and I’m just a useless Princess the moment Lillian has a kid, but there’s still so much to consider if we get married. I can’t imagine that’s not on Ingrid’s mind.” 
“I’m sure it is.” 
“Well, what happened after?” 
“After what?” Elin asked. 
“After you guys stopped having sex,” Mari said. “Did you stay over there, or did she stay here?” 
“She stayed here.” 
“And what happened after?” 
“We fell asleep,” Elin replied. “It was about four in the morning by then, and we were both exhausted.” 
“I bet,” Lillian teased with a quirked eyebrow in Elin’s direction. 
“When I woke up, I had to get some work done before I left for St. Rais. I didn’t want to wake her, so I left her a note that I’d be back as soon as I could, but she was gone by the time I did. She had to go to work.” 
“You had enough time to stop by and talk to me,” Lillian remarked. 
“Well, I needed to talk to someone, and I couldn’t exactly talk to my twin brother about being with Ingrid for the first time and saying that to her.” 
“I’ve always wondered about that; you and Christian are so close. You guys don’t talk about sex?” 
“He didn’t even know I was gay, Lil. What do you think?” 
“Does he talk to you about his girlfriends, though?” 
“Thankfully, no. We have an unspoken rule. Besides, he’s been so busy in the RAF and with Amalie; I didn’t want to bother him with this. The consecration is coming up. He’ll be home for that. I can fill him in on whatever then.” 
“Speaking of that; is Ingrid going to be there?” Mari asked. 
“Talk about a coming out party,” Lillian commented. 
“I haven’t talked to her about it,” Elin replied. 
“Scared she’ll say no?” 
“I have a meeting with Markus after breakfast. I’m going to discuss what I’d like with him.” 
“And is that Ingrid at your consecration?” Mari persisted. 
“I’d love to have her there. I’d love to look out at my family and see her sitting next to you all. I just don’t think she’s ready for that yet.” 
“You need to talk to her,” Lillian replied. 
“I will. I’m just trying to work up the courage. I’m supposed to meet her at her apartment tonight,” Elin said. “We’re having dinner.” 
“And conversation,” Mari added. 
“Yes, Mari.” Elin chuckled. “Now, I have to go.” 
“Keep us posted,” Lillian told her. “And not just because you know we love this stuff.” She winked at Elin. “Because we love you.” 
Elin smiled at her younger sister and gave her a nod. 
◆◆◆
 


“Ma’am, the consecration ceremony details are nearly complete,” Markus said as he sat down across from her. “But I believe you wanted to speak with me about something.” 
“I did, yes. I know I asked you to leave the seat next to Princess Mari vacant for Ingrid, but I don’t believe that will be necessary,” she said and swallowed. 
“No?” 
“No. I think we can let someone else from the family sit in the front row.” 
“Your eldest uncle, perhaps?” 
“Whoever you think it should be is fine, Markus,” she said. 
Markus made a note in his notebook and looked back up at her, not saying anything for a moment. 
“Ma’am,” he spoke then. “I can leave the seat vacant for now. We can always move someone up at the last minute.” 
“I want to come out, Markus,” she said. “Before or after the ceremony; whatever makes the most sense.” 
“Then, we should have Ingrid beside your family at the ceremony, Ma’am.” 
“As much as I would like that, I don’t think Ingrid is ready to be considered part of the family just yet. You are aware that we’ve only just started our relationship. It’s likely premature for her to join us.” 
“Very well, Ma’am. Should I assume that you will be telling the nation about…” 
“My sexuality?” she filled in for him. 
“Yes, thank you,” he replied with slightly rosy cheeks. “But not that you are in a relationship already?” 
“Yes,” she said regretfully. 
“And what if anyone asks?” 
“About Ingrid?” 
“If they ask the palace for an official statement on your relationship status,” Markus clarified. “They’ve already done so with Princess Mari, and we’ve issued a statement about her official relationship with Prince Erik. If they ask, are you prepared to lie, or would you like us to massage the truth?” 
“I don’t want to lie anymore, Markus,” Elin said on a sigh. 
“Ma’am, I can take care of it for you,” he replied. “We can spin things for as long as you need.” 
“So, do I tell Norway that I’m gay before or after the ceremony?” she asked. 
“I believe after is the best course of action, Ma’am. The focus should be on your ascension, the stability of the monarchy, and the family. Having Prince Erik there will help since people will see the likelihood of the line continuing with Princess Mari and Prince Erik.” 
“I thought you were against that,” she said, lifting an eyebrow at him. 
“No, Ma’am.” Markus laughed a little. “But lines of succession are tricky when there are multiple countries involved. I just wanted to make sure Norway and Princess Mari and her future children, should she have any, were protected.” 
“I want that, too,” Elin said. “Can you work on a statement for me to give following the ceremony? I’ll review it, make changes, and sign off on it. We can issue the printed statement after I speak to the country. I don’t want it just out there; I’d like to record something and then post it on the official site and send it to media outlets.” 
“Of course, Ma’am,” he said, nodding. 
“You don’t need to speak to my father to get his permission for all of this?” she teased him. 
“No, Your Majesty,” Markus replied seriously. “And, Ma’am, if I may – I owe you an apology. I’m afraid I was unprepared for the situation I found myself in, and I acted inappropriately.” 
“I don’t think any of us were prepared for the situation we found ourselves in,” Elin replied. “Despite Christian’s comments over the years, I honestly thought he’d be sitting here one day instead of me. And I never actually believed my father would retire. Here we are.” She shrugged a shoulder. 
“Yes, Ma’am,” he said. “And I hope you know that you can trust me. I am here to serve the sovereign and the interests of the monarchy.” 
“I believe you.” 
“And I should also mention that I’ve watched you grow up, Ma’am.” Markus smiled softly at her. “If I had been given a choice between which of you to serve and who I wanted as the monarch of this country after your father, I would have chosen you.” 
“You have to say that,” she said, laughing a little. 
“No, Ma’am, I don’t,” Markus replied sincerely. 
Elin dismissed Markus after they wrapped up their discussion about the ceremony, as well as her speech and statement, and she felt better about having him as her private secretary. She also felt worse about the fact that Ingrid wouldn’t be at the consecration. She’d pictured the woman there ever since they’d discussed their first date: Ingrid would sit at the end of the family row next to Mari, and in the future, she’d sit at Elin’s side in every way. She wanted that so much for them… But if Ingrid wasn’t ready for that, Elin wouldn’t risk their relationship by pushing her. She’d waited three years; she could wait a little longer before she’d get to call Ingrid Olson her official girlfriend. 



CHAPTER 39
“Markus?” Ingrid asked when she opened her front door. 
She’d been expecting Elin, but not for another fifteen minutes. Elin had been in meetings all day, and Ingrid didn’t think it was likely that she’d be early or that, if she were, she’d have Markus knock on the door for her. 
“Hello, Ingrid,” he greeted. 
“Is Elin… I mean, is–” 
“Her Majesty is on her way. I left before she did,” he interrupted her. 
“Oh. Why? What are you doing here?” 
“May I come in?” he asked. “I promise, I’ll be gone by the time she gets here.” 
“Is something wrong?” Ingrid asked, moving out of his way so that he could enter her apartment. “Is she okay?” 
“She doesn’t know I’m here. And I’d prefer we keep it that way, if that’s all right with you,” he replied, standing in her living room as she closed the door. “Are we alone?” 
“Yes, my sister is at work. Markus, you’re scaring me.” 
“I’m holding your seat at the consecration in direct opposition to Her Majesty’s wishes,” he stated. 
“What?” she asked. 
“Can I drop the formality with you?” 
“Sure.” She crossed her arms over her chest. 
“Ingrid, she asked me to give your seat at the consecration away.” 
“She had a seat for me?” Ingrid asked. 
“I have watched Elin the past three years since you became her secretary. I’ve known for quite some time how she felt about you. I could see it in how she looked at you, Ingrid. Anyone could, really, if they were paying attention.” 
“And you were?” 
“Well, her father asked me to keep an eye on his children as they grew, and I did my job well. I have no family of my own, unlike Steven, and I was never the senior secretary, so I had the time. Elin will make a fantastic Queen. She’s intelligent in a way I…” 
“Her father isn’t,” Ingrid finished for him. 
Markus chuckled and said, “Yes, quite frankly. She understands the constitution, the law, and diplomatic relations. She’s of the people. She went to a public university and attended law school at one as well. She’s loved by the people, and she’s kind and charitable; she’s not like most royals who have… well, sticks up their you-know-where.” 
Ingrid laughed this time. 
“I know she preferred you, and I know I’ve made mistakes, but I’ve watched Elin grow, Ingrid. I’ve watched all of them grow, and–” Markus stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m a lot older than you. It wasn’t okay back when I was your age.” 
“What wasn’t–” She looked at him with curious eyes. “Oh, you mean…” 
“I didn’t marry. I didn’t have a family. Now, I’m too old to do either of those things. I missed out on that part of my life because it wasn’t okay for me – with my family, or with my position – but it is okay now, Ingrid.” 
“Markus, I didn’t know,” she replied, uncrossing her arms. 
“No one does.” He nodded. “I’d appreciate it if–” 
“I won’t say anything to anyone.” 
“Thank you. And I’m here because while I don’t know what exactly is going on, I know that today Elin asked me to put someone else in the seat she’d reserved for you.” 
“We hadn’t talked about me attending.” 
“My job is to protect the sovereign and the monarchy, but I can’t help from wanting to protect Elin as well. And sometimes they–” 
“Have competing interests?” Ingrid finished for him. 
“Yes,” he replied. “I should go, and it is not my place to be here right now, but I wanted you to know that I’m holding your spot – at least, until I absolutely have to give it to someone else.” 
“Thank you,” she said. 
Markus nodded again. “I hope it all works out,” he told her and walked past her toward the door, opening it. 
“So do I,” she replied as he smiled and left. 
Ingrid sat down on her sofa. She hadn’t seen Markus in a while. She’d been to visit Elin at the palace, of course, but she hadn’t had any reason to stop by Markus’s office to say hello. They hadn’t been all that close, and now she was only at the palace because she was with Elin. She had to get a visitor’s badge every time she showed up. Ingrid thought about the courage it must have taken him to show up at her apartment and tell her that; go against Elin’s wishes about her having a seat at the consecration. Then, there was a knock at the door. When she opened it to find Elin there, she couldn’t help but smile at her. 
“What?” Elin asked, smiling back and laughing a little. 
“I just missed you,” Ingrid replied. 
“Well, I missed you, too,” Elin said. 
“Come in.” 
Elin walked into the room, kissing Ingrid quickly on the lips, and Ingrid closed the door behind her. 
“I made some tea, but I also have wine,” Ingrid replied. 
“Where’s Sarah tonight?” Elin asked. 
“The restaurant,” Ingrid replied. “You can stay over, in fact, because Sarah is staying over at someone else’s place tonight.” 
“She is?” 
“She packed a bag this morning and everything. The place is ours all night. She’s staying with a friend.” 
“Oh, I wish I would have known. I would’ve told her not to bother. I can’t stay tonight,” Elin replied. 
Ingrid sat down on the sofa and said, “You can’t? I thought–” 
“I have an early meeting with the humanitarian organization my mother is patron of. I’m taking over for her now that she and my father are stepping out of the public eye. I guess I could try to reschedule it… It’s just the only time they could meet this week, and it’s at seven in the morning, so I need to be ready by–” 
“No, I understand,” Ingrid replied, interrupting her. 
Elin sat down next to her and said, “We can still have dinner and have some time together. I’m just exhausted and need to get some sleep tonight, too.” 
“Right.” Ingrid forced a smile. 
“I hope you take that as a compliment,” Elin told her. 
“I’m supposed to take you not staying over as a compliment?” 
“Yes,” Elin replied, scooting closer to her on the sofa. “It means: I don’t think I can keep my hands off of you, and I need some sleep.” 
“So, it’s better for us to sleep separately?” 
“I’m sorry. It’s been busy and–” 
“I just want to fall asleep next to you, Elin,” Ingrid admitted. 
“I want that, too,” Elin replied. “Do you want to come to the palace? I can have a car take you to work in the morning, if you want.” 
“That might look a little suspicious, me showing up in a palace-issued car.” 
“They have other cars. I can even ask Markus to take you in his. I’m sure he’d be fine with it.” 
“Do you really want me there?” Ingrid asked. 
“At the palace?” 
“With you; wherever you are.” 
Elin squinted at her in confusion and said, “Ingrid, I always want you to be wherever I am.” 
“Okay.” Ingrid gave her a small nod. 
“This is about the other night, isn’t it?” Elin asked. 
“What other night?” 
“The best night of my entire life,” Elin said, wrapping her arm over the top of the sofa. “I had to go to work and left you in bed.” 
“With a note,” Ingrid added. 
“I didn’t know what else to do.” 
“I’m not upset, Elin,” Ingrid replied. 
“Okay. It feels like things are off with us, Ingrid, and I hate it. That night was… And I–” Elin stopped and looked down at her hands. “You don’t have to say it back, you know? I think that night, and the morning when I woke up, it scared me that you didn’t say it because we’re finally together. And I was so terrified that I’d messed it up.” 
“Elin, you didn’t mess anything up.” 
“But I understand now that I’ve been in this for a lot longer than you, so I’m just ahead, I think. And that’s okay. I do love you; I won’t take it back because I’d be lying. But I know you’re not there yet, and I can wait. I’m okay with us being together without the world knowing for as long as you need. I am going to come out publicly after the ceremony, though. If anyone asks, Markus is going to spin whether or not I’m with someone because I don’t want to lie, but I won’t put you in a position you’re not ready for.” 
“Elin?” 
“Yeah?” Elin looked over at her with those perfect eyes. 
“Can I please have a seat at the ceremony?” Ingrid asked. 
Elin’s lips parted, and Ingrid watched as she swallowed. 
“You mean the–” Elin bit her lower lip. “You want a real seat or one in the back or–” 
“I’d like a seat with the royal family, if that’s possible, but I’d settle for sitting anywhere in the cathedral.” 
“If you sit with the family, people–” 
“Will wonder who I am, yes,” Ingrid finished the sentence, taking Elin’s hand in her own. “And I’d like to tell them that I’m with you.” 
“With me? Like, you… You’re with me?” 
“Yes, Elin.” Ingrid laughed a little at how cute Elin was sometimes. 
“That would mean we come out as an official couple.” 
“Yes, I know.” 
“There are steps and rules and–” 
“I know,” Ingrid repeated. 
“But, Ingrid, when you do this – when you tell people as a Queen that you’re with someone – the people will think–” 
“That we’re in love and that one day…” Ingrid moved a little closer to Elin. “You’ll propose to me.” 
Elin’s cheeks blushed, and she said, “Well, I’m the Queen – I technically have to – but you did ask me out, so you could… I mean, if you wanted to do that one day… with me.” 
Ingrid leaned forward, pressing her forehead to Elin’s, and whispered, “I love you.” 
Elin didn’t say anything. 
“I love all of you, Elin,” Ingrid added. “I know what I’m saying; what I’m committing to. I was scared to, for a while, because I wasn’t sure I could commit to it all, but I know I can now. If we end up taking that step together one day, I’d be your Queen Consort. I’d be involved again.” 
“Yes, you would,” Elin replied. “You love me?” 
“Yes, sweetheart,” Ingrid said. “I love you.” 
“And you want to be at the ceremony, sitting next to Mari?” 
“If you’ll still have me,” Ingrid said. 
“I always wanted you there. I just didn’t think you’d want it,” Elin replied. 
Ingrid nodded, her forehead still pressed to Elin’s. 
“Oh, God,” Elin said, moving back a little. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“I told Markus to give your seat to someone in the family. I need to call him and tell him not to now.” 
Ingrid moved into Elin’s lap and said, “It can wait until the morning.” 
“What if he–” 
“Elin, it can wait. You just got here, and I missed you,” Ingrid told her. 
“I missed you, too.” Elin’s hands ran up and down Ingrid’s sides over her shirt. 
“Then, let’s make the most of the time we have before you have to head back to the palace.” 



CHAPTER 40
Elin had missed this. It hadn’t been all that long since she’d last touched Ingrid, but it had still been too long. Ingrid was removing her shirt as they sat there on her sofa, and Elin was watching, not being able to help her smile: Ingrid loved her. The thing she never thought possible had actually happened: Ingrid Olson was in love with her. And they were going to tell the world that they were together. 
“What are you thinking about?” Ingrid asked, dropping her own bra to the floor. 
“That I can’t believe this is happening.” 
“That we’re about to–” 
“No, that you love me,” Elin replied, shaking her head. “I just never thought it would happen. I never thought I’d have the courage to tell you how I felt; but that if I did, I assumed you’d tell me you were still waiting on your future husband. I didn’t know this was possible.” 
“Well, it is. And it’s not just possible – it’s reality, my love.” 
Ingrid cupped Elin’s cheeks, and Elin’s smile widened. 
“What?” Ingrid asked. 
“That’s what Elizabeth calls Palmer all the time.” 
“My love?” 
“Yes,” Elin replied. 
“Would you prefer something else?” Ingrid asked, reaching for Elin’s shirt. “Let’s see… I’ve called you ‘sweetheart.’ I don’t remember; have I called you ‘dear’ yet?” 
“I don’t think so,” Elin said, laughing a little as her shirt hit the sofa. “But that’s what my father calls my mother, so…” 
“Ah, I see.” Ingrid nodded. “Well, there’s always ‘babe’ or ‘baby.’ ” 
“I like ‘my love,’ ” Elin replied, unbuttoning Ingrid’s pants. “I don’t know that I’m a ‘baby’ or ‘babe’ person.” 
“Well, you are a Queen.” Ingrid winked at her as she reached to unbutton Elin’s pants. “Can we go to the bedroom?” 
“I thought Sarah wasn’t–” 
“She’s not. But I want slow. If I only have you for a few hours, Elin, I want all of them to be spent touching each other.” 
Elin nodded and said, “Yes, my love.” 
Ingrid stood up and kicked off her pants, leaving her in only her panties before she took Elin’s hand and they walked the short distance to her bedroom. Then, Ingrid sat on the end of the bed and watched as Elin removed her bra, kicked off her shoes and pants, and stood there in only her gray underwear. Elin stared at the near-naked love of her life, and in that moment, she felt more confident that she was making the right decision to tell her country that not only was she gay but that she was madly in love with her former private secretary. 
“I love you,” Elin said as she lay Ingrid back on the bed and slid on top of her. 
“I love you, too,” Ingrid replied, sliding her hands immediately inside of Elin’s underwear, gripping her ass, and pressing Elin down against herself. “I’ve missed this.” 
Elin laughed a little and said, “You’ve missed tickling me?” 
“I’ve missed all of it.” 
Elin sat up and pulled Ingrid’s panties off before she stood and tossed her own aside. Then, she lay back on top of her as Ingrid spread her thighs in order to allow Elin to settle between them. 
“I’m staying tonight,” Elin stated as she slowly began to rock. 
“You said you–” 
“I do. I’ll just wake up earlier. I don’t want to be without you tonight, Ingrid. I just…” Her hips continued to move as Ingrid’s hands slid up and down her back. “You can’t move into the palace until we’re married, but I have a private residence I never use that’s technically mine. My parents gave it to me when I finished law school. We can move in there. Well, you can, and I can stay there whenever I can.” 
“When we get married?” Ingrid smirked up at her. 
“Yes,” Elin replied confidently. “When you become my wife, Ingrid, I hope you’ll move into the palace with me. We can keep the residence, too. We can go back to the island whenever you want. We–” 
“You don’t have to sell it to me, Elin,” Ingrid interrupted. Then, she gasped as Elin pressed her lips to Ingrid’s neck. “Oh, that’s good, though.” 
“Yeah?” Elin asked. 
“Yes, you can keep doing that.” 
“I will,” Elin replied, kissing that same spot again. “One day, I’m going to ask you to marry me.” She kissed Ingrid again. “The country will call you their Queen Consort.” Elin moved her lips to Ingrid’s jaw. “My nieces and nephews will call you ‘Aunt Ingrid.’” She stared down at Ingrid. “I’ll call Sarah my sister, and you’ll do the same with Lillian and Mari.” 
Ingrid ran her hand through Elin’s hair and said, “I know there’s the whole big, televised ceremony, but…” 
Elin’s instinct was to worry that this was too much to say right now; Ingrid had only just told her for the first time that she loved her. And here Elin was, projecting their entire futures while they made love. She allowed herself a moment to look into Ingrid’s green eyes, seeing that future there and knowing that it would all be okay. 
“Can we do something small, too?” Ingrid requested. “Just for our families? I think my stepdad and mom would really like that. And I know I would.” 
Elin nodded and said, “Whatever you want, my love.” 
◆◆◆
 


“Ingrid, I need to hop in the shower. I’m running to the farmer’s market, and they run out of the best stuff before eight.” 
Elin pulled back at the shower curtain a bit and said, “Not Ingrid.” 
“Holy shit! There’s a Queen in my shower,” Sarah Anne yelped. 
Elin laughed and said, “Sorry. I’ll be out in a minute. I have to leave early myself.” 
“Where’s my sister?” 
“In bed. She’s still sleeping.” 
“Well, you better not plan on leaving her another note, Elin.” Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. 
Elin smiled and said, “I woke her up before I came in here and told her I had to run. I’ll kiss her before I go, too.” 
“So, you two had a good night last night?” 
“We did, yes,” Elin replied. 
“I’m glad. I wasn’t planning on stopping by this morning, but I forgot my market membership card – it gets me the restaurant discount. I figured I’d just take a shower here, too, but I didn’t expect you to be using it.” 
“Well, I’d be done by now, but you’re still talking to me,” Elin reminded. 
“Oh, shit. Sorry, yeah.” 
Sarah made a wide motion with her hands and then left the bathroom. Elin laughed and returned to her shower. A few seconds later, the door opened again. She peeked her head out, expecting to see Sarah Anne again but seeing a very sleepy Ingrid instead. 
“Hey, I’m sorry,” Elin said. 
“For what?” Ingrid asked, stepping out of her clothes. “I just wanted to take a shower with you before you left.” 
“Your sister is here.” 
“I know. I saw her.” Ingrid climbed into the shower. 
“She’s going to know you’re in here with me.” 
“So?” Ingrid wrapped her arms around Elin’s neck and pulled her in for an embrace. 
“I told her I was almost done,” Elin replied, wrapping her own around Ingrid’s waist. 
“Five minutes!” Sarah yelled from the other side of the door. “So, no shower sex!” 
Elin laughed against Ingrid’s neck. “I think I could probably get you there in under five minutes.” 
“Oh, I know you can, but I just wanted to hold you before you left.” 
“You didn’t have to get into the shower with me to do that,” Elin replied, pulling back to look at her. 
“I know. I wanted to, though. Wash my hair for me?” 
“Of course,” Elin replied. 
A few minutes later – though, she doubted it was under five – they were dried and dressed and heading out into the living room where Sarah Anne was sitting on the sofa, tapping her foot impatiently on the floor. 
“I made you coffee and you tea,” she said first to Ingrid and then to Elin. “I guess I’m the kind sister.” 
“Well, Ingrid is a pretty kind sister, too,” Elin replied. 
“I am?” Ingrid asked, resting her tired head against Elin’s shoulder as they stood there. 
“Yes. She asked if I could, perhaps, work out a little trip for the two of you to St. Rais to revisit certain hot springs,” Elin said. 
Ingrid lifted her head and looked at her quizzically. Okay, it had been Elin’s idea. But Sarah Anne didn’t have to know that. 
“You did?” Sarah asked. “Really?” 
“Do you want to go?” Elin asked. 
“Of course, I do,” Sarah replied, shooting up off the sofa. “When?” 
“Whenever you’d like,” Elin replied. 
“When can you get away?” Ingrid asked Elin. 
“It’s not for me; it’s for you two,” Elin said, kissing her on the cheek. “Just name the days, and I’ll work out a reservation for you two. I can get a few private tours booked for you as well.” 
“Really? We didn’t have money for that stuff back then,” Sarah said. 
“Of course,” Elin replied. 
Sarah glared at her. “Wait… Is this because you two just had sex in my shower or something?” 
“We did not have sex in our shower, Sarah,” Ingrid replied, laughing at her sister. “Come on,” she added to Elin, pulling her into the bedroom. “I know you have to leave, but can I make your tea to-go?” 
“Sure,” Elin said, kissing her sweetly on the lips. 
“And, I guess…” Ingrid pulled Elin against herself. “I have another question.” 
“Okay…” Elin wondered why Ingrid seemed a little nervous when that was usually something reserved for her. 
“When, exactly, could I potentially move into that private residence you mentioned?” 
Elin laughed, pulled her in for a hug, and said, “After the ceremony, if you want.” 
“I want,” Ingrid replied. 



CHAPTER 41
“Sitting next to Her Royal Highness, Princess Mari, was her boyfriend, Prince Erik of Denmark, but he’s not the one making headlines today. On the Princess’s left side was a former private secretary of Her Majesty, Queen Elin. Her name is Ingrid Olson. She worked for the palace for several years; her last few were as the then Princess Royal’s private secretary. Many are now speculating as to why the former secretary would be given a seat in the front row of the cathedral on such an important occasion as the consecration of our new sovereign,” the reporter said. 
“Her name is Ingrid Marie Olson. She’s an Oslo-native and worked alongside Her Majesty for three years prior to her departing the palace. It has been determined that she was not dismissed and, in fact, left voluntarily and now works…” the second reporter said. 
“She’s thirty-six years old, from Oslo. It’s believed that the Queen invited Miss Olson to sit in the row of honor in thanks for her years of service to the royal family,” the third reporter said. 
“How many more channels are you planning to flip through?” Ingrid asked Sarah Anne. 
“All of them,” Sarah said. 
“They’re all saying the same thing,” Ingrid replied. 
“Sometimes. But it’s also interesting to see what they’re making up. I heard Channel Three say that you were fired from the palace and they gave you the seat for today because you have dirt on the royal family.” 
“What? That’s–” Ingrid stopped when Elin walked into the room. “Oh, wow.” 
Elin had changed out of her ceremonial garb and the crown that had been placed over her tiara, but the tiara still rested atop her head, and she was now wearing sleek black pants, black boots, and a very nice navy button-down with the sleeves rolled up, making her the picture of dressy and casual at the same time. 
“Sorry, that took a while,” Elin said. 
“Katrin, I don’t want the wallpaper; I prefer the paint,” Lillian said into the phone, walking into Elin’s suite. “Yes, I know it’s eggshell.” She rolled her eyes. “I realize it’s plain. That’s what I want.” She paused again. “Yes, thank you.” 
Elin sat down next to Ingrid on the small sofa, leaned over, and kissed her on the lips. 
“You look hot,” Ingrid whispered. 
“I do?” Elin asked, seemingly surprised by the comment. 
“She’s right,” Sarah Anne said. “It’s the sleeves-rolled-up thing; that’s doing it for her.” 
Elin laughed and placed her hand on Ingrid’s thigh as Lillian sat in the chair next to Sarah Anne. They’d been introduced prior to the ceremony, and Elin had even gotten Sarah a seat at the consecration, making her younger sister very happy. 
“Remind me why I’m dating him.” Mari walked into the room. “And can I take this thing off now? We’re done with the pictures and stuff, right?” She pulled off her tiara and placed it on a table for someone to take care of later. 
“Erik?” Lillian asked, hanging up her phone. 
“Yes. I love him, but the man cannot tie his tie or leave the seat down. He’s a Prince, for crying out loud.” 
“Why are we all in here?” Christian asked, walking into the room. “Everyone else is downstairs. Mom wanted to know where you guys were.” 
“Well, we were in here. I don’t know what you’re doing here,” Lillian said. 
“You can take the tiara off now, Elin,” Mari said. 
“Or, you can leave it on,” Ingrid said without thinking about it. “Up to you… I mean, if you wanted…” 
Elin laughed a little and said, “I think I’ll keep it on for a bit.” 
“Gross,” Sarah Anne said. “That’s my sister.” 
“And she’s ours,” Lillian added. 
“No one’s making you all stay in here. There’s a party going on downstairs. Feel free to leave us alone anytime,” Elin replied. 
“Is that an order, Your Majesty?” Christian teased. 
“What are you even now?” Mari asked her brother. 
“What?” he asked back. 
“Well, you’re technically a Prince, but you’re not really, and you won’t be getting that Duke title, so…” 
“I’m a Captain in the Royal Air Force,” he replied, standing up straight. 
“That’s enough for you, isn’t it?” Lillian asked, as if just now realizing it. 
He nodded. Ingrid looked over at Elin and kissed her on the cheek. 
“How are you?” 
Elin stared back at her and said, “Better now that it’s all over. I hate the whole ceremony thing. I want the job, but not the pomp.” 
“The pomp looks good on you, though,” Ingrid said with a small nod to the tiara on top of Elin’s head. 
“Can I take it off before we go downstairs if I promise to put it back on for you later?” 
Ingrid smiled, and Elin kissed her. 
“So, what’s everyone saying?” Mari asked. “And you two, stop kissing constantly while we talk about this.” 
“Talk about what?” Elin asked, turning toward her sister and squeezing Ingrid’s thigh. 
“What are the reporters saying about Ingrid? Does she have three heads or illegitimate twins yet?” 
“I heard it was triplets,” Lillian teased. 
Ingrid laughed. “None of the above. But, apparently, I was fired but invited today because I knew deep-dark royal secrets and blackmailed the family.” 
Christian waved that off and said, “Must be a rookie reporter. I once had four girlfriends. I had one in Finland, one in Holland, one in Ireland, and I forget where they said the last one was from.” 
“Germany,” Elin said. 
“Yes, Germany,” He pointed at her. 
“I once sexed up an entire party of lords,” Lillian said, shrugging a shoulder. “I wasn’t even there.” 
“Oh, and I was disowned,” Mari added. 
“That was a good one,” Lillian said. 
“What about you?” Sarah asked Elin. 
“What about me?” 
“What rumors have they spread about you?” 
“Oh, I’m curious about this one,” Ingrid said, turning toward Elin. 
“Nothing. She’s the perfect daughter, Princess, and now, Queen,” Mari replied. 
“You say perfect; I say boring,” Lillian added. 
“Hey,” Elin said. 
“What? It’s true. You’ve had no good rumors.” 
“I think that’s a good thing,” Elin replied. 
“Amalie is waiting downstairs. Can we head that way so Mom doesn’t yell at me?” Christian asked, hooking his thumb in the direction of the door. 
“Am I allowed?” Sarah asked. 
“Of course, you are,” Lillian said. “And it’s just the close family, so no need for the whole formality thing.” 
“Are you sure?” Sarah asked. 
“You’ll be family soon, right? Might as well get used to it now,” Mari replied, standing up. 
Ingrid watched as their siblings made their way out of the room. She looked at Elin, who was removing her tiara. 
“Need any help?” Ingrid asked. 
“No, I’m used to it, but thank you.” 
She set it on the table in front of them and turned back to Ingrid. 
“I don’t need to worry or anything about comments like that, do I?” 
“Comments like what?” 
“What Mari just said about Sarah Anne being family soon,” Elin said. 
Ingrid undid Elin’s top button and placed her hand there over Elin’s skin. 
“No, my love.” She smiled at her. Then, she sighed. “Do we have to go to this party? Can we be, like, twenty minutes late?” 
Elin laughed a little and said, “I’m afraid not. It’s sort of a party for me, and we’re already twenty minutes late.” Elin slid onto Ingrid’s lap. 
“You are not helping,” Ingrid remarked. 
Elin ran her fingertip down the column of Ingrid’s neck and said, “Find me in the kitchen later? We can have coffee and tea together while everyone else is out there talking about us.” 
Ingrid kissed her and asked, “Are you over your clumsiness now that we’re together?” 
“No way.” Elin laughed. “You will always make me nervous in the best way, which means I will always be clumsy around you.” 
“Good,” Ingrid replied, pressing her lips to the center of Elin’s chest. “I love you.” 
“I love you, too,” Elin replied. 



EPILOGUE
The speech had been televised, and it had been brief. It had also been enough. 
“My fellow Norwegians, I have been honored to be a member of your royal family as a Princess, the Princess Royal, and now as your Queen. I come to you today as not only your Queen but as a woman. Today, I’d like to introduce you to someone very important to me. Her name is Miss Ingrid Marie Olson. She is a proud Norwegian and has served many roles at the royal palace, including acting as my private secretary for more than three years. In that role, Ingrid helped inform my decisions. She acted with integrity in everything she did and always performed her duties with the best interest of the nation in mind. While I could talk on and on about Ingrid’s loyalty, dedication, intelligence, and integrity, that’s not why I’m speaking with you all today. I mentioned before that I’m coming to you as your Queen and as a woman. I am a woman in love,” Elin said, pausing for a moment and smiling. “Ingrid and I are in a relationship and plan to take all of the steps couples do in relationships together. This relationship did not begin until after Ingrid chose to take a job outside of the palace. I realize this type of address is an incredibly uncommon one for a Queen to deliver, but I must be honest with all of you: I am a lesbian. When I marry – and I do plan to marry – it will be to another woman. I know this might come as a shock to many of you, but Norway is a country of kind, caring, and compassionate people who, I believe, will welcome me as Queen and Ingrid as my partner. I am inspired by my friends, Her Majesty, Queen Antonia I, and her wife, Her Royal Highness, the Queen Consort of St. Rais.” Elin smiled again. “The people of St. Rais have welcomed them and their children with open arms, and I know the people of Norway will do the same. I also want to tell you that while Ingrid and I do not plan to have children of our own, the monarchy is safe, thriving, and strong. The Princess Royal has already been named as my successor, and Lillian is prepared to take on the role of Queen if and when she is called upon. Norway’s monarchy is strong and always will be. I hope this message finds you and yours safe and well. Thank you for your time,” Elin said. 
◆◆◆
 


“Well, security is already annoying me,” Ingrid stated, sitting down next to Elin. 
Elin laughed and replied, “You’ll get used to it.” She rifled through some papers in her lap. 
“And tomorrow is my last day.” 
Elin looked up and over at Ingrid and said, “Are you sure? You don’t have to quit your job, Ingrid. We’re not married. You can–” 
“No, I want to. It was never what I planned to do anyway,” Ingrid interrupted and laid her head on Elin’s shoulder. “So, what are you doing?” 
“Reviewing the contracts for the deal with Finland,” Elin replied. “I went to see my father earlier today, and we talked it through. I think I finally got him to understand my sticking points and why I wanted changes.” 
“You’re very sexy when you’re talking diplomacy; you know that?” Ingrid teased. 
Elin laughed a little and said, “Would you like to talk diplomacy with me? When you do, you usually grab a red pen and tear apart whatever I’ve written up. And it’s really sexy when you put it to your lips.” 
“Well, diplomacy can be sexy.” Ingrid took the papers from Elin’s lap. “But it can also wait.” She placed them on the coffee table in front of them. “I was thinking we could pour some wine, put on a movie, and snuggle up before we head to bed.” 
“And once we’re in bed?” Elin asked. 
“We just have the gala tomorrow night, right?” 
“Yes. I am technically off tomorrow.” 
Ingrid kissed Elin’s neck and stood up. 
“Then, I say we go to bed, and I bring that pen with me. I can put it to my lips for you, and you can…” 
“Yes.” Elin nodded rapidly. “Yes, that would be… I’d really… I’d like…” 
“Only if you wear that tiara and those suspenders.” Ingrid pointed at her, winked, and then went to the kitchen. 
Ingrid had moved into what Elin now considered to be their home. She’d waited a month after the announcement, which had given Sarah Anne time to find a roommate – someone she worked with at the restaurant – and it had given them time to make the place a home. It was small for a royal residence, but they didn’t need much. One change Elin had made was to the bedroom ceiling. She’d had thermal glass installed, which meant that they could watch the Northern Lights nightly if they wanted. Of course, there was also a cover for it, just in case someone got the idea to try to peek inside and to appease security. 
The master bedroom was now their master bedroom, and Elin couldn’t be happier. She knew one day that she’d ask Ingrid to marry her and they’d move officially into the palace, which was the residence of the sovereign, but for now, they’d have some nights here and some nights there. It gave them a bit of normalcy in the craziness of the consecration, announcement, and the day-to-day job of being Queen. 
“Hey, when is Christian making his announcement?” Ingrid asked, sipping her wine. 
“It’s complicated. Mari is technically up first. She’s ranked higher than him now, and she’ll be a Queen one day,” Elin replied, taking Ingrid’s glass and sipping from it. 
“Hey, get your own.” Ingrid laughed. 
“I did. I finished it,” Elin said, snuggling into Ingrid’s side as she pretended to watch the movie. 
“So, Mari announces her engagement. Then, Christian will announce his?” 
“We’ll do it a few months apart. That helps with the planning, too. Even though Christian isn’t in line anymore, he’ll still get a royal wedding.” 
“What about Lillian?” 
“You’ve met Edwin and Sven; which do you think she’ll end up with?” Elin asked. 
“Neither.” Ingrid laughed. 
“She’ll find someone one day.” Elin looked up at Ingrid. “I did.” 
Ingrid smiled and kissed her. Elin tasted the wine on Ingrid’s lips and smiled. 
“So, if let’s just say – for the sake of planning – you and I were to have something to announce…” Ingrid began. “Because you’re the Queen, we could cut the line if we wanted.” 
Elin tilted her head a bit and said, “Something you want to discuss, Ingrid?” She lifted an eyebrow at her. 
“What? No, I just meant… I was interested more in the protocol than anything else.” 
Elin laughed a little and said, “The movie’s over. I’ve finished my wine and most of yours. Any chance you’d like to go to bed and practice some of that sexy diplomacy with me?” 
Ingrid nodded. 
◆◆◆
 


“Her Majesty, Queen Elin I, and Miss Ingrid Olson,” the announcer said as Elin and Ingrid walked into the hall arm-in-arm. 
“Are you ready for this?” Elin asked. 
“I still think I’m better behind the scenes,” Ingrid replied, smiling as everyone in the room stared at them. 
“That dress disagrees with you, my love,” Elin told her. “You look amazing. You are amazing. I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re here with me.” 
They stopped when they made their way to the dance floor. Ingrid had been prepared for this. Tonight was an annual event. The sovereign and their partner started off the event officially by sharing a dance. Elin held out her hand for Ingrid to take, which she did, and they turned toward one another. 
“I’ve never danced in front of people before,” Ingrid shared. 
“I’ve got you,” Elin replied, placing her hand on the small of Ingrid’s back. The music started up, and she added, “Just follow my lead.” 
Ingrid nodded. 
“After this, I was thinking…” Elin said. 
Ingrid knew she was trying to distract her from having to dance in front of a room full of very important people. 
“I’m going to trip over my dress,” Ingrid said, looking down. 
“No, you won’t. I had them make it shorter for you, remember? After you had that conversation with the royal tailor about my dress, all I had to do was threaten you’d talk to her again if she didn’t make it just a little shorter for your first dance in front of a crowd,” Elin said, smiling at her. “And you’re doing fine. Just breathe.” 
“Easy for you to say; you were made for this stuff.” 
“And you were made for me,” Elin replied. 
Ingrid squinted at her and then smiled as she sighed. 
“So, what were you thinking?” she asked. 
“That after this, we could go to the kitchen, and you could make me Skolebrød.” 
Ingrid laughed and tucked her head against Elin’s neck. Then, she looked around the room, seeing the former King and Queen smiling at their daughter, Mari looking lovingly at Erik, Christian with his arm around Amalie, and Lillian talking to Sarah Anne. She noticed Palmer and Elizabeth watching them. Palmer gave her a little wave, which made Ingrid laugh more. Suddenly, Ingrid felt this calmness rush over her. She wasn’t an impostor; she was right where she was supposed to be. And she’d never been happier. 
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