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Gracie had proMised alana to help keep an eye on 
Gumdrop until the big Christmas puppy reveal, but in 
truth, she’d also needed a moment to collect herself. 

Being in the kitchen with Nick had left her feeling all warm 
and gooey inside, and it had nothing to do with the cinna-
mon rolls they’d been making. 

She couldn’t be in love with Prince Nicolas of San Glacera. 
She just couldn’t. 

They hadn’t known each other long enough for that…
had they? And more importantly, they lived on opposite 
sides of the world, both literally and figuratively. He was 
royal. She was a party princess. He was going to be a king 
someday. Nick’s public life was carefully controlled. He did 
his best to never put a foot wrong and was always thinking 
about how to properly represent the people of his kingdom. 
Gracie’s job, on the other hand, was pure fantasy. 

 



Just one more day. Tomorrow night she’d do what she 
came to San Glacera to do, and then she and Clara could 
pack up and go home. Life would return to normal, just as 
it was supposed to. 

Gracie inhaled a steadying breath and went downstairs to 
make sure King Hans and Queen Sophia had already 
joined the partygoers in the sitting area of the lobby. She 
spotted the king’s familiar profile right away and waved 
for Alana to come down with the puppy. As the princess 
descended the staircase with Gumdrop tucked neatly 
under her arm, Nick found Gracie. 

His warm breath tickled her neck as he bent to whisper 
in her ear. “Here you are. For a minute there, I thought 
you’d gotten lost, like in the Christmas tree maze, Princess.”

Princess. 
The nickname had been funny at first—a sweet, tongue-in-
cheek endearment, like when Gracie called him Prince 
Charming. Except there was one important difference: 
Gracie’s nickname for him rang true, whereas hers was 
pure make-believe. 

“I didn’t get lost.” She shook her head. Who was she 
kidding? She’d wandered so far out of her depth that she’d 
never been so lost in her life. “Just helping out with a 
Christmas surprise.”

“Yes, I know all about your little secret,” Nick said, 
and the sincerity in his expression told Gracie he wasn’t 
just talking about Gumdrop. 

His eyes locked onto hers, and Gracie’s breath bottled 
up in her throat as he took hold of her hand and held it 
tight. “Gracie, I—” 

A squeal pierced the air. “Oh my goodness, is that a 
puppy?” A woman Gracie recognized from the chocolate 



shop next door clasped her hands on either side of her face. 
Every head in the sitting room swiveled toward the 

staircase, just as Alana reached the bottom step. Gumdrop 
wiggled like mad, delighted to be the center of attention. 

“Sweetheart?” King Hans rose from the chair where he’d 
been sitting. He gave a slight headshake, then rubbed his 
brow, clearly trying to make sense of the sight before him.

“Merry Christmas, Dad.” Alana beamed, and her eyes 
went shiny. 

All the sneaking around the past few days was more than 
worth it to see the tender look exchanged between father 
and daughter right then. In that sweet moment, King Hans 
wasn’t a monarch. He was a kid on Christmas morning, 
and when Alana set Gumdrop gently down on the Kriegs’s 
wood plank floor, the puppy scrambled straight toward him. 

It was a match made in heaven. Not technically speak-
ing, of course. But from where Gracie was standing, San 
Glacera came awfully close.

Clara caught Gracie’s gaze from across the crowded 
room and grinned as she snapped pictures of Gumdrop 
and the king. Her phone had practically been glued to her 
hand the past few days. It pinged with calls and messages 
almost nonstop. Demand for princesses had skyrocketed. 
Gracie wasn’t sure she was prepared for whatever waited 
for her back in Denver. 

Nick gave her hand a squeeze, anchoring her back to 
this moment, this place she couldn’t quite imagine leaving 
behind. “Can we talk?”

Gracie smiled, but her mouth felt like it wasn’t cooperat-
ing. Her lips trembled, and she almost wanted to press them 
still with her fingertips. “Sure, although it’s a bit crowded. 
Advent Night seems to be a hit.”

People poured through the red-wrapped front door. 
Ingrid and Max waved everyone inside, offering hot cocoa 
and warm, fragrant treats to their guests as they unwound 



scarves from their necks and shook off the chill of another 
snowy December night. 

“Nothing gets a party started faster than a puppy with a 
red satin ribbon around its neck. I’m happy for the Kriegs. 
So many of the participants in the Advent Tour this year 
are visitors. This is going to be great for the B&B.” Nick 
nodded as he scanned the bevy of merrymakers. So many 
happy faces. 

Then he turned back to Gracie, as if he only had eyes 
for her. “I know the perfect place. Come on.” 

He led her through the crowd, never letting go of her 
hand. Every so often, one of the guests appeared to rec-
ognize him and blinked in disbelief. Each and every time, 
Nick smiled and welcomed them to San Glacera on behalf 
of the Crown. 

Gracie felt a strange emptiness in the pit of her stomach. 
The Crown. To her, a crown had always been the flashy tiara 
she pinned to her head for parties, or the smaller, plastic 
versions she passed out to children to make them feel 
special and unique. But here, the word meant something 
different. It was even spelled with a capital C because in the 
context of real royalty, the Crown wasn’t just an object. It 
was an idea, a concept. A living, breathing symbol—not just 
of power or sovereignty. It also stood for strength and the 
responsibility to always do what was best for the kingdom, 
to always stand up for the people and use the power of the 
monarchy for good. 

The Crown wasn’t just a word or an adornment. It was 
a commitment. Gracie would never look at her snowflake 
tiara the same way again. 

“Here.” Nick let go of her hand just long enough to place 
his palm on the small of her back and guide her toward a 
cozy nook in the back corner of Ingrid’s kitchen. 

The alcove was tucked beneath a stone archway like 
the ones in the lobby and the dining room, only on a much 



more diminutive scale. Nick had to duck to fit in the small 
space, and so did Gracie. Once inside, they sat facing each 
other on a narrow window seat with cushions and a faux 
fur throw covering the chiseled stone. 

Nick took both of her hands in his, and when he spoke, 
the window overlooking the towering Christmas tree in the 
village square fogged over. “Gracie, I know about the dona-
tion to the animal shelter.”

Honestly, you couldn’t hide anything from a man with a 
title on his own turf, could you? It had taken a literal village 
just to keep a puppy under wraps from a visiting king. 

Gracie bit her lip, fully intending on feigning innocence, 
but Nick ruled that out at once. 

“Don’t even think about pretending it wasn’t you. I know 
for a fact that it was,” he said. 

She released a breath she didn’t quite realize she’d been 
holding. “Who told you?”

“No one told me. I heard about the donation and had a 
hunch. Once I found out the exact amount, I just knew.” 
He reached to tuck a stray lock of her hair behind her ear 
and as soon as his fingertips grazed her cheek, she felt 
like she was back in the palace courtyard the night of the 
carriage ride. It had been the first time he’d been tempted 
to kiss her. She’d seen the longing in his gaze, felt it in the 
way her lips tingled in anticipation. 

It had been too soon then. They’d only been starting to 
get to know each other, but now…

Now things were different. Now, if Clara had jokingly 
called Nick her prince, Gracie wouldn’t have protested. 

He’d once told Gracie that he wanted to be her friend, 
not her prince. She knew what he’d been trying to say—he 
wanted them to be real with each other. He wanted to be 
able to trust her, and he wanted her to know that he didn’t 
see her as a commoner or just as a party princess, but as 
a person. An equal. 



It had meant the world to Gracie, especially after the 
dubious start to their relationship, but even then a part of 
her had wanted to disagree. It wasn’t his title that she’d 
cared about, though. It had been that one small word, the 
one that made her heart beat fast as he’d said it. 

Her prince. 
Hers. 
“Why did you do it?” he asked, eyes glittering in the dim 

light of the kitchen. 
Moonlight streamed through the window, and a delicate 

pattern of frost had formed along the edge of the glass. It 
looked almost identical to the silver confetti in Gracie’s 
magic snow queen dust. 

“You need that money for your business. It’s why you came 
here.” Nick searched her face, as if all the complicated feel-
ings she was experiencing were written across her features.

She hoped with everything she had in her that they 
weren’t. 

“You’re right. The prize money was why I came to San 
Glacera, but things are different now. I’ve loved my time here, 
Nick. It’s such a special place.” And she’d experienced it with 
a special man. More special than she could have imagined. 
“It didn’t feel right taking such a huge sum home with me 
when it could do more good here, where it belonged.”

“But it was yours.” Nick’s grip on her hands tightened. 
“I want you to have it.”

“It’s okay, really. With all the publicity from the trip, 
business is booming back home. Clara is convinced we’ll 
have bank officers lined up, waiting to fund our expansion. 
With all the events we’ve got coming up now, I don’t think 
we’ll even need a loan to give our princesses benefits. All 
because of you.”

He shook his head. “Not me. Us.”
Nick’s eyes grew soft, heavy-lidded. Gracie had to con-

centrate hard on simply breathing in and out, and when 



she did, she inhaled the lingering aroma of cinnamon rolls. 
Sticky sweet, with just a hint of oranges and cardamom. 
It was a fragrance she’d associated with Christmas all her 
life, but even more than that, it was the scent of home.

In a flash, so quick that Gracie almost missed it, Nick’s 
gaze flitted upward. She glanced overhead and drew in a 
sharp breath. 

Just like all the other stone archways in the chalet, this 
one was decorated with a small sprig of mistletoe. It hung 
from a red velvet ribbon like a timeless promise. 

Gracie let her eyes drift back down until they met Nick’s. 
The corner of his lips quirked up. When he smiled at 

her, a question shone in his eyes. “They say it’s tradition.”
“Then I suppose we don’t really have a choice,” Gracie 

said, her voice dipping low and sweet. Barely a whisper. 
Then he leaned forward and ever so gently touched his 

lips to hers, and Gracie saw stars. They exploded behind 
her eyes like tiny, crystalline snowflakes. She took a deep 
gulp of air to steady herself, but the heady scent of the 
cinnamon rolls was overwhelming. She’d come so far, only 
to find that San Glacera and Prince Nick—her prince—were 
beginning to feel like home, like the place she belonged 
more than anywhere else on earth. 

And that’s when she knew it was time to say goodbye. 




