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      She's a European princess. He's a laid-back island lawyer. Is their relationship real - or a massive royal scandal?

      Princess Isabella of Montignac is supposed to marry a prince that she doesn't love from a neighboring European principality -- but he was caught on a viral video snorting coke off a stripper's butt in Las Vegas.

      All Isabella wants is to be left alone to do her environmental charity work. If she refuses to marry the prince, she'll lose her title and royal allowance. So she flees to a Florida island to think about her future.

      When she checks into the Paradise Beach Resort, a fat pug takes a whizz on her travel pillow. Then the dog's owner, an extremely sexy guy named Tate, asks her to dinner. But just when things are looking up, an unpredictable turn of events happens.

      Isabella's arrested for harassing an alligator and an island cop suggests she call a local lawyer. Turns out it's a familiar face: Tate, the hot man candy from the day before. And since she has to stick around on the island to clear up her legal troubles, she and Tate have a hard time keeping their hands off each other.

      Will Isabella forsake everything she knows -- a royal title, palaces and riches -- for a life on Paradise Beach, and for Tate's love?

      

      
        ALL I ASK is Book 3 in the Paradise Beach Series.
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            ALL I ASK — PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Memory, Violent Femmes

        	The Chain, Fleetwood Mac

        	Born on the Bayou, CCR

        	Somebody’s Baby, Jackson Browne

        	Margaritaville, Jimmy Buffett

        	Turn Your Lights Down Low, Bob Marley

        	Kickstart My Heart, Motley Crüe

        	Moon River, Frank Ocean

        	Call Out My Name, The Weeknd

        	Mystery of Love, Sufjan Stevens

        	Making Love Out of Nothing At All, Air Supply

        	I love you, Billie Eilish

      

      
        Listen to the full playlist on Spotify!
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        Welcome to Paradise Beach.

      

      
        There’s sugar sand, warm water and endless sunshine.

        

        It's a state of mind. A place with the most stunning sunsets in the world. An oasis with a legacy of passion. And island life is even hotter after dark...

        

        Come to Paradise and fall in love.
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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Star-Mirror

      

      LAS VEGAS (API) — Prince Charming, he’s not.

      Jacques de Rousseau, the heir to the throne in Lutzelbourg, was spotted on video Saturday night snorting cocaine and cavorting with a stripper at a posh Las Vegas club.

      An eagle-eyed royal watcher captured clear images and video of the playboy prince during his bawdy bros’ night. Images show him with a credit card in hand, dividing lines on a mirrored surface and Hoovering up the substance with his nose.

      The Star-Mirror viewed the video, which shows a well-endowed, topless woman dressed in what can only be described as a silver thong, draping herself face down over Jacques’ lap. Laughing riotously, he carefully sprinkles white powder on her bare bottom.

      Someone off camera hands the partying prince a rolled-up U.S. bill—the denomination is unclear—and he leans down and proceeds to snort the powder off the woman’s backside.

      Then, he spanks her as she squirms in his lap, giggling raucously. The video was first posted on Twitter and spread like wildfire on social media.

      The woman in the video is identified as a stripper at Larry Flynt’s Hustler Club in Las Vegas.

      It’s unclear how this will affect the Prince’s relationship with Princess Isabella of Montignac. The Mirror has learned their formal engagement will be announced this summer, but all bets could be off after this scandalous video.

      Isabella, 30, recently returned to her small kingdom after a three-month trip to Bhutan, where she’s the royal patron of an elephant conservation charity.

      Although arranged marriages are no longer common in Europe, the royal families in both countries have long desired their children to wed.

      From the time Jacques and Isabella were in secondary school, their respective parents spoke publicly about the need for friendlier relations between the two bordering nations, which have been strained in recent decades.

      A royal marriage would help facilitate better trade deals and intergovernmental treaties, the countries believe.

      A united front between the two countries could give the principalities more clout within the European Union. The two countries started as one in the 12th Century, but split during a regional civil war in 1519. In the 17th and 18th Centuries, the offspring of the royal families in both countries often intermarried, which makes Jacques’ and Isabella’s union in lockstep with tradition.

      Royal watchers say Isabella has been less than happy with the arrangement but tolerates the plan out of love for her country—and because she’s the only daughter of King Josef and Queen Genevieve.

      Her brother, Prince Josef V, is in line for the throne of Montignac. Josef and Isabella had a younger sister, Princess Maria, who died from meningitis when she was four. Her death likely makes Isabella more compliant to her parents’ demands, according to William Hanson, the author of the newly released book A Royal Romp: One Hundred Years of Scandal.

      “Isabella’s life was infused with her parents’ sadness over losing Princess Maria. So initially, she was eager to play the part of the perfect daughter, representing the country in various charitable endeavors around the globe,” Hanson said. “But in recent years, she’s stayed away from the kingdom and has forged a feisty path for herself in environmental charity work.”

      Hanson said it’s unclear what, if anything, she will do following this latest scandal with Prince Jacques.

      “It may be a step too far for the plain-spoken princess, or she may chafe against her royal obligations.”

      The Las Vegas incident is just one of many scandals and foibles in the life of the 31-year-old Prince.

      He’s been in three drunken driving accidents—one which seriously injured a classmate from Eton College—one yacht collision in Monaco, and numerous brawls in at least four countries. During one incident in Amsterdam, the Prince smashed a fan’s cellphone and was arrested on battery charges. The charges were later dropped.

      “His bad behavior even influenced the chaste Princess Isabella, who was rumored to have taken drugs at private parties with the Prince back in her early twenties,” Hanson said. “Although she seems to have redeemed herself and calmed down with recent charity work.

      “The Queen of Montignac will almost certainly want to begin wedding proceedings for her daughter immediately. Isabella’s the first woman in the Montignac royal family to reach 30 and still be unmarried. And with Prince Josef V set to marry a member of the Dutch Royal family next year, the Queen wants to get Isabella out of the way first, so to speak.”

      Isabella has been dubbed “the plain princess” by the world’s media because she eschews designer clothes, luxury resorts, and nightclubs. Instead, she spends her time kayaking, hiking and helping various environmental causes—making one wonder how Prince Jacques will survive a marriage with the practical, yet slightly boring, royal daughter of the small European nation.
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      “That pig,” I whisper, slamming the paper down on the 18th century mahogany breakfast table. “Las Vegas? A stripper? Coke? Could he be any more cliché, for God’s sake?”

      “Language,” Mother says, picking up a china teacup that’s probably been in our family for centuries.

      “I’m done with royal decorum,” I seethe. “And obviously, Jacques is too. What was the previous scandal? Was it when he and a Saudi crown prince drag raced the Lamborghinis in Dubai, and his brother had to pay all that money to the tabloid to ignore the story? Or was it the fistfight outside the Paris club with that rapper guy?”

      Right now I want to smash that cup, the handmade croissants, and the artisan blueberry jam right into Jacques’ smarmy face. I’ve had enough of his reputation dragging me into the gutter with him.

      While I’m in a murderous mood, I’d also like to throat-punch the reporter who subtly shamed me for—gasp—not being married by the ancient age of thirty.

      A small part of me hoped Jacques would die from drugs or fast cars so I wouldn’t have to spend the next several decades with him under the same palace roof.

      Awful, I know.

      “Snorting coke off the ass of a stripper is where I draw the line.” I glare at my parents. “He’s like a bad penny. A plague of fleas. A recurring STD. There’s no way I’m getting engaged to him, much less marrying him. Mother, did you leak the engagement news while I was away?”

      Father winces, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes becoming deep cracks. Mother’s mouth twitches into a smile.

      “I’ve had to endure this behavior from him for years,” I hiss. “And the rumors about my connection to that tosser are affecting my reputation and hard work with the charity. Don’t you care, for God’s sake? I can’t live a lifetime like this.”

      The vein in my right temple throbs. If someone were to wrap a blood pressure cuff around my arm, I’m certain my levels would be off the charts. My hands tremble from so much rage that I cross my arms over my chest.

      “I may or may not have leaked the news.”

      “Wonderful. Sold out by my own family.” Why did I even return from Southeast Asia? At least the elephants liked me.

      “Dear, we have always known Jacques was deficient in many ways,” Mother murmurs in her always-formal tone. After attending college in America, I became used to a more laid-back manner of speaking. My accent used to mirror my Mother’s, but no more. She blinks, her long, black lashes fluttering over ice-blue eyes. “But we have an agreement.”

      “This is the 21st Century. Does anyone care anymore? I don’t. The concept of an arranged marriage—”

      “This is not an arranged marriage,” Mother interrupts in a sharp voice. “Do not give us that feminist rhetoric again. We are different from the rest of the population, Isabella. We are royals. We have protocol.”

      “We. Are. Royals,” I mimic her haughty tone, then roll my eyes, something I’ve done a lot in the past week since returning. “If it’s not an arranged marriage, then why has it been planned and discussed in excruciating detail since my twenty-first birthday?”

      Of course, I know the answer, because I’ve had this argument about a hundred times over the past decade.

      “It is tradition,” Mother says in a steely voice.

      “Screw tradition,” I mutter.

      “It is a necessity for the Kingdom,” Father says.

      “Fuck that too.”

      “Language,” Mother retorts loudly. “You are a princess, and you will be a queen when you marry Jacques. We want your wedding to take place before your brother’s.”

      “Oh, that’s the real issue at hand here. You want to dispense with me before the main event.” I snort. “Why don’t you focus on the heir apparent and his perfect little Dutch princess? No one gives fuck all about me. Let me live in peace, please.”

      Mother gasps. “Hopefully, your filthy mouth will have subsided by the time you assume the position of Queen. Thank goodness you are not this profane in public.”

      “I’m always a lady in public,” I shoot back. “But I might stop being one if you make me marry that dillweed.”

      Mother waves her hand in dismissal. “Now that you are home, you need to focus on the engagement announcement. What to wear, where it will take place, that sort of thing. I think we should do it in the rose garden. And I think you should wear coral. It will make you look more alive.”

      I inhale a thin breath. “No.”

      “Then how about the salle des fêtes?”

      Now I‘m exploding with anger. “No. I don’t want it in the party hall, or the rose garden, or the summer house. I’m not marrying that nutless wonder.” I drum my fingers on the table and shoot fire at her with my eyes.

      This year I’m standing up for myself.

      “I shall call the fashion consultant. I suspect you do not even own anything feminine, not after traipsing around wherever with elephants. God, they must have smelled something awful.” Mother shudders. “And try to ring Jacques. Perhaps that Las Vegas situation is exaggerated.”

      “That photo of him with blow coating his nose like Tony Montana in Scarface sure looks pretty authentic to me.”

      “Oh, Isabella. Do not be difficult. Have lunch with him somewhere public—it will be good for the press to see him with you. It will let the world know you forgive him for whatever happened in London.”

      “I don’t forgive him. If I see him, I’ll punch him in the balls, and you probably don’t want the tabloids to see that,” I snarl, wondering why they’re so concerned about what’s good for him and not their daughter. “I’m sick of the papers repeating lies about me, just because it’s rumored we’re getting engaged. Which we are. Not. Doing.”

      I push my plate of eggs away from me in a huff.

      Father clears his throat. “Love,” he says weakly. “Where did you learn such language? We did not send you around the globe to learn to swear like a sailor.”

      “It had to be those years in America,” Mother says.

      I smile prettily, the sarcasm dripping from my voice. “Dearest Father, I’d hoped the two of you had become more enlightened in the past three months while I was away. Apparently my hope was misplaced. And perhaps I wouldn’t use such strong language if you’d listen to me. I want nothing to do with Jacques.”

      Father glances down at the tabloid lying between the carafe of orange juice and the fresh-cut pineapple on the breakfast table. The front page headline is in massive, bold type, and it sends a wave of revulsion through my gut. My anger spikes again.

      THE PRINCE AND THE PROSTITUTE

      Idiot.

      “You are always like this when you return from one of your trips, all empowered and independent. Remember when you came back from New York? Such a strident little thing.” Father chuckles, somehow uttering the exact words that will make my head explode with rage. “I am sure Jacques will settle down once you are married and you will become less strident.”

      “I don’t give a crap if he calms down. And frankly, I don’t care what he does with a stripper or what he snorts up his nose. I don’t want to marry a man I don’t love, have never loved, and will never love. I have my own life and want to live it in peace. Alone.”

      Mother daintily sips the last of her tea. “Sorry. It is tradition. And you know the consequences if you break that tradition.”
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      I gape at Mother. “Why can’t you be reasonable? Why would you want a son-in-law who acts like this?”

      “We cannot all be perfect like you, dear.”

      A red fog swims across my vision. “I’m going to ignore that hurtful comment. Do you want to sit across from Jacques at a formal dinner and think about him spanking this?” I slap my hand on the newspaper, and my father jumps a little. Hopefully, if I’m crude and rebellious enough, they’ll understand my distress. “Because I don’t, and I sure as hell don’t want to be forced into his bed every night.”

      I pantomime a gag to get my point across.

      “Have separate bedrooms, for all I care. My priority is our country and our family’s legacy. If you do something stupid, you will lose your title and your royal allowance.” Mother fixes her thousand-yard stare at me, and I’m reminded once again that her heart is made of pure ambition and ice. “It is time for you to stop traipsing around the third world and fulfill your royal obligations.”

      Heirs. She wants heirs. Why, I’m unclear, since she’s been a cold and unfeeling parent for decades now. When my little sister died, it was as if Mother shut down. Understandable, to a point. 

      I’m past that point.

      Or perhaps Jacques’ family and kingdom have promised money. That must be it. If they marry me off, they won’t have to pay for a royal allowance and they’ll get some financial benefit for the country.

      Lovely.

      Father blinks, nervous, like he always does when Mother and I go at it. In the end, he always sides with her.

      The article had been spot-on about one thing: pleasing my parents was my only priority until recently.

      And somehow, despite my best efforts, I’ve failed spectacularly.

      Mother says to Father in a purr, “Love, we have the conference call with Buckingham Palace in an hour. We must meet with the staff to prepare. Come.”

      “Of course, my Queen.”

      Father stands and shoots me a conspiratorial smile. I’m sure he thinks it’s a sympathetic gesture, as if to say you know I have to go along with the Queen because she’s really in charge of this whole bloody show, but it comes off as simpering. He squeezes my shoulder. “You will be so busy once you are a wife, you will hardly pay attention to him. And I am certain that the King will curtail Jacques’ activities once the wedding is announced.”

      I imagine spontaneously combusting from sheer rage, lighting our palace on fire, and destroying everything with the flames. Including my parents.

      Jesus, I’m in a stabby mood today. I should’ve stayed in Southeast Asia.

      With his rigid royal stance, Father formally offers Mother his arm. They walk out, spines straight as arrows, heads held high, heartbreakingly beautiful and glamorous as always. Their ugliness is on display only for me.

      I slump in the high-backed baroque chair and scrub my face with my hands. My half-eaten scrambled eggs are cold and gelatinous on my plate, and the untouched bacon is too greasy for my churning stomach. 

      It’s easy for Mother and Father to retain their dignity. They’re not set to marry the world’s richest, nastiest, most arrogant royal prince. 

      As teens, we liked each other enough to accept our fate. Then, while in college in London, he started to run with a wealthy, fast crowd. I went to school in the United States, and my mind expanded. 

      Jacques descended into a parody of a bad boy, fighting, sport-fishing, and fucking his way around the Mediterranean party circuit like a semi-literate Hemingway.

      He represents everything I despise about the world of royalty and the uber-wealthy.

      In a fit of anger, I grab the newspaper and peel it apart, tearing each page furiously, knowing I look like a petulant, frustrated five-year-old.

      Because that’s how they’re treating me. I’m a grown woman, one who was a candidate for a major environmental prize because of my charity work. My parents never even congratulated me on the award.

      I stifle a sob. 

      The plain princess.

      Sure, I’m not glamorous, and my fashion tastes run the spectrum from practical to preppy. Still, a stab of hurt goes through my gut every time I see the nickname in the papers. Maybe if I weren’t linked to Jacques, the tabs would leave me alone.

      “You asshole,” I say aloud, while balling up the front page with the photo of his boozy, slack face. Imagining the plate is his face, I mash the paper into my eggs, the black newsprint mixing with the grease of the bacon. Eggs drop over the side of the delicate bone china platter and onto the crisp white tablecloth. 

      More swear words escape my lips, and I bury my face in my ink-stained hands. 

      “Your highness?” A voice interrupts my thoughts. “May I?”

      When I open my lids, I see a white-gloved hand at my plate. 

      “Yes, thank you.” I muster a smile and push my chair back so I can rise with a shred of dignity, ignoring the fact I’d ground Jacques’ photo into the plate of eggs. “Have a good day.”

      My black ballet flats make the faintest of taps as I walk through the halls of my family’s lavish, gilt-adorned palace. Why am I here? If I gave all this up, I wouldn’t miss it. Not the antiques, not the royal jewels, not the rare art.

      If only I hadn’t downed all that coffee. After that fight with Mother, my stomach feels like it’s about to revolt. 

      I could do so much as Queen, help so many people and spearhead countless causes. Jacques’ family is one of the wealthiest in Europe.

      I push open the door to my suite of rooms. After living in a modest apartment in Bhutan, the palace is too much. It’s all too much, and a headache blooms in the back of my eyeballs. 

      Sitting in my office—it’s decorated modestly in blonde Scandinavian wood and hunter green accent pillows—I open my laptop, and the screen flickers to life. Tapping on my email, I scroll, frustrated. What do I want?

      Who the hell knows? All I know is what I don’t want. 

      Jacques. 

      The velvet coffin of being a princess.

      This life. 

      My gaze scans the junk email folder. Yeah, even princesses get junk email. Clicking on one line, I open an offer from a hotel I’d stayed at years ago when I was in college in the U.S. 

      Paradise Beach Resort To Reopen Soon After Renovation

      My finger flicks the mouse, scrolling through photos of a modern, sprawling resort. And the picture of the beach steals the breath from my lungs. I’ve never forgotten that beach, one of the few times I’ve felt true peace.

      I smile for the first time this morning and grab my phone. 

      I tap out a text to Poppy Marlowe, my closest friend. She’s a duchess from England, and we met our freshman year at NYU. Hey, remember Paradise Beach? 

      Yes. God, what I wouldn’t give to be there right now. This London weather’s f-ing killing me.

      Want to join me in Florida?

      Can’t, I have a charity ball with Michael. 

      She’d married a duke last year, a sweet man who’s crazy about her. I’d wept uncontrollably in a bathroom at her wedding, knowing I’d never have a loving relationship like them.

      We text back and forth for a bit, and my phone pings with another text from her. It’s a photo of us on Paradise Beach, grinning against the backdrop of a glittering Gulf of Mexico.

      Can you believe it’s been ten years?

      I can’t, and I’m immediately teary-eyed, swept away in sun-dappled memories of friendship and warmth.

      Like all proper college students, Poppy and I flew to Florida. But instead of crazy, drunken debauchery, we chilled on that little island, exhausted from exams and the frenzy of New York City. We spent our days kayaking, paddle-boarding, and snorkeling, and when we weren’t in the water, we read books while sunbathing. 

      Total bliss.

      No paparazzi, no royal watchers pestering for autographs, no one who cared about the Princess of Montignac. No Jacques, no pressure, no royal pain-in-the-ass parents.

      It was the most perfect vacation of my life.

      My phone pings with another text from Poppy. Why don’t you take a vacation alone there?

      I could…

      No one would bother you. It’s quite chill

      True, True

      Take two weeks to sort out your life. No charities, no royal functions, no jackoffs like Jacques.

      Navigating the mouse to the resort website, my finger twitches. Should I?

      I click the BOOK NOW button before I talk myself out of the decision.
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      “C’mon Chunk man, time for the handoff.”

      I unhook my pup from his seat harness and attach the leash to his collar. It’s an effort not to get pug fur all over me as I lift him out of the backseat of my SUV, but I figure Max or someone will have one of those lint rollers inside the resort.

      Normally, I don’t give a crap about Chunky’s fur, but today, I’m in my best suit, the one I bought at some ridiculously expensive store in Miami when I was there with my ex last year. She’d talked me into buying it, possibly the only smart decision I’d made with her.

      I leave the car parked in the loading zone in front of the resort, figuring I’ll only be a few minutes while I find Lauren and give her the dog. It’s not like there are many guests here today; the official grand re-opening isn’t for another few weeks.

      “Hey. How are things? You see Lauren around today?” I grin lazily at the front desk clerk, a blonde with a cute body. She’s one of the new employees here. 

      “Tate, hi,” she says, her eyes wide and sparkling. “Aww, there’s Chunky, your famous dog.”

      Famous for farting at inappropriate times, according to my brother Damien. “Famous. Or infamous. You decide.”

      She laughs. “You look impressive. Going somewhere important?” Her eyes roam over my body. “Not that you don’t look amazing every day, but usually when I see you, you’re in a t-shirt and board shorts. Although I love that look, too.”

      “I have a meeting off island.” I lean against the reception counter, which is sleek and all-white. Everything’s sleek and all-white now, a one-eighty from the bright, kitschy Florida resort vibe the place used to have.

      Chunky obediently sits next to me. Praise the Lord, puppy kindergarten paid off. “You’re looking at the next U.S. Representative.”

      Her brow furrows. “What? Really?”

      I let out a chuckle. “Maybe. If I’m lucky. I’m considering running for office. This is an exploratory meeting with potential campaign donors.”

      She giggles and bats her eyelashes a little too much, and I suspect the heavy flirtation will follow. A few years ago, I’d have been all over this, but now, she seems too young—probably a solid ten years my junior. And with the nose ring, the multiple tattoos, and the pink streak in her hair, probably not the best choice of a partner for a future politician.

      It’ll be a tough enough sell to voters that I have a dad who was a punk rock singer back in the 80s, a mom who’s into New Age woo, and brothers with various peculiarities. Also, there’s my sister, who has a quirk of owning ten of the same black dress but whose hair usually looks similar to this clerk’s. Hell, she’s probably a friend of Natalia’s, and that’s why she got the job. The girl is cute, though. 

      But meh. That’s been my take lately on dating. Meh.

      “Is a Representative like a Governor?”

      Womp-womp. Definitely not the partner for a future politician.

      Still, I wouldn’t give a crap about any of it—even the lack of a civics education—if there were a spark. That’s the problem I’ve had with women I’ve dated lately. No flames, no smoke, no spark. 

      It’s an unsettling vibe for a guy who used to get a lot of action. Can you have a mid-life crisis at thirty-two? A weekend in Miami might set me straight. Sometimes Paradise Beach is too confining, too small. 

      “I’ll call Max’s office. Lauren showed up a little while ago, and the two of them disappeared.” The clerk picks up the phone, keeping her eyes and smile on me. “You know them. They’ve been glued together ever since they got back from London.”

      “You’re not kidding,” I mutter. She winks in response.

      “Never mind. There they are.” I point across the lobby.

      My brother and his fiancée—Jesus, it’s weird to say that about Max, because he was a bachelor for so long—emerge from a side door that leads to the resort offices. They’re holding hands.

      “There’re the lovebirds,” I say in a flat voice. The fact that my younger brother Damien fell in love and got married, and then my older brother Max fell for the best friend of Damien’s wife, makes me feel a little left out. There’s always my brother Remy, who will almost certainly never get married. Unless it’s to a mermaid.

      Turning to the clerk, I shoot her a grin. “Could you keep an eye on Chunky for a couple minutes? I don’t want to pick him up, and since he’s sitting so calmly, don’t want to drag him around, either.”

      “Absolutely. I love the Chunkster,” she coos, coming around the desk and taking the leash from me. 

      “You can let him off leash. He’s obedient. And slow.”

      “Tate, c’mere. Wanna ask you something.” My brother waves me over, his voice echoing in the lobby.

      I wander through the blindingly white space to where Max and Lauren are standing. They’re in front of one of her many framed photos that adorn the lobby.

      “Look what we put up today. I’m so proud of her.” Max points to one of the large photographs, and he looks as proud as if Ansel Adams had risen from the dead and given him the pictures.

      I study another of the photos. It’s a beautiful waterscape of the Gulf of Mexico, about ten shades of blue. Lauren’s got an eye, I’ll give her that. Truthfully, I haven’t gotten to know her all that well.

      “These are going to sell like crazy,” I say. “You’d better take more.”

      Hell, I might even buy a couple. They’d look perfect in my beachfront home.

      Max untangles from Lauren and joins me. “You ready for today?”

      I smirk at my golden-haired, blue-eyed brother. We look nothing alike, and our younger twin brothers are carbon copies of me. Max and I have somewhat of understanding—he’s a businessman and I’m a lawyer, so we almost speak the same language. Our twin brothers, the Marine and the sport fisherman, are more like salt-of-the-Earth kind of guys.

      Max and I are more like aged scotch and BMW kind of guys. But while he left for New York in his early twenties and wanted to conquer the city, I chose to stay on the island and give back to the area. The environment’s my passion, while Max is more about the deals and the cash. We both drive luxury cars—the difference is, mine’s a hybrid.

      Don’t get me wrong; I’ve done well for myself. Well enough to be considered a serious congressional candidate at the age of thirty-two.

      “Pfft. What’s there to be ready? I’ve got this. I’m ready to kiss babies, eat corn dogs at county fairs, and debate the competition.” I squeeze him on the shoulder. “Seriously, it’s the only way we’re going to get anything done for the Everglades, electing more people like me to office.”

      “You’ve already got the talking points down, nice job. And it is a big step. An exploratory committee. These people might pledge millions to you based on what they see and hear today. Go kick some ass.”

      I push out a breath. “I haven’t made any decisions yet.”

      “Well, whatever you do, I’m in your corner. Holding campaign signs, making phone calls, donating a million or two. I’ve got you covered. Wish I could be there today, but I’m swamped with work.”

      Max is always swamped with work. Another way we’re different—I know how to relax. “Thanks, man.”

      Lauren joins us and slips her arm around my brother’s waist. He kisses her forehead, and she smooches his cheek. Both begin to coo, and I roll my eyes.

      “This is my cue to leave,” I mutter. They’re over-the-top with PDA. I’ve never seen Max this crazy over a woman. She’s gotten him to chill a little, so I’m all for their relationship. The way Max was going before he met her, he was headed for a heart attack by the time he was forty-five.

      “Chunky’s all yours,” I say to Lauren, who is giggling into my brother’s neck.

      Just then, something catches my eye at the front desk, some thirty feet away. A slim woman with long chestnut-colored hair is petting Chunky. I’m guessing she’s a guest, but on the off chance she’s someone new on the island, I should meet her.

      For future campaign purposes, of course. 

      She doesn’t notice me walking up, because she’s so absorbed with my dog. Of course he’s in ecstasy from her scratches and is doing that thing where his tongue flops out the side of his mouth. 

      I grin at the two of them. The woman looks up, directly into my eyes, and I swear to Christ an electric current travels up my spine.

      “Hello,” she says softly as she rises. Her hair is long, extending to her breasts. Probably ends right at her nipples. The thought makes me ache.

      “Hi.” I grin. “My dog sure likes you.”

      When she smiles, my heart kicks into high gear. I detect something different about her, but I can’t put my finger on what. Maybe it’s her shiny hair. Or her stunning amber eyes. I also detect a vibe of intense poise, like she’s been to finishing school or taken years of ballet. 

      She also has the most graceful curves I’ve ever seen on a woman. From her shoulders, to her waist, to her ankles, this woman is elegant. Makes me want to stand up straighter.

      “I adore pugs. They look like little monkeys that have forgotten something important.”

      Jesus, she’s funny, too. There’s nothing better than a funny woman. “I never thought of it that way, but you’re right.”

      There’s a pause, and we both study each other, the air suddenly warmer than it was five minutes ago. I have a faint awareness of the desk clerk, but as far as I’m concerned, the entire world fell away while I’m in the presence of this captivating woman.

      “First time on Paradise Beach?”

      She shakes her head. “I came here when I was twenty. Ten years ago, during Spring Break. I stayed at this resort, in fact. The changes here are stunning. And you? Is it your first time on Paradise Beach?”

      As a lawyer, I’m never at a loss for words. But her simple question has me tongue-tied as I stare into her beautiful golden eyes. “No. I…I live here. My brother owns this place, and I was coming here to drop off my dog. I have a meeting, and I don’t like him to stay by himself. Probably silly, I know.”

      “Oh, that’s so wonderful you care enough not to leave your dog alone. I’m always heartbroken when I hear about people who leave their dogs home alone for hours and hours.”

      I grin, stupidly. Her accent is unusual, a hybrid of British and American. Soft vowels, dropped Rs, hard Ts…she sounds formal, aristocratic, even. Like Katherine Hepburn or another old time-movie siren. 

      I happen to have a thing for old-time movie sirens.

      My heart slamming against my chest, I tilt my head. “Have any plans for your vacation?”

      She smiles so sweetly that a twinge of shame goes through me, like I‘m a creeper for asking. “Kayaking, snorkeling, paddle-boarding. Anything to do with the water. I assume a lot has changed since I was here last and there’s more to explore. Do you have any suggestions?”

      Is it too early to ask her to come on my boat for an afternoon? Yeah, it probably is. 

      “There is quite a bit to do here for such a small island.” 

      I turn to the desk clerk. “Do you have any of those brochures, the ones about the art walk or the beach festival?”

      She looks up from her phone and rummages around in a drawer. “Oh, sure. Here.”

      She hands me a couple of folded-up brochures. 

      “Here we go.” I unfold it on the desk. My body prickles with awareness when the beautiful woman moves next to me. So close the warmth of her body radiates to mine. 

      “This looks like…a pirate cruise?” she says in a confused tone.

      Oh, shit. I was so nervous that I opened the pirate brochure instead of the art handout. She doesn’t look like a pirate cruise kind of woman.

      “Oh, yeah. Salty Sadie’s Pirate Ship.” Sadie’s the best friend of my brother Damien’s wife, Kate. But I don’t tell this woman that. No need to bog the conversation down with details.

      The woman puts her finger on a photo of the fake pirate ship and reads the text.

      “Cruise like a pirate,” she grins. “Party like it’s 1666. Surrender ye booty to the dance floor and swagger with the motion of the ocean.”

      “Arrrr.” Jesus H. Christ, I might be the state’s top environmental lawyer, rich, and (some women say) handsome, but today, I’m absurd. 

      And still, the woman laughs. Not a giggle but a laugh. It’s like champagne bubbles or the audio version of the color pink. I imagine making her laugh in bed. While we’re both naked. 

      “Ahoy, me hearties,” she says in a perfect pirate brogue. 

      I chuckle. She is adorable.

      “Have you been?” She turns to face me, and my breath stops in my throat from the full force of her beauty. Her eyes are the color of Tupelo honey, and I wonder if she tastes as sweet.

      I shake my head. “I was born and raised here, lived here my entire life except for when I went to law school up north. And wouldn’t you know it, I’ve never been on a pirate cruise.”

      Her eyes twinkle. Just as I’m about to ask her if she’d like to set sail with me on the pirate ship and search for booty, I hear a shriek. And a shout.

      I turn in the direction of the sound to see my brother and Lauren racing in our direction, wild-eyed and pointing at Chunky. My gaze zooms downward to my dog.

      He is pissing on my would-be cruise companion’s blue travel pillow.

      “Chunky, no!” Lauren scoops him up in her arms. “Bad dog. Bad, bad dog!”

      We all stand in a circle around the soiled pillow. Me, Max, Lauren, and the captivating woman.

      “I am so sorry. He’s never had an accident. I’m mortified.” Jesus, Chunky. Figures my dog would screw things up with the only woman I’ve had a connection with in months.

      “So am I,” grumbles Max, who is visibly pale. “As the owner, I apologize for this. Please let me know how I can best compensate you for the loss of your pillow.”

      Ignoring Max, she looks into my eyes, her mouth turned up into a small smile. “It’s okay. Truly, it’s no problem, and it’s an old pillow. I don’t need any compensation at all. I suspect your puppy smelled the scent on the fabric and wanted to mark it. He wanted to make me and my property his own.”

      “Can hardly blame him for that,” I murmur, and her eyes widen. 

      I could see myself metaphorically pissing in corners, marking territory around this woman. There’s something delicate about her, as if she needs protection. She’s bringing out the primal male in me. 

      She’s also laughing at my joke like I’m on the Comedy Channel.

      “Accidents happen,” she says, putting her hand on my forearm.

      Sweet chocolate Christ. Another electric current zips through my body. My heart thumps erratically against my chest.

      Max clears his throat, and I notice that he and Lauren exchange knowing glances. They probably think I’m just flirting like I normally do, but whatever. This is a much different kind of encounter. I can feel it in my bones. Okay, and other places. 

      “Please let me replace your travel pillow.” That way I can see her again…

      Another brilliant grin spreads across her face. “You don’t have to.”

      “I insist. I would also like to take you to dinner as an apology.” I pause and catch Max’s narrow-eyed gaze. “On behalf of the resort.” There. That will keep him happy. 

      She squeezes my arm again, and I’m practically electrocuted from the zings and zaps running over my skin. When she takes her hand off my sleeve, a warm spot remains.

      “I would like that very much.”

      “I would offer this evening, but I have a meeting.” Dammit, the meeting. Christ, I’ve lost all track of time. 

      “An important appointment you’re probably going to be late for,” Max chimes in. “So you’d better get going.”

      I ignore my brother. Why are he and Lauren still standing here, like they want to hear our conversation?

      “Tomorrow is perfect. I want to settle in after a long day of travel,” she says.

      “Of course. Tomorrow, seven p.m. I’ll meet you here in the lobby. I’ll take you to the Square Grouper, the island’s best seafood joint.”

      “Sounds like perfection.” She pauses. “I didn’t get your name.”

      “I’m so rude. Tate.” I hold my hand out, and she takes it. She’s so little, but her grip is surprisingly firm. “And you are?”

      “Bella.”

      We’re both staring at each other, ignoring Lauren, who is fluttering around the pillow and plucking it off the floor between her thumb and forefinger.

      I imagine whispering Bella’s name into her ear as I skim my hands over the curve of her naked waist. This makes me vaguely sweaty, and I have an urgent desire to loosen my tie. 

      We’re still shaking hands and my heart’s thumping like a bass beat at a South Beach club. “Bella, it’s a pleasure. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.”
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      Silence. 

      I moan out loud from sheer sensory pleasure. When I’m in nature, I’m at my most relaxed. Tilting my head back, the strong Florida sunshine washes over my face and spreads warmth through my body, all the way to my toes. It cleanses my soul after the recent fight with my parents, after reading about Jacques’ bad-boy antics in several tabloids, after a day and a half of travel.

      Birds chirping, wind rustling the palm trees, the soft splash of water against my kayak.

      Bliss.

      For my first day on Paradise Beach, I decided not to go to the famous beach—well, I walked there, at sunrise—but instead rented a kayak and am paddling through the mangrove swamps in the middle of the island. The water is the color of strong tea, and stark white wading birds pick their way over the banks, occasionally gobbling up fish.

      There are allegedly alligators in this swamp, but the kayak rental guy said they wouldn’t bother me. I’ve seen none, but would love to. From a distance.

      Adventure. It’s the best part of travel, at least for me. Museums and expensive restaurants are fun occasionally, but being in the wild makes me feel whole. This is the person I’m supposed to be. I always experience this during my travels around the world. Bhutan, Thailand, Guatemala, kayaking in a swamp: I feel alive.

      In the halls of my family’s palace in Montignac? Shopping in Paris? Parties in New York? 

      Not so much.

      I dip my paddle in the water and propel myself in my orange kayak back to the dock. Out here I’m strong, relying on my own power to get me through the wilderness. It’s as if I regain my confidence whenever I’m in nature.

      Or whenever I’m away from my royal life.

      Take yesterday, with Tate, that gorgeous guy. In my kingdom, I’d never flirt with someone like that. And I’d absolutely never accept a dinner invitation. But something about him intrigued me, and I made a promise while on the plane here.

      Say yes to everything for the next two weeks.

      Back home, I don’t give men the time of day, partially because I fear someone will sell their “experience” with me to a tabloid. But here, I’m anonymous. I’m Bella. I’m a regular woman, going to dinner with a hot guy who has eyes the color of whiskey.

      His eyes fascinated me. Okay, and so did his broad chest, powerful hands, and wicked grin. Tate is as gorgeous as any model I’ve seen at the fashion shows Poppy’s dragged me to in London.

      I’m saying yes to Tate tonight. How much yes I’ll say remains to be seen…

      As I approach the dock, I spot a giant, blue wading bird on the bank. I do a reverse stroke, pushing the paddle forward and down toward the bow. Because there’s virtually no current in the water, my kayak stills. 

      The tall bird doesn’t see me, and I bob in the water, staring at its graceful beauty. The kayak rental place gave me a laminated card listing all the wildlife I might see, and I slowly set the paddle horizontally on the edges of the boat and reach for my backpack.

      Carefully, I pull the card out. It’s a great blue heron. As the bird dunks its pointed beak in the water, I reach for a snack. Trying not to make a sound, I carefully unwrap a granola bar.

      And that’s when I see an alligator’s snout kissing the side of the kayak.

      “Oh crap,” I cry out. I’m so startled by the creature that my elbow jostles the paddle and it falls into the water, next to the alligator. Shit.

      My heart hammers against my chest. If I reach for the paddle, will the gator lunge for my arm? I slide a glance at the creature, and as if on cue, it nudges my kayak with his nose.

      What the hell? “I thought you were afraid of people,” I mutter out loud. “That’s what the kayak guy said.”

      The paddle bobs closer to the gator. There’s no way I can grab it now, not when it’s practically kissing the reptile. I’m only about a hundred feet from the dock.

      What am I going to do? Jump out and swim to the dock? Yeah, right. I like my limbs intact, thank you very much.

      I shift my gaze to the granola bar. Perhaps I can distract it, grab the paddle, and go on my merry way.

      Damn, I’m ingenious. I break off a piece of granola and toss it about five feet from the bow of the kayak. The alligator rams the boat again. I’m not too worried about capsizing, although that last jostle rocked the boat enough to make me uncomfortable.

      “Why are you so grumpy, gator?” I frown at it and toss another piece of granola closer to it.

      No response.

      Wait. Duh. Alligators aren’t vegetarian. They don’t want oats and raisins and chocolate chips. 

      “You want meat,” I murmur, slowly reaching for my backpack.

      I pull out a stick of dried sausage I’d bought the day before at a convenience store while driving here. I peel it open, tear off a piece and toss it in the water. The creature moves toward it, then turns back.

      I throw another chunk in the water, then another. Dammit. It rams my boat again and bobs in the water. I swear it cuts a glance to me with its zombie-like eyes. 

      A menacing hiss replaces the silence, and I realize the noise is coming from the alligator. In the murky corner of my mind, I recall that female gators make this noise when something threatens their nest.

      Apparently I’m that something. Mama gator is pissed. And my paddle is out of reach, which means I’m screwed.

      I lob another hunk of sausage and it hits the alligator squarely in the snout. She snaps it up, showing ferocious teeth. For the first time, I’m genuinely afraid, and I squeal out loud.

      “Ma’am, stop molesting the alligator.” The voice comes from what sounds like a bullhorn, and I swivel my head, confused. My eyes land on a small fishing boat emblazoned with a law enforcement logo. Where did that come from? It’s like it crept up on me. A man is standing on deck, bullhorn in hand.

      “Stop harassing the wildlife. This is the Paradise Beach Police.” Can’t he just speak in a normal voice? The harsh tone of his voice through the bullhorn bounces off the trees.

      The boat floats over and stops. There are two officers aboard, and one throws a rope to me. “We’re gonna to tow you back to the dock. Hold on tight.”

      “Oh, God, thank you, officer.” I gratefully grab the rope as relief floods my body. “My paddle fell in, and I was trying to get the alligator away from my kayak.”

      The officers put their boat in gear and chug at a snail’s pace to the dock, with me holding on for dear life. The alligator swims away, its back skimming the water. It has to be at least six feet long.

      At the dock, the officers hop off, and help guide my kayak to the shore. I climb out in bare feet, the warm water up to my shins, until I reach dry land. 

      “Thanks again.” I smile at the officers. “I wasn’t clear how I’d get back to the dock, so you were a lifesaver. I have to explain to the kayak rental place that I lost a paddle, but I’m certain it’s happened before. I’ll call them, that’s what they said to do when I finished. I’ll just grab my waterproof bag—”

      I bend to pull the kayak farther ashore when one officer puts his foot on the bow of the boat.

      “Ma’am, what you did back there was a serious offense.”

      My eyes widen as I straighten my spine. “Excuse me?”

      “Feeding an alligator is a felony. So is harassing one.”

      “But, I wasn’t harassing or feeding. I was trying to get that creature away from my kayak. I’d never hurt an animal.” My brows knit together. Am I really in trouble? This seems like a joke.

      “I’m sorry, but what we saw back there was harassment. We’ll have to charge you.”

      My jaw drops. “But…I’m a…” I’m about to say a royal European princess who volunteers for environmental causes around the globe.

      Not only would that sound insane, but I’m not sure I want the world to know that the Princess of Montignac harassed an alligator in Florida. I can imagine the headlines. And the tabloid reporters descending on my vacation paradise.

      This situation must end, now.

      I press my palms together in a prayer gesture. “Sir, I’m so sorry. This is a terrible miscommunication. I believe we can work this out. It‘s not as though the alligator was harmed in any way.”

      “Sorry won’t cut it. We take the welfare of our wildlife seriously here on Paradise Beach.” The second officer walks toward me, toting handcuffs.

      “Are you serious?” 

      “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” the officer says, grabbing my arm and pressing the cold metal cuff on my wrist. “You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand the rights I have just read to you? With these rights in mind, do you wish to speak to me?”

      “Hell, no,” I yelp, struggling against the cuffs.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Y’know, this entire process would be easier if you gave us your name.” The detective—not one of the two that arrested me—smiles. He‘s in charge of me while the other two left for a late lunch.

      “You’re not like our usual suspects. Why don’t you be a good girl and give your name? That way we can process the paperwork. You can call a bondsman, post bail, and get outta here. Easy-peasy.”

      “I want to speak to an attorney,” I say through gritted teeth, glaring at the middle-aged cop. Good girl, my ass. 

      I’ve been in the police station for two hours. First, they fingerprinted me. Then they took my photo, which was the most humiliating thing that’s ever happened to me. And that’s saying something, since tabloids around the globe have published all sorts of false rumors about me. 

      Then the officers tried to interrogate me, and from what I’ve seen on American television, violated my rights by not allowing me counsel.

      I think. It’s hard to say—I’ve never been in trouble for anything. Not even in school.

      I am a good girl.

      Shame fills my gut, causing acid to build up in my throat. I need help. Fast. I could call my family’s attorney in Montignac, but he’d alert my parents to my whereabouts. That’s my last resort, one I’m not willing to entertain at the moment. They’d send their lackeys here to collect me, and I’d be forced to return home, tail between my legs. I’d told them I was vising Poppy, so they think I’m in London, shopping for the perfect engagement dress at Harrods or someplace posh.

      I look around the little, messy police station and almost snort. It’s about as far from Harrods and London as it gets.

      What am I doing here? Who should I call? I wring my hands, eyeing the cop.

      How about that guy from yesterday? Tate? He’s the only person I know by name on the island. But I stupidly didn’t get his number. 

      Guess I’ll miss my date with him tonight. Sorry, handsome stranger. You picked an alligator harasser as a dinner companion. 

      “Please, could I use my phone, or maybe a computer, so I can find an attorney?” I try to speak with calm and dignity, unlike back at the dock, when I’d squirmed and screamed. My temper emerges when I feel cornered, and the two officers got a little rough when they put me in the car.

      Perhaps I’m also charged with resisting arrest, but I’m unclear on the details of how American law enforcement works. The officers spoke so fast, with such odd accents that I didn’t comprehend what was going on.

      “You want to check your email, too? How about Facebook? Honey, this isn’t the library. You can’t just use our computers at your leisure.”

      “How am I supposed to know whom to call? I’m a tourist.” I rub my wrists. Those handcuffs left deep red marks on my skin. At least now I’m in a chair in their office. The detective gave me a cup of coffee, one of the worst I’ve ever tasted.

      “Whom? I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone use that word in conversation. Not when they’re booked into jail.” He guffaws.

      “Please?” I’m not above begging at this point.

      The guy lets out a sigh and runs a hand through his sandy brown hair. He’s handsome in an aging, frat-boy kind of way, and my stomach sinks when I realize flirting might be my only option. He opens a drawer. “Let’s see. You’re charged with a wildlife felony…Christ. I’m not supposed to do this, but you look like a lost lamb. Lemme see if we have a list of local lawyers. Uh…Here. This guy does environmental stuff; I suppose you could call him.”

      He shoves a cream-colored business card into my hands.

      HASTINGS LAW

      There’s a number at the bottom. No first name, no website, no address. I have my doubts about how great of an attorney he is, if he can’t communicate anything more than his name and number. But if his card’s in the drawer at the police station, I suppose he represents criminals of all sorts. I take a huge breath and let out an audible sigh. 

      I am not a criminal.

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      The detective sets his desk phone close to me. “Dial nine to get out.”

      With trembling hands, I punch in the number, hoping I’m doing it right. The phone is old and the receiver gummy to the touch. I long for hand sanitizer.

      Someone answers on the second ring.

      “Hastings Law.” The woman’s voice is bright and competent. I immediately feel relief flow through me.

      “Hello. I’m a tourist on Paradise Beach and I was just, ah,” I glare at the detective and he’s chuckling, “arrested. I was arrested and need help. This is the only number I have for an attorney, and apparently the police only allow one phone call.”

      “Ma’am, Mr. Hastings doesn’t practice criminal law.”

      Oh, dear. What does that mean? I don’t understand this system. “Please? I really need help. I’m from overseas and am unclear how this works. Even if he can just come here and talk with me, and perhaps find me a better lawyer, I’d be eternally grateful.”

      There’s a pause. “I will ask Mr. Hastings once he’s off the phone if he’s available to help. His schedule’s quite busy.”

      “Of course. And naturally I will compensate him for his time.”

      “You’re at the police station on Main Street?” I hear the tapping of computer keys in the background.

      I hold the phone away from my face. “Is this the police station on Main?”

      The detective nods.

      “Yes. That’s where I am.”

      “Okay. And your name is?”

      I glance around and catch the eye of the detective, who’s pouring another cup of terrible coffee. He winks. 

      “Well, that’s part of the problem, and one reason I need to speak with an attorney.”

      “How will he know who you are?” The woman speaks slowly, as if I’m a child.

      I twist my head, taking in the empty office. “I think I’m the only arrested person here.”

      “Yeah, you’re our only perp today. We’ve been real slow,” the detective calls out.

      The woman on the phone sighs. “Okay. I’ll let Mr. Hastings know. Our office is a few blocks away so he shouldn’t be long. That is, if he’s willing to see you. If you don’t hear from us within two hours, you’ll know he couldn’t help.”

      “Thank you so, so much.”

      Hanging up, I turn to the cop and give him my sweetest smile. “The attorney’s on his way. Thank you.”

      “Good deal. Now in the meantime, we’ll put you in the interrogation room. It’s gonna be locked, so if you have to use the bathroom, do it now.”

      The idea of this man taking me to the restroom is too vile for words. “I’m fine, thank you so much.”

      “You sure are a polite little thing. Officers Casey and Antonelli said you were feisty when they cuffed you.”

      “I apologize, for that. I wasn’t at my best,” I say demurely, batting my lashes.

      “C’mon. Follow me, princess.”

      The back of my neck prickles with awareness. Does he know? Or is he just calling me that because he’s a sexist pig? Shaking, I rise and follow him through the small office to a hallway. He unlocks a door and points into a sickeningly bright room with no windows. 

      “When your attorney comes, if he comes, he’ll meet you in there. In the meantime, you want another cup of coffee?”

      I smile without showing my teeth. “That would be lovely, thank you so much,” I squeak, my gut still churning at the idea he might know who I really am.

      The officer winks again. Maybe he’s only flirting.

      Slumping into a hard, wooden chair, I send a silent prayer into the universe. 

      Please, please, please let the attorney get here soon.
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      “Sorry, I don’t take criminal cases. You know that.” I yawn and stretch.

      “I know, Tate. But she said she was a tourist and didn’t sound like your usual vacation DUI case. Her voice was positively quivering. God knows what the police charged her with. It might be worth your time to look into it, especially since you’ll be discussing reforming police practices when you run for office.”

      I take a last pull from my coffee mug. It’s two in the afternoon, and all I’ve consumed today is coffee. I’m in the middle of a detailed case against a developer who’s trying to fill in a pristine wetland on the mainland. “If I run for office.”

      My assistant, Marianne, grins. She’s about Ma’s age and is like a second mother—only she keeps me organized and in line way better than Ma ever did. 

      Sighing, I set the coffee mug down. “Fine. I’ll go. It’ll give me an excuse to grab something to eat.”

      “Your schedule is clear for the day. And don’t forget, you put a dinner meeting in your calendar.”

      Bella. All day I’ve been thinking about her. About those amber-colored eyes and that megawatt smile. I’d purchased a ninety-five dollar silk travel pillow online to replace the one Chunky pissed on. It’s supposed to be delivered tomorrow, which means I’ll up my chances of a second date. 

      “I definitely won’t forget the dinner.” I grab a legal pad and a pen. It’s shocking how much I’m looking forward to tonight.

      “Hot date?” Marianne quirks an eyebrow.

      “Actually, yes.”

      “This is a first in a while, isn’t it?” She’s fighting back a smile. Marianne knows when I’m up to something.

      I laugh in response. “No comment. When I get back, we’ll review the Everglades suit. I doubt I’ll be long at the police station. You want an iced tea or anything?”

      She shakes her head, and I stride out. Since it’s April in Florida, it’s already hot as fuck. Still, might as well walk. I’m not in a suit today—I’m wearing a casual, light blue button down, chinos and black chukka boots—and it feels good to be outdoors, away from my desk. I slide on my sunglasses.

      The police station’s only two blocks down Main Street, and when I get inside, I greet the elderly woman at the front. She’s been the receptionist at the Paradise Beach P.D. for as long as I’ve been alive.

      “Bernice!”

      “If it isn’t Tate Hastings. What are you here for?” Bernice gets up from her desk and comes out of the glass-enclosed reception area to hug me. She reeks of cigarette smoke.

      “Eh, someone who was arrested called me to help.” I remove my sunglasses and thread them through the pocket of my shirt.

      “Oh, yeah. That’s a real weird case.” Her eyes widen. “Wildlife harassment. Heard she battered an alligator in the swamp. And she’s quite a piece of work, the guys said.”

      I grin at Bernice. “Will you buzz me in?”

      “Lemme call the detective first.” She hustles back into her office, picks up the phone, and speaks in her raspy voice.

      “Okay, go on in, Mr. Hastings,” she yells.

      I hear the buzzer to the door and pull it open. Detective Craig Foster’s there, feet on desk. He’s the only one in the small office, and if I remember correctly, the only detective on the force. We went to school together, and he slowly ambles to his feet.

      “Hey, man,” he says. “Heard you’re running for office.”

      “Thinking about it, yeah.”

      “You’ve got my vote.”

      “Thanks. I haven’t decided yet. How’s that girl of yours? You getting married?”

      He blows out a breath, his lips making a raspberry noise. “Hell no. You still single?”

      “Yeah, but I got a date tonight. I hope this won’t keep me long. What’s up, anyway?”

      Foster rolls his blue eyes. “Some tourist was harassing alligators. Then she resisted and got feisty when the guys took her in. And she won’t give her name; she’s being real mysterious.”

      “Oh, Christ. Did you give her my name? I do environmental law.”

      “Yeah, and it’s a wildlife case.” He shrugs. “I figured you could help. And yours was the first card I found in the desk drawer.”

      “I sue oil companies and the state when there’s a spill. Shit like that.”

      “Well, see if you can help her. You were also the closest lawyer to the office, and I figured you could get here soon. She’s a weird one. Talks strange. A fine piece of ass though. Classy.”

      I wince, recalling why I didn’t hang out with Foster in high school or after. I’m as much of a horn dog as the next guy, but my parents raised me to refrain from locker room talk. Plus, I love women too much to disrespect them.

      “Where is she?” I ask, my voice turning professional.

      “I put her in the interrogation room. Seemed a little better than the cell that smells like piss. Oh, and here’s the report the arresting officers typed up before they left.”

      I scan the top, and there’s no name, age, or identifying details on the form. As I follow Foster down the hall, I go through my mental Rolodex of criminal defense attorneys on the island.

      “Here ya go,” Foster says, unlocking the door and holding it open.

      I step inside the room, lit by a harsh, overhead fluorescent lamp. 

      Holy shit. 

      Adrenaline spikes through my body. 

      Bella? 

      The woman staying at my family’s resort? The woman I’m supposed to have dinner with? The woman I’d hoped to take back to my bed for a hot romp? 

      She jumps to her feet. She’s wearing a damp, white t-shirt and olive-colored shorts. Jesus, her legs are tan and gorgeous. Her dark hair is in a ponytail, and her face is sun-kissed. Today she looks younger and is wide-eyed with fear.

      Her nose and cheeks are sprinkled with freckles. 

      The door clangs shut. She gasps, pressing a palm to her chest. “Tate?”

      “Bella?”

      Her bottom lip trembles. She looks small and terrified, and it’s hard to believe she resisted the cops. Guess it takes all types. Slowly, I pull out a chair and set the report and my pad of paper on the table. I notice that she’s shaking as she lowers herself to her seat.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay,” I say in a tone reserved for injured animals and terrified children. “Let’s get this straightened out.”

      She sighs. “Well, this is awkward,” she murmurs, crossing her arms over her chest. 

      “It wasn’t what I had in mind for our dinner,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. “What happened to you?”

      Her amber eyes are glassy. She shakes her head and shrugs, screwing her eyes shut.

      “Ahh…” I’m at a loss here. Part of me wants to reach across the table and take her hand, squeeze her arm. Totally inappropriate. “Let me look at the paperwork first.”

      Setting my phone on the worn wooden table that’s probably fifty years old, I grab the sheet of paper. “Okay, here we go.” I clear my throat and scan the form. “You’re charged with harassing wildlife and…resisting arrest.”

      Jesus. Two felonies. I glance up. Bella looks at me through long, dark lashes. How is this possible? She’s small. Delicate. Nonthreatening. She couldn’t take down an alligator or a police officer if she tried.

      She sits up straighter and raises her chin.

      I return to the paper and read aloud. “At eleven-hundred hours, while assigned to the Marine Patrol Unit, I observed a white female in a kayak in the water on the Paradise Beach mangrove swamp. Your affiant watched as the arrestee repeatedly threw items at an alligator swimming in the water nearby. At one point, she pelted the reptile’s snout with the items.” 

      I pause and study her face. Good God, her pouty mouth is made for kissing. I’m going to hell for thinking about sex at this crucial moment. “Sounds like you came across Pete.”

      “Pete? Is that one of the officers?” Her brow wrinkles.

      “No, it’s our resident alligator here on the island. We only have one, he’s been here for years. Usually he’s real nonthreatening. But someone saw him the other day on the back nine of the golf course.”

      She squints. “Um, I’m in jail here. How’s this relevant?”

      “Right. What did you throw at the alligator?”

      “A granola bar and a dried sausage snack. And I did not pelt the alligator. I was trying to distract it so I could grab my paddle in the water.”

      A dried sausage snack? Trying not to laugh, I continue reading. “The arrestee admitted to throwing food at the alligator. After towing her kayak to the shore, your affiant discovered wrappers of Slim Jim Big Boss Pepperoni Sticks and S’mores Quaker Chewy Granola Bars in the kayak. After being read her Miranda rights, the arrestee became uncooperative. She refused to peacefully enter the back of the cruiser and elbowed your affiant in the ribs.”

      I peek up at her. She shoots me a defiant look.

      “Slim Jims?” I raise an eyebrow.

      She shrugs. “You Americans have great junk food. What can I say?”

      I set the paper down and steeple my fingers. “What happened? Explain in your own words,” I prompt.

      My phone vibrates with a text, and I feather a glance at it. It’s my brother Max. 

      I need to tell you something. It’s important.

      “Are you going to get that?” She points to my phone.

      I shake my head. “I apologize for the interruption. Please continue.”

      I might not be able to represent her, but I’m sure as hell eager to hear more.

      She rolls her eyes adorably. “I went out kayaking.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes, by myself,” she says, obviously offended. “I’ve gone on various solo excursions in the wild all over the globe.”

      I hold up my hands. “Okay, okay. Don’t get upset. No judgment from me.”

      “I like to be in nature. It’s where I do my best thinking. I went out and had a fabulous time, looking at the birds and the turtles. After a couple of hours in the hot sun, I decided to return to the resort. I also wanted to give myself enough time to rest and get ready for tonight.”

      “Of course.” Unable to help myself, I grin at the fact she was thinking about us.

      “So I paddled back in. While still in the kayak in the water, I stopped near the dock to watch a bird and eat a granola bar, and that’s when the alligator rammed me.”

      “I see.” The freckles on her nose are distracting.

      My phone buzzes again. It’s Max. Seriously, Tate. You need to know something important before tonight.

      I frown. What’s he talking about? I flip my phone over.

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      “It’s okay. You’re a busy man. Thank you for coming here so quickly.” 

      “Wait,” I say. “You didn’t know you were calling me, did you?”

      She shakes her head. Her small smile makes this dismal room seem like it’s filled with unicorns and rainbows. “The officer gave me your card. I didn’t know your last name.”

      “Right.”

      “Anyway, I was so surprised by the alligator I knocked my paddle overboard. I didn’t want to reach for it, for fear of getting my hand chomped.”

      “That does sound scary,” I admit.

      “So I tossed a few chunks of granola bar in the water and realized it would probably prefer meat. So I threw the sausage. The rest of the story is in that report.” She places a small hand on the paper. 

      “How about the resisting arrest charge?”

      “I might have gotten a little heated.” The way she says it, all demure and soft, makes my dick twitch. Definitely going to lawyer hell.

      “I can’t imagine you getting heated.” I wince. Actually, I can. Just not with the cops.

      “I have a temper if pushed.”

      I rake a hand through my hair. “Okay, this is all a giant misunderstanding, your love of terrible American snacks notwithstanding. Let’s get you out of here. I suspect the state attorney won’t even pursue charges—”

      “Well, that’s the thing.”

      “What?”

      “I probably could have bailed myself out, but I refused to give my name.”

      I frown. “Hunh? Why?”

      My phone buzzes again, repeatedly. I sigh. “I’m so sorry. My brother’s trying to reach me. Apparently it’s something urgent. I hope it’s not my mother. She had some problems with her heart a while back.”

      “Then you should definitely answer it,” she urges, her eyes wide.

      “My apologies. Give me a minute.” 

      I flip the phone over and tap to the barrage of messages from Max.

      Lauren and I debated telling you. The woman you’re having dinner with tonight… There’s something you should know.

      We recognized her yesterday before Chunky took a whizz on her pillow

      We’d seen her photo and name in the papers in London

      He’s sent a link, and I swallow hard. My thumb hovers over the screen, and I try to keep my face neutral. Jesus Christ, is this woman really a wanted felon? I’m not a criminal defense attorney, so my radar for sketchy people isn’t as honed as it should be. 

      Interpol. Maybe Interpol is after her. My mouth goes dry.

      I glance at her, and she smiles sweetly. Genuinely. “I hope your mom’s okay.”

      Aren’t sociopath serial killers the most convincing and manipulative? That smile doesn’t fool me. I dodged a bullet, because she’s probably a terrorist, a fraudster, or at the least, an international jewel thief.

      I tap on the link. It leads me to Wikipedia. My eyes scan the words quickly. In disbelief, I re-read.

      Princess Isabella of Montignac (Isabella Teresa Charlotte Marie Willhelm Von Grimmelshausen; born Dec. 10), is the middle child of King Josef and Queen Genevieve. 

      Princess Isabella attended primary school at Angelsberg and finished her secondary education in Montignac. She then attended university in the United States. After studying environmental science at New York University, she continued her studies in London, where she received a Master’s degree in Ecology, Evolution & Conservation from Imperial College. Princess Isabella has interests in climate studies and endangered species conservation. 

      “What the eff is this?” I whisper out loud. 

      “What? What happened?” Bella—Princess Isabella—murmurs, leaning forward. I scrape my chair back, holding the phone out of her line of sight.

      My phone vibrates again. Another text from Max. What now? My heart pounding, I tap over to it.

      Check this out. You’re about to have dinner with royalty. Which makes sense because you’re often a royal pain in the ass.

      Leave it to Max to joke at a time like this. Thanks, dude.

      He’s sent a screenshot of a news article about the Montignac royal family. The large photo at the top of the page is of a woman—the same stunning brunette sitting across from me in a dingy police interrogation room, the one with the sexy freckles in a dirty t-shirt and rumpled shorts. 

      Only in the picture, she’s wearing an elegant, strapless blue dress, lipstick, and a fake smile.

      And a diamond tiara.
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      My bottom lip begins to quiver as I watch Tate’s eyes widen.

      He’s staring at his phone, as if in disbelief. First, he blinks a few times, then taps and swipes. Then he blinks some more. He slowly lifts his gaze to me. There’s a flicker of recognition, then his eyes drop back to his phone.

      He knows. I can always tell the moment people recognize me. It’s as if their eyes become sharper for a beat, then an invisible wall goes up. They automatically see me as different.

      They don’t know how to act. It kills me that this will happen with Tate within minutes. There’s something about him that I like, and it isn’t just his handsome face or muscular body. My shoulders tense.

      “What?” I whisper, even though I know what he’s just discovered about me. Teeth chattering, I cross my arms and rub my hands over my skin. Why is this police station’s air conditioning set at a subzero temperature?

      He swallows and scoots his chair forward. “The reason why you don’t want to give police your name—does it have anything to do with this?”

      He slides the phone toward me. My hands are shaking now. I pick up the cell and scan the screen.

      There’s a photo of me from a year ago, taken during my cousin’s wedding held at the royal palace. I was dressed in what I consider my princess costume—poufy dress, updo, makeup, diamond tiara. It’s one of my better photos, and I’m relieved Tate saw this.

      Given all the awful pictures of me online, at least he saw the prettiest one. Although I’m not sure why I care.

      I set the phone down and look him squarely in his beautiful, dark eyes.

      “Yes. That’s me. And yes, that’s why.”

      He nods slowly, taking it all in. Since I attempt to be a regular person as much as possible, my royal status is sometimes shocking to people. I know it’s a lot to absorb. Which is one of the reasons I didn’t tell him when we met yesterday. I’d wanted to be normal, something I’d never—

      I gasp with sudden awareness of the situation and uncross my arms, flailing a little bit.

      “They’ve found me, haven’t they?” I cry.

      Gripping the table, Tate looks around the dismal, beige room with a wild expression. “Who? What?”

      “The tabloids.” Tears spring to my eyes. I imagine Tate running out of here and emailing TMZ or the Mirror about my foible with the alligator. Hell, he’ll probably try to wrangle a picture of me in jail. He’ll make thousands. When I walk out of here, there’ll be paparazzi lining the streets of Paradise Beach.

      His hands let go of the table. “Wait. No. I don’t think so? Why do you think they’ve found you?”

      “How else would you know who I am? Who sent you that link?” I point to his phone, my hand quaking. 

      “My brother and his fiancée. They recognized you yesterday when we were all standing with Chunky at the reception desk. They were the ones who ran up when Chunky did his business on your pillow. I guess I never introduced you properly because…”

      Alarm bells scream and echo in my brain. Everything and everyone is suspicious now. “Because why?”

      He blinks. “Because I was so captivated with you,” he says in a low voice.

      I roll my eyes, but my stomach does a little flip, like it’s never done before. He was? “Puh-lease.”

      “No, I’m serious. When I saw you…” He shakes his head. “It‘s not important right now. We need to get you out of here.”

      “Exactly. But I want to know how your brother and his fiancée knew who I was. Did the tabloids tip them off? No one in America usually recognizes me.”

      “Max and Lauren were in London not long ago. They’d seen you in the papers. That’s what he said in his text. And Lauren spent some time in Europe, and she’s Instagram famous.”

      I nod slowly. Plausible, I guess. “Do you think they’ve tipped any media off about me? And what do you mean by Instagram famous?”

      His brows knit together. “No. Of course not. They’d never do anything like that. Max takes his guests’ privacy and comfort seriously. And Lauren, she has a big travel account on Instagram. She posts photos and stuff. It doesn’t surprise me that she recognized you.”

      “But would she sell info to a tabloid?”

      “No.” He pauses. “I don’t think so. And she won’t if Max tells her not to.”

      “Doesn’t give me a lot of confidence.” I cross my arms and prop them on the table, chewing on my cheek. I’ve gotten myself in quite a situation here… “What are you going to tell them?”

      “What I am I going to…what? Tell who? Max?”

      “No. What are you going to tell the tabloids? That I called you, desperate, after mauling an alligator?” I can’t hide the bitterness in my voice.

      He leans forward and reaches in my direction, his big hands wrapping around my folded forearms. The warmth of his palms against my bare skin sends little sparks through my body. Dammit, this should not be happening.

      “Bella? Isabella? What do you like to be called?” His tone is soft and genuine. So much so, it almost makes me weep. Usually people joke and call me royal highness or some crap. 

      “Bella’s fine,” I say softly. No one’s actually ever called me that, and I like the way it rolls off his tongue. Which is stupid since he’s just going to disappoint me by selling my story to the papers. I just know it.

      His grin is boyish and adorable. “Bella, I’m not going to tell anyone anything. For the moment, I’m your attorney. And I take attorney-client privilege seriously. I’d never tell anyone anything about you. The things you and I talk about are confidential and will always be confidential. I need you to understand that.”

      Unconvinced, I narrow my eyes at him. “Hmm.”

      “I’m going to get you out of here, and we can deal with the rest after, okay? We’ll probably have to get a criminal defense attorney to help, since I actually do environmental law. I sue the state over wetlands violations, represent the Sierra Club, and file litigation on behalf of manatee groups. That sort of thing. I can help you in the short term, though. But you’re going to have to trust me.”

      I rub my lips together. This won’t be easy.

      He squeezes my arms. “I suspect that someone like you doesn’t often trust strangers. And I apologize that you’re in a position where you have to place all of your faith in a guy whose dog pissed on your pillow. But I won’t let you down, Bella. I’ve got you.”

      “I guess I don’t have much choice but to trust you,” I mutter.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next few hours fly by in an excruciating blur. I chew my fingernails off while I wait, alone, in the cold, beige room.

      Meanwhile, Tate handles the following with swift grace: he retrieves my backpack from the police, goes to the kayak rental place where my car is parked, finds my room key, goes to the resort, and locates my passport stuffed into the lining of my suitcase.

      Then he returns to the police station and gives them my real name. Isabella Grimmelshausen—he leaves out my five middle names and my title—and somehow gets the authorities to set bail. Apparently, I’ll still need to appear before a judge on Monday. For reasons I don’t understand about the American justice system, I’m free to go.

      We’re walking out of the police station, and Tate’s hand is on my lower back, quickly guiding me to his vehicle. I squint in the bright, late-afternoon Florida sunshine, my eyes darting around for the photographers. I edge closer to him, hoping to use his body as a shield when the cameras assault us.

      “There’s nobody here,” Tate murmurs, opening the SUV door for me. “It‘s okay. You can relax. Jesus, you really are worried, aren’t you? Are you about to cry?”

      I nod, then climb in and exhale. He’s right. I don’t see anyone other than some middle age tourists in shorts and bright t-shirts wandering past on the sidewalk. I heave a few breaths.

      “Oh thank God, I’ve never been so happy to leave a building,” I moan, scrubbing my face with my hands. “How did you do all that so quickly?”

      He starts the ignition and pulls away from the police station. “It’s a small island. My family’s well-known. I have plenty of connections. And I was able to get my hands on enough cash to bail you out, plus give a personal assurance that you wouldn’t leave the country. That goes back to the connections part. I’ve known the judge for a long time and went to law school with her clerk.”

      “Thank you. I can’t believe you worked all that magic in a few hours. You’re incredible.” I cut a glance to him and study his profile. He grins wickedly, and that thrum in my belly starts up again. Focus, Isabella, focus. You’re not supposed to seduce your attorney. My emotions are scattered because of everything I’ve gone through. And jet lag. I can’t forget that. It always messes with my mind.

      My legs are also pink. Probably heat stroke from being in the kayak in the sun, on top of everything else. 

      “We’re going to have to discuss what’s next, Bella. When were you planning to leave Paradise Beach?”

      We’re chugging down a road near the beach in thick tourist traffic. I turn away from Tate’s handsome face and stare out the window at the taffy shops, the t-shirt-joints, and the restaurant with the fresh stone crabs called Screwy Louie’s. I think Poppy and I ate there ten years ago. 

      My stomach rumbles, and I wonder if Tate heard the sound. “I’d planned on staying two weeks. It was supposed to be a relaxing vacation of solitude and peace.”

      “Well, we might be able to salvage some of it. Still, depending on who we get as a criminal attorney, and whether the state drops the charges, you might need to stay longer.”

      I shrug, thinking of my parents and Jacques. I stifle a cynical laugh. Maybe going to jail for molesting an alligator would be better than announcing my engagement to him. “That’s fine. I’m flexible.”

      “Really? Because I would’ve thought someone like you had a busy schedule.”

      “It’s a long story,” I mutter.

      “Well, you’ll have plenty of time to tell me,” he says cheerfully.

      I glance at him, and he shoots me a look. “But only if you want to.”

      Goodness, he’s adorable. How will I manage to get through the next couple of weeks without flirting with him? Without wanting more? Usually I don’t feel this way about men, but I’m drawn to something about him. 

      Maybe it’s the stubble. Even now, as we roll to a stop in traffic, my hands itch to reach out and stroke his dark whiskers. To run my hands through his thick dark hair. To press my mouth—

      He clears his throat and turns his head. “Bella? You okay? What’s on your mind?”

      “Oh!” I’m startled by his sexy voice. “Ah. I was just thinking about going back to the hotel. And wondering how long it’ll be until the media finds out I’ve been arrested.”

      The traffic moves, and he turns to face the road. “That’s a good question, and I’ve been thinking about that situation. I figure we have anywhere from twelve to seventy-two hours. We’re a small island, and there aren’t a lot of local media who monitor the police news here.”

      I lean forward in my seat, adjusting the air so it blows in my face. As cold as I’d been in the station, I’m burning up now. Maybe it’s because I just noticed Tate’s massive biceps. What is wrong with me today? Why am I focused on totally inappropriate things when I’m in such a serious situation?

      “You want me to turn up the air?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Tate flicks a knob, and the wind from the vent dries the perspiration on my face. 

      “It was clear that none of the cops knew who you were, and the court clerk didn’t, either. Of course, I didn’t tell them. But I could imagine the officers might email the details of your arrest to the state’s newspapers because it’s an unusual case. Woman pelts alligator with granola bar.”

      I roll my eyes. 

      “I know, it’s bullshit. We’ll get it taken care of. I’m worried, though, that once bigger papers get ahold of that and print it, the tabloids you’re concerned about will take notice.”

      I screw my eyes shut. “Yeah. Me too. And I’ll be in that resort, defenseless. Pretty much anyone can get close to my suite. You don’t know how relentless they can be.”

      Tate nods. “My family’s resort is safe, but it’s not secure. Not for someone in your situation.”

      I open my eyes and allow my head to fall in his direction. He’s chewing on his full bottom lip. My gaze lands on his hands, which are lightly caressing the steering wheel. Ugh, why does my attorney have to be the most attractive man I’ve seen in a long time?

      I let out a sigh. “I’ll just have to deal with it. I guess I’ll hole up and order room service.”

      He releases his bottom lip, and a serious look crosses his face. “Well, that’s what I’ve been thinking about. I don’t want you to be a prisoner in my family’s resort. An idea came to me as I was running around, getting everything together for your release.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “As part of your bail conditions, I had to vouch that you wouldn’t leave the island.”

      “Okay.” My mind spins with possibilities. I hadn’t considered that option. Perhaps I could just sneak off in the middle of the night and catch a flight back home. But no, I couldn’t do that to Tate. He’s been a total sweetheart and went to all these lengths to spring me out of jail. 

      God knows what would happen to him if I fled.

      He grins, and something about his expression is wickedly attractive. I rub the back of my sweaty neck, aware that my heart’s beating a thousand miles a minute. “What were you thinking?”

      “My house is in the only gated community on the island. Which means there’s a guard gate with twenty-four seven security. No one gets in without permission. I have one neighbor, and my home’s only accessible by a single road or the water. So it’s extremely secure. Probably one of the most private places on the island. My advice is this: while we work on getting these charges dropped, you should come stay with me.”
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      I just asked Isabella to stay at my house. Sleep under my roof. Lounge around my pool. Hopefully, in a bikini. Or topless. She’s European. Isn’t that a thing over there?

      What the hell is wrong with me? I’m already crazy-attracted to her, which is a no-no if I’m going to represent her. But I’m not a creeper. I can stay under the same roof as her and control myself. 

      It’s not like this is the first time I’ve invited a client to stay; during an oil spill in the Gulf a couple of years ago, an entire environmental nonprofit group camped out in my house. For three straight weeks, we cooked out and swam in the pool. Most of us even played volleyball at sunset.

      I wasn’t attracted to any of them, though.

      “I couldn’t impose on you like that. I’m sure you like your privacy.” Her voice is barely audible over the roar of the SUV’s blasting air conditioner. 

      “Well, I’ll have to stop drinking my coffee naked in the mornings.” I pause to watch a pretty pink flush creep across her bronze cheeks. 

      “Joking. It’s not an imposition. Really. I have a big house, and it’s just me. And I’ll be gone during the day, so you can relax.”

      We pull into the resort driveway, and I park. When I turn to her, I watch her scan the front of the property. 

      “Looking for photographers?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “Is your life always like this?”

      She turns to me, her amber eyes wide with fear. “It is.”

      “I’m sorry.” I pretend to study the steering wheel and run my hands over it. “Well, I don’t want you to worry like this every minute of the next couple of weeks. Please, stay with me. You’re not imposing. It’ll be better than renting a random house on the mainland, where you won’t know anyone and you’ll feel isolated. I have a guest room on the bottom floor, you’ll have the whole place to yourself. A private pool, a beach, lots of books…” I grin. “And Chunky. He’ll be with you.”

      She returns the smile, and my heart squeezes. Absolutely squeezes with adoration. I am so screwed.

      “That’s a tough offer to decline. But I can’t refuse any offer involving a dog. Even if he ruined my travel pillow.”

      I grin. “About that. I ordered you a new one. It should be coming tomorrow.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve had all day. And really, you don’t have to drink coffee clothed if you don’t want to. I mean, ah…” Her words dissolve into laughter.

      Oh, dear God. Does she know what she’s doing to me? My dick twitches to life as I fantasize about us drinking coffee. Naked. 

      “I mean, just tell me if you’re going to be unclothed. I’ve been to nude beaches in Europe before.” Ah-ha. I was right. 

      She does that thing where she holds her head high, as if she’s trying to be extra regal and proper.

      An image of her naked on the beach pops into my mind. I clear my throat and try to wipe the image from my brain. “I promise I’ll warn you if I’m going to be naked at any point in the common areas of my house. And speaking of the Chunk man, we have to pick him up before we go home.”

      Before we go home. The words roll off my tongue like I’ve been saying them to her for years. 

      She nods, and I detect the shadow of wariness in her expression once more.

      “Don’t worry, no one will recognize you. I promise. Let’s grab your stuff from your suite.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Mind if I take a quick shower first? I feel disgusting.”

      The thought of her in the shower, with soap running down her gorgeous body, makes me ache even more. I stifle a groan. “No problem at all. I’ll go say hi to Max while you’re getting ready.”
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      I hurriedly roll my suitcase down the hall of the resort, yanking it a little harder than I should. Tate’s in the main office, which should be this door right…here.

      I stop and knock softly. It swings open, and Tate’s handsome face greets me. 

      “Hey! You ready?” His eyes sweep down my body, then snap back up. 

      “I am. That shower made me feel like a real person again. Thanks for waiting.” I’d slipped on one of the two dresses I’d packed: a casual, coral tank top dress. 

      Poppy had been with me when I picked out the dress at a shop in London. She’d admonished me that it was the most boring cotton garment she’d ever seen.

      Not fit for gardening, she’d sniffed.

      Tate is looking at me as if he could eat me up with a spoon. Take that, Poppy.

      I grin, dimly aware that I’m doing a lot of that in his presence. I have no business grinning in my current situation, but here I am, staring at him and smiling from ear-to-ear.

      “Where’s your brother?” I ask, finally glancing around the small room in search of others.

      “He’s not here, after all. He and his fiancée are doing some wedding planning. I’ve been in here making calls to some criminal defense attorneys I know. We should have someone for you by tomorrow, Monday at the latest. You ready to roll?”

      I nod. It’s my experience that people rarely do things for me from the goodness of their heart. They always want something. Money, fame, the thrill of doing a favor for a royal princess. What does Tate want from me? I hate that I automatically mistrust him, although there’s something about him that’s causing my normally thick, impenetrable walls to crumble.

      “I’ll get this.” He reaches for my suitcase, and I let go of the death grip on the handle. I step out into the hall.

      “Thanks.” I pause for a beat and stop in my tracks. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      Shutting the door, Tate frowns and comes close. His big hand wraps around my black suitcase handle. “Are you not worthy of kindness?”

      I shrug. “Sorry. I’m suspicious of everyone. It comes with the territory, I guess.”

      He tilts his head, and the corners of his mouth turn up. “Bella, don’t forget that I asked you to dinner before I knew you were royalty.”

      And with that, he brushes past me, the warmth of his body lingering on mine. 

      He’s got a point.
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* * *

      The Lime and Salt Tiki Bar is not much more than a thatched-roof hut in a parking lot nestled near the beach. Since it’s dark, I can’t see the water, but I hear the sounds of the gentle surf in the distance. 

      “You sure you’re okay with going inside?” Tate asks.

      “Yeah, I am.” On the way here, I’d checked my phone obsessively and found no evidence on Twitter, Google, or Facebook that anyone knows my whereabouts. Mother had emailed, asking if I was making any headway on an engagement dress.

      I didn’t answer. Headway, indeed. 

      Mother would die of embarrassment if she knew I’d been arrested today. Part of me wants to tell her out of sheer spite.

      As Tate and I stroll toward the entrance, the strains of a familiar song waft through the air.

      “‘Margaritaville’?” I ask.

      “It’s state law that every tiki bar plays Jimmy Buffett twice a night,” he jokes, pointing to a space between two potted palm trees. “In there.”

      We step inside, and I brace myself for the entire bar to stop and stare. I steel myself for the silence and the discomfort and edge closer to Tate. His fingers press firmly against my mid-back.

      But three women at the bar keep doing shots of tequila. Couples at the tables remain deep in conversation and don’t gape at me. The elderly guitarist continues to warble the Jimmy Buffett song into the microphone.

      Tate leans down and speaks in my ear, sending tingles through my body. “That’s Biloxi Bob. He’s played guitar here for years. Legend has it he came from Mississippi to Paradise Beach during a hurricane in the late sixties and stayed.”

      “I see,” I murmur.

      Tate waves at Bob, who nods in our direction between lyrics. Tate also gestures to a few others at the tables, and that’s when I realize that Tate’s the real celebrity here. Well, and Bob, who seems to be whipping the room into a dancing frenzy.

      Everyone’s ignoring me.

      Bob ends his Buffett tune, and the chatter in the bar swells.

      “Gotta find Kate, my sister-in-law,” Tate mutters.

      And then, I spot him.

      Chunky.

      “Ohhh!” I cry out. It’s obvious the little guy recognizes me from yesterday because he’s loping up to me on his stubby legs with his tongue lolling out of his mouth. Or maybe it’s because I smell particularly good, and he’s coming to wee on my sneakers. 

      Either way, I’m irrationally excited to see the pudgy pug.

      “Jesus, I’ve never seen him so happy to see someone,” Tate says.

      Chunky wags his curly little tail, his butt wiggling furiously. 

      “Who’s a good little bear-dog?” I easily hoist him into my arms and turn to Tate. “He’s not as big as you claim he is.”

      “He’s lost a bit of weight. Oh, there’s Kate. Come on.”

      Still carrying the dog—who is slobbering on my neck, but I don’t care—I follow Tate to the bar.

      “Bella, this is my sister-in-law, Kate. Kate, this is my friend, Bella.” He touches my shoulder.

      “Nice to meet you,” Kate says. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone with a sweeter smile in my life. This woman shouldn’t be tending bar; she should be frosting cupcakes with unicorn poop. Especially with those dimples. “Chunky’s already eaten, so you don’t have to feed him dinner. I have his dog bed and toys all packed and ready to go, if you’re taking off right away. Unless you two want a drink.”

      Tate turns to me and quirks an eyebrow. I do a mental scan of what the judge had said earlier—no leaving the county, no interacting with wildlife, no kayaking while out on bail. He didn’t say anything about having a drink at a tiki bar.

      I glance around one last time, searching for paparazzi. I find none. 

      Oh, what the hell? Why not loosen up? I’m already practically a hardened criminal.

      “Sure,” I say, shrugging. “I think a drink is exactly what I need.”
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* * *

      Two mojitos later—Tate’s only had one—I’m in his arms, and we’re loosely swaying to a Biloxi Bob original blues jam in the corner of the tiki bar. No one seems to notice or care that we’re doing this.

      Probably because Tate knows everyone in this bar. Literally. He pointed out his second-grade teacher, his tenth-grade soccer coach, and the girl he took to eighth-grade prom (I think she still has eyes for him, which made my stomach tighten with a twinge of jealousy. Good thing she left).

      He’s reassured me there are no reporters, and no one’s shooting video of us with their phones. 

      With each passing minute, I’m feeling more like a regular human being. Someone who has drinks on a Friday night with a hot guy, someone who dances without a care in a crowded tiki bar. Someone who gets arrested in the afternoon and throws caution to the wind by sundown. 

      Well, that last part isn’t exactly normal. But I’m trying to embrace my wild side, okay?

      Kate had even asked if I’d like to grab coffee with her next week, and I said I’d think about it. In years past I would’ve immediately dismissed the idea. Now, I’m open to it—if the media doesn’t find me first. Even if they do, maybe I can hang with her. 

      I’m totally not acting like myself. Jetlag. Rum. The rush of being so physically close to Tate’s rock-hard chest. Whatever it is, I’m beaming and giddy.

      “Do you always dance with your clients?” I ask, forcing myself not to trail my nose down his tanned neck. 

      He leans back and stares at me, his eyes half-lidded. “Do two drinks always make you tipsy?” 

      “Absolutely yes. I have a total inability to handle my liquor,” I retort. 

      “I see. We should probably get some food in you. Why don’t we go home, and I’ll make you dinner?” 

      He pats my back as if burping a baby. Uh-oh. Maybe I’ve mis-read his flirtation. It was my idea to dance, and I’d coaxed him into it. He probably only did this to appease me, and because Biloxi Bob egged him on from the makeshift stage.

      “Yeah, that little bag of chips at the bar wasn’t exactly satisfying. But you didn’t answer my question, counselor.”

      He leans in, his mouth the closest it’s ever been to my ear. I shiver. “I don’t normally dance with my clients, no. But I happen to like this song, and you were extremely persuasive, so…”

      “Are you saying I’m special?”

      “I’m not saying you’re special, Bella. I know you’re special.”

      My insides melt everywhere, and I sigh. Is he dreamy or what? “I don’t know what it is about you, or about this place, but I’m totally okay with letting go. Why do you think that is? Do you think it’s the mojitos? Or is it something about Paradise Beach?”

      He pulls me close and tightens his grip. “Don’t let go too much, babe. A couple of guys I don’t recognize just walked in. One’s got a camera slung around his shoulder.”

      My muscles tense up, and I instantly sober. My back is to the door, something I normally never allow when I’m in public, and this is why. “Oh, hell. So much for being normal.”

      “No need to panic. We’re half-hidden behind the partition. I don’t think they can see us. We’re going to sway casually over to the other exit, the one with the life-sized Elvis cutout. You’re going to slip outside. I’ll give you the keys and then grab Chunky. We’ll meet at the car. You ready?”

      “Ready.”

      My heart pounds as Tate and I—glued tight together—shimmy past the bar to the cardboard Elvis figure perched in the corner. “Go,” he hisses, pressing his keys into my palm.

      “Which way?” 

      He gently takes my arm and spins my body toward the exit. “Got it,” I say, my heart thundering.

      I untangle myself from him and smack into Elvis. The cardboard wobbles, and I grab it with my hands so it won’t topple over. “Sorry,” I whisper to his smirking face, then book it out of the tiki bar.

      Thank God I’m wearing sneakers. I run to the left, then realize the parking lot and Tate’s SUV are in the other direction. With all the grace of a chicken, I dash the other way while fumbling with the key, pressing every button on the small fob.

      BEEP BEEEP BEEEEEEP

      Crap. Tate’s SUV lights up like a slot machine, its headlights and taillights and various other lights flashing in yellow and white alarm. It’s also bleating like a loud sheep, the sound of the alarm echoing across the parking lot and adjoining beach. I swear out loud as I careen toward the vehicle, waving the fob wildly in the air and pressing each button.

      From the other entrance, I spot Tate dashing out of the bar, Chunky under his arm like a football.

      “The red button,” he yells. “Press it. Hard!”

      I do, and the car stops blinking and honking. I pull open the passenger door and dive in, just in time for Tate to open the driver’s side. He heaves Chunky toward me, and I shove the keys at him. 

      I start to laugh, mostly out of sheer nerves. “We probably could’ve just calmly walked out,” I remark as Tate starts the car. 

      “Yeah, I don’t know why I suddenly thought running out of there like we were in some action flick was a bright idea.”

      As we peel out of the parking lot, two men emerge from the bar, cameras in hand. One of them throws up his arm in frustration.

      Tate and I are now laughing for real. So hard that tears are leaking out the corners of our eyes.

      “We make quite a pair, don’t we?” he says.

      As we zoom down the street, Chunky licks my face and lets out a soft snuffle. 

      “Actually,” I say between hiccuping giggles, “We make quite a trio.”
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      Tate’s house is exactly like Tate.

      Dreamy.

      Sure, I might have been raised in an actual European palace filled with antiques, endless swaths of gold, and paintings of long-dead ancestors who look like they just took the biggest fart of their lives.

      But I’ve always adored American homes. There’s a certain coziness to them. Like they’re filled with love and laughter. Orderly and homey and new. Well, new compared to what I’m used to.

      “I adore it,” I whisper as Tate gives me the tour of his two-story home. “What is this kind of structure called?”

      Tate glances at me with that panty-melting grin. “I dunno. The developer called this one ‘The Norchester.’ I think that was a made-up name to make it feel swanky.” He chuckles. “I chose this one because of the big living room and kitchen combo. I have my family over a lot, and I like to entertain. And I figured someday I might have kids. Check this out.” 

      He wants a family. This realization sends a zing of happiness through me.

      We’re standing in a large room, and Tate moves toward a glass door. I think this is the living room, because there’s a comfy-looking, L-shaped tan sofa on one end, a huge TV on another wall, and over there is the kitchen. I’d noticed that when I went to friends’ houses in college: Americans like to congregate around the kitchen, so they put their televisions and sofas close by.

      Americans also like to eat on sofas and not at dining tables. I look around for a formal dining area and don’t see one.

      “See, you can get to the pool from here, too.” He slides open the door, and I stick my head out. The enormous, in-ground pool is enclosed by a large, screened-in cage. Americans are so ingenious. 

      “Oh, beautiful,” I murmur, imagining myself stretched out on a lounge chair. “That’s probably where I’ll spend most of my time while I’m here.”

      I pull my head in and straighten my spine. Tate’s standing next to me, so close that if I stood on my toes, I could kiss him. His grin and his eyes—lazy and teasing—make my face flash hot.

      “Goodness, I’m hungry,” I murmur. 

      For him.

      “Right! Yes. Dinner. Even though it’s late.” He bounds away into the kitchen. “Make yourself at home. I’ll whip something up. You like pasta?”

      “Of course,” I call out, meandering around the big room. 

      I stop at a bookshelf to scan the titles. There’s a mix of fiction and nonfiction, with many unfamiliar-to-me authors. 

      “Thank God, I’ll have something to read while here,” I say, then squeal as I pull out a book. “I’ve been meaning to read this.”

      “Which one? Oh? Drawdown by Paul Hawken? Yeah, that’s excellent. Probably the best book I’ve read on climate change yet.”

      Tate’s eyes are positively glittering with excitement. I slip the book back into place, biting my lip to prevent myself from grinning like a fool. He’s gorgeous, he’s hilarious, and he’s passionate about the environment. And those tanned, strong arms. I sneak a glance, just in time to see his forearm muscles flex as he opens the fridge.

      Oh dear.

      Everything I’ve ever wanted in a man, but never found. Until now. 

      I’m in deep doo-doo here on Paradise Beach. 

      My fingers trace the spines until I reach a framed photo on the shelf. There are seven people in the photo, and Tate’s standing in back. I pick it off the shelf and walk to the massive island counter separating the kitchen from the living space.

      “Is this your family?” I hold the picture up and round the counter. 

      Tate shuts the stainless steel door of the fridge and sets a carton of mushrooms down. 

      “Yep. That’s the seven of us. Mom and Dad,” he points to the two people in front.

      I study his parents. His father is handsome, with close-cropped silver hair and impressive muscles for an older man. “Your father has tattoos.”

      “Yeah, he used to be a singer in a punk rock band in the eighties. Before he met Ma.”

      My eyebrows shoot into my hairline as my finger hovers over his mother, who is wearing a cream-colored hippie frock and no shoes. Is that a flower in her hair? “Your mother is gorgeous.”

      “She’s a little different. Don’t be surprised if she comes over and wants to read your tarot cards.”

      I giggle. “And these are your brothers and sister? Or is that your brother’s wife?” I point to the only other woman in the photo. She has long, platinum blonde hair.

      “That’s Natalia. My sister. In order, there’s Max, who you met. I’m second oldest. Nat’s third. Then these two clowns”—he points to two guys who look nearly identical to him—“are my twin brothers. Remy and Damien.”

      “Okay, so Kate from the tiki bar. She’s married to Remy.”

      “No, Kate’s married to Damien.” Tate turns back to the counter and grabs the mushrooms. He continues talking while washing them at the sink, and I openly admire the broadness of his back. “Remy lives on-island and is a sport-fisherman. Damien’s in Syria right now. He’s a military contractor. He’s been there a few months, and we’re all worried sick about him. He’s got this crazy addiction to adventure and war. Well, that’s my opinion. We’re extremely different.”

      Tate turns, and the worry on his face about his brother is evident. “Damien just got married a few months ago, right before he went to Syria. I can’t imagine what Kate’s going through now.”

      “It’s good she has all of you for support.” I set the photo on the island counter.

      “Yeah, she’s really become one of us. She takes care of Chunky quite a bit. Oh, and she’s best friends with Lauren. That’s how Max met Lauren, at Damien and Kate’s wedding. Lauren broke her ankle a couple of days before the ceremony, then Max played nurse and fell in love. It was a whole saga.”

      I nod, a pang of envy hitting my chest. They all seem so close. 

      “You’ll get to meet everyone, since they’ll be coming over Sunday for dinner.” Tate pauses, a wooden spoon in hand. “Ah, hell. I forgot about that. Will that be a problem for you, having a house full of my family? Will you be uncomfortable? I’m sorry. I can cancel. I don’t want to upset you.”

      “No, no! Don’t do that. I’d love to meet everyone. I mean, unless you don’t want me to.”

      “Of course I want you to meet them. They’ll adore you. And they’re not going to care you’re…about your…ah. That you’re a princess. They won’t say anything to anyone. I promise. If there’s a family that doesn’t care about status, it’s mine. Trust me. We’re a little weird, but we accept everyone as is.”

      We stare at each other and grin. There’s a definite attraction between us, a sexual tension that’s crackling through the air. This feels like a first date. Or, no, an actual relationship. What is this, exactly? I think the mojitos and jetlag are affecting my judgment. And the hunger. Other than the potato chips at the bar, I haven’t eaten anything solid since my ill-fated granola bar while kayaking.

      “Hey, do you want something to drink? Water? Juice? Wine?”

      “No more alcohol,” I groan. “Water would be perfect.”

      “Good deal. Why don’t you relax on the sofa, and I’ll bring it to you? You’ve had a hella long day.”

      I shuffle over to the sofa, where Chunky’s taking up one pillow. When I sink next to him, he rests his block-shaped head on my thigh and instantly falls asleep. 

      “Glad he’s making himself at home,” Tate laughs, handing me a tall glass of water.

      “Tell me how you adopted him,” I say, stroking the soft fur on his back.

      Tate walks back into the kitchen and begins slicing vegetables. “I’d raised money for the county shelter by running a half-marathon. When I went to take them the donations, they took me on a tour. That’s when I spotted him in a cage. It was about six months ago. His prior owners dropped him off because they were moving. Can you imagine?”

      I shake my head. “Terrible.”

      “Yeah and he was pretty overweight. His old owners hadn’t cared for him at all. So I adopted him. Kept his name—Chunky—because he wouldn’t respond to anything else. He’s my wingman, though. Little dude sleeps with me every night.”

      All those muscles, a love of the environment, an adopter of dogs.

      My ovaries, which before now had been dormant blobs in my abdomen, burst open like roses in spring. Tate looks up from chopping and grins. The ovaries send up a white flag of surrender.

      There’s only question left: when is he going to kiss me and take me to bed?
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      Bella has one hell of an appetite. She ate two bowls of my cheesy-mushroom-garlic pasta and is on the sofa cooing about how delicious the strawberries are. I’d sprinkled some sugar on top of the berries and added a splash of cream because Ma once did that, and I thought it seemed classy. 

      The only other dessert option was the Double Stuff Oreos.

      “These are the best strawberries I’ve ever eaten.” There’s a little dot of cream on her bottom lip, and my entire body aches to leap over there and lick it off.

      I stay firmly rooted in my chair, a safe three feet away. “Surely your country has delicious berries. Those are just strawberries from here in Florida.”

      “We do, but these are amazing. My country’s more known for honey. There’s a beehive on our royal crest.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know that.” I pause for a beat, feeling uninformed and like a small-town rube. Which compared to her, I guess I am. She eyes her empty bowl. “You can put that on the coffee table. Or do you want more?”

      “No. I’m full. Your dinner was delicious. Truly. Thank you, Tate.” 

      Maybe it’s her royal heritage or the fact she probably went to finishing school, but she’s so effusive and polite about everything. 

      “I have a confession,” I blurt.

      She leans forward and sets her bowl and spoon on the coffee table, then runs her tongue over her bottom lip, erasing the spot of cream. My loins tighten.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’ve heard of your country, of course. But I never knew that it had royalty. Sorry. I thought I’d bring this up. I feel very un-worldly around you.”

      She waves a hand in the air. “Oh goodness. Don’t. Many Americans don’t even know my country exists. And most people don’t know about all the minor European royals.”

      “I know about Charles and Diana. And Harry and Meghan. But only because Meghan is from the U.S. and was on that TV show. Well, and because she’s cute.”

      Bella grins. “There are a lot of royals beyond the ones in the United Kingdom.”

      “Apparently so. I guess as Americans, we don’t pay much attention.”

      “It goes against the essence of your country,” she says dryly, and I chuckle.

      “What’s it really like, though? Being a princess?” Somehow, after our dinner and easy conversation I feel like I can ask her this question, which has been swirling in my mind for hours. “You seem so down-to-earth.”

      She throws her head back and chortles. “Everyone always says that. The tabloids call me the plain princess because I’m so down to earth.”

      “What? You’re not plain at all. You’re gorgeous.” I stop myself. Jesus, I need to get a handle on what I say to this woman. She’s my client, and there has to be limits. Not only could I be disciplined for getting too involved with a client, but I’m also about to run for office. I can’t afford any scandals. “I’m not trying to be pervy or anything. But objectively, you’re an attractive human being.”

      She rubs her lips together, stifling a smile. Probably thinking about what a loser I am. “Thank you. But in my world, I’m considered different because I don’t just give lip service to my charity work. I spend many months out of the year traveling to help animals and other environmental causes. I like to work, love to be in the field. My particular expertise is organizing and running nonprofits. I only wish I could do it more often.”

      I frown. “Then why don’t you? I don’t get it. You’re single, and you obviously have the financial resources to do whatever you want.”

      “It’s complicated.” Her gaze goes to Chunky, who sounds like a small, sleeping chainsaw. “My financial resources come from my parents. And they’re insisting I marry.”

      “Oh.” I hope my voice didn’t just come out as alarmed as I feel. “Do you have someone in mind? A boyfriend back home?”

      “I don’t. Well, not exactly.”

      Oh hell. She’s already in love with someone. My stomach, full with pasta and garlic, churns uncomfortably. I’m such an idiot. Of course she’s in love with someone. Probably some rich duke or lord or something. Is a duke better than a lord? I need to read up on royal hierarchy, I guess. “What’s so complicated?”

      She sighs. “My parents want me to marry a prince from a neighboring country. It’s a tradition between the two countries. There are strained relations between Montignac and Lutzelbourg, have been for decades. Our parents are pressuring us into a royal wedding. Have for years.”

      I hesitate to respond while grinding my back teeth. “I guess I’m not following here. Is this a done deal? And is this an arranged marriage? Why do your parents care who you marry? I read where your brother’s going to be king someday of Montignac. Did they do this to him, too?”

      She tilts her head from side-to-side. “Yes, my brother is going to be king, and he’ll be a proper and excellent one. He followed the rules and fell in love with a Dutch princess. Their wedding is scheduled for late next year, which is why the Queen—my mother—wants me married off before the main event. I think she hopes I’ll be pregnant by Josef’s wedding, so our family can dominate the headlines. Fat chance of that, though. I’m the family rebel and the last thing I want is to be in the papers.”

      She laughs bitterly and takes a sip of water, then continues. I get the feeling that she hasn’t talked to anyone about this in a while, because she’s getting worked up. Her face is flushed. Or maybe that’s from the drinks at the bar earlier.

      “It’s difficult to explain to an American, because you’re not used to our system. Royals are supposed to marry other royals. In that sense, yes, it’s a bit like an arranged marriage. But it’s not a done deal. I can say no. If I do, I lose my title and my allowance.”

      I nod. Maybe she’s not the brave and unique woman I thought she was, if she’s considering going through with something like this. Or perhaps this prince is a great guy, and she figures she’ll eventually love him. 

      “But here’s the thing,” she cries, her formerly serene expression suddenly animated and enraged. “On one hand, I’ll be able to do so much good if I marry him and am queen. All of my projects will be funded, and I’ll have the world’s stage to promote awareness about whatever I want. Elephants, endangered species, climate change.”

      “And on the other hand?” I lean forward in my chair. This is quite a cluster fuck, from the sounds of it.

      “Prince Jacques de Rousseau of Lutzelbourg is a total, unmitigated, douchebag.”

      The word sounds harsh in her formal accent and my eyebrows lift in surprise. “Why do you dislike him so much?”

      My stomach is definitely sour now. I don’t know who this Prince Jacques de Whatever is, but I already hate him.

      She turns in my direction and bends her knees so she’s sitting cross-legged on the sofa. “Let me count the ways. He’s been arrested for fighting, drunk driving, and drunk boating. Once I went to a party with him and the tabloids printed false rumors about me, that I did drugs with him. Oh, and he does lots of drugs, for real. His last exploit happened in Las Vegas, when he snorted cocaine off a woman’s butt.”

      “I see why the two of you would be incompatible.” 

      She stares at Chunky. “And it’s not just that. He’s everything I hate. He’s entitled and arrogant. He throws money around and doesn’t care about anything but parties and clubs. We’re total opposites. My mother thinks we’ll eventually be great together because we’re opposites, but that’s not going to happen. I don’t want to be forced into marriage with a man like that. I want someone I respect. Someone kind and chivalrous. Someone with whom I share the same values. About animals and the environment and…” 

      She looks up, into my eyes. The meaning of her words, the tension, and our attraction, suck up the oxygen in the room. And holy fuck, it’s terrifying.

      Because it’s pretty clear we’re meant for each other. Except that one little problem: I’m her attorney. At least for now. Okay, and one other issue: she’s a princess who is almost engaged to another man, it sounds like.

      “That’s quite a dilemma,” I murmur, my heart plunging into my stomach at the thought of her being with a guy she doesn’t even like. 

      All I want is to take her into my arms and kiss her. Tell her that she doesn’t need to marry that prince. That she never needs to leave my house. That I’m the man she’s been looking for.

      Which, considering we’ve known each other for all of forty-eight hours, is absurd. She’d probably run screaming from here if I said any of this out loud. I reach for her bowl, stacking it into mine. An uncomfortable silence settles between us.

      “May I have another glass of water?” she asks, her voice trembling.

      “Absolutely.” I jump up, eager to do something, anything, than what I’m about to do. Which is make a fool of myself. “I’ll wash these dishes, too.”

      I busy myself in the kitchen, loading the dishwasher, carefully wiping down the counters. Maybe I should just lay it all on the table with her—tell her I’m attracted to her but I can’t do anything while I’m her lawyer. That I’m interested but we need to wait.

      She’ll understand, right? Or will I scare her off?

      I pour glasses of water for both of us and return to the sofa. “Bella, I thought I’d clear the air—”

      I glance down. She’s stretched out on the sofa, eyes shut. A faint snore escapes her lips. Her hair’s spilling down the cushion, and her dark eyelashes graze her cheekbone. And the freckles on her nose, holy hell. Sexy as all fuck. 

      Chunky’s nestled into her bare calf, and he’s snoring too. I set the glasses of water on the coffee table. 

      “Bella, why don’t we get you into the guest room,” I murmur.

      She doesn’t respond. Gently, I slide my arms under her body. Chunky lets out a growl that sounds more like a pig’s snort. “Shh,” I whisper to him as I lift Bella up.

      I carry her into the guest room, Chunky following close at my heels. Inside the room, I lay her on the bed and cover her with a fluffy white blanket.

      She lets out a little groan and mashes her face into the pillow while rolling onto her side. The achy longing inside me is back with a roar, mixed with a deep desire to spoon her body and fall asleep. As I turn to walk out, I notice that Chunky’s sitting at the side of the bed, looking up expectantly. 

      He whimpers.

      “You want up?” I hoist the dog onto the bed, and he curls up against Bella’s stomach. Normally, he sleeps on my bed, but his allegiance has obviously shifted.

      I chuckle silently to myself and walk out. Damn dog’s luckier than I am. Guess I’ll be sleeping alone tonight.
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      The morning light doesn’t filter into my room in a gauzy haze.

      It blasts, laser-like, squarely into my face.

      Squinting and rubbing my eyes against the blinding sunshine, I roll onto my back. Oof. What time is it? I don’t think I’ve slept that deep in forever. And why didn’t I shut the curtains before I went to sleep?

      Looking down, I realize I’m still in the cotton dress I’d worn out last night. Hunh? Something else I never did—fall asleep in my clothes. How did I get in here? My last recollection was talking with Tate in the living room, eating those delicious berries, and then… passing out on the sofa.

      Tate.

      I rise and stretch, feeling unusually refreshed and smiling at the idea of Tate carrying me in here. I spend the next few minutes unpacking my bag and showering in the en suite.

      It’s shocking how eager I am to see him, as if we hadn’t spent several hours together the night before. Now dressed in a crisp pair of khaki shorts and a clean white t-shirt, I bound out of the room.

      The kitchen’s empty. So is the living room. My heart lurches. Where is he?

      My gaze lands on a piece of paper on the island counter. I pad over and scoop it up, taking in the blocky handwriting.

      BELLA-

      I’m so sorry, but I had to go to the office this morning to take care of some things. I might be a little while. Didn’t want to wake you after the day you had yesterday. 

      There’s fresh coffee in the pot and probably enough food for you to forage breakfast and lunch. If you need something specific, text me, and I’ll pick it up on the way home. I was thinking we’d cookout tonight.

      Please make yourself comfortable and relax. Eat anything in the cabinets or fridge. The pool’s warm, the beer’s cold, and the books are plentiful. There are magazines stacked on the table near the front door.

      — T

      P.S. I took Chunky with me. Bad idea. He misses you already.

      I re-read it several times, grinning stupidly. I love his casual openness, his generosity, the way he cares about my comfort. Is it because he’s American—or are those his own unique qualities?

      I wander over to the table near the front door to scan the five-inch thick stack of magazines. NatGeo, Science, Discover. Somehow it’s charming that he reads in print. Several of them are crinkled and dog-eared, and I imagine him studying each one with an intense, handsome expression.

      My purse is also on the table, and I root around inside for my phone. I flick it on, figuring I’ll text a thank you to Tate. But I’m assaulted with texts.

      My best friend Poppy wants to know how it’s going with Tate. The manager of the elephant conservatory sent a photo of a new birth. And my mother.

      Ugh. I roll my eyes.

      Call me right now, young lady.

      Screw that.

      I saw the reports of your arrest. You’re a disgrace to this family.

      My stomach roils. So the story of my arrest is out. Wonderful. I tap over to my email, where I’ve set up a Google search on myself. Yep. There they are. Multiple tabloid stories about me and the alligator. Some are accurate, quoting only the arrest report, while others…

      I chortle out loud, reading one story that claims I’d wrestled an alligator in a swamp and then kicked an officer in the crotch. Sinking into the sofa, I can’t stop my giggling. It’s too much.

      Mother, it’s true. I wrestled an alligator. And won. That’s what I’ll do to Jacques if I have to marry him, I text, hooting with laughter. Maybe I’ve gone crazy, but knowing my message will incense Mother even more is part of my joy. I imagine myself wrestling with Jacques, submerging his head in murky water.

      Me? Wrestling an alligator? I have to admit it sounds kind of badass. Even if it’s something I’d never do in a million years. 

      Mother doesn’t respond, and I don’t expect her to. More than likely, this will shut her up for a day or so.

      I screenshot the article and text it to Tate. He responds quickly.

      Impressive. You’re going to have to show me your wrestling technique. You’re tiny but apparently quite lethal. Maybe I can be your WWE manager, and we can go on tour.

      His text makes me flash warm, and I fan myself with my hand at the fantasy of play-wrestling with him. We’d be in bed. I imagine me trying to push against his large body, and he’d flip me onto my back, trapping my wrists in his hands. He’d lean down to kiss me, slow and deep…

      I groan in frustration. While I’d thought I’d detected crackling sexual tension between us last night, in the cold light of day I realize that it might have been my boozy perception. There’s no indication that Tate’s going to make a move anytime soon. In fact, I’d probably made a fool of myself last night, when I cajoled him into dancing with me.

      Sighing, I stand up and make my way to the kitchen. First, I pour a cup of coffee, then do a deep dive into the fridge and Tate’s cabinets. As is typical when I travel, I’m not particularly hungry in the morning.

      Probably I should grab a magazine and lounge by the pool, but something in me wants to be more productive. Perhaps even—dare I say it—domestic?

      My eyes settle on a giant jar of orange blossom honey in the cabinet. While I never mastered the art of cooking, I can make an incredible layered honey cake. It’s my country’s national dessert, and I’d taken part in more than one royal festival where I had to bake my own. I could impress the hell out of Tate with my sweet cake. Americans love sugar.

      I take it out and turn the bottle around in my hands. It’s obviously some kind of gift—a red-and-white checkered cloth is attached to the lid with a ribbon. There’s a gift card affixed to the ribbon. I open it and read the neat cursive.

      A Jar of Honey for my Sweet

      xoxo

      I frown. Is this from an ex-girlfriend? A pang of irrational jealousy hits my gut. Would he mind if I used some of it? He said I could use anything in the cabinets, and this was front and center. I drum my fingers on my chin and scan the contents of the shelf. 

      Flour. Check. Baking soda. Check. I’d spied eggs and butter in the fridge. 

      Honey cake it is.

      Over the next half-hour, I busy myself by arranging my mise en place, getting everything in one place and prepared for cooking. For a bachelor, Tate has an impressive array of cookware, and I line up my bowls, measuring tools and pan. 

      I grab my mini speaker out of my suitcase and tap a music playlist on my phone. As bouncy Euro-pop fills the kitchen, I carefully measure my ingredients into different cups.

      Just as I’ve sifted the flour into the bowl, there’s a noise at the front door, as if someone’s jiggling the doorknob. 

      I glance up to see the top lock turning. Expecting to see Chunky wander in closely followed by Tate, I grin.

      And then gasp, because a blonde woman steps inside.

      “Oh!” she exclaims, pressing a hand to her chest.

      I grab a knife out of a nearby block. She must be paparazzi. How many more are behind her? I let out a low growl and rise up to my full five feet, two inches.

      “Get out,” I shout, holding the knife in my extended hand and advancing toward her. “You’ve done enough damage. I didn’t hesitate to wrestle the alligator, and I won’t hesitate in using this on you! I’ll...I’ll cut you!”

      Am I ridiculous, or what?

      The woman clears her throat, possibly trying not to laugh. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t know Tate had company!” Her right hand flutters in the air. “I just came by to drop off the ribs for tomorrow’s party. I have a key to Tate’s place. I’ll come back later.”

      I blink. The woman is gripping a cooler on wheels in her left hand. 

      “Um. You’re not a reporter?” I slowly lower the knife. Oh, hell, maybe Tate has a girlfriend after all. “Please don’t call the police. I wasn’t going to attack you, not really.”

      “Okay. Calm down. I’m Tate’s sister, Natalia.”

      Goodness. She does look familiar, from the photo. “Oh God. I’m so sorry.” I take several steps toward her and she backs up, propelling the cooler out the door. “No, no, please come in! Let me explain.”

      “Could you put the knife away please?” she says in a firm, growly voice, her eyes glittery and serious. I get the impression that this person is not someone to mess with.

      “Of course. Yes. Sorry.” I run into the kitchen and sheath the knife in the wooden block next to the others then hold both hands in the air. “I’m Tate’s…”

      She hesitantly moves into the kitchen. “Paranoid girlfriend?”

      “No. No! I’m a client.”

      She stops at the island and nods. “Client. Right. And you’re here making a cake at noon on a Saturday?”

      “It’s a long story,” I sigh, my eyes roaming over the ingredients laid out on the counter. I lower my hands and unwrap a stick of butter.

      She picks up the jar of honey. “Tasty. Mom gave all of us honey at Christmas. I’d tried to get Tate to give me his jar because I knew he wouldn’t use it.”

      “Your mom?” I chew on my cheek. 

      “Yeah, she likes to give us local products. This is from some bee guy near Orlando. Mom took a weekend-long beekeeping class from him once because she thought she would start an apiary here on Paradise Beach.”

      I nod. “I see. Uh, I’m making a honey cake.”

      Natalia fixes her curious, unblinking gaze on me, a faint smile crossing her lips. “You’re a beautiful woman. A client of Tate’s. And you’re in his house, alone, making a honey cake on a weekend. I sense there’s a story here. I’m going to put these ribs in the fridge. Mind if I pour myself some coffee so you can tell me what’s going on?”

      My jaw drops. Is everyone in his family so open and honest? She’s similar to Tate in her disarming matter-of-factness, but without his nurturing quality. Still, there’s something charming about her and it’s nice to have company. 

      “Sure. Pull up a chair,” I say. What the hell? Normally I’d be reserved and clam up. But since the world thinks I’m alligator wrestling in Florida, why not spend a few minutes telling Tate’s sister the truth? “It’s a doozy of a story.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two hours later, the cake is happily baking in the oven, Natalia and I are drinking coffee spiked with Kahlua, and she’s giving me advice about my life. We’re also cracking up over the absurdity of my fiancé-to-be.

      “You definitely can’t marry Jacques,” she says, her eyes rolling practically out of her head. “He sounds like a total tool. Don’t give in to your family. You’ll end up dying early from stress. And what if your mom really wants an heir? You’ll have to screw him. A man like that doesn’t deserve someone as badass as you.”

      I want to hug her because she’d called me badass, but my face crumples into a grimace at the mention of sleeping with Jacques. “I know, right? Ugh.”

      “You might have to give up your title. Or your crown. Or whatever you call it.” She shakes her head and her long, platinum blonde hair sways over one shoulder. “It’s a small price to pay for your freedom, girl.”

      I nod gravely. When I tell my story out loud to an impartial observer, the pieces fall into place. “No one’s ever done that in the history of my country.”

      She shrugs, and that’s when I notice she has flour on the tip of her nose. “Well-behaved women seldom make history.”

      I take a sip of my boozy coffee. “I like that quote.”

      Could I cut ties with my family, my country, my heritage? The questions churn uncomfortably in my mind. 

      “Any idea of where you’ll live, what you’ll do, if you give it all up?” she asks.

      I shrug. “I have money saved up, and I’m sure I can write a book about something to bring in more. I could live anywhere, I suppose. Really, I’d like to find a place where I could work with animals or help the environment. I want a regular life, like a normal person where I don’t have to worry about tabloid reporters stalking me.”

      “You looked pretty angry when I walked in, but now that you showed me the newspaper articles, I understand. And I promise not to sell your story. I barely read the news and wouldn’t even know how to sell a story. Plus, you’re too cool. And I know you mean business with that knife and all.”

      Laughter wells up in my chest. “Sorry about nearly attacking you. I guess I’m a hardened criminal now.”

      She giggles. “Do you have a boyfriend? Or a girlfriend?”

      I shake my head. 

      A little smile curls Natalia’s pink lips. “God, if you weren’t my brother’s client, my instincts tell me you two would be perfect for each other, given your mutual love of environmental stuff. We can’t get Tate to stop talking about climate change or the turtle nests on the beach here.”

      “I’m surprised he’s still single,” I murmur noncommittally, moving a bowl from the counter to the sink.

      “We all are. He dated someone a while back but broke up with her. She was more interested in being a lawyer’s wife. They didn’t have a lot in common, and I think the relationship was more of a physical thing, if you know what I mean.”

      My stomach drops at the mention of Tate’s ex. 

      For him to commit long term, the woman will have to share his values. He’s that kind of guy.” She hesitates for a beat and studies my face. “He also loves girls with dark hair and freckles. Uh, you have powdered sugar on your forehead. Or maybe it’s flour.”

      I’m about to stammer a response when the front door bursts open. Chunky does a sideways run-waddle to us. 

      Tate saunters in, a giant bouquet of scarlet roses in one hand. My insides become the consistency of that honey at the sight of him carrying the flowers.

      “Bella? Wow, it smells incredible in here. Like cake.” He pauses. “Aww, look who’s here. Hey, Nat. I guess you two have become acquainted. Why are you both covered in flour?”

      “Well, well,” Natalia murmurs, grinning wide and ping-ponging her head from him, to me, then back to him. “My instincts were correct about my big brother and the knife-wielding, alligator-wrestling princess.”
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      “Man, I think there’s definitely something between the two of you,” Remy says, then takes a long pull of his beer. “You can’t fool me.”

      We’re sitting at a table near the pool. Bella, Nat, Kate, and Sadie—Kate’s friend who runs the island’s pirate cruise—are batting a volleyball around in the water.

      “Nope,” I mutter to my brother. “And keep your voice down.”

      “What? They can’t hear us. Jesus, the pool’s Olympic sized, and we’re all the way over here. Look at her, bro. I can see the way she stares at you. She’s totally into you. Don’t tell me you didn’t hook up last night.”

      I take a sip of my gin and tonic. “We most certainly didn’t hook up last night. I’m her attorney, remember? Hooking up is off-limits.”

      At least until the judge releases me from her case. Which hopefully will happen this week. After that, all bets are off. Bella’s in the pool, the water line at her delicious breasts. She catches my eye and grins, and I return the smile.

      Remy smirks, and I notice his gaze sliding to Sadie, the pirate cruise owner, who has teamed up with Kate in stretching a net across the pool. He turns to me, fiddling with a bottle cap between his tanned, callused fingers.

      “So what did you do all day yesterday? Nat said that she baked a cake with Isabella, then you busted in with roses. That clearly weren’t for Nat. Or Mom.”

      I let out a sigh. “Yeah, that was probably inappropriate.”

      “What did you do yesterday if you didn’t hook up with the princess?”

      “I dunno. We grilled and talked.” I shrug, leaving out the part where I took two cold showers and went to bed early, feigning exhaustion. Being around Bella for that long left me in a throbbing, searing state of edgy lust—a feeling that’s occupying my body right now as I watch her bounce around the pool wearing nothing but a black bikini. She jumps out of the water and thwacks the ball, and I have to force myself not to stare. Or drool.

      “Grilled and talked. Exciting.” Remy shakes his head. 

      “We also walked Chunky. And checked out the sea turtle hatchlings on the beach.” The corners of my mouth lift at the memory of Bella’s squeals of delight when she saw the tiny turtles on the sand.

      “Oooh, watch out. We have a badass here who knows how to woo the ladies. Showing off the sea turtle hatchlings,” he chortles, holding up his hands and wagging his fingers. 

      “Shut the fuck up. She loves animals. That’s a big part of her life, charity work for the environment.”

      “Did she really attack that alligator? Was it Pete? Because I read an article that claimed she wrestled it in the canal and drowned it.”

      “No. She did nothing of the sort. Jesus. I don’t know if it was Pete.” I roll my eyes. “Look at her. She’s a hundred pounds soaking wet. Does she look like she could even wrestle Chunky?”

      He guffaws. “True, true. Listen, dude, if you’re trying to maintain a professional distance, you’re doing a terrible job.”

      “Pfft. Am not.”

      “What about when you no longer represent her? What then? All bets off?”

      I stare at him, hard. “You’ve been a pain in my ass since you were born, you know that?”

      He grins.

      “Where’s Ma and Dad, anyway?”

      Remy lifts a shoulder. “Should be here soon. They were talking to Max and Lauren about wedding stuff and said they’d come over afterward. They’re deciding on the location today.”

      A scowl crosses my face. “I thought they were going to wait until Damien got back. And I thought they were getting married on the beach.”

      “They are. They claim it’s going to take at least a year to plan the event, though. And Lauren doesn’t know if she wants the guests to be facing the Gulf or at an angle.”

      “That’s going to be a mission, their wedding. I don’t get the impression Lauren’s going to be as chill as Kate was a few months ago.”

      “Hell no. Leave it to Max to marry someone high maintenance.”

      I snort. “I think Max is higher maintenance than Lauren.”

      We both chuckle. Our older brother is the most organized, exacting person in our family. The rest of us are pretty laid back. Max? Type A all the way. And Lauren’s not far behind.

      “Yeah, I saw him poring over sunset times. He wants to say his vows at exactly five minutes before the sun dips below the horizon. Let’s just call him Groomzilla from now on,” Remy says, shaking his head.

      “Guys!” Natalia’s girlish voice echoes through the enclosed pool area. “C’mon. We need two more people so we can play a game.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice. I kick ass in pool volleyball,” Remy says, tapping on his phone. “Let me change the playlist.” He turns the volume up on the wireless speaker—of course my brother likes eighties metal—and Mötley Crüe replaces my indie rock.

      He shoots out of his chair and into the water. I suspect he wants to get his hands on Sadie, the tattooed, curvy, pirate ship captain. He immediately joins her and Kate.

      “Fine,” I grumble, going over to the other side of the pool to join my sister and Bella. I’m wary of being in close proximity to her in that bikini, and I slide into the water and stand near Nat. 

      Bella bounces over, grinning. Focus on her eyes. Her eyes. Not lower.

      “You ready?” she murmurs.

      “Uh, yeah. Definitely.”

      On the other side of the net, Sadie spins and tosses the ball. “I’ll serve,” she calls out.

      She thwacks the ball, and my sister easily bats it back. After a slow volley where we all hit the ball a few times, competition heats up.

      Unfortunately—or fortunately, for my dick—this means that Bella and I crash into each other often. Somehow we’re both diving for the ball at the same time, or she’s in my space, or I’m behind her. We clasp hands underwater, she tickles my arm. 

      I stand close behind her, enough to feel her body heat. 

      She bends forward, sending her butt into my crotch. “Sorry,” she giggles. 

      “No apology needed.” I brush against her then move to the side.

      Nat’s several feet away, her hands on her hips, rolling her eyes.

      We’re also getting beat by Remy’s team, probably because Bella and I keep diving for the ball and missing it. 

      “Focus, you two,” Nat hollers, while Bella and I splash each other, laughing hysterically and generally goofing off.

      “We’re focusing,” I retort, eyeballing Bella’s jiggling breasts.

      “Yeah, focusing on each other,” Nat mutters. “Losers.”

      At one point, Sadie climbs on Remy’s shoulders, which inspires Bella to do the same with me. I’m gripping her shins, trying to will away my erection—thank God, my crotch is underwater so no one can see—and she’s thwacking the ball across the net.

      As we’re all whooping and shouting, the sliding glass door opens. It’s Ma.

      “Just wanted to stick my head in and say hi, kids. I also brought the key lime pies.”

      Now, there are three things that Remy loves most in the world. Women, fishing, and key lime pie. Not necessarily in that order. He lets out a grunt and tosses Sadie into the water.

      “Hey,” she yelps, pinching his butt as he swims to the pool steps.

      “Pie break,” he hollers. Nat hoists herself out of the pool.

      Dammit. This means I’ll have to let go of Bella. She slides down my back and one of her bikini ties—a long, black strand, flops over my shoulder and sticks to my skin. 

      She gasps in my ear and tightens her grip around my neck. 

      “You’re strangling me a little,” I choke.

      “Uh-oh,” she says in my ear, letting up on my throat. “Sorry. I can‘t move much.”

      “What? Why?” 

      “My top just came untied at the neck and at the back.” Laughing, she presses herself tighter against me. “If I move, it’ll fall off entirely. The only reason it’s still in place is because it’s squashed between me and your back.”

      Which means the only thing separating her tits from my bare back is an untethered scrap of fabric. My heart races. 

      “Okay, so what should we do?” What I want is for her to release her death grip from my neck, allow me to turn around, and let the bikini float away.

      While I devour her in the pool.

      I glance through the glass. Probably not the best idea while my entire family is on the other side of the glass door, eating key lime pie. 

      “Um, are you able to carry me to the changing room over there?” She points to the small, closet-like space.

      “I can do that, sure.”

      With her clinging to my back, I try to ignore my erection as I make my way through the waist-deep water and up the three steps. I don’t need to glance down to know that my wet bathing suit is sticking to my crotch, highlighting my erection. 

      Remy slides open the glass door. “You guys gonna get pie—oh! Never mind.” He scurries back inside and slides the door firmly shut.

      “Ignore him,” I murmur, hoping Bella can’t see the tenting in my swim shorts. She giggles and presses her forehead into my neck. Fuck. I can feel her hot breath on my skin. Goosebumps race down my arms.

      I swing open the changing room door and step in. The light’s on a motion sensor, and it blazes to life. The door is on a spring, so it slams shut behind us.

      “You climb down, and I won’t look, ‘kay?” There’s a full mirror on one side of the room, and if I were to turn my head, I’d see everything. But I’m too much of a gentleman to do that.

      She slides off my body slowly, and I release her legs from my hands. 

      “Thanks. Would you help me, please?”

      I turn, and she’s holding her bikini to her chest. Which means she’s cupping her own breasts. Which means my dick is getting harder by the second. 

      Her dark hair is wet and slicked back, and water beads on her tan skin. The slope of her narrow shoulders, her pink lips, her bright, amber-colored eyes, render me speechless. She’s so gorgeous I can barely think straight.

      I’m not sure where to stand, the space is so small. I’m also not sure what to do with my hands, because they’re practically twitching from the desire to grab Bella and haul her roughly into my chest. Into my mouth. Into my cock.

      She’s so little, I’d probably snap her bones.

      I allow my arms to hang limply at my sides, but I make fists with my hands, then flex my fingers wide. I do this twice. I am her attorney, remember? Just because she’s almost naked and wet and looking at me like she expects a kiss doesn’t mean I have to kiss her.

      It just means I want to kiss her, more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my entire life.

      “Tate?” she whispers.

      “Bella?” I respond, also in a whisper.

      She steps forward an inch. I lean in an inch. My eyes go to the hollow of her throat, where I spy her pulse beating fast. Her hands, which are still on her breasts, brush against the bare skin of my chest. She looks up, into my eyes, and blinks slowly. Her lips part, then press together. 

      With a slow, teasing motion, she licks her top lip, then her bottom, and that’s when I lose all control.
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      Tate lowers his head slowly.

      My lips part in shock for a split second, but am I surprised? No, not really. I knew exactly what I was doing when I stood there, breathless, staring into his eyes.

      I knew what I was doing when I clasped my palms over my breasts.

      I knew what I was doing when I inched closer to him, seeking the heat of his sculpted body.

      Funny thing is, I’ve never been a seductress. I’ve always been the down-to-earth girl, the reliable friend, the cute-but-never-hot woman. I’ve never had wild hookups, crazy sex, or even many boyfriends. My experience with men has been limited, mostly because I haven’t wanted to deal with the inevitable fallout from a public breakup.

      The plain princess.

      But something about the way Tate looks at me makes me feel anything but plain. He lights a proverbial fire inside me, and the yearning I have for him makes me ache with want. Somehow, I don’t care about what comes next. I’m not worried about whether he’ll sell our story to a tabloid.

      I trust him.

      Right now, as his lips are about to touch mine, my entire body sparks and flares. I’ve never felt this level of desire. Not once in my thirty years. Could there be a connection between trust and lust? I roll this around in my mind as his mouth nears mine.

      “Can I? Please?” he whispers. 

      I nod enthusiastically, unable to utter a word because my heart’s hammering in my chest. 

      His lips are soft. Gentle, at first, but only for a few seconds.

      The kiss turns punishing and urgent, as if he’s trying to consume me and only has a few moments left on earth. The contact between our lips is so intense that I feel it in every cell of my body. The heat between us is so scorching it’s possible the beads of pool water on our bodies could turn from cool drops to a boiling temperature any second.

      He grasps my face in both of his big hands and devours my mouth. Tongues become involved, and I moan in his mouth.

      Then, he stops. He doesn’t let go of my face, but he stops kissing me. The absence is unbearable. I surge forward, but he holds me in place, not allowing another kiss. Ugh. What’s going on? Why is he denying me his lips? Did I do something wrong? 

      Does he hate the way I kiss?

      “Please?” Now I’m the one begging. “Kiss me.”

      Our mouths hover against one another’s, and I feel his warm, tonic-scented breath on my skin. We’re both breathing hard.

      I open my eyes and notice his dark eyelashes brushing his cheekbones. They’re so full I’m envious.

      “Why are you stopping?” I murmur.

      His eyelids open, and he tilts his head to the side. While staring at me with those intense, liquid chocolate-colored eyes, he slides his hands slowly down my neck. Down my shoulders, landing on my hands. I’m sure he can feel my heartbeat.

      Together, we ease my bikini top away from my body, and our arms slowly fall to our sides. His gaze lowers to my breasts, and I tremble a little because he’s staring. My nipples are hard, pinkish-brown peaks. The skin surrounding them is covered in goosebumps.

      I’m panting in anticipation of his touch.

      “Goddamn it, Bella,” he growls, running both his hands through his hair and moving back a half step.

      I blink a few times, and my eyes land on his erection that’s evident in his wet swimsuit. My mouth literally waters, and I focus on his stomach and six-pack abs. I imagine kissing those abs. Oof. Maybe I should stare at his face instead because it’s too inappropriate to gape at his body. When my eyes focus on his forehead, I notice his brows are knit together in a scowl.

      “Tate? You look angry.”

      He comes at me again, his mouth crashing against mine. This kiss is deeper, longer, hotter. I wrap my arms around his neck, reveling in the pleasurable sensation of my bare chest sliding against his, the water on our bodies now turning to sweat. 

      Our skin’s the same temperature. Which is approximately the same as the surface of the sun.

      He lets out a soft groan when I rub my breasts against the hard wall of his chest.

      “What are you doing to me?” His voice is rough, desperate.

      “I love the way you kiss,” I whisper in response against his lips.

      He dips his head, staring at my breasts, then cups them with his large hands. He takes a huge inhale. I stop breathing as his thumbs caress my nipples.

      I’m dimly aware that the door’s probably not locked, that his family is in the other house, that at any point, someone could bust into this changing room next to the pool and catch us. His family seems nice and all, but people do weird things around royalty. One of them could snap a photo of us and send it to the tabloids within seconds.

      And I’d be topless. Powerless. Dignity-less. (Is that a word?)

      But you know what? I don’t care. Not even a little. Because the feeling of Tate’s hands on my skin is too amazing. I’m willing to risk everything for this experience. His slow caress of my breasts is making me wet, and I need him right now.

      He cuts me off mid-gasp with another devastating smooch.

      Within a few seconds, he’s hauling me up against his big body and simultaneously sitting on the bench that’s up against one wall. I straddle him, and things get fierce.

      All the pent-up lust of the past few days pours out. I grind against him, hands in his hair, pulling. He’s squeezing my breast with one hand, my ass with another, and I’m biting his bottom lip. He lets out another growl, and I moan. Never have I acted like this with a man. I’m in some sort of sex frenzy.

      Then I catch myself. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be so forward.”

      He clasps my face in his hands and puts his forehead to mine. He moves his head back and forth, as if he’s trying to talk himself, and me, out of this.

      “This is wrong.”

      I scowl. “Why?”

      “I’m your attorney. I can’t do this. It’s unethical.”

      “You can’t, or you don’t want to?”

      He lifts his head and looks at me like I’m crazy. “Of course I want to. Don’t you feel this?”

      He places his hands on my hips and rocks me back and forth on his hard length. Slow. I let my head fall back, captivated by the rhythm and the feeling of the bikini bottom fabric rubbing against my clit. I’m getting wetter by the second.

      “You like that?” he asks in a whisper. “Does that feel good?”

      “Oh God, yes,” I murmur, my jaw dropping at the realization that he’s not only extremely hard, but quite big in that department, too. “Oh my. Oh wow.”

      He stops moving my hips, and I huff in protest.

      “Yeah. Wow is right. My dick is rock solid, and I’m ready to be inside of you right here, right now. Even though my family’s in the living room and there’s no lock on this door.”

      I pause. “I should be scandalized by that information, but my first thought is, yes, please.”

      He rests his head on my shoulder, his body quaking from laughter. Giggles erupt in my chest, then escape my mouth. We’re now hanging onto each other tight, chortling.

      I lean back to hoot a laugh, and his chuckles fade. His hands caress my breasts, and I allow my eyes to flutter shut. 

      “Why is this so bad? So what if you’re my attorney? This feels so good.”

      He sighs and continues to roll my nipples in between his fingers. “I could get into a lot of trouble if anyone found out.”

      “I’m not going to tell.” I open my eyes, and our gazes lock.

      “The Florida Bar says an attorney cannot engage in sexual conduct with a client that exploits or adversely affects the interests of the client or the lawyer-client relationship.”

      I stare at him, my eyes narrowing. “But if you’re going to hand my case to another attorney, who cares?”

      “I did some research yesterday when I was at the office.” 

      “You researched whether you could sleep with me?”

      Grinning, he nods. “Sort of.” 

      His palms circle my breasts, and then he shudders, shaking his head and lifting his hands from my skin. “A ruling was handed down in Florida Bar v. Bryant.”

      I flutter kisses over his cheek, making sure I brush my nipple against his chest. “What were the circumstances in that case?”

      He clears his throat. “Two strippers paid an attorney with sex.”

      “Councilor, I’m not paying you with sex. I’ll gladly pay you cash for your legal services and give you the sex for free.”

      When he laughs, it’s as if his entire body is rippling with happiness. 

      “Sorry. You apparently bring out the wanton wild woman in me.”

      “No, I’m quite enjoying that part of you and your teasing. It’s like torture. But I love it.”

      “I admire you for being so ethical. But under the circumstances, do you have to be quite this ethical?”

      His hands go to my hair, which is probably a tangled, wet nest. He smooths it back.

      “Bella, what am I going to do with you?”

      “Tell your family to leave and take me to bed?” I blurt.

      His smile is so wolfish yet sweet that I can’t help but grin. “I can’t. I’m sorry. Not right now. Even if my family wasn’t here, I couldn’t.”

      I scrunch my eyes shut. As sexually frustrated as I am, I also admire that Tate’s sticking to his principles. That tells me more about him as a man than almost anything else he’s done so far. 

      “I understand. And it’s okay. Still, figures the first time I’ve been truly forward with a man, he rejects me.”

      Tate wraps his muscular arms around me, and I melt into his body. He speaks low, into my ear, and my entire body shimmers. “This isn’t a rejection, babe. It’s a pause, okay? Until you formally get another attorney. Because trust me, I want you just as bad. So the minute I’m not your attorney, I’m taking you to bed.”
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      “Isn’t there a back door, or a secret VIP entrance, or something?” I warily eye the peach-colored stucco façade of the courthouse, a sprawling Mediterranean Revival building with a terra-cotta tile roof. 

      Tate chuckles and slides his gaze to me. He flips a blinker and slows to turn into a parking lot across from the courthouse. “You know, that’s the first time you’ve shown your royal privilege.”

      I scowl and scoot down in my seat. “Is there a special entrance for us? What if some famous politician were arrested? Or Angelina Jolie? Surely she wouldn’t have to use the front entrance.”

      “No. There isn’t a special entrance. We have to walk in like everyone else. So would Angelina Jolie. And I don’t think I’ve ever represented a client who’s asked to go into the VIP entrance of the courthouse.”

      “Yeah, well, your other clients didn’t have to face the tabloids. Didn’t you say you’ve never argued a case in criminal court? Angelina Jolie would understand if she was falsely arrested for attacking an alligator.” I brush a few strands of Chunky’s fur off my black dress. I tap my chest with my index finger. “You’re dealing with a felon here, mister.”

      Tate pulls into a parking space next to a squat palm tree. “Babe. We drove past the building three times and didn’t see any media trucks or photographers. Maybe those two guys the other night weren’t paparazzo.”

      “Paparazzi. Plural.” I glance at him. He shaved off the stubble this morning, so his skin is soft-looking, and his jawline has a masculine, sharp edge. I had to stop myself from reaching over the console and touching him at least five times on the drive here.

      “Whatever. Maybe they were tourists or nature photographers.”

      “I highly doubt it.” I narrow my eyes at him. “Why don’t you believe me?”

      He sighs and takes my hand and rubs my knuckles with his thumb. “I do believe you. But you have to be brave. We can’t get out of this court hearing today. We’re going to hope for the best and fight. If the media shows up, it’s no biggie.”

      Yeah, right. He’s never been in the middle of a scrum. Never been the target of the cameras. He has no idea how relentless they are or how vulnerable it makes one feel.

      I square my shoulders. “Fine. Let’s do this. Are you sure I can’t directly tell the judge what happened? Wouldn’t that speed the process along? If only we could just sit together over tea, I’m sure we could work it all out. This is all so absurd.”

      Again, Tate laughs. If he weren’t so handsome, I’d be annoyed. But part of the reason I’m so anxious to get this afternoon over is so we can return to his house and finish what we’d started the previous day.

      That’s what he’s done to me. Turned me into a wanton, lusty creature who thinks about sex in the face of a dire situation. Even now, I want to stroke him like a bunny because he looks so delicious in that midnight blue suit and scarlet-hued tie.

      I squeeze his fingers, and he continues laughing.

      Last night after his family left was excruciating. We tried to watch a television program. He’d sat in a chair, and I was ten feet away on the sofa, but the sexual pull was too strong. Just looking at him and remembering his huge hands on my breasts gave me screaming thigh sweats.

      All I’d wanted was to crawl on his lap and kiss him. Which I knew was inappropriate, because he’d been so firm in his boundaries. I’d gone silent and probably came off as brooding and petulant.

      Finally, I gave up, went into the bedroom with Chunky, and read a book. Unfortunately, all I’d brought on my e-reader was erotic romance, which made me hornier and edgier than before. 

      This is all contributing to my foul mood this afternoon. I scowl in his direction and let go of his hand. Reaching for my purse, I search for a mint, and offer one to Tate. He opens his mouth, and I set it on his tongue. I pop one into my mouth and chew it within seconds. 

      “What? Are you laughing at me?”

      “Babe, you’re the best. No, I’m not laughing at you. And yes, it probably would be better if we could sit together over tea. But that’s not how the American legal system works.”

      With a grunt, I let myself out of the SUV, my high heels striking the asphalt. As we walk, he dons a pair of Ray Bans and grins. I can no longer fight back a smile and smooth an invisible wrinkle at the hem of my sheath dress. Openly check him out, studying his smooth, sharp jaw.

      “You like the clean shaven me better?”

      We pause at the pedestrian crosswalk across the street from the courthouse. There are no visible media people anywhere in sight, thank God. “I’m not sure. I can’t decide. Both have immense positives.”

      “I figured it would be more professional for the court hearing. And it will be more comfortable for you later on. You know, against your skin and everything. I didn’t want you to get beard burn on your chin or neck…or inner thighs.” He jabs the crossing button and chuckles low.

      Oh, dear. The thought of his smooth face against any of those places sends a sharp, searing heat through me. I fan myself with the folder I’m carrying. 

      “Is it always this hot at this time of year in Florida?”

      Tate looks down at me. “I think it’s unseasonably hot this year, Ms. Grimmelshausen.”

      This morning I’d taught him to pronounce my last name, but he still says it in an adorable American accent that makes me giggle—even under these tense circumstances. The light changes, and the white pedestrian symbol flashes. Taking a deep breath, I step off the curb. We’re silent as we walk across the street and up the courthouse steps. 

      He opens the door for me, and I steel myself. The first thing I see is the metal detector. 

      The second thing I see are a dozen camera lenses, pointing right at me.

      “Holy shit,” Tate hisses in my ear.

      “Buckle up, buttercup,” I respond.
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* * *

      The judge raps the gavel against his desk, the crack making me jump a little in my seat. I look at Tate, who’s on my left. He looks at my new attorney, who is on my right. The new attorney looks at me, his mouth in a slant.

      “A partial victory,” Tate says in a low voice. 

      “That was effing insane,” the other attorney mutters, hastily gathering his paperwork that’s on the table. 

      I paste on a tight smile, because that’s what I always do in public. “I should have warned you it would get out of control.”

      “And I think it’s about to get even worse, from the looks of things. I’ve got a plan, though,” Tate says, eyeing the rows of eagle-eyed tabloid reporters sitting in the courtroom benches, smack between us and the exit. We all lean in, our faces inches from each other’s. I’m grinding my tenth mint of the day to dust between my molars. 

      “Let’s tell them we’ll make a statement outside, on the steps. You talk, Bella and I will nod and smile, and then we’ll slip away while you’re answering questions.” 

      My new attorney, a tall, thin man with a hipster handlebar moustache and a blue and white seersucker suit, grunts in agreement.

      We all stand, and Tate keeps his hand on my mid-back as we move from the defendant’s table and into the public area of the court. We’re immediately swarmed by reporters and can barely move.

      “Back off, you know you’re not supposed to do this in here,” a bailiff warns in a bored voice. 

      We take a few steps, the reporters ignoring the bailiff. They’re too close now, and I shrink into Tate’s body. I loathe being in crowds, and my heart speeds up from the anxiety of how close all the people are to my skin. As we shuffle to the door, reporters fire off question after question.

      “Did you wrestle the alligator, Your Highness?” I’m silent, and Tate rolls his eyes.

      “Why aren’t the royal attorneys from Montignac here representing you?” Now I’m rolling my eyes.

      “I spoke with your Mother last week. She said you’ve accepted Prince Jacques’ marriage proposal. So what are you doing here in Florida? Do you have a secret lover?” That reporter has a snotty British accent, and I have to focus on my feet, otherwise I’m liable to retort with profanity. Or a punch to his eyeball.

      Just then, a beefy video journalist shoves the reporter asking that question, sending him into me. I’m not sure if it was intentional—it probably wasn’t—but it sets off a chain of unintended events. I wobble and nearly topple over.

      Tate snatches me closer, his arm around my waist. And he snarls at the reporter, who apologizes.

      My other attorney mutters a profanity under his breath. 

      The bailiff springs into action. “No questions in the courthouse! This is your second warning. Everyone out! Now! Otherwise I’m going to start making arrests.” 

      Two more bailiffs materialize—where were they before?—and the reporters disperse to a manageable distance. The bailiffs walk with us, a buffer from the scrum, until we get to the exit.

      Tate tells the media to stand a respectful distance away, and they comply, probably because the trio of bailiffs are now joined by five police officers. 

      By now, I’m in a daze. I go through the motions of the news conference—it’s a lot of bluster and legalese on the part of my new attorney. I smile and nod, and when my lawyer’s finished speaking, Tate and I briskly walk away. 

      And are immediately surrounded by reporters once again.

      We break into a fast walk. Beads of sweat bloom on my forehead, and I take each step with care, praying I won’t roll an ankle in these heels. 

      It kind of feels like that night in the bar, except Chunky’s not with us and by the time we get into the SUV, we’re not laughing.

      Tate fires up the ignition and punches the car in reverse.

      “Uh, watch out for that guy with the boom mic. You might run him over,” I point out.

      “Don’t give a crap if I do,” he growls, barely missing the guy’s foot.

      We drive for several moments in tense silence, and he flips on the radio to a satellite news station.

      This just in…The European princess accused of molesting an alligator on Paradise Beach gets a new attorney.

      The hearing for the royal princess was held at the county court in Sarasota Monday, and Judge George P. Brennan repeatedly tangled with tabloid reporters during the proceedings. The judge even ordered three men from a London newspaper out of the courtroom because court officials found them secretly videotaping the proceedings.

      Paradise Beach Police accuse Princess Isabella Grimmelshausen of Montignac of harassing wildlife. She was also arrested for assaulting a law enforcement officer, but the state attorney declined to file that charge.

      Her attorney, Tate Hastings, withdrew from the case. Criminal Defense attorney John Trevi has stepped in to represent her. 

      Here he is, speaking about his royal client.

      “I’m confident that Ms. Grimmelshausen will be exonerated. These charges are scurrilous at best…”

      I stab the radio button off. “Well, at least the new lawyer can correctly pronounce my full name.”

      I peer at Tate, and my heart sinks into a puddle. His dark brows furrow, and he’s biting his lip. His expression is both anguished and furious. 

      This is all due to me, and my entire body deflates with that realization. It’s enough to make me sob, and I steel myself. We’ve got a half-hour ride back to the house, and I must hold it together until I can cry in private.

      I focus my gaze out the window at the passing cars. There are a lot of men who would kill to be with a rich princess. Some of them wouldn’t mind the media attention. A few would revel in it.

      But Tate doesn’t care about money, status, or fame. And now that he’s seen what my life is really like, I doubt he’ll want anything to do with me.
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      Tate’s eyes are still wild and unfocused. He grimaces and turns up the air conditioner.

      “You’ve never been in a scrum like that, have you?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Do they always ask such personal questions, or is this a special occasion?”

      I flash back to one of the reporters’ shouted queries. “Is your marriage to Prince Jacques a done deal?” I hadn’t responded, because I was too busy shaking with anger—and trying to keep Tate away from the guy.

      “It’s always like this. It’s one of the reasons I like to disappear on charity work in Southeast Asia. It’s harder and more expensive for the media to get to. And it’s boring. Me doing boring, nice things aren’t newsworthy.” I roll my eyes.

      Tate runs a hand through his hair, and that’s when I notice his crisp red tie is slightly askew. Probably from sprinting when we crossed the street, trying to dodge the cameras. “I feel like I’ve aged five years in two hours.”

      My stomach sinks. There’s no way this man will want to touch me with a ten-foot pole after witnessing that slice of chaos that is my life. 

      “I don’t want to say I told you so, but, I told you so. They’re relentless.”

      “I get why it would be this way for the royal family in London. But you…” His voice trails off as he accelerates onto the bridge leading to Paradise Beach. His eyes flit to the rear-view mirror. “No offense, you’re amazing. But you’re not commonly known royalty, at least not in the U.S. Dammit, are they following us? I think they are. What alternate universe are we in?”

      I stare out the window at the blue water surrounding the bridge. “You’re in a parallel universe where people care about petty things and petty people. I’m used to it by now, which is why I try to travel undercover as much as possible. And try to stay out of the limelight. And no, we’re not household names, although we are better known in Europe. Which is why all these reporters came today.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve had to live like that your entire life.” 

      My teeth pierce my bottom lip to keep it from quivering. I shoot him a quick glance. Uh oh. Then I turn back to the window. He’s such a good-natured, happy person—and now he’s scowling and obviously angry.

      “Sorry,” I whisper, then take a huge inhale and regulate my shaky voice. “At least you’re no longer my attorney.”

      “Well, I’m sorry the judge didn’t drop the charge. I think it’s a good sign that the state attorney didn’t file the assault charge, though. This case will be wrapped up in no time with Trevi on board.”

      He reaches for my hand, and we give each other sad, tired smiles. We’re silent for the rest of the way back, but I can’t help noticing how many times he’s glancing in the side and rear mirrors. And how he’s driving faster than usual. And how his normally smiling mouth is slanted into a grim line.

      The photographers follow us all the way to Tate’s gated community, and he releases my hand. Fortunately, there’s a line of cars waiting to get inside the guest entrance, and we sail through the resident gate, which clangs shut before any of the press can slip through.

      I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding. “It feels so safe here,” I whisper, almost to myself.

      He roars into the driveway, then hesitates. “No, we should park inside, it’s probably better that way,” he mutters, then pushes a remote attached to the sun visor. The garage door opens, the lights automatically blaze on, and he pulls the car in as the mechanized sound of the wide door grinds and echoes through the windowless room.

      The garage is the one place in the house I haven’t seen, and it’s a clean, organized space, with bicycles and kayaks and other sports equipment hung on hooks attached to the walls.

      My eyes land on a kayak. If only I were a regular person. Tate and I could go on the water together, unmolested. Spend a day laughing and talking in nature. A lump forms in my throat because I know I’ll never be able to have that with him.

      I open the door and climb out, moving slowly as if I’m in pain. I guess I probably am; there’s a decidedly strained mood hanging in the air between us. All because of me and my royal bullshit life.

      Earlier, I thought we’d gleefully devour each other the second we were able. I’d imagined how he’d pull me inside the front door and press me against a wall in the foyer, kissing me until I was breathless.

      Now, we’re five feet apart and trudging into his house through a side door. Tate tosses his briefcase on a table and shrugs out of his jacket, which he deposits on the back of a chair. He flops on the sofa, head dropped back, eyes closed. 

      Hesitant, I sit next to him, perched on the sofa’s edge with my legs crossed at the ankles. I twine my fingers together. “I’m so sorry.”

      He presses the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Please stop apologizing.”

      My gaze goes to my feet, which are rubbed raw by the tight, black heels. I search my brain for a response, but I can’t think of one. 

      “I’m going to rest for a while,” I say quietly.

      As I stand, I send a silent plea to Tate, begging him to stop me. To grab my wrist and pull me into his lap. To wrap those strong arms around me. To kiss me and tell me it’s all going to be okay.

      But he doesn’t. Realistically, it probably isn’t going to be okay, not between us, anyway. The events at court today burst our joyful little bubble. He now understands who I am.

      And he can’t handle it. Can’t blame him for that, can I?

      With my head held high, I walk slowly to the guest room down the hall. The door closes with a whisper. I sink onto the bed, tears welling in my eyes.

      This is another reason why I’ve never gotten too involved with a man. Eventually, they’d see what my life is about. I didn’t want the inevitable heartbreak when they decided that this life wasn’t for them. The few guys I’ve been with, mostly when I was in college and more reckless, were either royals themselves or connected to royal families.

      They knew the game.

      Now that I’m older and actually want a relationship—and now that I’ve found someone I adore—it’s harder to ask someone to be part of this insanity.

      I really care for you, Tate. Hope you don’t mind a life of scrutiny, rumors, and annoying crowds of tabloid photographers. You cool with that?

      A fat tear rolls down my cheek, and just as I’m wiping it away with my fingers, there’s a soft knock on the door.

      “Bella?”

      “Yes?” I look up, through my tear-stained lashes.

      “Can I come in?”

      I sniffle. “I guess.”

      The door opens, and Tate walks in. His jaw is clenched so hard that the muscles are pulsing and bunching. This is the end of us. I can totally feel it. I heave a sigh, figuring I should get this over with. I pat the space next to me on the bed, and he sits.

      “You don’t have to explain,” I say through my tears. “I get it.”

      “Get what? Explain what?” He blinks rapidly.

      “That you can’t handle being with me, that it’s best if we don’t go any further, that you no longer want me. I understand. Today was a lot, and it would scare any man off. It’s too much to ask of you.”

      He cups my face and turns my head toward him. I lift my eyes and notice his facial muscles have relaxed. “I’m sorry. I wish it could be different,” I say.

      “Bella. You’re wrong. About everything.”

      I sniffle in response and give him a sad smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to spare my feelings. You’re so sweet.”

      “Yes, it’s infuriating, what happened. But I do want to be with you. So much.”

      My eyebrows lower. “You do?”

      He nods. “I hate that they asked you about Jacques. I didn’t stop you from coming in here because I was sitting on the sofa trying to manage my rage.”

      “Rage about what?” Now I’m really confused.

      “About the questions the reporters asked. The questions about Jacques were all lies, right? Weren’t they?”

      “You mean the ones about how my mother made a statement regarding my engagement with Jacques? How it’s a done deal? How I’ll start the formal engagement process when I return?” I wince at the idea. 

      God help me if I see Mother or Jacques anytime soon, because I feel the familiar red fog of rage swirling in my gut just thinking about them and their stupidity.

      “Yeah. Those questions. Is there something more about this situation that you want to tell me? Because I can’t get more involved if you’re just going to leave and marry him out of obligation. I don’t mess with married, or soon-to-be, married women.”

      I squint at him. “What?”

      “I’m getting involved with you. I’m falling for you, Bella.”

      Awareness surges through my body, and it finally registers what he’s trying to say.

      “Oh, Tate.” I fall against his chest, and he wraps his arms around me. I breathe in and out, trying to steady my heartbeat, then pull away so I can look him in the eye. The intensity of my feelings for him makes me unsteady, and I have to gather a fistful of the duvet to feel grounded. “What do you want to hear from me?”

      “I want you to tell me the truth. What are your plans with Jacques? Did your mother say all that? Are you going to marry him?”

      “Do you really want to know?” 

      “I can handle it, regardless. I just want to know. Because if you are, I can’t be with you. The reporters’ questions got me thinking. Guess I should’ve asked them earlier. Or maybe I was under the impression that you were straight with me about Jacques when we talked the other night. But it’s better if we talk about this now than if we sleep together and talk later.”

      I swallow hard. Until this moment, my future has been up in the air. But it’s time to make a decision. “My mother routinely leaks things to the tabloids. So, yes, she probably did say those things.”

      A red flush creeps across Tate’s cheekbones. “Does that mean I’m just a final fling, a diversion before you become queen?”

      I rear back as if he’d slapped me. “God, no! I’m going to renounce my title and allowance. We’re not getting married. I’d never be with you if I thought I’d end up marrying another man. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “Really?” he whispers.

      “Honest to God. But I’m not giving up my title for you. Or because of you. I’m doing this for me and doing it regardless of what happens between us.”

      “I’m sorry for asking. The idea of you ending up with Jacques makes me ill.” 

      “You and me both.”

      “Even if nothing happens between us, I want you to be happy. And I don’t believe you’ll be happy with him. Or as a queen.”

      There’s that lump in my throat again. How is he so in tune with my true nature? I nod and stare at my feet. 

      “Quick question: do you want something to happen between us?” I look up to see him wrinkling his brow.

      I rest my hand on his muscular thigh and give it a possessive squeeze. “Yes, I very much want us to happen. If you’ll have me, with all this craziness and with all my royal baggage.”

      His fingers go into my hair, undoing the clip that’s holding my severe bun together. My hair spills onto my shoulders, and he runs his fingers through the strands. 

      “That feels so…” The words die in my throat when he strokes my cheek with his thumb, sending sparks showering through my body.

      Out the corner of my eye, I spot our reflection in a mirror. His giant hand on my delicate cheekbone. His sharp jaw in contrast with my soft hair. His muscular, bronze body next to my smaller one. The image steals the breath from my lungs.

      We are beautiful together.

      He notices what I’m staring at and presses his mouth to my neck, right below my earlobe. I let out a little moan.

      “See what a perfect couple we make?” he murmurs. “The only crazy thing is how much I want you.”
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      It defies logic how much I want this woman. 

      As I seize her mouth with mine, I grow hot all over. I’m on the verge of sweating through my clothes. This isn’t want, my feelings for her.

      It’s need. Sheer, raging, need. And probably one other emotion too, a word I’m not equipped to analyze at this moment because lust is most certainly clouding my judgment. 

      Or maybe that other emotion is making everything hazy and unfocused. Who the hell knows? That flash of jealousy I displayed when I asked about Jacques was out of character, that’s for sure.

      A soft, breathy moan slips from her mouth, and I almost come unhinged with animalistic lust.

      Right now, I’m concentrating on two things: us getting naked and me giving her the most mind-blowing orgasm she’s ever had. Two of them, even. Or more. Normally I’m no slouch in this department when I’m with a woman, but today I’m uncharacteristically nervous.

      This is my opportunity to show her we’re as physically compatible as we are intellectually matched. At the end of tonight, I don’t want her to have any doubt I’m the man for her.

      I slide my hands to cup her head—I love holding her face like this, it’s strangely intimate—and kiss her slow. My tongue runs across her bottom lip, and she purrs like a kitten, a feminine, faint noise that makes my stomach tighten with blind desire. 

      Then there’s her scent. It’s jasmine, I’m sure of that, but also with hints of sandalwood, I think. She smells crisp and classy. Way too classy for me, but I’m not going to argue, because I feel like I’m being given the gift of a lifetime every time she kisses me.

      The sounds of her shoes hitting the wood floor make two dull thuds. One of my hands releases her face, and I rest my fingers on her bare thigh. I’ve been sneaking glances at her smooth, bronze legs all day and longing to touch her curves.

      Now that I’m actually caressing her leg, I suck in a sharp breath. My touch is gentle at first, and she seems to like it because she parts her legs a couple of inches. 

      I allow my hand to skim her thigh as we kiss, and she spreads a little wider. That’s when I lose it.

      I grab her by her shoulders and practically throw her onto the bed. For a beat, I wonder if it’s too much, but then she reaches for me, pulling me on top of her with equal urgency, fisting the front of my button-down shirt in her hands.

      “Tate,” she whispers fiercely, her hands going to my hair, her nails against my scalp. Pleasurable tingles wash from my head to my toes.

      “Yes, babe?” I say between fierce, almost rough, kisses. 

      “I want you inside of me. I want you.”

      I prop myself up and look into her beautiful amber eyes. My heart’s beating so fast, it’s like the time I ran a marathon. I’m breathing almost as hard, too. But this is sheer sexual excitement, the anticipation of seeing Bella naked, of fulfilling all the lusty desires I’ve had over the past several days.

      And Jesus, there have been so many.

      She’s undoing my tie, fumbling to get it out of its knot, while I’m unbuttoning my shirt. We’re both trembling and not moving fast enough because we glance into each other’s eyes and smile.

      Finally, I sit up, and so does she. Taking over, I strip the tie out of my shirt and unbutton. Before I’m done, her hands go onto my bare chest, stroking my muscles. I love the way she touches me: unhurried, curious, sensual. It’s the perfect mix.

      I shuck my shirt off, tossing it to the floor, and grope at the back of her dress while she explores my chest with her palms. 

      “You in this little black dress teased me all afternoon. I had a hard time keeping my eyes off you today. So fucking hot.”

      The corners of her mouth turn up. “No one’s ever said that about my boring black dress.”

      “It’s anything but boring to me. Now, where’s the zipper?”

      “There’s a hook, too.” She lifts her hair in both hands, and she looks sultry in this pose. I’m shaking by the time I unhook the dress at her nape.

      It takes about three seconds too long to unzip her, and she sits back on her heels and pulls the dress over her head impatiently.

      Holy hell.

      Bella’s kneeling before me in a matching, black lace and silk bra and panty set. It’s both chaste and insanely erotic how the fabric covers her intimate parts. The primal, caveman part of my brain tells me to rip it to shreds with my hands and possibly my teeth while slobbering like a rabid animal. But I suspect that her lingerie costs more than my first car, and slobbering would be a massive turn-off, so instead, I stop unbuttoning my belt to gape at her gorgeous body.

      “What?” She licks her lips.

      “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She rolls her eyes and scoots toward me. “Oh, come on.”

      I cup her neck with my hand, preventing her from getting any closer so I can stare at her more. “I’m serious. You’re my ideal woman. All I want to do is stare at you. And I can’t believe you’re here, practically naked in my house, doing this with me.”

      She lets out a soft snort. “Please.”

      “I’m not lying. You’re gorgeous. Do you know what you’re doing to me?” In fact, I need to get these damned pants off because they’re uncomfortably tight. My hands return to my belt as she comes close, loosely wrapping her arms around me. Her scent surrounds me, somehow making my dick even harder. She bites my neck softly, and I groan.

      Pushing my pants down, she giggles as I wrangle my socks off. For now, I’m leaving my boxer briefs on, although even the soft material is straining around my dick.

      “See? This is because of you.” I rub the palm of my hand over my cock, through the fabric. 

      She laughs. “I see. I guess I do have an effect on you.”

      “I love that about you,” I murmur, pressing her onto the mattress.

      “What? That I make you hard?”

      I ease her leg to the side with my knee and thrust my hips slowly into her. “No. How you laugh. How you seem happy to be with me. And yeah, you have that other effect on me. On that part of my body.”

      “I am happy when I’m with you. So much.” She inhales sharply when our stomachs touch, and my chest brushes against her breasts. “Your skin. My God. You feel amazing.”

      We do this for a delicious several moments, kissing and caressing and grinding against one another. My hand goes onto her breasts, palming one, then the other. 

      I hesitate before I slide my fingers under the fabric. “Can I?” I whisper.

      She half-sits up and undoes the back clasp, then whips off the bra so fast that her naked tits jiggle a little, and I feel a tingling in my balls at the sight. 

      There’s no control left in me. I suck hard on her nipples, pinch them until they’re hard peaks. She’s writhing under me, mewling, and I’m desperate for more. I sit up and hook the sides of her panties in my thumbs. 

      She shifts so her legs are pressed together, and she’s looking at me through her lashes, her eyes seductive and languid. I love that she’s allowing me to do what I want with her, love how she’s making me feel in control and like a total caveman. 

      I pull her panties off and spy a small, manicured thatch of hair between her legs. I lean forward to kiss the smooth skin above her bellybutton.

      “I’m genuinely stumped,” I say. 

      She giggles. “Why?”

      “I don’t know whether to touch you or lick you or fuck you first.”

      “Oh. Oh!” Her eyes grow wide.

      “What?” I kiss a circle around her bellybutton, aching from the knowledge she’s completely naked and that any second, I could be balls deep inside of her. I mentally locate my wallet in my pants pocket on the floor and calculate how long it will take me to dive for it and grab the condom inside.

      “You want to lick me down there?”

      “Most definitely.” I look up and notice two lines have formed between her pretty eyebrows. “Why?”

      “Well…” Her voice trails off, and she runs her fingers through my hair. “No one’s ever done that before. With their mouth. I mean. Duh. People lick with their mouths. But no one’s ever…”

      I look up in astonishment. Between this and what she’s said about Jacques, I wonder what kind of men the royal princesses of Europe have been dating. Because this American guy sure as hell wants to spend the next several hours eating her pussy. 

      Or maybe even the rest of my life. No judgment on the royal dating pool—it means more Bella for me. And the fact that I’m the first to do this? Ain’t gonna lie. It makes me feel even more like a primitive man, claiming his woman.

      Now’s not the time to discuss any of that, though. Instead, I grin and dip my head and trail my tongue from my bellybutton to the top of her patch of hair. She’s breathing hard now.

      I glance up while stroking her thighs. “Will you open your legs for me, baby?”

      She does, slowly. My gaze goes between her legs. Dear God. 

      Other than the small triangle of hair on her mound, she’s bare. Everywhere. And so fucking plump and beautiful. I can see just enough of her inner folds to know she’s soaking wet, and her clit glistens and beckons. Practically calls my name, and I salivate. 

      I’m thinking about how to tell her this, enjoying the sight of her pussy so much that my hand inadvertently goes to my crotch. I rub myself a little through my underwear, then stop. If I do it too much while looking at her, I’ll probably orgasm in two seconds.

      She begins to close her legs.

      “Wait. Why?” I look up with genuine alarm. “No!”

      “You don’t like.”

      “The hell I don’t.” I gently push open her thighs and press a kiss to her smooth outer lips, inhaling her addictive scent. “You are perfection. You look perfect. You smell perfect. And…”

      I give her a long lick, my tongue parting her folds. “And you taste incredible. Fuck, Bella baby.”

      She whimpers and arches off the bed.

      “You like that?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice is a whisper-moan.

      “Good. Because I want to do this for a very long time.” 

      I hold her thighs wide open so I can easily lick her. First her outer lips, then her inner ones, and like I anticipated, she’s drenched. She’s also squirming against my mouth, seeking release. I dip my tongue inside her and drink her in. She’s already moaning, and I haven’t even gotten to her clit.

      I give her outer lips a few long strokes with my tongue, and she tugs at my hair, pulling my head up.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “I feel…vulnerable…when you do this.” She blinks. 

      “Do you want me to stop? I will. I’d never pressure you to do anything you don’t want.”

      She shakes her head. “I just wanted you to know. I’m not sure if I can relax.”

      “Does it feel good?”

      She nods.

      “It’s going to get even better in a second, I promise. Just breathe and enjoy. If you come, you come. If you don’t and still enjoy it, that’s okay, too. Just as long as it feels good. I only want you to feel good with me, babe.”

      She settles back down, and I circle the swollen nub of her clit with my tongue. Around and around. She lets out a breathy exhale.

      “Oh, so that’s how it’s supposed to feel,” she murmurs and giggles. This woman, I swear. She’s adorable. And delicious. I flick my tongue rapidly across her clit.

      She lets out a more guttural noise and arches her back again. I suck on her gently, then circle again with my tongue. All I want is to please her and drive her into…

      “You’re driving me crazy, Tate,” she cries. 

      Mission accomplished.

      “I want you inside me.”

      No, she’s the one driving me crazy, with her scent and her sexy cries. I slip a finger inside her and waggle the end while I tongue her clit. She responds with a throaty moan and the word more.

      Then she chants my name as I finger and lick her in a slow, building rhythm. Her knees bend, and one leg flops to one side, while the other attaches to my shoulder. We’re a wet tangle of limbs, and her thighs are starting to shake.

      “I’m so close,” she whimpers. “Oh, my God, so close. Wow.”

      “Wow is right, Bella baby,” I murmur in between deep kisses to her pussy. I add a second finger, desperately wanting her to come because she deserves all this pleasure. And more.

      She lets out a low primal cry, and I feel the muscles of her pussy spasming around my tongue. Her nails dig into my scalp as she repeats the word yes over and over. It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced.

      With her fingers, she lifts my head, and I continue sliding my fingers in and out of her, slower now. She’s looking at me as if I hold a magic power. 

      “I can’t believe you just did that,” she says, letting go of my hair. I slide my fingers out of her, and she mewls again, her eyes half-lidded, as if a few stray orgasmic waves rolled in at the last second.

      She opens her eyes wide and grins. I sit up to admire my handiwork. There’s nothing better than a satisfied woman who has just had an orgasm, and Bella is the most beautiful example I’ve ever seen. She crooks her index finger and smiles.

      “You. Come here. Wait. No.” She waggles her finger toward my dick. “Take off your boxers first.”

      My thumbs hook in the waistband of my underwear. “You don’t have to ask twice.”
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      Even though I’m a princess, I’m not enamored with luxury. Designer gowns? I’d prefer a cute pair of sneakers. Private jets? Wasteful and terrible for the environment. Jewels? Meh.

      I do have one vice: Champagne.

      And being with Tate is like drinking the rarest, most delicious vintage Champagne. 

      With half-lidded eyes and a sated, post-orgasm grin plastered on my face, I watch as he gropes for his pants. He’s muttering something about a condom in his wallet, and after the release I just had, I’m completely content for a few moments. The sun is low in the sky and sending a warm glow through the open curtains and onto the bed. 

      Of course, I want him inside of me. But the after-effects of his oral skills have left me feeling like I drank a glass of Dom Perignon’s most expensive rosé, the kind that’s nearly impossible to find and is upwards of $2,000 a bottle.

      I’ve never had an orgasm like I did just now. It was light, joyful, and delicately explosive, like millions of small, rose-colored bubbles burst through my body. 

      “Amazing,” I murmur. 

      Tate comes back over to the bed, condom in hand. He places it in between my breasts and the cool foil packet sends goosebumps racing across my hot skin. 

      “What’s amazing?” He smoothly slides his boxers off, and his erection springs forward.

      Whoa. My breath stops in my throat when I see how big he is. How smooth and hard. “You.”

      I watch as he takes the condom, opens the packet, and rolls the condom down his shaft. Everything he does in bed is deliberate, thoughtful, and thigh-squeezingly erotic. The filtered sunshine on his body highlights all those ridges and valleys of his muscles.

      He climbs half on top of me, and I open my arms. And legs. His fingers skim my belly, and lower, dipping and skimming through my still-drenched sex.

      “You ready for me still?” he whispers, circling my clit.

      I shudder pleasurably. This man’s knowledge of the clitoris is impressive. 

      “How about a second orgasm?” His fingers work in a firm, circular motion, and I allow my eyes to flutter shut so I can concentrate on the pleasure. I nod weakly.

      “What’s that, Bella? Is that a yes? You want me to give you another?”

      “Yes,” I whimper.

      And he does. This time, the release is more explosive, and when I’m at on the downward slope of my orgasm, he slides his cock inside me. 

      “Oh my God. Bella. I’ve never felt, never…fuck,” he growls.

      I’m unable to speak. The only thing I can do is open my legs wider, bend my knees more, so he can go deeper. I hook my heels into his lower back, urging him inside. I’m also digging my nails into his upper arms and probably should let up, but he doesn’t seem to mind—and the feeling of being filled with his cock is so intense that I need to grip something.

      He slows the thrust of his hips, and my eyes widen. “Don’t stop.”

      “Wouldn’t think of it.” 

      I want to succumb to the sensations, to close my eyes and just feel. But I also want to remember every second of this, imprint every possible mental photograph of Tate. Not only because of his physical beauty, but because of how he’s looking at me while we’re doing this in bed.

      It’s this mixture of caring and reverence and dominance. Something I’ve never seen from the few guys I’ve been with. Usually, men are in their own carnal cocoon during sex, intent on pleasuring only themselves. 

      Not Tate. He’s totally present and in the moment. Every few minutes he’ll dip his head to kiss me or smile.

      “This feels incredible, doesn’t it?” he asks.

      I love how he checks in with me. Wants to know if I’m having as good of a time as he is. Perhaps his best quality as a lover—hell, as a person—is that he’s unselfish.

      “It does feel incredible,” I whisper. “Come here.”

      I slide my arms around his back, and he groans. “Just like that. Skin to skin. Bella, I’m going to come soon. Are you?”

      I shake my head against his neck. “I can’t come from penetration alone. But I’ve had two orgasms already.”

      He props himself up on his hands and does a slow grind of his cock into me. “Maybe we can change that someday.”

      I draw him close again, seeking his heaviness atop me. Even though I probably won’t orgasm with him inside me, the sensation of his cock sliding in and out of me is heady.

      “I’m so close.” He lets out a groan.

      “Come for me.” I bite his ear and that seems to turn him on because he lets out a guttural, low noise of pleasure. “I wish you weren’t wearing a condom so you could fill me up with your cum.”

      The thrill of the taboo sends a jolt through my lust-soaked body. My goodness. Where did those words come from? I’ve never before talked dirty to a man.

      “Fuck, you’re so hot. Give me your mouth, Bella.”

      We kiss hard and deep, and he thrusts into me with equal roughness. He presses his mouth into my cheek and exhales, his moan turning into a low, primitive noise.

      “That’s it, Tate,” I whisper. “Come for me. Inside me.”

      He finishes and rolls away. We lie, tangled together, in silence, as he nuzzles my neck with his nose. The sun’s nearly dipped below the horizon now.

      “I like this room.” My voice sounds faraway and hazy. “How you can see the water and the sunset from the bed.”

      He kisses my neck. “I almost made this the master bedroom. I chose the one upstairs because it has a balcony attached.”

      “Hmm, I guess I’ll have to see the sunset from up there to decide which room I like better.”

      He chuckles and sits up, climbing off the bed. “I can arrange that. Be right back, I’m going to dispose of this.”

      I turn my head to watch his taut butt as he pads to the bathroom. Then I allow my eyes to flutter shut. Between the post-sex bliss, the fading daylight, and the perfect, warm temperature, I’m more relaxed and content than I’ve been in months. Years, even.

      After what seems like a few minutes, I feel the sagging of the mattress next to me, then Tate’s lips on my forehead. 

      “You want to sleep this early? Or how about dinner? I can throw some chicken on the grill.”

      My eyelids open slowly and alight on his handsome face. I reach up to trace his smooth jaw with my finger and notice that he’s wearing a pair of shorts and a sweatshirt that says Dog Dad AF. Somewhere in my body, my heart and ovaries are huddled together, about to explode.

      “I think I like you better with the scruff.”

      He lets out a soft laugh. “Scruff it is.”

      “Mmmm. Did I fall asleep?”

      “Yeah, for about fifteen minutes. I went into the bathroom, and when I came out, you were snoring a little.”

      “No!”

      “Yep. It was a cute snore. Like a toy chainsaw.”

      “That’s not very princess-like,” I mutter.

      Tate grins. “I think the things you did before that when we were in bed were even less princess-like.”

      My face flares with heat as I recall porny snippets from earlier. Goodness, was he incredible in bed. Dangerously so.

      “Sorry,” I whisper. 

      “No apologies necessary.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      He shrugs and brushes my hair off my cheek. “I went out into the kitchen to grab my phone. I wanted to check in with Ma on Chunky.”

      I open my eyes fully now. “Shouldn’t we go get the little bear prince?”

      Tate busts out laughing. “The little bear prince?”

      My hands go to his waist, and I tickle his skin with my fingers. “It’s a children’s book in my country. It’s about a bear who finds a magic honey pot and becomes a prince. He’s the same color as Chunky.”

      “I see. Oh, right. Your country’s known for honey.”

      I nod, thinking about the vast fields of sunflowers near my family’s palace and the pure golden honey that comes from the bees found only in Montignac. A pang of homesickness radiates through me. 

      “I wish you could see my country. Maybe someday.”

      “Maybe someday.” Tate must sense my melancholy, because he kisses me on the forehead. “The little bear prince is fine with Ma tonight. I think she knows I want time alone with you. That I don’t want to give up a half hour to go pick up the dog. And she understands that you don’t want to deal with cameras and reporters right now. Still, she’d love for us to go over for dinner sometime.”

      “I wish we could just hop in the car and drive over to your parents’ house, unmolested,” I sigh. “I’m sorry to make your life complicated.”

      His fingers trail between my breasts. “It’s not a big deal. Really. I’ll get Chunky tomorrow morning. By the time you get up, he’ll be here. Then you two can spend the day together.”

      “Thank you. You’re so good to me.” I pause. “Nobody’s been this sweet to me in a long time. Maybe ever.”

      He kisses the tip of my nose. “I have a difficult time believing that.”

      “People are nice and wonderful. But it’s always because they want something, or they feel an obligation. You’re the first person who’s treated me like a…person and not a princess.”

      “Royalty doesn’t mean a lot to me, Bella. You’re just a woman to me. An incredible, brilliant, caring, and gorgeous woman. But the fact that you won the birth lottery? Eh. Doesn’t register either way. Actually, it’s more of a pain than anything.” He stretches out next to me and scoops me up in one arm.

      I frown. “I thought you were done with me. Because of all the crap we went through today at the courthouse.” I wrap myself around his body, wanting more contact with his body.

      He turns his head and kisses my eyebrow. “No. I can deal with photographers and crowds. But I had to ask about Jacques. I can’t compete with a guy who’s going to be a king.” 

      I prop myself up on one arm so I can look him squarely in the face. The last thing I want is for Tate to be insecure, or unsure, about how I feel. Especially not after the deeply intense afternoon we’d just had. 

      He might remind me of my favorite vintage champagne, which is wildly expensive and consumed only on special occasions. But what if I want him every day, and not just as a once-in-a-lifetime experience? What if I want to take him home to my country?

      What if I want something permanent and wake up to him every morning? Sure, we’re from different worlds. But so what? Maybe even my parents would warm to him after they disown me for a few years. My friends would love him, Poppy especially. How could anyone not adore his upbeat charm, his humor, his charisma and intelligence? I’d succumbed almost immediately.

      “Tate, I don’t want a king. I want a man. Which means I want you.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Eighteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Tate

          

        

      

    

    
      Dude, check this out

      I let out a sigh. My brother Max seems to be my unofficial, unappointed, campaign press officer. Guy can’t stop sending me tabloid reports about Bella.

      I don’t care, dude

      This one’s about Chunky. It’s actually hilarious.

      Chunky? What the—? Scowling, I tap on my phone, over to the article. Then I glance up at Bella, who is reading and drinking coffee on the sofa in nothing but one of my button-down shirts. Seeing her in that shirt makes my balls tingle, like they do when I’m about to get a hard-on.

      She looks up. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, everything’s great. You okay?”

      She grins. “I could use a little more coffee.”

      “Coming up, babe.” I set my phone down and wander into the living room to grab her coffee mug.

      “I’m really into this book,” she murmurs, going back to the novel she’s reading. 

      “What is it?” I call out as I pour the liquid into her mug.

      “I’m actually reading Outlander. I’m kind of late to the party, though.”

      “Hmm, I’d meant to watch that.” I pad back into the living room and set the mug down on the table near her. 

      “Thanks. Maybe we can watch it soon together. I think you might enjoy the story.”

      Her smile makes my chest tighten, and I lean to kiss her. “Sounds good, babe. God, you smell good.”

      This morning she’s wrapped in a delicious coconut-jasmine smell. I think it’s her shampoo. Her hair’s loose and drying into a loose wave, so different from when I first saw her with pin-straight locks. Both are gorgeous, but she looks softer now, as if she’s gotten several good nights of sleep.

      She’s had several good nights, all right. Just not a lot of sleep. Thanks to me.

      “I wish you didn’t have to go into the office today.” She affects a pout and shifts her legs around.

      I groan and step away from her, because if I’m near those bare legs too long, I’ll be between them before I know it. 

      “Only a few hours, since it’s Saturday. I thought Nat was coming over to hang out?”

      “She is. She might bring Kate and Lauren, too. We’re going to have a margarita party.” Her voice has a twinge of pride, and I suspect it’s because it’s been a while since she’s had girlfriends. She’d mentioned that a couple of days ago: how her best friend got married, and she didn’t see her often. “We might also give Chunky a bath. He’s starting to smell a little doggy. Aren’t you, my little bear prince?”

      With that, she and Chunky—who spends most of his time glued to her when they’re in the same room—start making simultaneous cooing and snorting noises. She’s cooing. Chunky’s snorting. 

      “Good deal.” I glance at my phone, then back up at Bella, who is squealing with laughter.

      “He just put his tongue in my mouth! Gah! Chunky!”

      It’s not like I knew what she was like before, but it appears as though she’s getting more and more relaxed the longer she stays. It’s been twelve days since the court hearing, and her case is in limbo as the judge reviews our lawyer’s motion to dismiss.

      Twelve days of her in my house—she’s mostly stayed here, although we did sneak out to Kate’s tiki bar and a few other locations on the island. The paparazzi ranks have thinned considerably, and they’re only a minor nuisance and easily avoidable.

      Bella says it’s because some barely legal boy band singer was arrested for soliciting a prostitute in Tampa shortly after our hearing in court. Most of the press decamped from the island to cover the scandal up there, and she’s positively ecstatic about these developments—because it means she can almost be a regular person.

      I should send that boy band singer a case of champagne or tickets to the Dolphins or something, because his misfortune has given me the best days of my life.

      Twelve days of laughter. Twelve days of long, smart conversations. Twelve days of the most mind-blowing sex of my life.

      Yeah, I’m definitely falling for her. 

      I have to force myself not to think about what will happen when her case is closed. Normally, I’m pretty laid back when it comes to relationships. Well, I normally don’t have relationships, I guess. But with Bella, I’m keyed up, anxious, worried even, about the future.

      It’s a weird feeling.

      I glance down at the phone again. Oh. The article about Chunky. Right. I tap on it, and a fuzzy, close-up photo of Bella walking Chunky on his black leash takes up most of the screen.

      The Plain Princess Takes a Stroll in Florida With Porky Pig

      “What the hell?” I say out loud, indignant. Bella is not plain, and Chunky’s not fat. Well, not as fat as he used to be. They should’ve seen him when I’d gotten him from the shelter.

      “What?” Bella says, her tone tight and thin.

      “Oh, it’s the damned tabloids. They somehow got a shot of you walking Chunky. How did they get in here past the guard gate? When did that happen? And I thought most of them left.”

      She rolls her eyes and waves her hand dismissively in the air. “Oh, that? I saw that online earlier this morning. Who knows? It could have been anytime. Things have died down to a more manageable level, so who cares. Let’s enjoy the peace and quiet, at least until the next court hearing in a few days.”

      She turns back to her book, one hand stroking Chunky’s back.

      How can she be so laid back about this? I guess it’s an indication of how common it is for a royal family. 

      A text flashes on the screen. It’s another one from Max.

      Holy crap. This article’s about you. They’re fucking relentless. Are you going to be able to run for office after this? You sure this is all worth it? You sure she’s worth it?

      My eyes widen as I swipe to the article. Sure enough, a photo of me is attached to the top of the article, one stolen from my website. There’s also another photo, one of Bella and me walking on the beach. 

      Our bodies are close together, and it almost looks like I’m holding her hand. I pinch and zoom the screen. The photo was clearly taken with a long lens, and even if I scrutinize it, it’s impossible to tell if we are holding hands.

      Hell. It still looks bad, with me being her former lawyer and all.

      Princess Isabella’s Legal Prince Charming is the headline. 

      I roll my eyes. Couldn’t they have come up with a better headline than that? The story itself is pretty tame, mostly a rundown of the kind of law I practice and the cases I’ve argued. It probably could be worse.

      Oh, wait. 

      “It’s interesting that Princess Isabella chose this Mr. Hastings as her counsel,” said William Hanson, the author of A Royal Romp: One Hundred Years of Scandal. “They share a love of the environment and are close in age. It also should be noted that Hastings is single, and according to my sources on the island, is running for Congress in the United States. Perhaps he’s thinking his famous client might give him a political boost.”

      Jesus. Hardly. 

      I keep reading. “The photos of the pair have been interesting in their body language. When in court, they sat quite close to one another, and as they walked out of the courthouse, he kept a firm hand on her back, like a lover would. It makes me wonder what Prince Jacques thinks of this, considering the impending engagement.”

      Now I can practically feel steam coming out of my ears. Even though Bella and I aren’t officially a couple—yet—I hate that the world thinks she’s engaged to that dick face prince. 

      My phone pings again, another text from Max. Can you answer my text? Call me.

      I grunt softly out of annoyance and sip my coffee. My brother is relentless.

      “Hey, I need to make a call; I’ll be in the other room,” I call out to Bella.

      She responds with a sweet smile. “Okie-dokey, love.”

      That’s something she’s done in the last day or two, called me love. My body warms and tingles every time she does it.

      I bound up the stairs and walk into the master bedroom—Bella wanted to sleep in there after all, preferring it over the guest room—and spy a pair of her white lace panties on the floor. 

      Picking them up, I fight a mild urge to sniff them like a pervert. Instead, I toss them into the laundry basket in the closet. As I dial my brother, I wonder if she’ll mind that her delicate lingerie isn’t dry cleaned or hand washed or whatever it is princesses do with their expensive, sexy panties. I’ll have to ask her.

      “Dude,” I say when Max picks up. I tap the phone so I can put him on speaker.

      “Christ, Tate. What the hell? There’s like fifty articles online overnight. I’m going through them all.”

      I flop onto the bed, on my back, and rest the phone on my chest. “Leave it. Just ignore. It’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

      “But how? Especially since you’re trying to get donors for your campaign. One of the biggest hotel franchise owners in the state called me yesterday, wanting to know if he should write you a check.”

      “Did he ask about Bella?”

      “He did, and I tried to downplay it. Which is difficult since the articles about you are coming out. Did I send you the Prince Charming one? This is messy as hell.” Max’s voice has taken on a businesslike, accusatory tone.

      “Yeah, I saw that.” I yawn. “Bella says the stories are calming down because of that singer who was arrested with a hooker in Tampa.”

      “Christ, if this is calming down, I’d hate to see it when it’s in full swing,” he grouses. “Seriously, dude. Is this worth it? Is she worth it? Are you two serious?”

      “It is, but it’s only been three weeks,” I protest.

      “Yeah, but I’ve seen you like once in those three weeks, and we live a mile apart. Every minute when you’re not working, you’ve been with her.”

      “Yeah. So? I enjoy her company.”

      “You enjoy her company, or you enjoy screwing her? Please say it’s the latter, because then it will be easier for you to cut ties.”

      A surge of anger shoots through my gut, making it tighten and twist. “Hey. Go to hell. I like this woman, okay?”

      “That’s great. But what will you do when she leaves? Are you going to chase her all over the world?”

      “I don’t chase women.”

      “This one, you might.”

      Of course, I’d chase her. Until the ends of the earth. “Jesus, Max. And what if I do? Who cares?”

      “You’re going to care if it ruins your political career. You’re the one who’s had your eyes on this for years now. And you have an excellent shot. You’ve seen the early polls on Floridapolitics.com.”

      Polls that I’m still not sure are accurate. “And why couldn’t I run for office and pursue something with Bella? I don’t follow where you’re going. I’m capable of doing both things at once.”

      My brother lets out a strangled groan. “If she were any other woman, I’d say yes. If she were a doctor or a teacher or another lawyer, I’d say you were fine. That courting a woman during a campaign might even be a good idea. But dating a European princess who’s in the news for every little thing and one who is getting engaged to a prince? Christ, Tate. What are you thinking?”

      “She’s not—” I stop myself and screw my eyes shut. Should I tell my brother Bella’s business? It’s not my story to tell, so it doesn’t seem like a great idea. “I doubt if she’s going through with the engagement.”

      “You doubt? She’s living in your house and I assume sleeping in your bed. Come on. How well do you know her, really? Imagine what it will do to your campaign if the press finds out the two of you have been screwing and she goes back and marries that Prince? And he seems like a piece of work, too. Why would she agree to something like that? Why would you go along with this? Let it go, man.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose with my free hand. “It’s way more complicated than what you’re portraying, bro.”

      “You need to get your brain out of your dick and start thinking about your future. She’s way out of your league. Yeah, you’re a rich lawyer in Florida with a future as a politician. She’s from old European money. Be realistic, boy.”

      “Shit, you sound exactly like Dad. Be realistic, boy. I don’t see why you dislike her so much. What did she do to you?” I ask crossly.

      “Nothing.” His tone softens. “She comes off as a great person. She’s polite and smart and seems quite nice. I just don’t think she’s for you. Apples and oranges.”

      I inhale once, twice, three times. Long enough not to retort an answer about how he fell in love with Lauren practically overnight. Long enough not to reach through the phone and punch him. “Thanks for the advice; I didn’t realize I’d hired you as my campaign manager.”

      “Whatever. Snark all you want, asshole. Just don’t come crying to me when you lose the primary because some tabloid reporter has crawled up your ass and manufactured a scandal, tanking your campaign. You asked for my advice early on, and I’m giving it.”

      I’m silent, because I had asked for his advice long before I met Bella. Is he right? Am I jeopardizing my life’s goals for a relationship that will never go anywhere?

      “I gotta run, Max. Headed into the office for a few hours.”

      “Good. Just think about what I’ve said.”

      The call disconnects, and I open my eyes as I ease myself upright. I’m startled when I spot Bella in the doorway. Oh, shit.

      She’s staring with wide eyes and raised brows, looking as pale as the bone-white wall.
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      “Well. Well.” I say this as a statement, not a question. More out of shock and a lack of anything else to say.

      Tate hangs his head and sighs, then climbs to his feet. “Bella, I’m so damned sorry. I didn’t mean for you to hear that.”

      “And I didn’t intend to hear anything. I lost track of time and figured you were in here getting dressed for work. I was coming in for a kiss.” I straighten my spine, trying to hide the sadness fizzing in my gut. “I’m sorry I heard that.”

      Tate reaches for me and drags me over to the bed, pulling me into his lap. I rub my head on his, like a cat. 

      “Bella, Max is the oldest. He’s protective of all of us. And I definitely want that kiss.”

      Our lips touch briefly, then I pull back and nod. Had my little sister lived, I’d probably be protective of her, as well.

      “It’s not that Max dislikes you. He’s just wary of everyone outside of the family. He’s like Dad. You should’ve heard Max when Damien said he was marrying Kate. They announced it after they’d been dating only for like, a month. Max was apoplectic for a few days. I think he doesn’t want any of us to get hurt.”

      I shift and move slightly away from Tate’s body so I can look at him. “That’s sweet. But Natalia said Max and Lauren’s relationship was quite quick.”

      Tate rolls his eyes. “That’s exactly correct. He’s a hypocrite. Listen, I’m not going to lie to you. The men in my family…”

      He sweeps my hair behind my left shoulder. “The men in your family, what?”

      “I don’t want to tell you and scare you.”

      “Well, don’t leave me guessing.”

      “I was talking about this with Dad one day recently. Us Hastings men fall fast. For women.”

      My brows drop into a frown. “All women? Like you fall in love with everyone you meet? Have you loved a lot of women?”

      He shakes his head. “Not all women. And no, I haven’t. Thought I was in love in college, but I realize now it was just infatuation.”

      I frown. Am I in the infatuation category?

      Tate rubs my back. “It happens when we meet our, ah, person. Our woman. It happens fast. Take my dad. He and mom met on a plane in the 80s that was diverted to Tampa. They somehow ended up staying here together for a weekend. Here, as in, the resort. It was pretty run-down back then. They were married a couple months later and bought the resort.”

      “Hmm.” Is he trying to tell me that he’s falling in love with me? My heart speeds up, and I scratch the back of my neck, feeling vaguely sweaty. As much as I like this idea, the conversation I’d just overheard didn’t inspire a lot of confidence.

      “Then there’s Damien. He and Kate knew each other in high school, then found each other back on Paradise Beach ten years later. And boom. Married. Max’s fiancée is Kate’s best friend, and they met at Damien and Kate’s wedding. Boom. Engaged.”

      He grins so sweetly my heart melts. I kiss his cheek. “I read something recently about a study on this very topic. Men reported falling in love much faster than women. They’re more immediately stimulated, and they want to claim territory quickly.”

      He nods thoughtfully. “Accurate.”

      “Women are assumed to be emotional. But in reality, they’re more cautious. Because it helps us from an evolutionary standpoint to be more cautious—we have a finite number of eggs. So we’d better choose well. We want a good mate who will give us healthy sperm and wild meat and such. Oh, and in-laws who don’t hate us. We want that, too.”

      He rests his forehead on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I truly am. Max will warm up to you, I promise. Chunky loves you. Nat loves you. Ma loves you. That’s half the battle with my family right there.”

      “I think your mother loves the entire planet.”

      “Yeah, true, she does.”

      “She even mentioned to me that people come here to Paradise Beach to fall in love. Because of some Native American legend. Is that true, or was she just making it up? I couldn’t tell.”

      He rolls his eyes. “She always tells visitors that. Was it the story about the explorer and the Calusa Indian girl? Or was it about a pirate and a mermaid? She has a few tall tales.”

      I can’t help but giggle. “It was the explorer one.”

      “Ahh, right. How he abandoned his ship because he was so captivated? And how the Calusa girl wasn’t entirely convinced until he could demonstrate feats of strength or something?”

      “I think you’re getting it confused with Festivus and Seinfeld.”

      He chuckles. “Maybe so. But see? It might be true. Men fall in love faster than women. Especially here on the island.”

      I pause for few seconds, letting this all sink in while I skim my fingers through Tate’s thick, dark hair. I’ve never actually said I love you to anyone, and no one’s said it to me. Should I ask him if this is how he feels?

      Probably not right now. Seems like it’s the kind of thing that should be more organic, no? Maybe a change of subject is preferable.

      “And your dad? What does he think of me?”

      “He’s skeptical of everyone but Ma. I think he just warmed up to us kids like last month.” Tate laughs.

      “So if the Hastings men fall fast, that leaves you and Remy.”

      He shrugs and kisses my temple. “Remy. That leaves only Remy. I’m in the other group.”

      I’ll probably regret this moment, especially after what I’d just heard, but I grin out of sheer glee. If I can handle my family, surely the Hastings clan will be a piece of cake. And they only want what’s best for Tate. Like I do.

      Still, I’m going to wait until he tells me his feelings. This isn’t the kind of thing to drag out of him. But I know I’m definitely falling in love with him. 

      I should probably start thinking about the future and how we can make a life together. There’s that evolution thing kicking in, I guess. But being with him makes me feel giddy and strangely hopeful, in ways I never have. Why is it so wrong to want to enjoy these feelings and not think about the future?

      I kiss his cheek. “What about Nat?”

      He lets out a long sigh.

      “She got tangled up in a really toxic relationship in high school.”

      I rear back. “Nat? I can’t imagine that.”

      Tate’s mouth hardens. “Yeah. It was bad. The guy was a real dick. He ran with bad crowd here on the island. Partied a lot, was extremely arrogant, in that way only rich boys can be.”

      “Sounds like I would’ve loved him.” I roll my eyes.

      Tate snorts. “No shit. He hurt Nat bad. Thank Christ it ended, because I thought Dad was going to kill the guy. Well, and Max, too.”

      “Yikes,” I whisper. “You don’t have the bloodlust of your dad and brother?”

      “Yikes is right.” He lifts a shoulder. “I’m not the bloodlust type. Chad wasn’t an evil guy. He acted like he was brought up: entitled. Sometimes people can’t help who they become. I realize how lucky and privileged I am because of my parents. They brought me, well us, up right. To care about others.”

      I nod slowly, my heart hurting at the thought of sweet Natalie being tangled in an abusive relationship. “She hasn’t seen him since she was a teenager?”

      Tate shakes his head. “No. Thank God.”

      I melt into him, and he wraps both arms around me. “Love is difficult,” I murmur.

      “It doesn’t have to be, though. Doesn’t have to be at all.” 

      With that, cups my jaw and brings my mouth to his.

      “I thought you needed to get to the office,” I whisper as he unbuttons the shirt I’m wearing.

      “I happen to have a boss who is pretty understanding.” He growls when he opens the shirt and sees my naked breasts. I laugh because, of course, Tate works for himself. He circles one taut nipple with his tongue, sending shivers down my spine. Grinning, he looks up while caressing my nipple with his thumb.

      “The boss will be totally understanding when he hears I was late because of this.”
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* * *

      The whir of the blender doesn’t drown out Natalia’s whoop of joy.

      “Margarita season has officially started, bitches!” 

      Lauren and Kate clap, and I chime in with a cheer. We’re all clustered around the island counter in the kitchen while Natalia operates the blender with near-military precision. She’d brought the contraption over in a special tote bag.

      “You should be the one doing this, Kate,” Nat says, pressing a button on the stainless steel machine.

      “Dude, no thanks. I’ve had enough of slinging drinks. And I don’t even know what kind of blender that is. You know I make margs by hand.”

      “Yeah, I bought this for a party a few years ago. I thought it was cool as shit. See? It shaves the ice up here and blends the ingredients down here. Of course, the ingredients are just as important.”

      A line of bottles—top shelf tequila, triple sec, lime juice—sit nearby, along with a tin of salt. 

      Nat rifles through the cabinets. “Oh, please tell me Tate didn’t get rid of those glasses.”

      “Which ones?” I ask, opening a cabinet door near the fridge.

      “The plastic ones with the cacti on them. So we can take them in the pool.”

      “Oh, they’re here. I saw them yesterday.” I stand on my tiptoes and open a door in the space above the stove.

      “There we go. I’ll get them.” Nat’s a lot taller than I am, and she can reach easily. “Damn, girl, you know your way around my big brother’s kitchen.”

      A blush creeps on my face. “We’ve been cooking together almost every night. And I’ve also been making special food for Chunky.”

      “Really?” Kate says, glancing into the living room at the dog, who’s snoozing on the sofa. He’s wearing a black bandana that she bought for him. It’s emblazoned with two yellow tennis balls and the words Have You Seen My Balls on the front.

      “I thought his fur felt extra soft when I petted him today.”

      “Yeah, I’m doing a puree of rice, beef, and carrots. With a touch of coconut oil.”

      “Nice,” Kate says. She hesitates for a moment, then looks around. “Um. Guys, I have news.”

      We all stare at her. 

      “I talked to Damien last night on Skype. He said he gets a week of R and R. That’s rest and relaxation. He says that most contractors like him fly somewhere close by, or in Southern Europe, for a break. So we’ve planned on meeting in Rome.” She lets out a high-pitched squeal, and Lauren joins her.

      Nat and I are standing back, beaming and watching Kate do a little dance.

      “Thank God you’re going to see him. I can’t imagine being away from my man for that long,” Lauren says. 

      “It’s kinda weird to hear my brother being called my man, but whatever,” Nat mutters. 

      “I’m really happy for you,” I say to Kate, squeezing her arm. “If you need any tips about Rome, let me know. I know the city quite well.”

      “I’ll take you up on that,” she says, her eyes glistening. “Although I don’t know if we’ll even get out of the hotel room much.”

      “LaLaLaLaLa,” Nat chants, putting her fingers in her ears. “Can the three of you please refrain from talking about my brothers and sex? Have mercy. I still think of them as three kids in superhero underwear, making fart noises with their armpits and pretending to be wrestlers.”

      We all dissolve into laughter, and Nat pours the drinks into four glasses, handing one to each of us. “To my brothers. And to our new soul sister, Isabella.”

      “Aww,” I say softly.

      “We’re glad you’re here with us,” Lauren says. 

      We all take sips and something about the normalcy of it all makes me tear up.

      “What?” Kate asks, her eyes wide with concern. “You okay?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry. It’s been a really weird couple of weeks. With the arrest and the paparazzi. My parents. Tate. God, Tate.”

      The three women murmur in sympathy.

      “Sometimes it’s not easy being in my situation.” I take a gulp of my drink. “This is damned good.”

      Lauren tilts her head. “I can’t imagine being you. I read those stories in the papers when we were in London and was devastated for you. What are you going to do? I mean, in the long term? Is it true you’re engaged to that prince guy? I mean, the prince. Not Prince, the singer. He’s dead. And what about Tate?”

      “Lauren, Jesus Christ,” Kate hisses, swatting her arm. “Don’t be so American and pry. And of course we know Prince is dead.”

      “No, it’s okay. I actually don’t mind talking about it. I feel comfortable around all of you. Like you won’t sell me out to the tabloids.” I shrug and stare into my lime-colored drink, the unease of what I’d heard between Tate and his brother still gnawing at my stomach. 

      “Never,” Kate says, and Lauren shakes her head.

      “Well, I sure as shit wouldn’t because Tate would disown me,” Nat jokes, and I laugh.

      She holds up her drink, and we touch glasses. “My brother is in love with you. That’s all I know.”

      A twinge of awareness goes through me at the mention of Tate’s feelings. “And that’s the thing. I’m falling for him, too.”

      I swallow, and three pairs of eyes are staring at me expectantly.

      “So what’s the issue?” Lauren says. “You’re both single, you’re both crazy about each other. I don’t see the problem.”

      I’d told Nat about my situation with Jacques, but not Kate and Lauren. Somehow, the fact Nat kept my confidence makes me love her even more.

      “I have to formally renounce my title as princess. Which isn’t an issue, but it’s going to be a rocky several months while I do that. My parents are going to go ballistic, who knows what Jacques the jerk will do, and the media will swarm. I don’t want Tate to get caught up in all that crap. Especially since he wants to run for office. It wouldn’t be fair to him.”

      Lauren and Kate blink and quickly take long sips of their drinks, obviously agreeing that I’m in a pickle. 

      Nat snorts. “Jesus. The Hastings men are made of stronger stuff, Izzy-Bella. You let Tate determine what he can handle. All you can do is tell him how you feel, tell the world you don’t want to be a stupid princess anymore, and live your life in peace. Here, with us. We’ve got your back, girl.”

      With that, she tops up our margaritas. We make our way to the pool, and I climb onto an oversized flamingo plastic pool float. 

      Much to my surprise, my earlier angst lifts as I drink my frozen concoction and bob around the water with the other women. It’s as if I don’t have a care in the world.
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      “Isabella Grimmelshausen, I am going to withhold adjudication of your case. In doing so, the charge of wildlife harassment will be dropped, and you will not have a criminal record. I am ordering you to perform one hundred hours of community service on Paradise Beach. Your attorney has indicated that you’re willing to do this at the…” The judge, a fifty-something man with salt-and-pepper hair, shuffles some papers in front of him. “Island Turtle Sanctuary. Is this correct, Ms. Grimmelshausen?”

      I stand up extra straight. “That’s correct, your honor. It would be a pleasure to work with that group.”

      The judge’s eyes sweep around the court, which is filled with media here to see me and with alleged criminals awaiting their own hearings. Eight scary-looking men with crew cuts, tattoos, and scars are clad in orange prison jumpsuits. They’re sitting in chairs lining one wall of the courtroom. 

      “Well, that takes care of that. Ms. Grimmelshausen, I’m also imposing a thousand dollar fine, to be paid to the clerk of court. If you do not pay the fine or complete your volunteer work, you’ll be back here before me. You understand, young lady?”

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes. I’m a thirty-year-old woman, not a young lady. But whatever. I’m so close to being finished with this nightmare. One of the prisoners winks at me, then wags his tongue lasciviously.

      I swallow hard and fail to register my disgust. 

      The pool press camera—a guy from the local paper who was chosen to take photos of today’s hearing and who will distribute the pictures to everyone in the media—snaps a photo as my face turns scarlet.

      “I understand, your honor. Thank you for your understanding on this matter.” 

      “Good deal. Now let’s get this media circus out of here. Hopefully, you won’t wrestle any reptiles anytime soon, Princess Grimmelshausen, because I can’t handle more of this in my court. I’ll give everyone a fifteen-minute break, and then we’ll resume our regular docket.”

      A bailiff shuffles into the middle of the room. “All rise.”

      The judge bangs the gavel, and I watch as everyone else hauls themselves to their feet and the judge slips out a back door. One of the prisoners blows me a kiss, and I turn to Tate.

      “Oh, thank God,” I whisper, wanting nothing more than to hug him. But I know I can’t touch him, not here in public. He squeezes my arm and leans into my ear.

      “We did it. Now let’s get you home,” he murmurs. The words are innocent, but the meaning makes my core warm and bloom with desire. I know exactly what Tate wants when we get home. A mental image of him between my legs flashes through my mind, and I feel a warmth creep across my face. 

      “And thank you, Mr. Trevi,” I say primly, shaking the other attorney’s hand. 

      Unlike the last hearing, two courthouse officers have been assigned to us. They’re waiting to escort us out and downstairs, where I’m expected to make a statement. The media’s better behaved today, probably because the court clerk put strict rules in place prior to the hearing. Most of the reporters and photographers are downstairs clustered around a makeshift mic stand, awaiting my presence.

      I take a deep breath and look into Tate’s whiskey-colored eyes. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He nods and sticks close to me as we leave the courtroom and walk outside. There are at least fifty cameras waiting for us as we push our way through the courthouse revolving door.

      “Jesus, isn’t there anything else going on in the world?” I mutter.

      Tate chuckles.

      I hold my head high as I walk toward the mic stand, which sits at the bottom of the steps. I’m flanked by Tate and Trevi. A few stray reporters dash closer in an attempt to get a better shot of me walking, but I ignore them. The officers scowl.

      At the mic stand, I pause, and smile tightly as the crush of cameras looms closer. “Thank you all for being here today. I have a short statement, and I’ll make it in English first, then in French for the media in my home country of Montignac. I am pleased the judge ruled to dismiss my case. I want to thank my attorney, Mr. Trevi, and my friend, attorney Tate Hastings, for their support. I look forward to community service on the beautiful island of Paradise Beach, and to helping the region’s environment. Because of what I’ve learned about the wildlife here, I’ll be donating a hundred thousand dollars to the Island Turtle Sanctuary, in addition to the court-mandated fine. Coastal development, along with erosion from storms and rising sea levels have all affected the sea turtle habitat here in Florida. I am eager to help the turtles, and all animals, to thrive on Paradise Beach. Now, for my statement in French.”

      With a steady voice, I repeat the words in my native language, then follow up quickly in English: “I will not be taking questions. Thank you for coming.”

      I nod at Tate, who is staring at me with a mixture of adoration and astonishment. He’s never seen me in action with the press or in any royal capacity. He’s only seen the messy, vacation-mode, faxu-criminal me. I grin, feeling triumphant.

      “Damn,” he murmurs. “That was hot.”

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      And then the verbal assault begins.

      “Princess, what have you told Jacques?”

      “Are you going to marry him?”

      “Are you staying on Paradise Beach permanently, even after your court-ordered community service?”

      With the two officers as a buffer, Tate and I walk to our car. Today, his brother Remy is driving the SUV, and is waiting at the curb not far from the news conference area. We’d planned today out with the precision of a battle, knowing we’d be faced with shouted queries and intrusive camera lenses.

      We ignore the questions, and the officers push the reporters back and clear a path. 

      “Princess, does your mother know about the wildlife assault charge?” 

      I want to roll my eyes and laugh. I’ve gotten no fewer than twenty incensed emails from mother, and I’ve ignored them all. She thinks this is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever been part of. And for once, I agree with her.

      “Princess, what does the royal family think about your romantic relationship with Tate Hastings, your attorney?”

      A chill goes down my spine. After you are exposed to the tabloids, you begin to understand the ebb and flow of news. How reporters float trial balloons during press conferences, and in their shouted questions, how they’ll foreshadow the things that will be in print in the coming days. While there have been insinuations that Tate and I are together, they haven’t been this blatant. 

      I wanted to be in control of my narrative. Wanted to tell my parents of my decision first.

      I ignore the reporter’s question and all others. We’re at the car now, thank God. Remy’s in the driver’s seat and Nat’s on the passenger side.

      Tate pulls the back door open, and I slip one foot in.

      “Mr. Hastings, do you have any comment on being investigated by the Florida Bar for having an inappropriate relationship with Princess Isabella because she was your client?”

      I freeze. 

      What?

      “Get in the car,” Tate hisses, and I do.
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      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I twist to look at Tate, my voice trembling. “Is it even true?”

      He lets out a long sigh and covers my hand with his, twining our fingers. “We’ll talk about this back at the house.”

      The rest of the drive consists of looking out the window, giving Tate nervous glances, and sweating against his palm. 

      Throughout this entire absurd legal ordeal, I always assumed I’d eventually walk away, unscathed. That’s what happens to people like me who are privileged, white, and rich. It’s not right, and it’s not fair. But it’s the way of the world (and something I’d like to change).

      I knew that eventually, because of my family name or my money, everything would be okay. I never anticipated how this would affect Tate or that it would. Now that the reporter asked the question, my mind swirls with guilt and confusion.

      Once we arrive home on Paradise Beach—here I am, already calling it home, which is a little insane in itself—Remy and Nat say hasty goodbyes and jump in Nat’s truck and speed away. They’re obviously aware of the thick tension between Tate and me.

      We don’t get but a few steps inside the house when I unleash everything in my brain.

      “What’s the Florida Bar? How do they know about us? What’s going to happen to you? Is this bad?”

      “Whoa, calm down, Bella.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You know that people never calm down when told to calm down.”

      He sinks onto the sofa. “The Bar is an association for lawyers. It regulates the profession. Yes, it’s true that they’re doing a preliminary investigation.”

      “About what?” I let my purse slide off my arm and onto the island kitchen counter. Then I start pacing.

      “About whether you and I started a relationship while I was still representing you.”

      I swallow hard. “Oh, God. This could be so bad.”

      “Calm…sorry. Don’t worry. Preliminary investigations aren’t uncommon.”

      “But they’re probably not common, either.”

      He doesn’t respond. 

      “How did they find out? Did someone tell them?”

      He shrugs. “Probably, yes. It could have been anyone. Most likely someone who wants to run for the same office as me, though. A potential political rival.”

      My shoulders droop as I sit next to him on the couch. “Really? That would happen this early in a campaign? Someone wants you out that badly?”

      “Sure. Why not. Or it could be someone at the Bar saw a media report and made some assumptions.” He yawns and stretches his arm around me. “I’m not going to worry about it.”

      “You seem awfully relaxed for a man who might be disciplined or worse.” I scowl in his direction.

      “There’s nothing I can do, babe. And I’m confident I’ll be exonerated. They might not even get past the prelim stage, and I won’t have to do anything. This is just some petty bullshit. So let’s just celebrate. Come here.” He reaches for my shoulder and tries to pull me into his chest, but I wriggle away.

      “No. Why didn’t you tell me this had happened?” My mouth goes dry. I’d assumed Tate was an open book. Forthcoming. Honest. “Why did you hide this from me?”

      “I found out this morning. Didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to be upset during the hearing. I’m not hiding anything. You were amazing during that press conference, you know that?”

      Anger bubbles in my chest. “Tate, stop. We need to take this seriously.”

      “They can’t prove a thing,” he says. “Please calm…please be cool.”

      I jump up and walk quickly into the kitchen. With shaking hands, I grab a glass and pour myself a glass of tap water, then guzzle it. Tate rises and comes into the kitchen.

      I set the glass down and scrub my face with my hands. “I’ve made a mess of everything.”

      “No, you haven’t. Come here.” He puts his strong arms around me. “We’ll get through this. Don’t worry. All we have to do is make sure you do your community service and pay your fine.”

      “But what if they do discipline you? The thought of you getting in professional or legal trouble because of me makes me feel terrible. I don’t think I could live with myself if you suffered consequences because of me. Because of us.”

      “We are so far from the discipline phase, Bella baby. Don’t sweat it.”

      Of course, I am sweating it. Hard. As Tate holds me, an uneasy fog of fear settles in my chest. What’s going to happen to us in the long-term? Will my royal status forever plague not only me but Tate? What’s going to happen when Mother finds out I’m in love with a commoner? 

      Selfishly, I hadn’t asked myself any of these questions. For the past few weeks, I’ve stayed with Tate, blissfully playing house. Believing that we’d eventually declare our love and we’d sail along in our joyful bubble.

      But the reality is going to be a lot more complicated.

      I’ve accepted that regardless of whether I’m a princess, I’ll always be in the public eye. No matter what I do, the media attention will wax and wane, and unless I live by myself on a remote island—or in some hard-to-reach country like Bhutan—I’ll always be newsworthy. As much as I hate it, it’s part of life. 

      Like mosquitoes. Or annoying USB cables. Or that runny squirt of red liquid from the ketchup bottle, right before the actual substance spurts out.

      To ask sweet Tate to deal with that scrutiny for the rest of his life might be a bridge too far.
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      “Babe, it’s going to be okay. Don’t worry so much.”

      Bella purses her lips. “Tell me more about your meeting today.”

      I kiss her forehead. “It’s my weekly session with potential donors and some folks who want to be part of the campaign. We’re going to discuss the Bar investigation and whether it will interfere with running for office. No decisions will be made today.”

      She blinks rapidly, then rolls over with a huff. Her long hair spills into my face. I tug on her shoulder. 

      “Babe. If I’m not freaking out, you shouldn’t freak out, either.”

      “I hate that I did this to you. That I spoiled things.”

      “You didn’t spoil anything. Let’s not go over this again. We’ve gone around in circles over this same issue.” I ease onto my back and rub my eyes. It’s entirely too early in the morning to have this discussion again.

      “But if we’d never started a physical relationship, it wouldn’t be a problem. I’m ruining your life. Maybe we need to separate for a while during the investigation. Would that help?” 

      Her voice is muffled into the pillow, and I sit up, a feeling of disbelief flowing through me. “What? Do you want to leave here?”

      She flips over. “It’s not that I want to leave. I merely want what will be good for you. I don’t want my bullshit to affect you any more than it already has.”

      I fight back a little smile. Even when she says the word bullshit, she sounds formal and adorable. “This is my choice, Bella. Being with you is my choice.”

      We pause and study each other. She pulls the covers up to her chin and frowns. 

      “What do you want? What do I want? Doesn’t that factor in?” I brush a lock of hair out of her face. Is she trying to end things? Somehow, our relationship has gotten out of sync since she found out about the Bar investigation. And she won’t believe me when I tell her I’ve got it under control; she’s been relentless in her questions these past few days.

      “I want you to have a normal life,” she says flatly. “I don’t want my crazy existence to affect you any more than it has.”

      I shake my head. “I’ll decide what’s too crazy, okay? It’s not like I come from the Brady Bunch. I have a pretty high tolerance for weird.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Your family’s weirdness is acceptable and lovely. My family’s weirdness is potentially career-ending and capable of doing you great harm.”

      I lean down and kiss the tip of her nose. “And you know what? You’re worth it. Listen, babe. I gotta run. I’m already late. I’ll call you after the meeting and let you know how it went. Now, don’t sit here worrying all morning, okay?”

      She nods, anxiety still etched on her pretty face. 

      Shoving the duvet off my body, I glance over at her. “Promise? No worrying?”

      “No worrying. I’ll take Chunky on a walk, then drop him at the tiki bar before I go to the turtle sanctuary at noon.”

      “Good girl.”

      Still, as I shower, grab a thermos of coffee and drive to my office, something in my gut tells me that Bella isn’t going to hear my plea. She’s going to worry every minute, and I wish I could take her panic away. Being from another country—and not being a lawyer—she doesn’t understand that the Bar investigation is only in a preliminary stage. Chances are it will go nowhere. 

      At the worst I might get a slap on the wrist, but I’m not anticipating even that. I’ve consulted with attorney friends about my situation and all agree I’m in the clear, that this is just some political blowback, someone trying to dissuade me from running for office. Small town politics crap.

      But Bella thinks of everything on a global, catastrophic level, and in her mind, my life’s work is potentially ruined. I have to get her to stop thinking this way. But how?

      There could be one thing that will ease her mind and that’s telling her how I feel. I still haven’t said those important words, probably because I thought it was too soon. Hell, we just met six weeks ago.

      But you know what? I don’t care. I love this woman. Never felt this way with anyone else. It’s a little scary, sure. Mostly because it’s so intense. And so I’ve hesitated to tell her how I want her permanently in my life so we can face these challenges together.

      She needs that reassurance, and maybe saying I love you will do the trick. 

      I walk into my office, deep in thought. Yeah, I need to clear the air. Tell her what’s in my heart, how much I want her in my life. Let her know that we’re a team and I’m with her no matter what.

      Forever.

      “Morning, dude,” I mutter at Marianne, barely acknowledging her. Then I stop when I see her quirk an eyebrow. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to call you dude. My head’s in the clouds. Could you make reservations for two at the Square Grouper tonight at sunset? I’d like that private table on the deck.”

      Marianne grins. “Will do.”

      “Oh. And ask them if they could put a special flower arrangement on the table. Nothing tacky, but something nice. Maybe in white? I’ll pay extra.”

      Marianne picks up the phone, and I float into my office, thinking about what I’ll say to Bella tonight. I should focus on the campaign meeting, but instead, I’m wondering if I have time today to buy an engagement ring.
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      I pace around Tate’s big house, anxiety gnawing at my stomach, Chunky at my heels. Tate left for work ten minutes ago, and I’m still upset after our exchange this morning.

      It’s been a week and a half since my court hearing, and since I discovered the Florida Bar had started an investigation about Tate’s relationship with me. I’d also started my community service at the turtle sanctuary, and that seems to be the only thing going right.

      Sighing, I grab my laptop and flop down on the sofa. Chunky looks up at me expectantly.

      “Come here, bear prince,” I say, hoisting him up on the sofa. I tuck my feet underneath me, and he nestles against my thighs. “Good boy.”

      I haven’t checked my email since yesterday, mostly because I’m avoiding Mother.

      She’s been emailing nonstop since the news conference that day outside of the courthouse, wanting to know when I’m planning to return to Montignac.

      I don’t know, I keep telling her. And it’s true. I don’t.

      It’s not that I want to leave Paradise Beach. I’ve grown to adore it here, mostly because of Tate. But since the day I discovered he was under investigation because of me, things became strained between us. It’s as if there’s an invisible wall separating us.

      He’s pulling away. I can feel it.

      Oh, sure, we’re still great together in bed. Things have only gotten hotter in that department. In fact, the sex is rawer, more honest. Which only makes everything else more heartbreaking.

      Still. I can’t help but think I’m ruining his life, and he’s slowly coming to terms with that fact, possibly only hanging on because of the aforementioned great sex. But being a pity screw is not on my agenda.

      Maybe if I give him some space, he’ll be able to see how toxic my situation is for his career. There’s no reason why I need to stay at his house now; the paparazzi are gone, having covered my court hearing and the first couple of days of my community service.

      For him, the damage is underway, in the form of that Bar investigation. Guilt is eating away at me because of this, and I can barely concentrate on anything. 

      I tap on my computer for a bit, checking news sites and Facebook, hoping for a distraction. There’s a Facebook ad that promises the secret of “one little text to captivate a man.” 

      Hmm. What if I could text one thing to Tate that would allow everything to be okay again? 

      Total clickbait. 

      I click and immediately lose ten minutes of my life to a silly video, which seems to withhold the secret of that one important little text. Still, I amuse myself by fantasizing about what to text Tate that would make him love me forever.

      It’s taco Tuesday 

      I bought a 50” HDTV, a six-pack of Shock Top and that bean dip you love 

      I will let you play with my butt tonight.

      No, none of those things will put a hypnotic love spell on him, especially not if my very existence causes paparazzi to crawl into his life and scrutinize every angle. Which they will if he runs for office. Which they will when I tell the world I’m giving up my title.

      Maybe I should deal with that before I embark on a serious relationship. Get my own royal palace in order, so to speak, before messing up someone else’s kingdom.

      With a heavy heart, I grab my cell and dial Natalia.

      “Hello,” I say in a fake, cheerful voice. “I was wondering if you have any rooms at the resort. For the rest of the week.”

      “Oh! Hey there. You expecting company?”

      “Um. No. It’s for me,” I say sheepishly.

      She lets out a little growl. “Did you and my brother have a fight?”

      “Not exactly. I think we need some space, though.”

      There’s a pause, and I lick my lips while waiting for her to answer. “It’s none of my business, and I presume you know what’s best for you. So, yeah, I do have a room.”

      “Thanks,” I say, grateful. “I’ll be there later today, after my community service. And please don’t say anything to him. I’ll tell him my plans in my own way.”

      I hear Nat inhaling sharply. “I won’t. I promise.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      If I felt horrible when making that reservation, it’s even worse writing Tate a letter in longhand.

      Dear Tate— 

      This is a difficult letter for me to write. I’ve decided to stay at a suite at the resort for a week or two. I think we need some space for a little while. Our relationship has been a wonderful whirlwind but given everything you’re facing, and the chaos I’m causing in your life, I feel we need to think things through. You need distance from me. I also have to work through some details in my own life, and that’s best done alone.

      I will be forever grateful for your help.

      This probably seems like a goodbye letter, but it isn’t. I still want to see you, if that makes sense. Oh, hell, I’m not making sense to myself, I guess. It’s a confusing time for me. And for you, I suppose. We’ve been through a lot in six weeks.

      Please text me when you get this, and we can talk this over in person. If you want, of course. If you don’t, I understand. I’ve put you through so much already. I’m so sorry. I care for you so much that my heart hurts sometimes, and I want to proceed with caution.

      The last thing I want to do is shatter what we have.

      Yours,

      Isabella

      I leave the letter on the island counter, pack my suitcase into the trunk of my rental car, and toss Chunky in the back seat. First, I drop him off as scheduled at Kate’s tiki bar. Even though it’s one in the afternoon, it’s packed with day drinkers and tourists, and I send a silent prayer of thanks to the universe that she doesn’t have time to chat or ask why my eyes are rimmed in red.

      I sniffle away tears as I drive away from the tiki hut.

      Thing is, I love the life I’ve fallen into on Paradise Beach. I adore Tate. No, I love Tate. Fiercely. I’d like to stay here with him, if possible. If he’ll have me.

      I tick off all the things I love about his world. His family. Natalia, Lauren, and Kate have become the sisters I’ve never had. I even like the small-town camaraderie with the locals and don’t mind that everyone knows I’m a princess—probably because no one here seems to give a fig. 

      Maybe I’m doing the wrong thing by decamping to the resort. Maybe what we need is a good talk over a bottle of wine. Now I’m more confused than ever.

      At the turtle hospital, I spend the afternoon cleaning tanks. Because the sanctuary helps injured turtles, there are various holding tanks of different sizes, for different types of turtles. Loggerheads go in one tank, box turtles in another, snapping turtles in a third. Today, there are three empty “beds,” which is what the staff calls the recuperation tanks for unfortunate creatures that have been hit by boat propellers, gotten in fights with other creatures, or are tangled and strangled with plastic six-pack rings.

      I scrub the tank sides with long brushes and rinse with hoses, grateful for the manual labor to take my mind off the sadness of leaving Tate’s house. There’s no air conditioner in this part of the sanctuary, because turtles prefer warmer, humid environments.

      By the end of the day, I’m exhausted and dripping in sweat. I also smell like the inside of a half-empty can of tuna that’s been left in the Florida sun for three days in August. 

      Back in the car, I blast the air and roll down all four windows. Yikes. I’m ripe. Even the desk clerk at the Paradise Beach Resort gives me an odd glance when I check in.

      So different from when I first arrived.

      “I’ve just been at the turtle hospital,” I say lamely.

      She nods and smiles. “I can smell.”

      Catching a whiff of myself, I cringe. For the first time, I notice that this is the same clerk from when Tate and I met all those weeks ago. “Hey, um, if my man friend comes by, please give him my room number, okay?”

      “Sure thing, doll,” she says, eyeing my dirty t-shirt.

      “Thanks a bunch.”

      I drag my aching body and the suitcase to my room, feeling lonelier by the second. Tate should be getting home soon and will see my note. He hasn’t texted all day, which confirms my worst fears. 

      He’s trying to distance himself, I know it. I need to talk with him. I pick up my phone. No messages. 

      Please call me ASAP. I think I made a mistake 

      As I’m tapping out the text, there’s a loud banging knock on my door. I scowl and set the phone down before sending the message.

      “Who is it?” I call out.

      Bang-bang-bang.

      I check my watch. Maybe it’s him? 

      “Tate?”

      No answer. My heart starts to pound.

      I creep to the door and press my eye to the peephole. Then I gasp when I see the raven-dark hair, the sharp cheekbones, and the bloodshot eyes.

      It’s Prince Jacques of Lutzelbourg. 

      The man who will eventually be a king. 

      The man who is supposed be my husband.
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      I’m so shocked that I stand aside and let Jacques ooze into my suite. What is he doing here?

      Wrinkling his nose, he squints and looks around, taking off a ridiculous Tampa Bay Buccaneers trucker hat. I’m not sure if that’s hipster fashion or a disguise, nor do I care.

      He sniffs. The simple, airy décor probably doesn’t live up to his gaudy standards. 

      “Hey, princess.” He’s always called me that in an ironic way, and it makes me itchy with annoyance. “I came to talk with you.”

      “Obviously.” I fling myself on the small sofa and glance worriedly out the sliding glass doors of the balcony. Even though my suite is on the second floor, I wonder how many paparazzi have followed him here. “Why?”

      Jacques takes a seat in the comfy, overstuffed sea foam green chair, still wearing a pinched expression on his haughty face. “I was in Miami for a few weeks, hanging out with some friends.”

      He sniffs again loudly, and I realize that hanging out with some friends probably means snorting mountains of coke on some yacht. “Okay. And?”

      “No need to sound so nasty. I’ve been reading about your exploits here on Paradise Beach. Quite entertaining. Especially since I’m usually the one in the papers.”

      “None of it’s true.”

      “Come on,” he smiles. “Not even the part about you doing the humpy-squirty with your lawyer?”

      I cover my eyes with my hand, ignoring his remark because I know he wants to get a rise out of me. He’s done this since we were children, which is yet another reason I can’t marry him. I’d kill him in an instant. Humpy-squirty indeed.

      “How did you find me?” 

      “I followed you from the turtle place, then charmed the front desk woman into telling me your room number.”

      Allowing my hand to drop onto the sofa cushion, I roll my eyes. Hell. I’d told her to give my man friend my room number. Wrong man friend, though. “Great. I should be upset, but at this point, I’m over it. I have no privacy.”

      He waves his hand dismissively. “It’s amazing what flirtation will get a man.”

      For a few seconds, I study his face, my bitchy, thousand-yard stare firmly in place. I haven’t seen him in…I do the mental calculations. A year? Yeah, it’s been that long. He looks exhausted. Older. He looks like he’s pushing forty, and he’s only a year older than I am. His normally glittering and mischievous blue eyes are dull, and now that I’m paying closer attention, his skin’s a bit sallow looking. Like he’s been in a hyperbaric chamber of cigarette smoke.

      “You okay, Jacques?”

      He curls his lip. “Why?”

      I lift a shoulder. “You don’t look like the sparkling young thing I last saw when we were both at that royal wedding in Luxembourg last year.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t, either.”

      I glance down and realize I’m still wearing the tan shorts and t-shirt I’d worn to clean the turtle tanks. My shirt is gray and says I LIKE COFFEE AND MAYBE 3 PEOPLE, and the sentiment definitely applies at this very second. And Jacques is not one of the three people.

      “I’ve been working,” I say, smirking. “You know, labor? That thing regular people across the globe do every minute of every day?” 

      “Pfft. It’s overrated. You smell like dirt and dead things. Uh, and fish.”

      “Turtles. I smell like turtles.”

      “Whatever. Disgusting. God, you just brought back memories, mentioning that wedding. That thing sucked, didn’t it?” He grins.

      I can’t help but chuckle. “It sure did. But I was quite entertained watching you get blasted on champagne and calling all of those stuffy royal cousins of yours filthy names in three languages.”

      He reaches up and stretches. “I ended up vomiting all over some Earl and his wife. It was a minor scene in the garden, because the Earl’s wife had just unzipped my—”

      “Ooookay,” I say, holding up my hand. “I’m sure you didn’t come here to reminisce about your romps around the storied royal palaces of Europe. What gives, Jacques? I need to shower.”

      I also need to talk with Tate. Finish sending that message. But my phone’s across the room and Jacques’ sudden arrival, as annoying as it is, takes precedence. Unfortunately. He’s never sought me out for anything, so this must be important.

      He stares at me and blinks. Is he coming on to me? I never can tell with him. He’s the kind of guy who flirts with everyone.

      “Jacques, wipe the smirk off your face.”

      “You think I want to fuck you? Please, Isabella. You’re like my sister.”

      I loathe him with every fiber of my being. “Why are you here? Is everything okay? Are my parents okay?” My voice rises in alarm. Surely the royal palace would send someone other than him if they were in trouble. At least I’d hope they would.

      He frowns. “I guess they’re fine. Dunno. Haven’t talked with them.”

      “You came here on your own, or did they send you? What is the purpose of your visit? Chop-chop.” I clap my hands, exasperated. What if Tate’s trying to text me? What if he’s reading my letter right now?

      “Jesus, you’re still bossy.”

      I send a look of pure anger his way.

      “Fine. I’m here to tell you I don’t want to get married. I’m…sorry.” He presses his palms together and takes a big sigh. If I didn’t know him, I’d think he was actually apologetic. He stares at me with a tight-lipped, sad smile. A feeling of compassion burbles in my chest. 

      Maybe he is sorry.

      “Well, that’s good to hear. A relief. Because I had no intention of marrying you. So we’re on the same page.”

      “You’re sure?” He looks at me with amazement.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. I told my parents a couple of months ago that I wasn’t going through with it. No offense, but you’re not my ideal husband.” I pause. “And I suspect I’m not your ideal wife, either.”

      He clears his throat. “I wasn’t sure how you’d take this. Wow. Thank you.”

      I squint. “You thought I’d be upset by this news?” I almost follow up by shrieking, are you insane, but decide it’s far more polite if I don’t.

      He shrugs sheepishly. “Yeah or that you’d insist out of duty and enlist our parents to win me over because you want to be queen so you can save the whales or some shit.”

      My decorum sails out the window. “You are fucking crazy. No way. I want this less than you do. Trust me.”

      He sags into the chair smiles. “Dunno about that, love. It would be a total scandal if we married at this point, given what I’ve done.”

      “Hunh? Why? Are you going to prison?”

      “You have such little faith in me.”

      I stare at him with a no shit expression.

      “Turns out, I’m already married.”

      A half-laugh, half-snort escapes my mouth. “What?”

      “Did you happen to see the story about me and the lady a while back?”

      “Which lady?”

      “The one in Las Vegas.”

      “Uh, how could I miss that?”

      “Well, apparently I married her on that trip. That night was a little hazy.”

      “How messy. I’m sure you can get it annulled, though.” I wince, then follow up quickly with, “But don’t dissolve your marriage on my behalf.”

      “You know me, Isabella. I love women. This woman, though, there’s something about her.”

      Her ass? Her willingness to be used as a human coke mirror?

      “Oh, really?” I mutter.

      “No,” he says earnestly, sitting forward. “I fell in love with her. Deeply in love. We’ve been together ever since. Haven’t been apart for more than a few hours. In fact, she’s here on Paradise Beach with me. We rented a little beach cottage and are spending a romantic weekend together. After I clear all this up with you, of course.”

      I think my face is frozen in permanent shock. “Oh. Well. How…wonderful for you and…”

      “Gidget. Her name’s Gidget.”

      I nod slowly. “I’m happy for you. Truly.”

      “So, you see, not only can I not marry you, but I don’t want to. Gidget will someday be queen. And she’ll be great at it, you’ll see.”

      Better Gidget than me. I bite my cheek, trying not to laugh while I wonder if this is some joke. Still, it’s a fine and honorable exit for me, regardless of whether this is real or one of Jacques’ drug-fueled fantasies. This is the time to seize the moment, and my mental gears start operating at full speed.

      I can announce the end of my faux relationship with Jacques and renounce my title. It’s a media two-fer, and within a few weeks and several other celebrity scandals, I’ll be forgotten. 

      Hopefully.

      “Now we just need to figure out how to tell our parents and the world.” I grin at him, and he returns the expression.

      “Thank you, Isabella. I’m glad you’re being cool about this. I was thinking. Why don’t we do a joint statement from here on Paradise Beach? Let’s bypass the parents altogether and present a united front. We’ll say that we’re parting as friends and are consciously uncoupling or some shit.”

      I grin at him and snap my fingers. “You know, I like you more in the past five minutes than I have in the past fifteen years. Let’s write a statement and plan a news conference. Hang on, let me get my tablet so I can take notes.”

      Over the next two hours, Jacques and I hammer out a news release, going over each point of our “breakup.” Never mind we weren’t ever a couple. In the eyes of the world we were together in some rarified, gilded royal universe. 

      We don’t say that he’s already married, or that I’m in love with Tate. There’s no need to drag the two of them into this, we agree.

      “Gidget’s a shy little thing,” he says.

      I clear my throat, wondering if we’re talking about the same woman who allegedly worked at Larry Flynt’s Hustler Club. Decorum prevents me from asking too many questions, and I nod and smile.

      “Of course,” I murmur.

      I make a call to Natalia, asking if there’s a spare room in the resort that we can use for a news conference, because once we send the statement into the world, the media will swarm Paradise Beach.

      She doesn’t ask details about what I’m doing, and I don’t offer. When she says there’s a conference room on the first floor available at ten tomorrow morning, I take it.

      “I’ll pay anything,” I say. “This is quite important. And I’ll cover any additional costs. I have an important announcement to make.”

      “Fine by me. We’ll set up for, what, fifty chairs?”

      I press my lips together and think. If Jacques and I alert the media now, how many will get here by tomorrow morning? “Better make it a hundred,” I say.

      “Good deal. We’ll have staff directing people to that entrance near the room. It’s on the south side of the resort, away from the beach.”

      “Perfect. The last thing I want is to disrupt your business. I’ll make up for any shortfalls, send guests drinks, whatever you need.”

      “We’ll see how it goes. It’s a Wednesday, so it probably will be slow.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. Oh, and Nat? Please don’t say anything to Tate. I want to tell him myself.”

      “You got it, girlfriend. I’m Team Isabella right now.”

      I hang up and grin at Jacques. “We’re all set.”

      “Perfect.” He glances to my tablet. “Can I see the statement one last time before you send it out?”

      I hand it to him. As he reads, a serious look crosses his face. Jacques is handsome, despite the years of drugs and booze that have etched a certain weariness into his face. Hopefully for Gidget, he’ll be a good partner. 

      “Looks solid.” He offers me the tablet. 

      I navigate over to my official Facebook page. The palace assistant usually posts information about my charities or meaningless royal trivia. But I also have the login, and I copy and paste our joint statement. 

      “You ready?” I ask Jacques, my finger hovering over the post button.

      “Born ready, princess.”

      My heart thundering in my ears, I take a deep breath and press send.

      “There. You can’t call me princess any more,” I say softly. 

      Jacques reaches with his fingers and touches my cheek. “You’re a fucking queen, regardless. Pretty damned brave what you just did. I hope your lawyer man appreciates it.”

      I smile, thinking of Tate’s reaction when he reads the statement. “I did it for me, mostly. And let’s face it: I made a pretty crappy royal.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, you kinda did.”

      “I’d like to say my parents will understand, but they probably won’t.”

      “You can’t live your life trying to please them, Isabella.”

      I look at him and tilt my head. Why is he making so much sense today? Is he sober? “I think Gidget is a positive influence on you.” 

      “She is. And in speaking of that, I’m going to get back to her. See you back here tomorrow morning. This is the best way to get our point across to our parents. A one-two punch of the statement, then the news conference. They’ll have to go along with our wishes.”

      I still have my doubts, but whatever. I walk him to the door and open it. He steps out and looks down at me, his nose twitching. “Please shower before tomorrow, okay?”

      I lean up and kiss his cheek, laughing. For the first time since we were children, I feel something other than contempt for Jacques. “Of course, your royal highness. Anything for the cause.”

      Then I shut the door and look down at my phone, which is already blowing up with texts and calls. 

      My stomach plummets when I realize that Tate is the only person who isn’t trying to reach me.
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      I don’t think I’ve ever been this excited to open my front door. My political donors are still on board despite the bar investigation, a big case with a developer is settling in favor of the Sierra Club, and…

      There’s an engagement ring in my briefcase. A diamond. Something simple and gorgeous, and I think she’ll adore it. First, I’ll surprise her with dinner, then propose at sunset later tonight. 

      “Bella,” I call out, a grin stretching across my face. “Oh, Bella…”

      The silence in the house stops me in my tracks. Gently, I set my briefcase down as my ears strain for some sound of life. Where’s Chunky? Usually he’d be skipping toward me on his chubby legs, sliding and skating on the white tile floor.

      And usually Bella would be right behind him. Maybe they’re in the pool?

      My heart speeds up as I walk out the side door, anticipating her curves in that bikini. The blue water is placid and soft, the late afternoon sun filtering through the screened-in porch enclosure. They’re not here. I head back inside. Weird.

      That’s when I spot a piece of paper on the island kitchen counter. I snatch it up, my heart pounding in my chest.

      I’ve decided to stay at a suite at the resort for a week or two. I think we need our space…I will be forever grateful for your help…It’s a confusing time for me…I want to proceed with caution… 

      “What the hell?” I say out loud, anger rising. Then I re-read the letter again. And again. My heart sinks into my shoes. Is she leaving me? No. She isn’t. Not yet, which means I still have a chance. I let out a sigh, the anger ebbing from me. 

      She needs reassurance.

      Our signals are crossed, tangled, and short-circuited, that’s all. I need to fix the situation with some old-fashioned, face-to-face conversation. Punctuated with kisses.

      “Oh, baby girl, no…you’ve got it all wrong,” I murmur, then snatch my keys and run to my car. Before I press the ignition button, I pause. In my haste to get to her, I’ve forgotten one important thing, and I run back inside.

      The engagement ring. I pull it out of my briefcase and stuff the little box in my pocket.
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* * *

      I roar into the resort and park in Max’s spot, which is empty. I’ll deal with him later. 

      Then I walk in and feel like an idiot. I don’t even know where Bella is. I spot my sister at the front desk, alongside the woman who was working the day I met Isabella.

      “Hey.” I’m out of breath.

      “Whassup?” Nat says, not looking at me. She’s pointing to a laptop screen and explaining something to the desk clerk.

      I drum my fingers on the counter.

      “I’m not telling you where she is,” Nat says, still not looking at me.

      “Why?”

      “Girl code rules.” She pushes her long, blonde hair with pink tips behind one ear.

      I roll my eyes. “She left me a note. Said she’d be here. Told me to text her.”

      “Then text her.”

      “I’m here, so I want to see her.”

      The clerk looks up. “Are you two talking about that pretty girl from a few weeks ago? She came in smelling super bad. Like fish. And then this hot guy came in, looking for her.”

      I practically crawl over the counter as jealousy fogs my brain. “What?”

      “Yeah. She gave me instructions to give her man friend her suite number.”

      “I’m her man friend,” I snarl.

      Nat shoots me a sharp look. “Whoa there, macho Camacho. Take it down a notch.”

      “I’m calm,” I say through gritted teeth. “What’s her suite number?”

      Fortunately, the desk clerk tells me before Nat can protest, and I stalk off. What the hell is going on? Has Isabella been truthful with me? When did she have time to find another guy? 

      I break into a fast walk to the east wing of the resort, then sprint up the stairs to the second floor and rip open the door. Just as I’m about to round the corner, I hear Bella’s voice.

      “Of course, your royal highness. Anything for the cause.”

      I hide in the ice machine nook and peer around the corner in time to watch her press a kiss to a guy’s face. I practically topple over with surprise and the dark green brick of jealousy weighing down my stomach.

      The guy grins. He looks all too familiar. Holy shit, it’s that Prince Jacques guy. I clench my jaw so hard that I feel pressure in my sinuses.

      I pretend to fiddle with the ice machine and a stray bucket as Jacques struts out. He doesn’t notice me, and I fill the bucket with cubes.

      Now what the fuck do I do?
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* * *

      Here’s what I do: I head for the poolside bar and toss back a shot of whiskey. 

      Solid plan, no?

      Then I order a beer in a can and take it to the beach, sinking into a lounge chair to watch the sun as it races toward the horizon. I don’t focus on the few tourists lazily wandering the beach, or the seagulls, or the beauty of the pink and orange sky.

      My mind reels for the first half hour, thoughts and memories bouncing around. Then I start to analyze every event in my relationship with Bella, as if I were arguing a case in court. 

      How could I have gotten this so wrong? Was I so in love with her that I ignored important signs? Is she really in love with Jacques? There’s only one way to find out and that’s to knock on her door. 

      I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts that I don’t notice Max and Nat creeping up. They plop down in the chair next to me and I sit up, startled.

      “Tatum Hastings, Esquire. Why are you out here alone?” Max asks. “More importantly, why the hell did you park in my space?”

      “I told you, doofus. It’s because of Isabella,” Nat says.

      He shoots her a smirk. “I know. I’m just trying to get him to talk.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Let him be.”

      “If you wanted to let him be, why did you tell me where he was and why did you come out here with me?”

      “Shut up, you two. Jesus.” I say, finishing off my beer and shaking the can in Max’s direction. “Can one of you be useful and grab me another?”

      “Drinking won’t solve anything,” Nat says primly.

      I mimic her words aloud.

      “What happened?” Max asked.

      I sigh and tell them everything in excruciating detail. I even tell them about the engagement ring. Nat yawns and stretches out on the lounger. 

      “This is a classic misunderstanding. Bo-ring,” she says in a singsong, taking out her phone and scrolling with her thumb. “Go talk with her. She’s having a difficult time right now.”

      I screw up my face. “What do you mean?”

      Nat opens her eyes wide and gives me an annoying snort, one only a little sister can give her big brother. “She doesn’t want to marry Prince Douche. She was arrested and raked over the coals by the world’s media for the most absurd crime of the century. She met you, and God only knows why, but she fell in love with your sorry ass. You were probably moody or uncommunicative and sent her mixed signals and that’s why she left your love nest.”

      I frown. Did I?

      Nat continues ticking off points from her fingers. “She has difficult, stuffy, arrogant parents. Unlike us, who have difficult, oversharing, and weird parents.”

      “Did Ma show you the photos of Dad’s colonoscopy, by the way?” Max asks her.

      “No! I wanted to see those,” Nat says.

      I shut my eyes, exasperated.

      “Sorry. Back to you, man.”

      I open my eyes and stare hard at my brother. “Let’s focus. I’m the ignored middle child, remember?”

      “No, I’m the ignored, middle child,” Nat whines. I flip my middle finger at her, and she sticks out her tongue.

      “Can we be serious for a minute?” I plead.

      “Right. Well, I don’t understand why you just don’t go knock on her door,” Max says, his brow furrowing. 

      “Because if she left my house to stay here, if she wrote me that letter, if she was kissing the prince dude, then maybe she doesn’t care for me like I thought she did,” I say, realizing that I’ve turned into a doubting, quivering mess. 

      I sit up and inhale. “But I’ve gotta man up and find out once and for all. At least tell her how I feel.”

      “Atta boy,” Max says, clapping me on the shoulder. “But what about your political career? How did today’s meeting go? Sorry I couldn’t be there.”

      I wave him off. “We’ll discuss it later. I have nothing new. In a holding pattern because of the Bar investigation. And honestly, I don’t know if I care.”

      “You might want to listen to that inner voice,” Max says.

      “What are you, Mom?”

      “Wait, you two,” Nat says sharply. Then she tips her head back and lets out an explosive laugh. “I think we have more details to add to this situation.”

      “What?” Both Max and I twist our heads in our sister’s direction.

      She hands me her phone, and I squint, then read aloud.

      “The Princess of Montignac and Prince Jacques of Lutzelbourg announce they will not create a new household, nor will they wed.”

      “Create a new household? What the fuck? It sounds like they’re going to Ikea,” Max mutters.

      “Shhh,” Nat hisses, and I continue.

      “Princess Isabella and Prince Jacques say they are unable to continue their relationship due to irreconcilable differences. They remain dear friends and thank everyone around the world for their well wishes and privacy at this delicate time.

      “Additionally, Princess Isabella is renouncing her title and claim to the royal family of Montignac. She has decided, for the time being, to focus on her charity work and other personal matters in the state of Florida, in the U.S.A.

      “For more information on Isabella’s charity work, go here…”

      “I’d say you’re a personal matter,” Max says, forming air quotes with his hand.

      “Although you should be considered a charity because you need a lot of help,” Nat says good-naturedly. 

      I slide off my sunglasses and grin, then stand up, slightly wobbly from the two drinks and the heady knowledge that the woman I love is just a few hundred yards away, hopefully waiting for me.

      “Excuse me,” I say. “I have to propose to a princess.”

      “Former princess,” Nat calls out. “You’d better treat her like a queen, otherwise you’ll have me to deal with.”

      The last thing I hear is my brother and sister talking about Dad’s colonoscopy, and then I dash into the resort.
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      “Mother, this shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

      She sputters and stammers in my ear. “Isabella, I cannot believe you sent those that…those…words into the world. Via Facebook, no less, and not through official palace channels.”

      Always proper. Always official. That’s Mother. I’m pacing my suite as I talk with her on speakerphone. Since I posted my royal resignation and breakup, my phone hasn’t stopped buzzing with notifications, texts, and messages. After a brief text exchange with Poppy, I haven’t answered any except Mother’s.

      Because in the end, I’m still a good daughter. Even though she’s about to disown me.

      “You wouldn’t listen to me otherwise. I had to do something drastic.”

      “And poor Jacques. How could you?”

      I giggle. 

      “This is not funny, young lady.”

      “No. You’re right. It’s not funny. It’s hilarious. Because Jacques is already married.”

      I hear my mother inhale a long, thin breath, and it’s so satisfying. This is the final blow to the arranged marriage, and it gives me no small thrill to reveal it. “Remember the Las Vegas stripper? Well, he married her. And he’s in love. He’s the one who came to me, here on Paradise Beach. Begged me not to go through with the engagement.”

      “My blood pressure. Jacques, where are my pills?” Mother calls out.

      “Therefore, it would have been an even bigger scandal had we actually gotten engaged and the press got wind of his actual marriage. Or God forbid, we’d gotten married and he was a bigamist.”

      “Mercy me,” she whispers.

      “Regardless,” I say briskly. “I wasn’t going to marry him. Because I’ve fallen in love with someone. For real.”

      I wish could be as sure and secure about this as I sound. Tate still hasn’t texted or called. I feel like screaming in frustration as the moments tick past, but still, it makes me smile to say his name. And to say the word love in the same breath.

      “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “No. I’m trying to share some wonderful news that any mother would be thrilled over. I’m in love with a good, wonderful, handsome man. He’s a lawyer and makes an excellent living. He comes from a decent, kind family, he owns his own home, and he cares for the environment as much as I do. And I’m sorry that you choose to not be in my life because we’re going to have babies and our house will be filled with small infants and so much love and you. Will. Be. Left. Out.”

      By now I’m crying. If only all of that about Tate could come true. I want his babies. I need to talk with him. Where is he? I need him, dammit.

      There’s a long silence, and a weird hiccupping noise on the other end. And that’s when I realize that Mother is crying. My cold, unfeeling mother is actually shedding tears. At least I think she is, otherwise she might be gasping for air.

      “Mother?” I say softly. “Are you okay?”

      “I am sorry. Your words struck a chord.” Her voice cracks.

      “As well they should.”

      There’s a rustling noise, and a dainty sniff.

      “Well?” I say.

      “Well, what,” she snaps.

      “Are you still going to disown me?”

      She lets out a sigh. “Oh, Isabella. Regardless of whether you are a princess or not, I will not disown you. I might be disappointed for a few years because I wanted you to be queen. I wanted our country, my legacy, to be recognized as one of the great European monarchies. That is what I wanted for my daughter. Because you are our only daughter, after your sister passed. She was meant to be queen.”

      “I know, but it’s time to let go of that. I’m thirty years old. You don’t get to decide what you want for my life. It doesn’t work that way. I’m not queen material. Especially when the queen to be smells like turtles and the king to be got married while blind drunk at the drive-through Elvis chapel in Vegas.”

      She gasps. “Turtles? Oh, Isabella. Are you also wearing those awful sandals?”

      I look down at my feet and grin. “Yeah, I’m wearing those ratty old Tevas you hate.”

      She lets out a strangled groan, then pauses. “Will you at least let me see the grandchildren?” she asks in a soft voice.

      I pause at the sliding glass door window and look out at the sunset. It’s the kindest Mother’s sounded in years, and a fraction of my hurt and anger softens. “Of course.”

      We spend the next two minutes going back and forth about whether I’m already pregnant. I can tell she doesn’t believe me, but the heaviness in my chest lightens. Maybe I haven’t lost my family entirely. Maybe there’s hope. Maybe this is a new beginning.

      As I’m trying to tell her that Tate’s used condoms—a detail that makes her deeply uncomfortable, which is why I bring it up out of sheer, improper glee—there’s a knock on the door.

      “Mother? I need to go. Someone’s at the door.”

      “Get the staff to answer it,” she says.

      “There’s no staff, remember?”

      She exhales and exasperated sigh. “Fine. I will speak with you later. Au revoir.”

      I hang up and go to the door. Like before, I press my face to the peephole.

      And this time, the man on the other side is exactly who I want to see. My heart thrashes against my chest as I fling the door open.

      “Tate,” I breathe, stepping aside to let him inside the suite. He strides past me.

      He’s wearing a midnight blue business suit, a white button-down, and that red tie I like. No shoes and there’s sand on his feet. Now that I study him, he looks a little rumpled. But handsome as hell.

      The door shuts on its own spring, and I follow him into the middle of the room. We stand near the cream-colored sofa, the orange light of the sunset streaming in from the balcony doors, which are open.

      “Hey,” I say softly. 

      He stands before me, his brows in a slight frown. 

      “What’s going on? Are you okay?” I reach for his hand.

      His nose twitches. He bites his lip. He blinks rapidly.

      “Oh. Sorry. I smell like turtles,” I say, plucking my gross t-shirt with my thumb and forefinger. “I was just about to take a shower, but—”

      “I love you,” he blurts. “Will you marry me?”

      My eyes grow huge as he reaches into his pocket, extracts a black velvet box and kneels at my feet.

      He cracks open the little box, and there’s a glittering diamond. Somehow, he knew exactly what style of ring I’d love: modest and simple. I gasp.

      “We only met a little while ago, but I’ve never been so sure of anything, Bella. I’ve never felt more compatible with another human being. We share the same values, we both have a passion for wildlife, you love Chunky, and I can’t stop thinking about your naked body. We—”

      I press my finger to his lips. “You don’t have to explain. You don’t have to offer oral arguments. Yes.”

      “We make a great team, and I offer that we’re even compatible at home, dividing up chores in the kitchen.”

      “Yes. Tate. Yes. I don’t need convincing.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Oh, love, I’m so sure. I’ve never been surer of anything, than I am with you right now. I want to be yours. Forever.”

      His bottom lip trembles, and then he grins. He fumbles for the ring, nearly dropping it as he takes it out of the box. I wipe tears off my cheek with one hand as I offer him my other. The ring slides on easily.

      “I love you,” I say, when he stands and scoops me into his arms. 

      “I love you. I planned on asking you at dinner tonight. Then I got home and received your note. Realized we had some cross communication, and then I came here. I was about to knock on your door when I saw you kiss a guy in the hall.”

      “That was Jacques,” I grin.

      “I figured that out after I drowned my sorrows in a couple of drinks. I read your Facebook post. I was so worried you’d moved on, though.” 

      “I’m sorry about that note I left at your house. I panicked instead of talking it out with you. I needed a few hours in my own space.” I sniffle.

      He hugs me tight. “Don’t apologize. It’s understandable. I’ve also come to another conclusion.”

      I pull back, practically trembling from joy. “What’s that?”

      “I’m not running for office.”

      I squeeze his biceps through his suit and frown. “What? Why?”

      He shakes his head. “I told myself that if you’d have me—if you said yes—then I wouldn’t.”

      “But Tate, I don’t want you to give up something so important to you. The environment here needs you.” That familiar feeling of dread seeps into my gut. “Is it because of me and the Bar investigation? Because of the potential scandal I’ve caused? I don’t want my issues to prevent you from doing what you want.”

      He kisses my forehead, sending a shimmer through me. “No. It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?”

      He traces my cheek with the back of his fingers. “Running for office isn’t compatible with getting engaged. I want to focus my time on you. On us. I don’t want to be out late at debates when I could be home with you, reading on the sofa. I don’t want to be knocking on doors asking for votes when we could be kayaking. I don’t want to shake hands at campaign events when I could be home making love to you. Get it? You’re my priority.”

      “You’re willing to sacrifice your dream for me?” I ask in disbelief.

      “I don’t think of it as a sacrifice. I think I’ve already won by you saying yes to my proposal. I’ve found my person. Maybe in a few years we can talk about whether I should run, and we can approach it as a team.”

      I melt into his arms, hugging him as tight as I possibly can. No one’s ever put me as an emotional priority before. Sure, I’ve been part of a royal family and have been fussed over and served. But servitude and organic love are two different things. One is hollow and forced and this? It’s real. Honest. Raw.

      I’ve found my person.

      I sigh contentedly while Tate takes an audible sniff. “Did you say you were going to take a shower?”

      Laughing, I wriggle out of his arms. “Yeah, I’m a little stinky from cleaning the turtle tanks.”

      “Want company in that shower?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “Yes, please,” I say quickly, grabbing his hand. 

      I pull him into the bathroom, my mood giddy. I don’t wait for him to undress me; I shuck my clothes immediately after I turn the shower knob. He does the same, yanking his tie off and allowing his expensive suit to lie in a heap on the floor. 

      Now, the showers in the Paradise Beach suites are exquisite. They’re separate from the tub, massive, rectangular shaped glass stalls. The one in my suite has a square dinner-plate sized nozzle that hangs from the ceiling, allowing the water to flow like rain. 

      We’re both laughing as the hot spray hits us. I rinse off first, figuring that I should out of sheer politeness, given how much I smell.

      “You asked me to marry you even though I smelled like turtle,” I giggle.

      Tate grabs a bottle of shower gel and squirts a dollop into his big hands. “Come here. I’m going to make sure you’re nice and clean so we can get really dirty.”

      His hands go to my breasts, and my eyes go to his thick erection. I lean against the tile wall, out of the direct spray, moaning as he soaps up my chest and belly, then my arms. His hands return to my breasts and stay there for a long while. 

      “You know how to instantly relax me and turn me on. It’s like magic.”

      He kneels and skims the suds down my legs, teasing me by skimming the seam of my sex. I work the water into his hair as he slides his finger into my folds and moan.

      “God, yes,” I whisper, hoping he will soon use his tongue on me.

      “Not yet, babe.” He rises, and I whimper.

      Taking me by the shoulders, he turns me around so I’m facing the wall. I allow my eyelids to flutter shut as he soaps my entire backside, sliding and gliding down my body. For a few delicious moments, he presses himself against me, his cock rubbing against my ass while he rains kisses and bites down my neck.

      I arch my back, pressing my ass against him.

      “Not yet,” he says again.

      I let out a noise of impatience that dissolves into a mewl of pleasure. He’s working shampoo into my hair. Oh God. This is a close second to an orgasm. My entire body tingles as he massages my scalp.

      “Tip your head back,” he says in a gentle voice. 

      With a correspondingly soft touch, he rinses my hair. It feels so good that tears leak from my eyes. All my life, I’ve been catered to. Every whim, every desire, every bodily function. If I want something, it’s at my beck and call as a royal.

      But this is the first time I’ve been cared for. Tate is caring for me.

      “There,” he says, turning me around again. 

      I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him deeply as the water streams down his muscular back. “I love you,” I murmur against his mouth, “to the stars and back.”

      I reach for his erection, taking his hard length into my hand. He grins. “I’m not finished with the clean and dirty stuff.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Oh, really?”

      “Sit.” He sweeps the seven little bottles of shower gel and shampoo off the wide tile shelf that serves as an in-shower bench. I sink down, and he drops to his knees.

      My fingers comb his wet, dark hair back and we lock eyes. There’s only pure love reflected to each other, and I grin.

      “I always thought my engagement day would be a stiff, formal affair,” I say. “There would be an announcement, tea and crumpets, and awkward photos for the media.”

      “You didn’t think you’d smell like a turtle?” 

      I giggle. “Nope.”

      He kisses my knee. “Or that your husband-to-be would take you into the shower and wash your hair and soap down your body?”

      “Nope. But I think that’s an amazing engagement tradition that should commence immediately for women across the globe. It gives a new meaning to the words bridal shower.”

      We laugh and kiss sloppily.

      “Did you imagine your fiancé would do this minutes after proposing?” He puts both hands on my knees and opens my legs. With a maddeningly slow cadence, he trails his tongue up my thigh, licking the droplets of water on my skin. His stubble sends pleasurable sensations across by body, giving me goosebumps and sending a fresh flood of wetness to my core.

      When his mouth goes between my legs, his tongue on my now-throbbing clit, I inhale sharply.

      “No. I didn’t imagine my fiancé would do this after proposing. But I love it. And I love you.”
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      I stretch my legs onto the bow of the sailboat, then ease back onto the towel, the Florida summer sun warming my face. 

      We’re with Tate’s brother. This is his 28-foot boat, a Benetau that’s basically Remy’s floating apartment. He stays here most nights, but occasionally sleeps at their parents’ home on the island when he wants to do laundry.

      It’s a comfortable boat, in need of a bit of repair. But it’s equipped with the perfect deck for sunbathing. “Maybe we should get a sailboat,” I say in a soft voice to Tate. “This is lots of fun.”

      One of my hands reaches for Chunky, who is wearing a red life vest specially made for dogs. He has the appearance of a tomato with a handle, and my heart can’t handle the adorableness. Every time I look at him, I make a cooing noise. 

      My other hand finds Tate’s. I turn my head to look at my fiancé, who is stretched out on his side. “This was such a great idea, coming out here today with your brother.” 

      “We’ve been working too hard. You know I like to play as hard as I work.” 

      A growl escapes my mouth. “I know how you like to play. And what you like to play with.” 

      “Don’t tempt me, princess,” he murmurs, leaning in so he can press his lips to mine. 

      We laze and kiss in the hot sun. If Remy wasn’t at the stern, navigating the boat gently through the electric blue water just off Paradise Beach, we’d probably drop anchor and make love right here. As it is, every time Tate traces the triangle of my bikini cups and dips his finger between my cleavage, I feel a pool of desire between my legs. 

      “Stop that,” I whisper. “We’re going to have to control ourselves.”

      He chuckles. “You know that’s not in my wheelhouse when I’m around you.”

      The feeling is mutual. We’ve been engaged two months, and I can’t get enough of him. 

      After he proposed, the following weeks were a whirlwind. Tate announced that he wasn’t running for office, and several of his backers were disappointed. His brother, Max, was one of them, but relaxed when he saw how happy we are together. Even uptight Max isn’t immune to the charms of love. I’d also like to think it’s because I’ve become quite close with his fiancée, Lauren.

      Also, the Bar investigation against Tate was dropped with no reason given. Tate maintains it was a would-be political opponent, which filled me with anger. If there’s anything I hate, it’s bullying and injustice. Not angry enough that I wanted him to get back in the race, though. 

      I adore having him all to myself. 

      When he’s at his office, I’m at the turtle sanctuary. Once my community service hours were complete, the organization brought me on as a paid volunteer coordinator. The paycheck isn’t much, but that’s fine with me. It’s important, interesting work, and the more I read about turtle habitat in Florida, the more fascinated I become. I’m thinking of collaborating with Lauren on a coffee table book about Florida turtles to raise money for the sanctuary—she’s been taking photos, and I’ve been documenting this year’s hatchlings. 

      And if things couldn’t go any better, Mother and Father arrived for a royal visit. They announced to the press that even though their daughter renounced her title, she’s still the love of their lives. They used that phrase, shockingly. 

      They met Tate and his family, and while Mr. Hastings grumbled about how Americans don’t kowtow to royalty because it goes against the foundations of the U.S.A., he and my dad bonded over a shared love of European soccer. Mother was a little puzzled when Mrs. Hastings gave her a tarot card reading but whatever. We all just laughed. 

      Now, on the boat, life seems to be slowing to a pace that we both love. At least for the afternoon. I doze in the warm sun, a content smile on my face. A few moments later, I wake, alone. I look up to find Tate, Remy, and Chunky at the stern. The boat isn’t moving, and we’re softly bobbing in gin-clear water.

      “We’re dropping anchor,” Tate says. “Wanna swim?”

      Remy attaches a ladder off the side of the boat, and Tate climbs overboard and submerges himself. When he surfaces, he beckons with his hand. “C’mon in! It’s perfect,” he calls out. 

      I follow, climbing down the ladder. The water’s not too deep—chest high—and I paddle around in the soothingly cool water, diving down to touch the sandy bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. When I’m satisfied, I swim over to Tate and climb onto his back. He cuts through the water, with me riding him. 

      We spend an hour splashing around, even coaxing Chunky in for a few minutes. “Oh god, he’s like a floating tomato,” I squeal, watching his dog paddle. 

      Back on the boat, the three of us eat sandwiches and drink beers in the cockpit, under the shade of the boat’s white canopy awning. Chunky gets two of his special diet cookie bones.

      “It really is Paradise,” I say softly, looking out over the blue water. 

      “See over there,” Tate points to a spit of sugar-white sand that’s punctuated with a few scraggly palm trees. The entire island is about six hundred yards long and half as narrow. “That’s called Beer Can Island.” 

      “It’s where we used to boat to in high school and get fucked up,” Remy adds. “Do you know how many times I puked under that palm tree?”

      “That might be why it’s dying,” Tate says. “They’ve cracked down on the parties, and it’s more of a family spot now. I’m surprised we don’t see anyone out here today.” 

      “Yeah, I am too, it being so close to the mainland. I wonder if that’s an abandoned kayak, or what.” Remy gestures on the far end of the sandy spit, where a blue plastic kayak lies on the shore. 

      Just then, something in the water catches my eye. I turn in my seat so I’m sitting on my knees, looking over the boat’s rail. “Is that a manatee?” I ask, excited. 

      Tate mirrors my stance. “I doubt it. Usually they only come in these waters in the winter.” 

      I push my bottom lip into a pout. “You know how much I want to see one in the wild. I feel like I’m the only person who hasn’t seen one.” 

      “We’ll go up to Crystal River and swim with them in January. Promise. Hey, what the hell is that, anyway?” Tate points in the distance.

      Now Remy’s looking over the side, too, and Chunky’s next to him, balancing on his hind legs, his front paws on the rail, looking like a tomato with legs and bulging eyes. He whimpers, and I stroke his head.

      “What is it, bear prince?” I ask

      The form in the water is blue and green, shimmering and undulating like a mirage. I blink rapidly. Could it be a dolphin?

      “That’s odd. It looks like a person with a blue mermaid tail. Am I hallucinating because it’s so hot?” I wonder aloud. 

      “No, that’s a person swimming with a mermaid tail. A woman,” Remy says. “Wearing a bikini top.”

      “Of course you’d notice that detail, you perv,” Tate teases.

      The swimmer comes toward us. Her long hair is a dark gold color and fans in the water as she swims, face down, in our direction. Then she surfaces at an angle to where we’re sitting, bobbing and slicking her tresses back. I don’t think she notices us, or if she has, she’s not acknowledging.

      I giggle. “It’s a mermaid, indeed.” 

      “What the hell is she doing out here? Is that her kayak?” Tate pauses, then snaps his fingers. “Maybe she’s one of those people trying out for that kitschy new bar on the island, the one that’s going to have the live mermaid shows in a tank. Have you heard about that?” 

      She bobs in the water, then dips under the surface, swimming closer. Her fake tail starts at her hips, and is molded perfectly to her body, allowing her to slip through the water with a grace I can only dream of. Her tail whips and flicks underwater, exactly like a fish. She swims fast, back and forth, turning with serpentine movements. She’s like poetry in the water, and I’m thoroughly entertained by this little bit of magic here off-shore. 

      “Amazing,” Remy whispers. “Holy shit. She’s gorgeous.”

      The woman pops up again, this time closer to the boat, and grins up at the three of us. She bends her knee so her tail’s behind her, and her arms make little movements so she’s treading water. Her eyes are the color of the Gulf—electric blue. Her lips are a cherry red, which must be the world’s most waterproof lipstick. I suspect she’s also wearing fake eyelashes and ponder how she manages that while also admiring her bikini top, which is the same shimmery blue-green color as her tail. 

      “A real, live mermaid,” Remy says, leaning over the rail. “Hey, beautiful! Where did you come from? I’ve been fishing these waters for years and never caught a mermaid.” 

      The woman smiles sweetly and gazes up at Remy as if he’s the most fascinating man in the world. “Who says you’ve caught me?” she asks in a throaty voice. 

      I mash my shoulder into Tate’s, and he slips an arm around me. We watch his brother’s eyes—and grin—grow bigger. He leans over a few more inches.

      “I think your brother has found his person,” I murmur, jabbing my fiancé in the ribs. 

      The mermaid extends her hand upward to Remy, and he tilts forward even more, almost at a ninety degree angle. “I’d love to catch you,” he murmurs. 

      She beckons with her index finger. “Come and try.”

      “I love a challenge,” he says.

      Tate puts his mouth to my ear. “This is going to be good. You’re going to see my brother in action. Did I mention that he’s known as the Playboy of Paradise Beach?”

      I snort-laugh a little too loud, but neither Remy nor the mermaid even notice, they’re too busy staring at each other. 

      Remy hoists himself up on the side of the boat, probably intending to flex and show off his arm muscles. But when the woman laughs, his hands slip. He becomes so flustered that he topples overboard, splashing into the turquoise-colored water.

      
        THE END
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* * *

      
        Thank you for reading ALL I ASK! I hope you enjoyed Tate and Isabella’s story. You’re probably wondering about Remy and the mermaid now…

        

        ALL I DO, Book 4 in the Paradise Beach Series, will be released on Amazon October 4!

        Click here to pre-order.

        

        If you’re a Kindle Unlimited subscriber and want a reminder of when Book 4 goes live, you can subscribe to my mailing list at www.tamaralush.com/newsletter and I’ll drop you a note when ALL I DO is available.

        

        Turn the page for details about another book. I guarantee you’ll fall in love…
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            If you enjoyed this book…

          

          then you might love this other one I wrote

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      If you love this series, why not check out one of my other books while waiting for the next Paradise Beach book to be published? I suggest this one:

      
        TELL ME A STORY

        To save her marriage, she'll have to seduce her husband all over again.

      

      Emma's world revolves around her bookstore, and when she meets a mysterious billionaire named Caleb at a literary event, it's a smart and sexy match made in heaven. The quirky Emma can't believe her luck when handsome Caleb falls for her, or when she gets pregnant with his baby. Finally, Emma has the family she's always wanted.

      But she doesn't anticipate that Caleb will disappear during a business trip to Brazil when she's six months pregnant...

      Forced to carve out a new life without Caleb, Emma's taken by surprise when he returns as suddenly as he vanished. Unsure if he still wants her, she can't stop herself from seducing him all over again.

      Will Emma's desire win Caleb back, or is she destined for a life of heartbreak?

      
        TELL ME A STORY is available exclusively on Amazon, and is included with your Kindle Unlimited subscription.

        

        One-click now to start reading!
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Tamara Lush lives with her Italian husband and two dogs on Florida’s Gulf Coast.

      Her book, Constant Craving, was a 2018 RWA Rita Finalist in erotic romance. She was one of 24 writers chosen for the Amtrak Residency program in 2016.

      Tamara is a fan of vintage pulp fiction book covers, Sinatra-era jazz, 1980s fashion, tropical chill, kombucha, gin, tonic, beaches, iPhones, Art Deco, Spanish telenovelas, coloring books, street art, coconut anything, strong coffee and newspapers.

      Sign up for her newsletter to find out about new books as soon as they’re released!

      
        To say hello:

        
          www.tamaralush.com

          tamara@tamaralush.com
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