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          Christian

        

        August

      

    
    
      Light glares off the polished white floors, burning my bloodshot eyes. I blink and close my bedroom door, pressing my forehead against the cool wood. My room is dark and quiet, and I want nothing more than to crawl back into bed and not get out all day. But Mother and Father would have servants pounding on my door within the hour. Probably within the half hour. Mother hates when I’m late for breakfast.

      For the life of me, I can’t remember why I agreed to stay in the main palace over the weekend. My private residence is only a few blocks away. There, I have frozen breakfast burritos in the freezer that are perfect for soaking up the last bit of alcohol in my system after a night of particularly rough partying. It’s a trick I learned from a woman I once met during a night out. I don’t remember her name, and I never saw her again, but every time I make one of the burritos, I raise it to her memory.

      But this morning there will be no breakfast burritos. Just bowls of fruit and puffy eggs and muffins. All fine fare under normal circumstances, but the thought of it now makes my stomach flip.

      I groan and press my cheek against the wood. It’s going to leave an imprint on my face, but I can’t bring myself to care about anything other than the headache pounding in my temples and the nausea rocking through me.

      Finally, after several deep, steadying breaths, I peel open the door and propel myself into the hallway quickly. Like ripping off a bandage.

      The halls have the familiar scent of lemon cleaning product and dust, though there isn’t a speck of dust in sight. The maids couldn’t sleep if there was even the slightest smudge on the glass-topped tables that line the hallways. The smell of dust is probably from the simple fact that every piece of furniture in the palace is ancient. Like, “keep your mitts off of that—it was a gift from the King of England for your great-great-grandfather’s thirtieth birthday” kind of old.

      Growing up here was like living in an art museum. Velvet ropes blocked off the most prized paintings and busts and running, playing, or quick movement of any kind was highly discouraged. Every kid’s dream.

      Last night comes back to me in flashes as I take the stairs slowly, clinging to the solid wood railing. Drinks, dancing, more drinks, whispers in back booths, more drinks. Just the memory of the drinks makes me want to lie down. I’ve made a name for myself as being a partier, but clearly I’d gotten a bit drunk last night and then decided to go for a new record. Father won’t be pleased if he finds out. So, he won’t find out.

      I pinch my lips together, relaxing my face into a neutral mask, and breathe. I just need to get through one breakfast and then I’ll be done for the day.

      Mother called the tailor so I could be fitted for a new suit for some charity event or another I apparently agreed to attend, but other than that, my day is uncharacteristically free. After I eat and stand still for the tailor, hiding my nausea, I can go back to bed and sleep away the last remnants of my regretful evening on the town with no one the wiser.

      As soon as I turn into the smaller of our three dining rooms, I realize my plans have been dashed before they can even begin. Father throws a newspaper down over my place setting as soon as I turn the corner, the paper landing on the fine china like a gavel.

      “I’m surprised you have the strength to join us this morning,” he says with a rumble.

      “Good morning,” I say, smiling first at my three younger brothers, who all snicker under their breath but do not look up at me, at my father, and then my mother.

      Father’s face remains stony, but Mother softens as I expected her to. She tilts her face to the side and smiles; her eyebrows pulled together in concern and worry. Whatever Father has in store, it isn’t going to be pleasant.

      “Good morning, indeed,” he says, stirring his tea with too much intensity, the silver spoon rattling against the bone china. I see Mother reach underneath the table to touch his leg, to steady him. He drops the spoon and points to the paper, looking up at me. “Care to explain this?”

      “Ahh, yes, of course,” I say, grabbing the newspaper as I drop down onto the padded antique dining chair.

      The dining set has been in the palace since it was rebuilt in the nineteenth century after a fire destroyed the entire East Wing. Mother reminded me of the origins of the set many times as a child and teenager when I would lean back in the chair, putting undue strain on the back legs.

      “Well, this is a newspaper. One of many such sources of local and world news around the world. This one here is The Sigmaran Sun. Not the most prestigious of papers, especially with its oftentimes biased coverage of the royal family that paints the eldest son in a negative light, but it is still a good paper nonetheless.”

      Jory snorts, partially chewed bits of berry splattering on his plate, but Niles is too young to fully understand the hilarity of my joke, and Erikson is old enough to know better than to laugh. Despite my own antics, I’ve warned Erik plenty of times to listen to Father and keep his head down. In a year, he’ll be eighteen, finished with school, and free to choose what he does next. Freer than I will be, at least.

      Being the first born comes with more responsibility and the crown. Even if I was only a couple years older than Erik rather than almost thirteen years older, our lives would have been very different experiences. As it is, it is almost easy to forget we are brothers at all. It feels more like very close cousins with the difference in how Father treats us.

      Father is red-faced and steaming, his eyes narrowing at Jory before landing on me. When he picks up his glass of ice water, I’m surprised I can’t hear his feverish skin hiss at the temperature difference.

      “You think making a mockery of this family is something to joke about?”

      It has been several months since he last told me I was making a mockery of our name and titles. I was about due for a refresher.

      “Absolutely not,” I say. “It is a task I undertake with the utmost sincerity and seriousness.”

      Mother sighs and eats a square of melon, chewing it daintily with closed lips. She hates when we fight, which unfortunately for her, is most of the time.

      She nudges Niles and points to his bowl of fruit, raising her brows in a gesture for him to eat it. He rolls his eyes but obeys. If only I could respond the same way to my father’s not-so-gentle nudgings.

      Before I can say anything else, Father reaches across the table and tears the newspaper out of my hand. Anger radiates off of him like a physical heat. If I hadn’t felt the wrath of it so often in my life, I might have been more cowed.

      “I am tired of your carelessness with our reputation. You galavant all over the city, bedding women you do not intend to ever see again—”

      Mother winces at this and looks nervously toward my brothers. I’m less nervous about them and more ashamed my mother is present for this speech. Yet again. No one wants their mother to know the details of their sex life, especially as it is laid out by the press.

      “—and drinking your way to ruin. In your youth, these things could be more easily forgiven, but you are a man now, Christian. Or, at least, you should be.”

      “Ranell,” Mother warns, her eyes pleading.

      But Father continues as though she hasn’t spoken.

      “Cameras follow you wherever you go, and you act as though you are on some American reality television show. As though you are here to amuse your subjects rather than one day rule them. How are they supposed to respect you when they have seen you photographed like this?” He pauses to glance at the article and then continues once he has the information he needs. “With no less than four different women on your arm in the same evening?”

      I cast my eyes toward the ceiling, trying to remember each of the women I’d seen the night before. There was a blonde at the first bar, another blonde at the dance club, and then a dark-haired woman who got in the car with me as I left the club. Everything after that is a blur, though I do not give my father the satisfaction of admitting as much.

      “As you have just illustrated, the women will love me, and the men will—”

      His fast slams against the table, sending ripples of anger through everyone’s morning beverages like an earthquake.

      “I will not allow you to set such a poor example for your younger brothers. You will not speak to me like I am someone of no importance. I am your King.”

      “What of my father?” I ask. “Is he around for a chat?”

      He sighs, and part of me feels bad for the burdens he carries. The same burdens he will pass on to me. But no matter the burdens, I would never speak to my son this way. With that thought, the pity wilts and fades.

      “Your father has attempted to correct your course, and yet you have gone on unchecked and wild. Now, your King is desperate.”

      “We both want what is best,” Mother says, tilting her head and nodding. Understanding and empathy are woven into the lines of her face just as annoyance is sewn into my father’s.

      I’ve tried on many different occasions to imagine my parents young. To see them in their youth, carefree and in love. But I can’t maneuver around my father’s frustration and my mother’s endless understanding that she extends to him and everyone else.

      They make a good match. She can see past the firm hand with which he rules his people and his home, including her on many different occasions, and he disciplines me so she doesn’t have to. But now I cannot picture them any other way. If any scandalous articles were written about either of them, they are not available to me now.

      Oh, to be born before the advent of the internet. Such a dark yet freeing time that would be.

      Me, on the other hand, I make the papers multiple times per week. Occasionally the articles are complimentary, but usually they are fodder for my father to dump over me at mealtimes.

      “You should want what is best for yourself,” my father snaps. “And for your people. No matter how you feel about it, you will be the King when I am gone, and your people will depend on you. I only worry the women and the drink will become a lifelong distraction.”

      I finally pick up a triangle of toast and take a bite. It hits my stomach like a concrete block into a pool, sending my insides lurching, but I manage to swallow and then take another bite. And another. Then, I realize my family is looking at me, waiting for me to respond. I wave them away with the remaining toast in my hand.

      “It’s just a bit of fun.”

      Father bristles at this. “Maybe the time for fun is over.”

      “I didn’t realize being King meant you had to give up fun. It sure does explain a lot.”

      I’m being surly, but he went on the attack before I could even sit down and my hangover is worse than normal. They seem to be getting worse every year. Perhaps the time for that kind of fun really is nearing its end. I can’t imagine what it would feel like to get so rip-roaring drunk in another ten years. It might actually kill me.

      “Can I go?” Erikson pushes away from the table, a half-eaten sausage between his fingers. His face is relaxed and bored, but I can tell he is wondering when their gaze will be turned to him. When he will be the one scrutinized over brunch.

      I want to ask him to stay so he can see what he is in for should he deign to ignore the commands of the King. But Father dismisses him and the younger two with a nod. They all scurry away, but not before Niles can shove his wet finger in my ear and howl in delight. I’m still wiping away his spit when my mother starts to talk.

      “Christian, the defiance I have always admired in you is becoming a hindrance. If you accept your father’s correction, it could become a great tool in your arsenal as you lead Sigmaran. But carrying on as you are, it will lead to nothing but scandal.”

      With the younger boys gone, I feel cornered. Perhaps, that was the point of sending them away. They know I would never fully yield to them while my brothers were watching me.

      I speak up with a rebuttal. “The crown has always dripped with scandal. Some innocent flirting isn’t going to ruin anyone’s innocence. I think this has been blown out of proportion.”

      My father’s only response is to throw the newspaper at me.

      Finally, I pick it up and examine the front page where a large photo of me, eyes half-closed as I was well into my drunken stupor, with my arm around a woman in a dress that looks more like a child’s tank top graces the entire section above the fold. Somehow, my night on the town became front-page news.

      “I’d appreciate if your escapades could be page-six news at the least,” he says. “But you insist on making headlines. On making us all look like one big joke. And I won’t stand for it anymore.”

      I lower the paper and fold my hands on the table in front of me. “Fine. I’ll deny my place as the first born and hand my inheritance on to Erikson. Or maybe Niles would be best. That wet willy he gave me on his way out of here was very calculated. I think he’ll be a benefit to the throne.”

      My father’s rage is tempered only by the calming hand of my mother on his shoulder. She turns her eyes to me, the kindness in them waning. I know things are bad when even she becomes annoyed with me.

      “No one can take away what is rightfully yours, Christian. But something has to change.”

      I sigh, too exhausted to continue deflecting their criticisms with humor. I need a pain reliever and a nap.

      “Fine,” I say. “I’ll cut back over the next few weeks, stick to the bars that are further from the city center. I go unnoticed at a lot of those places once the evening gets going and everyone is having a good time. I’ll lay low.”

      “It is more than laying low and letting this storm pass,” Father says. “This behavior will only continue as long as you are left to roam free.”

      I furrow my brow. “Are you threatening to send me to the dungeons or something? What are you talking about?”

      “You’re almost thirty, Christian,” Mother says, eyes widening with hope. “It is about time to think about transitioning to a family life, don’t you think?”

      I can’t help it. I bark out a laugh.

      “Your father and I had already been married for five years by the time we were your age,” she says as if my laugh might have offended her. “It isn’t so absurd to think you could be settled down with a suitable woman.”

      There’s the catch. Suitable woman. A blue-blooded debutante never seen without white gloves and a set of pearls. The kind of women I’d grown up with all my life and never once found tempting.

      “Very true,” my father says. “What’s absurd is our son’s aversion to rules and propriety and tradition.” He turns to me. “It is not the tradition that bothers you, but our insistence upon following it. You want to be rebellious.”

      “That is hardly fair,” I say, though he isn’t entirely wrong.

      Finding a way to pursue my own joy while also enraging my father has become a favorite hobby of mine. Though, since I am nearing thirty, I know the time is coming when I will have no choice but to accept my role as a cog in the well-oiled royal machine. I just don’t expect it to be dumped on me over the course of one meal.

      “It is completely fair,” he counters. “You have been like a rebellious teenager for the last fifteen years, and I’m tired of playing nice.”

      I just barely manage to bite back the laugh at even the suggestion that my father has been playing nice with me. If this is nice, then I’d hate to see what mean would feel like.

      “What does that mean? Am I grounded?”

      “Christian, please—” Mother starts, though Father interrupts her with a wave of his hand.

      “No, Mia. We are not asking him anymore. Christian, we are here to inform you that you need to be married within the next two years.”

      “Excuse me?” Even my pounding headache is caught off guard, and the beating between my eyes goes still and quiet as I stare at my mother then my father and back again. “I have a deadline for marriage?”

      Father nods unapologetically. “If you make no moves to date a suitable woman seriously, we will begin to select options for you.”

      I turn to my mother. “You have got to be kidding.”

      “We only want what is best,” she repeats for what feels like the hundredth time.

      I can’t sit by and let this happen anymore. I can’t continue letting them control my life and my movements. I’m a twenty-nine-year-old man. I will not allow my parents to begin pimping me out to any woman they think is a good match. Things have gone way too far.

      “What is best for me,” I say, pushing away from the table and standing up, “is making my own choices. It is not bowing to your demands.”

      My father snorts. “Our ‘demands.’ As if asking you to settle down is so horrible? You are not being placed under any stresses I have not already endured. Despite how you like to act, you are not a victim.”

      My hands are shaking, but I don’t want them to see how angry I am. How upset. Screaming is my father’s specialty. I could never beat him at it. No, I have to do what I’ve always done. I have to play the game my way. And my way is not a war of words, but open rebellion.

      I stare at each of them for a moment, letting a wave of calm roll over my features. Then, without saying a word, I turn and leave the room.

      My father calls after me, and my mother talks quietly to him, hoping to avoid a screaming match, but I’ve already avoided it. He cannot scream at me if I am not in the castle anymore. If I’m not in the city. If I’m not in the country.

      As a safety precaution, each member of the royal family has what is called a “Go Bag.” It’s a bag kept in every royal residence and contains everything a family member would need to leave the country quickly should an emergency require it. I grab my own Go Bag from the utility closet just off the servant’s wing, steal the chauffeur keys hanging next to the door, and march through the side door to the palace where a black town car with bulletproof glass is parked along the drive as if it is waiting for me.

      No one guarding the gate even blinks as I wave to them from the car and ask to be let through. They have been trained to be wary of strangers. Of outsiders. Not of me.

      When I get to the airport, I park in the lot and then change into the chauffeur cap and jacket I grabbed from the closet, as well. It’s not an elaborate disguise, but it should be enough to keep the press stationed at the airport from paying me any mind. And indeed, when I walk past a small gaggle of paparazzo’s standing near the front entrance, not one of them glances in my direction. I am a ghost.

      I walk to the first ticket counter I can find and hand over my passport. “Any available ticket for the next departing flight.”

      The woman is middle-aged with mousy brown hair and a pinched nose, and she studies me for a second before turning to her computer. “The next flight out is for Austin, Texas.”

      Texas. I roll the idea over in my head. I picture large ranches, cowboy boots, and tumbleweeds—everything I’d seen in western movies as a kid. I’m sure it looks nothing like my imagination, but it seems like the furthest place in the world from Sigmaran, which makes it all the more appealing.

      “Perfect. I’ll take it.”

      I dig out my wallet, hoping my father hasn’t yet lost so much faith in me that he has closed down access to my debit card.

      The woman takes my card and then flips open my passport. As soon as she sees the name—Christian Jakob Åström—her mouth falls open. She looks up at me slowly and then back at the passport before she gasps.

      Before she can do or say anything else, I lean forward, catching her eye, and hold a finger to my mouth. “I’m trying to keep a low profile.” Her eyes flash to the chauffeur cap, and I nod. “I would really rather not be photographed today.”

      “What are you doing here?” she asks. Her face reddens when she realizes what she has said. “You don’t owe me an explanation, of course. I am simply surprised. The royal family uses the airline, but it is always arranged through other means and they are taxied directly to the flight. Is everything all right? Do I need to call someone to assist you?”

      I can see theories and concern creeping into the woman’s face, and I do not want my simple rebellion to turn into a press circus about a possible threat to the royal family, so I reach out and grab the woman’s hand. I notice the name tag pinned to her chest.

      “Kara, I can assure you there is no trouble. I’m simply taking a spur-of-the-moment trip and do not wish to be spotted by any photographers. I promise you, all is well on Sigmaran.”

      Relief and disappointment mingle in her face as she nods. “I can keep a secret, I assure you.”

      I squeeze her fingers once more before letting go. “Thank you very much.”

      She prints out my ticket and slides it slyly across the table to me. “Enjoy your trip,” she lowers her voice to a whisper, “Prince Christian.”

      I stuff the ticket in the inside pocket of the stolen jacket and tip my hat to her. “Thank you for your help, Kara. Your kindness will not be forgotten.”

      No one pays me any mind as I clear security and head toward my gate. I have half an hour before my flight leaves, but I pull my phone out and switch it to airplane mode early. The next time I hear from anyone in my family, I’ll be thousands of miles away.
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          Jane-Ann

        

      

    
    
      Looking out over the sea of recliners, loveseats, sofas, and sectionals, I wonder if there could ever be enough people in the city to buy them all. Austin is the fourth largest city in Texas—only twenty minutes from where I live in Round Rock—and I know based on the detailed spreadsheets I make on a weekly basis to track sales that we have a high product turnover rate, but I’m feeling discouraged. I’ve been standing on the sales floor of Rufus’ Sofa Shack for six hours, and I’ve sold one measly recliner, which I had to sell at twenty-five percent off because it was scuffed.

      “Hey, Jane-Ann.”

      I turn to see my boss, Rhonda, the Mrs. to Mr. Rufus Ashley, standing near the bedroom sets waving me over.

      “Come give me a hand.”

      Rufus handles the money side of the furniture business and stars in all of the ads that run once every two hours on every local television station, but Rhonda handles the floor. She greets every customer as they walk in, does all of the hiring, firing, and promoting, and reorganizes the sales floor at least once a week in hopes a fresh arrangement will spark sales.

      “This feels a little stale, right?” she asks, pointing to a solid walnut four-poster bed with matching end tables, dresser, and storage trunk.

      I’ve learned there is no sense in disagreeing with her, so I nod. “It could use a little bit of Rhonda.”

      She smiles, pleased with the compliment, and then grabs hold of the footboard of the bed. “The bed should go against the back wall with the dresser on the right side and the trunk at the foot of the bed. It will feel more inviting that way.”

      And the most possible work to move, but I keep this thought to myself. If Rhonda, who is well into her sixties, isn’t going to complain about all the lifting and dragging required, then I’m certainly not going to gripe. Even though hauling furniture was definitely not in my job description.

      “Have you sold anything since that recliner before lunch?” she asks, already knowing the answer.

      I shake my head. “No, but I had a couple biting pretty hard at the blue sofa set by the door. They wanted to look around a few other places before they committed.”

      Rhonda gasps like she has been slapped. “Did you tell them this town is full of crooks who will steal their money and refuse warranty? Did you tell them what our return policy is?”

      “Any item, any time, for any reason,” I repeat.

      The return policy is the store’s mantra. It is what Rufus screams into the camera for every commercial while CGI fireworks go off on the green screen behind him.

      I continue, “I told them, but they still wanted to look around.”

      Rhonda huffs. “Then they’re dumb, and we don’t want their business anyway.”

      Except, I kind of wanted their business. I make a commission on every item I sell, and so far today, I’ve spent most of my day talking to people who are “looking around” or “checking prices.” Neither of those scenarios helps me pay my rent.

      We move the bed and then the massive dresser, but as soon as it is in place on the right side, Rhonda changes her mind.

      “The dresser should go back where it was,” she says. “It worked better on the left side, don’t you agree?”

      I smile and nod, though I can feel sweat dripping down my back as we move the dresser back to where it was originally.

      When the trunk and end tables are in place and Rhonda begins doubting the whole layout, I shower her with encouragement that it will draw in all the customers and scurry away to my favorite corner of the store, tucked behind the computer desks and bar stools. There is a half-wall that keeps Rhonda or the customers from seeing that I’m checking my phone, and I can usually hide out for five minutes before anyone notices.

      I have three missed messages from my best friend Blakely. Even when she knows I’m at work and my phone is on silent, she texts me multiple times to try and encourage me to pick up.

      “You up for a trip to Jimmy’s tonight?”

      “What do you say, J-A?”

      “Hello?”

      My feet ache from standing all day, but the thought of burning off some steam at Jimmy’s Honky-tonk sounds appealing. I can hear Rhonda asking one of the guys from the back if he has seen me, so I shoot off a text as fast as I can before getting back to work.

      “I’ll meet you there when I get off. First round of shots is on you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jimmy’s is at maximum capacity, and I have to awkwardly wedge between several gyrating couples on the dance floor to make my way to where Blakely is waiting at the bar. She is wearing a denim miniskirt, her favorite pair of blue cowboy boots, and a silver bedazzled tank top. It makes me feel underdressed in my high-waisted jeans and plain white T-shirt, but soon, I’ll be drunk enough that it won’t matter. Blakely jumps up, lifting two shot glasses into the air in greeting.

      “Jane-Ann is here!” she screams.

      A few people I recognize give a cheer before returning to their drinks and conversations, and I shake my head at Blakely.

      “Did you wait for me to start drinking or are you as tipsy as I think you are?” I shout over the country music blaring from the speakers.

      She hands me my shot glass and puts her hand on my shoulder, drawing me in close. “Everyone knows the party doesn’t start until we are both here. Those first few drinks were just to kill time.”

      I laugh, and we cheers to the fact that it is Friday and for the first time in almost a month, I have a Saturday off work. The alcohol burns going down, but it warms me from the inside. I throw my head back and shake my head and shoulders, shaking off any residual stress from the week and work and bills. Tonight is all about drinking and dancing.

      Blakely takes my shot glass and slams it down on the bar before grabbing my hand, draping it over her shoulder, and leading us both to the dance floor.

      Over the years, we have come up with line-dance routines for every popular song, and a lot of the regulars at Jimmy’s have learned the steps too. We are the unofficial dance instructors at Jimmy’s. Blakely has even asked Jimmy on multiple occasions to toss us some of the tip money for making his run-down honky-tonk one of the main places to go in Round Rock for a good time. He refuses, but I think he’d change his tune if we decided to start dancing somewhere else.

      Breaking previous records, we make it an entire three songs before Blakely sets her sights on a tall cowboy in the corner. He is casually drinking a beer, but there is nothing casual about the way he is watching Blakely dance.

      As we move through one of our long-time favorite routines, featuring a lot of leg kicks and hip shimmies, I notice Blakely arching her back and putting in a little extra shake for the handsome stranger. As soon as the song ends, she grabs my arm and pulls me close, whispering in my ear.

      “Will you hate me if I leave you alone?” She winces and bites her lower lip, hopeful.

      I laugh and throw my arms wide, gesturing to the writhing mass of people dancing around me. “I’m not alone.”

      Blakely beams and kisses my cheek. “You are a treasure, J-A. A true treasure.”

      I slap her butt as she walks away. She yelps and turns back to me, her mouth open as though she has been scandalized.

      “Jane-Ann Callister! You brute!”

      “Go show that cowboy a good time,” I shout, eliciting a few encouraging “yee-haws” from the women dancing around me.

      As soon as Blakely is gone, I push through the crowd back to the bar. My heels are aching inside my boots, and I’m thirsty.

      I wave down the bartender for a beer and lean back against the bar. In the minute it took me to cross the bar, Blakely managed to introduce herself and begin a very heated make-out session with the cowboy. Hell, I don’t even know if she actually introduced herself first. When my beer slides next to me, I pick it up and raise it in salute to her and her latest conquest from across the bar.

      “Blakely didn’t wait long to find someone to take home.”

      I don’t need to look to know Colby Brooker is whispering in my ear. I smile without looking at him and shrug.

      “She has a long line of interested men. Why should she wait?”

      His elbow nudges my arm gently. “She isn’t the only one who turns plenty of heads.”

      I dated Colby Brooker in high school. He was my first serious boyfriend, my first kiss, my first time, and my first love. He has a very special place in my heart. Unfortunately for Coby, that place is nostalgic and firmly in the past. My present feelings for Colby are the same way I feel about my childhood bedroom. It’s sweet to look back and remember that time, but I’ve outgrown it and Colby. I only wish Colby understood that.

      “You are such a flatterer,” I say, finally looking his way.

      He’s standing less than a foot away, his face even closer than that. He smells like whiskey and sawdust, and I can tell by the way he is looking at me that he is hoping tonight will be the night. The night where I finally realize that we are perfect for one another. That we should get back together. That breaking up with him after high school was a mistake.

      He smiles his crooked smile at me and shakes his head. “Only to you, Jane-Ann. And it isn’t flattery if it’s true. You look great.”

      “So do you,” I say in what I hope is a companionable way. “How long have you been here?”

      He takes a long drink from his beer and leans back against the bar. “Long enough to know I’m talking to the only interesting woman in the room.”

      Talking to Colby would be pleasant if he wasn’t constantly hitting on me. I’ve told him directly too many times to count that I see him as a friend, so I’ve taken to just brushing his advances under the rug and ignoring them.

      “I’m going to tell Blakely you said that.”

      He laughs and tips his head toward where she and her cowboy are pressed against the wall, his hands grabbing her in very unladylike places. “You’ll have to use the jaws of life to tear her away from her new man, but if you’re up for the challenge, then go right ahead.”

      “They do seem rather preoccupied,” I admit.

      The music changes to an acoustic love song. Colby drops his empty glass on the bar and holds out a hand, bowing low.

      “Dance with me, m’lady.”

      I know dancing with him will only encourage his misplaced feelings, but when the people around us begin to ooh and ahh, I can’t bring myself to embarrass him. So, I grab his arm and yank him to standing and then toward the dance floor.

      Rather than being discouraged, Colby seems to think I’m simply overeager, and he’s beaming as he slips his hands around my waist and twines my fingers around his neck.

      “This reminds me of senior prom,” he says. His cheeks are flushed from drinking, and his eyes are reflecting the colored lights of the dance floor along with a good deal of hope. Prom was the night we first slept together.

      “I like to think we’re both more mature than we were then,” I say. “And better dressed. I was wearing a spaghetti-strap dress, four-inch wedges, and had crimped my hair. Not cute.”

      “I just remember thinking you were perfect. I still think that.”

      He pinches one of my blond braids between his fingers and then lets it fall against my chest so he can tighten his grip on my waist.

      I quickly look around for anyone I know within shouting distance. I need a buffer. Someone who can distract Colby from his laser-like focus on me. Blakely and the cowboy have disappeared, meaning they are either doing dirty things in the bathroom, the parking lot, or they are on their way back to Blakely’s house to do dirty things. Regardless, Blakely is occupied and I don’t recognize anyone else.

      Even if my other friends were here, they wouldn’t help me. All of them have told me on multiple occasions that I’m crazy for keeping Colby at arm’s length. On one hand, I get what they see in him. He has sandy brown hair that is always perfectly mussed, deep dimples that give him a boy-next-door kind of charm, and he is lean and strong and tan from his job working construction. Colby Brooker is an all-around good guy. He just doesn’t do anything for me.

      When I look at him, I see a friend. My chest doesn’t swell with desire. I don’t find myself itching in all the right places, desperate to get him alone and tear into him. Sex isn’t the main part of a relationship, I know that, but it is an important part. And the fact is that I do not have any sexual feelings about Colby.

      “You’re sweet,” I mumble, keeping my eyes on the crowd around us.

      His fingers tickle up my spine, pressing me closer to him until we are almost welded together. We’re only a few centimeters away from crossing a line that I have spent a long time drawing in the sand.

      The feeling of being trapped, caged-in washes over me, and I have the urge to push on his chest until he stumbles back and then make a run for it. But I know pushing Colby away will hurt him and cause a scene, and I don’t want to do either of those things.

      I scan the crowd yet again, bouncing from cowboy hat to cowboy hat, hoping for a single familiar face that I can use to get out of this situation.

      Just as Colby’s fingers are pressing into my spine just beneath my bra strap, and I’m weighing the option of pretending to pass out, my eyes land on a chauffeur hat. Or a police officer’s hat? It looks like it could be the hat a stripper would wear if he was wearing a police officer costume. It’s hideous and black and very noticeable, but then I look down and see the man beneath it, and suddenly I can’t remember what the hat looks like at all.

      Even in the dim lights of the club, I can tell his eyes are blue. They are a pale blue that looks almost white from so far away, and the hair I can see sticking out from beneath the hat is blond. But not a golden blond like mine, a white blond that pairs perfectly with his pale skin. Actually, he might be an angel.

      I’m halfway convinced he is an angel when he turns his head to look to the left and the lights cut across his cheekbones, and then I’m completely certain. No mere mortal could have cheekbones so sharp or a jaw so square. His lips are pink and pouty, and his brow is furrowed like he is searching the crowd for someone.

      Me. He is looking for me. He just doesn’t know it yet.

      “Oh, my God,” I say, patting Colby’s chest with my open palm. “I’m so sorry, but I’ve just seen someone I know, and I really want to go say hi.”

      Colby grabs my hand, holding it to his chest, and follows my eyesight. When he sees the male angel, his eyes narrow.

      “You know him?”

      I hum an unconvincing yes and stretch up on my toes to kiss his cheek. It’s a dirty trick, but it works. Colby is so surprised by the kiss that he drops my hand, and I’m able to escape into the crowd. He calls after me, but I’m too far away to properly hear what he’s saying, and even if I could, it would be too late. I’m being drawn to the angel like his beauty is a tractor beam.

      Before I’ve thought of a single thing to say, I’m standing a few feet away from him, admiring the full-length view of him rather than just his head and shoulders above the crowd.

      He is wearing a pair of black slacks that are rumpled but well-fitted enough that I can tell his thighs are thick and muscled. He has a white button-down tucked into them, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, giving every woman in the bar a glorious glimpse of his forearms.

      My eyes glance up to the hat again, and I’m tempted to reach out and swat it off his head. It is ugly and distracting. But before I can act on the thought, I look slightly below the hat and realize he is staring at me.

      His pink lips are pulled into a half-smirk so slight I could almost be imagining it, and his pale blue eyes—the color of turquoise sea glass—are holding me in place, making it impossible to move.

      Then, I remember Colby is probably watching me, and if I don’t do something soon, he’ll realize I lied to him about knowing the beautiful stranger. Plus, if I continue staring at him, the angel will think I’m a psychopath.

      “Hi,” I manage, swiping one of my braids behind my shoulder and then running a hand down my neck.

      The other side of his mouth lifts to match the other, his smirk now at one-hundred-percent potency, and it nearly knocks me backward.

      “Hello.”

      Good God. A European accent. It takes all my willpower not to wrap my legs around his waist and direct him to my car in the parking lot.

      “You aren’t from around here.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize what a cliché they are.

      His pale eyebrows raise until they are hidden beneath his hat. “I thought people only said that in movies.”

      “Me too,” I admit, my cheeks going warm.

      I suddenly wish I’d taken Blakely’s advice and worn something feminine for once. I don’t see what is unfeminine about blue jeans and a cotton V-neck, but I also kind of wish I was showing off a bit more cleavage. I don’t show them often, but I have incredible breasts. They are one of my better features, honestly. I could have worn my black lacy tank top and been a tiny bit closer to the raw sex appeal oozing off of the man in front of me.

      He leans forward, and even though we’ve just met, I wonder if he is going to kiss me. He doesn’t, and instead shouts over the music, “What’s your name?”

      “Jane-Ann. Yours?”

      “Jane-Ann,” he repeats, rolling the letters of my name over his tongue like he is trying to decide if he likes it. “Can I buy you a drink, Jane-Ann?”

      He presses a hand to my lower back and leads me to the bar before I can answer, but I don’t mind. I would have said yes. I mean, how could I say no?

      We walk right past Colby on our way to the bar, and his face is pinched like someone kicked over his sandcastle. I feel bad, but the guilt is washed away by the warmth I feel at being in the beautiful man’s presence. He politely asks a woman whether she couldn’t shift down one seat so we can sit next to one another, and I can tell by the glazed look in her eyes that their two-second conversation mesmerized her.

      He orders us two beers and then turns to me, one elbow leaning against the bar and one of his legs stretched out casually to rest on the metal rung of my bar stool. He is effortlessly casual.

      “You never told me your name,” I say.

      He smirks again, his eyes dancing. “I guess I didn’t.”

      I raise my brows. “Do you plan to?”

      “Christian.” In his accent, there is an extra emphasis on the “T.”

      “Where are you from, Christian?” With a religious name like that, I’m even more sure he’s an angel.

      He takes a drink of his beer and waves his hand dismissively. “Out of town. Just got in from the airport, actually.”

      “And your first stop was a honky-tonk?”

      He laughs. “Is that what this place is called? I love that.”

      I lean in more than the loud music requires and catch a hint of his lemon and cedar scent.

      “Most of the people here are locals,” I say. “And very country. No offense, but you stick out.”

      “Do I?” he asks, looking down at himself like he is surprised. Then he grabs the hat from his head and holds it out between us. “Do you think it’s the hat?”

      His pale blond hair tumbles free, and it is shiny and silky and perfectly cut so it hangs over his forehead but not his ears. Now that I can see his hair, he might stick out more without the hat on.

      “What’s with the hat? You look like a stripper.”

      My eyes widen at my drunken slip. That thought was supposed to stay tucked away inside my head along with all of my dirty thoughts about him.

      Christian’s smile falters. “Is that a bad thing?”

      Oh, God. He is a stripper. I can feel my tongue swelling in my mouth, and I think choking on it will be a fitting end. I deserve it.

      “No, of course not. I have no problem with strippers. Great work you all do. You make things very festive. I spent most of my cousin’s bachelorette party talking to the stripper. He was a great guy. Very professional.”

      It takes me a second to realize tears are gathering in Christian’s eyes, and then he tips his head back and laughs. I can see all of his straight white teeth, and somehow the underside of his jaw is just as mesmerizing of a view as the profile.

      “I’m not a stripper, Jane-Ann. But I’m glad to know you’re so open-minded.”

      I slap his arm before I can think better of it. His bicep is hard muscle, and I want to run my finger down it.

      “That was mean.”

      “Sorry, love. I couldn’t resist.”

      Love. Okay, he is forgiven.

      I’m about to ask again about the hat when I feel something pulling at my shoulder. I look over and see Christian reaching into my purse, which is draped across my chest and hanging at my hip. I swat at his hand, but he pulls out my guilty pleasure before I can stop him.

      “Are you carrying a romance novel around in your purse?” he asks, twisting the paperback around in his hands to peruse the cover.

      The book is about a prince who falls in love with the woman who tries to steal his family’s fortune. The cover features the two of them in a state of undress on a blanket in the woods.

      I snatch the book out of his hands and stuff it back into my bag. “Are you digging through stranger’s purses for your own amusement?”

      He leans in, his breath warm on my skin. “I do everything for my own amusement.”

      There is no mistaking his meaning. He is at Jimmy’s for a good time, and for some reason, I am who he has set his sights on. I’m not complaining.

      I narrow my eyes, pretending for a second that I might deny him his fun.

      “Who are you?”

      He runs his eyes down my face and then lower, confidence etched into every square inch of his face. He tips his head toward my bag.

      “You like royal romances?”

      I nod.

      “Then you’re in luck,” he says, throwing back the rest of his beer and wiping his lips with his forearm. “Because I happen to be a prince.”

      The admission takes me by surprise, and I bark out a laugh. “Oh, is that so?”

      He smirks. “Sure is.”

      I shake my head, unable to bite back the smile that spreads across my face. “Congratulations. I’ve never heard that pick-up line before.”

      “It isn’t a pick-up line.”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, sure.”

      “I’m getting the sense you don’t believe me, Jane-Ann.”

      My name on his lips is like music. Instinctively, my body bends toward him.

      As his eyes move over my body, it’s like stepping out into the sunshine after days, weeks of darkness. I don’t know who Christian is or where he is from or what he does, but he is the most interesting thing that has walked into this honky-tonk in as long as I can remember, and I have no intentions of letting him walk out alone.

      I stand up and grab the front of his shirt, twisting my fingers in the fabric. He looks down at my hand and raises one eyebrow in surprise and amusement.

      “You can be whoever you want to be tonight as long as you dance with me.”

      “I’ve never done this kind of dancing,” he says, though he is already standing up and following me out onto the floor.

      I let go of his shirt and reach for his hand instead, enjoying the warmth of it against my skin. I wrap his arm around my waist until his hand is pressed flat against my stomach. He spreads his fingers wide like he wants to touch as much of me as possible, and I shiver at the contact. I smile and look over my shoulder.

      “Just hang on to me, Your Highness. I’ll show you the ropes.”
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      Jane-Ann is everything I could have hoped for from an American woman. Her long blond plaits bounce against her shoulders as she kicks and stomps and shakes her body to the music. Just as she promised, she keeps a tight hold on me, pulling me along behind her and keeping me close while she dances. I don’t mind one bit. It’s a nice view.

      On top of insane jet lag, standing in a crowd full of men and women in denim with large belt buckles and cowboy boots has me feeling off-kilter. I’m not in Sigmaran anymore.

      An imaginary weight lifts off my shoulders. I’m not in Sigmaran anymore. My family has no idea where I am. The press, usually hounding me at every turn, snapping photos as I simply walk down the street, are not waiting outside.

      For perhaps the first time in my life, I am alone and free to behave as I choose. Free to do what I want without fear of it getting back to Mother and Father. Without fear of it reflecting poorly on my family and being a bad example for my brothers. I can do whatever I want.

      The thought sends a wild rush through me like a shot, and I cling onto Jane-Ann’s hand a little tighter.

      “I’m not sure what you were worried about,” she says, turning to me with an easy smile, shouting over the music. “You’re a natural.”

      She’s being kind. I’ve stumbled through every single dance since we got on the dance floor, but nothing can account for pure unadulterated, unearned confidence. I might be terrible, but I haven’t stopped smiling.

      “I’ve had formal ballroom dance training, but line dancing isn’t a skill many royals need to know.”

      “That is what is wrong with you royals,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You’re always so stiff.”

      I still don’t think she believes I’m actual royalty, but I’m in no hurry to convince her. With the royal romance book in her bag, I have to assume she would pounce on me as soon as the truth came out, hoping to be like one of the heroines in her book. And while Jane-Ann pouncing on me is far from the worst thing I can imagine, I want her to pounce on me for different reasons. Like, our raw magnetism or my dashing good looks.

      If Jane-Ann decides to press those pouty pink lips to mine, I want it to be because, on some level, she likes me and not my title. My entire life has been spent trying to sort out whether people are friends with me or the future crown that hangs over my head like a cloud. But right now, the sky above my head is clear, and I’m enjoying it.

      “That feels like a big judgment from someone who has never been to Europe,” I tease.

      She whips her head to me, eyebrows drawn together. “How do you know that?”

      “Just a guess.” I shrug with a tiny grin on my face.

      She doesn’t answer right away, letting me know I pinned her correctly.

      Finally, she stops dancing and turns to me. Her face is flushed from alcohol and exertion, and the pink in her cheeks makes her look young and vibrant. Her brown eyes are wholesome, but I feel the sincerity and intensity in them as she sizes me up and then takes a step toward me until our bodies are nearly pressed together.

      “You’re right, I haven’t been to Europe. Or anywhere for that matter,” she says, brushing one of her plaits over her shoulder and standing a bit taller. “But I don’t need to be well traveled to see that you’re looking for something. Something Europe and all the money in the world that bought you these crisp, well-fitted clothes couldn’t offer. So, before you judge me for spending my entire life in Round Rock, Texas, you should take a long look in the mirror and realize that you came to me in search of something more, pretty boy.”

      There’s an intriguing mix of vulnerability and strength in her speech, and it makes me like Jane-Ann all the more. She is still staring up at me, one eyebrow raised in a challenge, when I let the smile that has been playing at the corners of my mouth take control.

      “You think I’m pretty?”

      She throws her hands up in defeat. “That is what you would hear from all of that.”

      Quickly, I grab one of her hands and spin her in a tight circle, pulling her against my chest and swaying side to side with the music. “I heard the rest of it, too. And you’re right. I am searching for something.”

      Her expression opens in a question, and I give her a wicked grin.

      “A good time.”

      Jane-Ann bites her lower lip and gives me an indecipherable look before she squeezes my hand and leads me away from the dance floor and back toward the bar. She orders two shots and hands me one, a dangerous glimmer in her eye.

      “Why didn’t you say that in the first place, Your Highness?”
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      Jane-Ann can drink. Looking at her petite frame, I wonder where she’s even storing the alcohol, but she keeps up with me, throwing back shots and chasers like it’s her job. Mother and Father would be so proud of my choice of companion for the evening.

      “You better slow down,” I warn as I hand her another beer.

      Her eyes narrow. “You came into my honky-tonk, remember? You’re on my turf.”

      Her words are slurred, and I laugh. “Your turf? Are you in a gang I should know about? I’d hate to get tangled up with a bad crowd my first night in America?”

      She drags her hand down my chest, and my button-down feels flimsy, the warmth of her hand leaking into my skin.

      “Don’t worry. You’re safe with me,” she says.

      I lean closer without thinking about it and then catch sight of the same man I’ve been seeing over her shoulder all night. He can’t seem to take his eyes off of us.

      I tip my head toward him. “He your bodyguard?”

      She follows my gaze and then groans. “My ex-boyfriend.”

      Something in my eyes must worry her because she quickly adds, “In high school. We broke up before graduation.”

      “And he’s still following you around?”

      Even from across the bar, I see the man’s jaw clench as I touch Jane-Ann’s arm. He’s wound up tightly, all right.

      “Not following exactly. Just making himself available should I decide I made a horrible mistake nine years ago.”

      I click my tongue. “Jane-Ann, Jane-Ann. I had no idea I was talking to such a heartbreaker.”

      Her gaze turns lethal. “Do I not look like a heartbreaker? Should I be offended that you don’t think I’m capable of devastating men with a single glance.”

      Her glance is pretty devastating now, but I don’t say so. “It’s obvious you look good, Jane, but—”

      “Jane-Ann,” she corrects sharply, one blond eyebrow raised.

      I nod my head in apology. “It’s obvious you’re gorgeous, Jane-Ann, but you just seem so…nice. You seem like a nice girl. A good girl.”

      Fire flickers in her gaze for a moment before she drops her glass on the bar, plucks mine out of my hand to join hers, and then drapes my arm over her shoulder as she sashays toward the dance floor.

      “I wasn’t done with my drink,” I say, looking over my shoulder longingly at my half-full beer.

      She spins and pinches my chin between her thumb and forefinger, gripping my face tightly until my gaze is forced back to hers.

      “Maybe you should find yourself a nice girl who cares.”

      I’m torn between the heat building in my chest and the laugh that wants to force its way out. Laughter at how I managed to walk into a random bar and find someone like Jane-Ann. I want to know if I simply got lucky or if America is filled with women full of life and fun.

      I wasn’t lying when I told her she seemed nice. I’ve been with plenty of women in Europe, enough to know that Jane-Ann is wholesome and sweet. But as she pulls me toward the dance floor, her back pressed against my front, her body circling into me more than necessary, I’m beginning to realize wholesome and sweet doesn’t mean Jane-Ann isn’t a whole lot of fun, too.

      The song changes as we reach the center of the dance floor, switching from a twangy line dance to something with a bit more beat. Everyone partners up, and Jane-Ann wraps her hands around my neck, arching her body into mine.

      I can feel her ex-boyfriend watching us from his stool, but I can’t bring myself to care much. She feels too good in my hands to worry about anyone or anything else.

      “You know ‘nice’ wasn’t meant as an insult?” I say, clenching my teeth as she does her best to grind away my first impression of her.

      Are jeans supposed to be so sexy? Usually I’m drawn to skin. To short skirts and low-cut tops. But Jane-Ann is covered, and yet I can’t take my eyes away from her. Perhaps it is the allure, the mystery lurking beneath. Maybe that mystery is why her ex-boyfriend is sulking in a chair in the corner rather than moving on.

      “Men always think they’re talking in some kind of code,” she says, leaning away from me, her hands still twined behind my neck.

      I can feel one of her fingers sneaking up to circle in the hair at the back of my neck, and it is absurd how good it feels.

      Jane-Ann continues, “Calling me nice is a way of saying I’m low-risk. There is no threat of being swept off your feet, of catching feelings for me.”

      “Catching feelings?” I ask, smoothing my hand down her spine.

      “Isn’t that a common phrase among the royals?”

      I shake my head. “Not among the adult royals. My younger brothers have been known to say it.”

      She slaps my chest and then wraps herself around me again. “Telling me I’m nice is the same as me saying you have a nice personality.”

      I wince. “Ouch.”

      She gives me a knowing look. “Exactly.”

      “Okay, but that is not how I meant it. Being nice is a good thing.”

      “No, it isn’t,” she insists. “It means you could take me home to your parents, and everyone knows the girls you can take home to your mom and dad are not the girls you take home for a bit of fun at the end of the night.”

      My pants suddenly feel tighter, and I’m having anything but nice thoughts about Jane-Ann. The alcohol has loosened whatever grip I had on my self-control, and I can feel something animal growling beneath my skin. I slip my finger beneath her chin and tilt her face up to mine.

      “My parents would hate you, Jane-Ann.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Parents love me.”

      She tries to look away, but I grip her face and lean forward until our lips are inches apart.

      We’ve essentially stopped dancing, but our bodies are still pressed together below the waist, swaying slightly to the music while everyone else swirls around us. I can’t be bothered, though. I haven’t been able to pay attention to much beyond her heart-shaped face since she first walked up to me.

      “I’m being honest when I tell you my parents would be anything but pleased if I brought a woman like you home.”

      I can hear my mother’s voice in my head, commenting on the tightness of her jeans and her hair being pulled back in braids. Her red lipstick is strictly against the all-natural makeup style of the royal family, and Father would balk at her incredibly high tolerance for liquor. Jane-Ann would be added to the long list of women I’d been seen with who were considered inappropriate matches for the Prince of Sigmaran.

      Rather than being discouraged by this, Jane-Ann’s eyes widen with a mixture of surprise and hope. There are yellow and green flecks in her irises.

      “Are you just saying that because you feel bad?” she asks.

      I laugh and pull her against me, resting my chin against her temple as I run my hands down her sides. Her waist is small and flares into larger hips, perfect for holding onto.

      “I feel like I’m insulting you. But no, I’m not just saying it. My family wouldn’t approve one little bit.”

      She sighs. “Wow. It’s a weird feeling being the bad girl.”

      When I laugh, she slips out of my arms, crossing her own over her chest. I reach for her, but she dodges me.

      She tilts her head to the side. “You were lying, weren’t you?”

      I try to bite back the smile that insists on spreading across my face. “I wasn’t, but I never said you were a bad girl. That might be taking it a little far.”

      She pops her hip out and plants a hand on it, squaring off with me, and I hold my hands up in surrender.

      “I’m sorry, but I think we’re at a place in our relationship now where we can be honest with one another. You aren’t a bad girl, Jane-Ann.”

      “You don’t even know me,” she says. “We aren’t at any place in our relationship. You don’t get to tell me who I am.”

      She’s clearly upset, but I can see the amusement under it all. I’m getting under her skin, but she likes it. Maybe Jane-Ann isn’t so nice after all if this kind of back and forth gets her riled up.

      She glares at me in a challenge, daring me to say something else.

      Jane-Ann wants to play.

      I shrug. “You’re right. Let’s just dance and have a nice night.”

      She hisses at the word “nice.”

      “You said you came here for a good time.” She raises an eyebrow in question. “Is that still true?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I say, looking away from her. I scan the crowd as though maybe I’m looking for someone else. As though there could be anyone more interesting in the bar.

      She sees what I’m doing and presses her hand to my cheek hard enough that it’s almost a slap. Her expression is hard and alive and mischievous, and I desperately want to know what is going on inside her head. Her red lips pull up in a sweet smile that sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Then let’s have a good time,” she says before biting her lower lip.

      She stretches onto her toes, and her lips are on mine.

      I saw it all coming, knew where it was headed, but the kiss still takes me by surprise. My breath whooshes out of me like I’ve been kicked in the chest, and I grab onto her waist just to have something to hold on to. Just to keep myself from falling over.

      Jane-Ann is warm and soft in my hands, and I feel her muscles shifting as she pulls herself closer to me, as she presses her hips into mine and arches against me.

      The music changes from one song to another, but I don’t think about what it means. Don’t think about the people who might be watching us, about her ex who is probably staring daggers into me. All I can think about is her hands in my hair, my hands on her body, and the feeling of her tongue as it swipes into my mouth.

      I grab a handful of her shirt, and I can feel it come untucked from her jeans. I slide my hand into the opening and almost sigh at the feel of her skin against mine. She is smooth and warm like a good drink, and I am dying of thirst. My hand moves higher and higher until I feel her fingers around my wrist, pushing me down.

      Something snaps and my eyes pop open. The room is hazy, and I feel like I’ve just been pulled out of a good dream. When my eyes are able to focus, I see Jane-Ann looking up at me, her lips swollen from kissing, her cheeks stained pink.

      “I’m not that bad,” she says through a laugh. “You can’t undress me.”

      I blink a few times and manage a smile. “Right. Sorry, love.”

      She grabs my hand and wraps it around her waist, her eyes narrowing. “Not here, at least.”

      I tense, but before I can find the courage to ask, Jane-Ann pulls me through the crowd and toward the front door.

      Summer in Texas is hotter than I’m used to. I expect the night air to be cool, but it’s still sweltering, and I can already feel sweat beading on my forehead. Jane-Ann doesn’t mention it as she pulls me around the corner of the building and presses me against the bricks.

      “Are you trying to prove a point?” I ask even as I’m berating myself for saying anything at all. Whatever I’ve said to rile her up, I don’t want to undo it. I want forward motion. I want to maintain this trajectory until we both land firmly in “bad” territory.

      She licks a line across my neck and presses a kiss beneath my ear, effectively severing the connection between my mouth and my brain. Then, she whispers against my skin.

      “Are you trying to talk me out of this?”

      God no. I don’t say the words, of course, because I’m physically incapable. But I answer by cupping her rear and dragging her hips up and over mine. Jane-Ann wraps her legs around my waist, and I spin around, pressing her spine against the bricks.

      This is something I’ve never been able to do. Being with a woman in any kind of public setting is a risk. Even in the back of a private club, everyone has cell-phone cameras and the press can manage to sneak in. But here? In the outskirts of Austin, Texas? There is no one.

      The parking lot light above us gives a dim flicker occasionally, but otherwise we’re alone and in the dark, and it’s good because I don’t think I’d have enough self-control to stop. And I can only imagine what my parents would say over breakfast if they saw this picture in the paper.

      Then, Jane-Ann slides a hand down my chest and lower and lower, her fingers tickling and teasing their way across my body, until I’m not thinking about anything except how much distance remains between her fingers and the top of my trousers.

      “Where is your limo?”

      I freeze, forgetting for a minute where I am, who I am. “Limo?”

      She pulls away, breathless, and gestures toward my head where the chauffeur hat had been perched when she’d first seen me. The hat that is now sitting at the bar.

      “I figure you’re a driver, right? Do you have a limo or a car around here somewhere?”

      “Oh. No. I took a cab.”

      She gives me a weird look and then her lips pucker to one side. “My car is too small.”

      Too small. I roll the words around in my head before I understand their meaning. My eyes widen.

      “Oh.”

      She blushes and then reaches into her bag and pulls out her phone. “I can order a car. We’ve had too much to drink for either of us to drive. If you want to come back to my place, that is.”

      I’m nodding before she has even finished the sentence. “I want to.”

      I run my hands down her body and kiss her neck while she giggles and orders the car.

      “It will be five minutes,” she says after ending the call.

      I groan and bury my face in her neck. She smells like fresh morning rain and vanilla.

      “That’s too long.”

      She presses on my chest, putting a few inches of space. “Down, boy.”

      “Everything okay over here?”

      We both turn at the voice but make no move to separate or jump apart. When I see who it is, I’m glad. Jane-Ann’s ex.

      “Oh, Colby,” she says, standing a little straighter, but keeping her hand on my chest. “This is Christian.”

      Colby gives me the most cursory of looks before his eyes track back to Jane-Ann, searching her face, her body. “You good, Jane-Ann?”

      She looks up at me, an unspoken apology written on her face. “Yeah, Colb. Everything is great. We’re just waiting for a car.”

      I see the disappointment ripple through him, and I feel bad for the guy. Being her friend would be torture. I’ve only known her for an hour, and I can’t imagine it.

      “Okay,” he says, sounding like a disappointed child. His jaw clenches and he nods to me. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too.” I lift my hand in a wave.

      As soon as he turns the corner, Jane-Ann sags against the wall and groans. “God. So awkward.”

      I kiss her temple and her cheek. “You’re breaking his heart.”

      “I’m not trying to.” She presses her hands to her face for a minute, taking a deep breath.

      No matter what Jane-Ann says, she is good. She’s the kind of girl who is friends with her exes, who doesn’t want to hurt their feelings, who tries to keep the peace. She’s a good person who I am about to do very bad things with.

      I lean forward and whisper, my lips brushing against her ear. “Bad girls don’t have to try to break hearts.”

      My words send a shiver through her and she fists my shirt. I’m thinking about how much time we have before the car arrives, whether there is enough of it to enact even one of my fantasies, but before I can risk it, I hear the crunch of gravel beneath tires. Jane-Ann hears it, too, and takes off for the car, hauling me after her. She climbs in the backseat, and as soon as I’m in the backseat, she’s on my lap.

      Oh, the things our poor driver has to see. I hand him a wad of cash and see confusion cross his features at the foreign currency, but Jane-Ann is already crawling out of the car and tugging on my arm. I do not resist.
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      If Christian wasn’t latched onto my face, bestowing kiss after toe-curling kiss on me, I’d be embarrassed about the state of my apartment. I don’t have to open my eyes to know there is a pile of clean laundry on the end of the couch that I’d meant to fold but decided not to. Or to know the sink is full of dirty dishes and the trash can is full of paper plates and bowls that I’d swiped from a potluck at the sofa store to save myself from having to do dishes for a few days.

      The saving grace is my womanly touch. Bright orange and yellow throw pillows on the couch, a throw blanket over the chair, a candle and a stack of books on the coffee table. On some level, if Christian ever bothers to take his eyes away from me and my body, he’ll see that I care about my home.

      I wonder if that’s important to him. I’d played up the bad-girl vibe at the bar, hating the way it sounded when he’d called me “nice.” Even the memory of it feels like a vice around my lungs. How many times in my life have I been told I’m too nice, too much of a tomboy, too Texan? To hear it come from the beautiful stranger’s lips in his strange accent, it was too much. I am tired of being boring and average. I want to be the American who rocks his world.

      And yet.

      The sensible part of me wonders where this is headed, how long Christian will be in the country, and whether he will ask for my number before he leaves. I can tell by the feel of his clothes under my hands that he is wealthy.

      The chauffeur cap now officially makes no sense to me, and I’m glad we left it behind at the bar. He looks way better without it. But he comes from money and he’s in my apartment, peeling my shirt over my head, and I’m moaning against his lips like a caged animal getting their first taste of freedom. What does it all mean?

      “Love,” he whispers against my mouth.

      I freeze. Did he just read my mind?

      “Love, is something wrong?” he asks.

      I unclench. He is using it as a pet name—love, sport, honey, dear—not a noun.

      I grab the back of his neck and try to pull him against my lips again, grinding my hips against his. “No, why?”

      He nibbles on my chin, and I’m amazed that I never thought that could be a sensual spot before because right now it is on fire.

      “You seem distracted, and I want to ensure I’m not taking advantage of you. I’d hate to be the guy who gets a girl drunk and then—”

      “I’m not drunk,” I say, quickly tapping my finger to my nose several times. “See?”

      He wrinkles his forehead. “What are you doing?”

      “Field sobriety test.” I step out of the circle of his arms, placing one foot in front of the other down a straight line. “Not drunk.”

      He stares after me for a second and then runs toward me, grabbing me around my waist. The action reminds me that my shirt was discarded in the living room as soon as we got through the door, and I’m currently standing in front of him in a white lacy bra that is more for looks than support. Christian seems to enjoy it. He brushes his thumbs across the sides before sweeping down over my ribs.

      “Thank God for that.”

      Then we’re kissing again. Christian pushes me against the wall, caging me in with his arms, and I allow my fingers to explore the rise and fall of his biceps and his forearms. Wherever in the world he is from, he has a gym membership back home. These are not the kind of muscles that one is born with. He earned them. Images of him sweaty and draped over a weight bench doing arm curls fills my head.

      “See, I feel like you might be a bit distracted,” he says, pressing his forehead against mine like he wants to get inside my head.

      “Okay, yes. That time I was distracted, but it was about you. Does that help?”

      He hums in thought. “Maybe. What was it about?”

      “Do you have a gym membership?”

      “The palace has a private gym. No membership required.”

      I’m impressed he is able to maintain the royalty gag in the midst of everything we are doing to one another, but I don’t mention it. “I was picturing you curling dumbbells.”

      He raises an amused eyebrow. “Big dumbbells?”

      I lick my lip and hum. “Yes.”

      “What was I wearing?” He leans down and nibbles on my ear lobe.

      “Less than you’re wearing now,” I say, dragging my hand down his chest.

      He kisses the skin beneath my ear. “Show me.”

      I make quick work of the buttons on his shirt. My mind tells me that a bad girl would rip his shirt off, buttons be damned, but it seems like an expensive shirt, and I haven’t exactly noticed any luggage with him. What would he wear if I ruined his shirt? So, I unbutton it slowly, hoping my caution is a kind of foreplay in anticipation. As soon as the last button is undone, he shrugs out of the shirt, and I stand back to admire.

      Over the couple of hours since I first saw him, I’ve grown accustomed to Christian’s good looks. It’s like taking the first drink of juice and being sucker punched with the sweetness, but by the end, you hardly notice it. I adjusted. But now that his shirt is off, I’m getting a sugar rush.

      “This is unfair.” I drag my hands down the planes of his stomach and realize too late I’ve spoken out loud.

      “I beg to differ,” he says. “I spend an hour every morning in the gym, so it seems very fair to me.”

      “What time do you wake up?” I ask, wondering whether I should start trying to work out before heading to the sofa store.

      “Five a.m. on a good day.”

      I groan. “That sounds like a bad day. Do you eat breakfast?”

      Christian collapses against me and lays his head on my shoulder. “Love, this has been an altogether remarkable evening. Unprecedented, really. You are entertaining at every turn. But I have a great idea for how we could be making better use of our time.”

      I feel something stiff pressing against my thigh, and about the same time I realize what it is, I tangle my fingers in his hair and pull his mouth against mine. He is right. No time to waste.

      Christian moans against my lips, and he tastes like whiskey and chocolate. I nibble at his lower lip, swipe my tongue into his mouth to get a better taste. Everything about him is a delicacy. The way his skin feels moving against mine, the way his fingers melt to my curves, the way his hair slips between my fingers. I want to savor every single morsel of him.

      I’m still leaning against the hallway wall when Christian moves away from my lips, his mouth exploring lower and lower. He kisses his way between my breasts and across my stomach. Then, his fingers are working the button on my jeans, and I shimmy my hips to help him move the tight garment down. He runs his hands down my legs, freeing me from the denim, and goosebumps trail with his touch.

      As soon as he throws my jeans over his shoulder, he runs his fingers back up my legs, massaging my calves and the back of my thighs. He kisses over my knee and to the inside of my thigh, and I thank God above I decided to shave that morning.

      When his fingers and lips both descend upon my center, his finger trailing a line across the lace panel of my panties, I stop breathing.

      This isn’t something I normally do. While Christian is an inch away from my privates feels like a bad time to admit to myself that I’m not a bad girl, but I’m not a bad girl. Everything about this is well outside the small comfort zone I’ve built for myself. But something about him drew me out. I wanted to be the kind of girl who could handle a man like him. For once, I wanted to be bigger than Round Rock. Bigger than Colby Brooker. Bigger and badder than Jimmy’s Honky-tonk.

      But now my legs are trembling, and I feel like I might have gone too far. Might have pushed myself beyond my limits.

      Christian massages his fingers around my hips and hooks them on the thin strap of my panties. He gives them a single tug, and I’m bared to him. It feels too late to turn back, and as soon as he presses a kiss to the untouched skin between my hip and my center, I don’t want to.

      He is lavishing me with attention in places I didn’t know I needed it. He cups my backside, trails his fingers down my thighs, tickles the backs of my knees, and I feel like I’m burning. When he finally presses his lips to the apex of my thighs, swirling his tongue over me, I tip my head back and growl. Actually growl.

      The wild in me is coaxed out with every lap of his tongue, every swirl of his thumb and push of his finger, until my legs shake, and my hands are pressed to the back of his head, holding him to me while I fall apart.

      The wave crests and crests until it is a tsunami washing out everything in sight. The pleasure rushes toward me and nearly barrels me over. The only reason I stay standing is because Christian has a firm grip on my thighs. I wonder if his fingers will leave bruises in the morning. I hope so.

      I’m still panting against the wall when he kisses his way up my body and around my neck. I kiss him lazily, my naked body grazing against his bare chest and his trousers. I slap the wall behind my head, and Christian jumps in surprise.

      “I’m going to hang a monument right here. To Christian—” I pause, studying his face, trying to remember if he told me his last name.

      “Åström.”

      I nod. “To Christian Åström for his remarkable handiwork.”

      He smiles. “It was mostly my tongue, actually.”

      “Wow. A pun. Everyone has to have a fault, I suppose.”

      “If bad puns are my only fault, then I think I’m doing okay.”

      I don’t respond and push on his shoulders, shoving him down the hallway.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Bedroom,” I say, marveling at the feel of his chest beneath my palms. He is solid.

      When I push him against my bedroom door, he twists the handle and lets us in. It’s just as messy as the rest of my house, but I made my bed before work this morning, which I think speaks to a certain level of maturity.

      “I thought a bad girl like you would want it up against the wall,” he said. “Or maybe in the kitchen.”

      I push him back on the bed, and he doesn’t resist, falling back onto my comforter.

      I feel vulnerable standing in front of him with nothing on, but after his performance in the hallway, there is no room for nerves. I have to ooze confidence. So, I move toward him slowly and grab the front of his pants, undoing his button.

      “It sounds like you’ve experienced a few bad-girl posers,” I say calmly. “Girls who think the location makes them bad. True bad girls know it all comes down to your moves.”

      Christian lifts his hips as I slide his black pants down his legs. His thighs are just as muscled as I’ve imagined, like a Greek statue. I resist the urge to lick them like twin popsicles.

      His sea-glass eyes sparkle. “You have moves?”

      My eyebrows twitch in response as I grab a condom from my bedside table drawer and throw it at his chest. The speed at which he tears it open and puts it on hints at his excitement. No matter what Christian says when this is over, I can know I had him wrapped around my finger.

      I crawl over him, my body lithe and limber like a jungle cat, and settle my knees on either side of him. He drags his palms across my body, massaging my breasts and tickling my ribs.

      My breath hitches in my chest, but I try to hide the way my body responds to him, the way I react to every stroke and touch. I lean over him, blowing cool air across his neck before I kiss my way to his earlobe. When I bite the soft curve of his ear between my teeth, Christian moans.

      I whisper, “Wait and see.”
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      I had moves, all right. My body bucked and rolled and ground into him in ways I didn’t know it could, and when we were finished, we cleaned up and collapsed into bed, spent and too exhausted to think about what it all meant.

      My sleep is dreamless, but when my eyes flicker open a few hours later, I think my time with Christian was the dream. I think the foreign angel at Jimmy’s was a delicious invention of my subconscious. But then I roll over and see him in the bed next to me.

      The comforter is pushed down around his waist, and enough light is coming from the streetlight outside my window that I can see every ripple of his body down to the “V” that disappears beneath the blankets. The slope of his nose is remarkably straight, without a single bulge or imperfection, and I wonder if he’s had work done. Part of me hopes he has. Otherwise, God was playing favorites when he made him.

      I roll over and stare up at the ceiling, the reality of the last few hours washing over me. Before I can slip into a useless panic, I grab my phone from my nightstand and click it on. I have one missed call and several missed messages from Blakely.

      “I was going to apologize for abandoning you, but then I heard you left with a mysterious foreigner. GIRL.”

      “It’s been a while, so I hope you’re having a great time. Text me a picture of him.”

      “Okay, now it’s been so long I’m a little afraid you’re dead, so please don’t be dead. Text me to let me know you’re alive.”

      I smile to myself and text her back a simple, “Alive.”

      Blakely takes less than a minute to respond.

      “Meet me at the diner at our usual time. I have SO. MANY. QUESTIONS.”

      I’m about to respond when I feel the bed move beneath me and realize Christian is waking up. I resist the urge to drop my phone and feign sleep. Mostly because I’m pretty sure he already knows I’m awake. When his hand slides across my stomach, my suspicions are confirmed.

      “You have moves,” he says sleepily, pressing a kiss to my arm.

      I twist to put my phone on the nightstand and then roll over, pretending it is perfectly normal to have a man in my bed. A man whose last name I learned only seconds before he was inside of me.

      “Did you doubt?”

      He lifts his shoulders, his wide mouth quirking up to one side. When he sees my narrowed eyes, he smiles and rubs his thumb between my brows, easing away my worry line.

      “Every doubt I may have had has been assuaged, I assure you.”

      I keep my expression stony. “Every doubt?”

      It takes him a second to understand my meaning, but his eyes light up when he does. “Well, not every single doubt. There may be a few still lingering. I’m sure it wouldn’t take much to lay them to rest, though.”

      I stretch the short distance to him and press a kiss to his jaw and then his lips. In a breath, Christian is hauling himself over me, rolling me onto my back and pressing my thighs apart with his knees.

      It’s only been a couple of hours since we were last together, but I already feel parched for more. My body arches toward him, begging him to come closer, to press more of his skin to mine. When he doesn’t immediately respond, instead teasing me with licks and kisses across my collarbones, I hook my ankles behind his legs and force him downward.

      He nips at my shoulder. “Impatient girl.”

      A retort is on my lips, but it is tossed aside and forgotten when he pushes inside of me.

      I’ve been with plenty of men over the years. More than my mother would approve of, but not as many as Blakely, which feels like a good number. Still, it’s never felt like this. Especially not the first time. Though, technically, this is my second time with Christian. Being with him feels easy, natural. Our rhythm smooths out my insecurities, helps me come out of myself and enjoy the sensations, the pleasure that our bodies bring.

      His arms are strong pillars surrounding me, and I run my hand down his bicep and over his elbow, pressing into the tight muscles of his forearm. I roll my hips up to meet him, pressing back into the pillow, arching into the sensation building in my lower body. As I near the edge, my eyes flutter closed, and I hear someone moaning, but it couldn’t possibly be me. The sound is too primal, too raw.

      Christian is warm and heavy on top of me, and I am nearing the fall, panting as my body climbs higher and higher.

      Then, he’s gone.

      My eyes snap open, and I’m about to complain when I feel a strong hand on my side rolling me over to my stomach. Then, he is grabbing my hips and lifting me up, up, up.

      When he pushes inside of me again, I cry out and bury my face in the mattress, hoping it dulls the sound. The last thing I need is my neighbor calling the police to report a violent crime.

      Christian grips the soft skin of my hips, his hands spread wide to hold more of me, to claim more of my skin for himself, and I surrender every inch willingly.

      When his fingers circumnavigate to my front, circling across my sensitive bundle of nerves, I come crashing on a new wave. Wave after wave washes over me, and I feel Christian falling apart, too. When we are done, I collapse forward and laugh. It’s a soft sound, buried in the mattress where I’ve fallen forward.

      “That’s a new reaction,” Christian muses, laying back on the pillows, one arm curled behind his head.

      I look at him over my shoulder. “You’ve never had a woman laugh at you?”

      “Laughter isn’t usually the reaction I receive, no.”

      I roll onto my back and pull the sheet up over my chest. Christian seems content to lay around naked, but as the warm glow of what we’ve just done fades away, a tangle of nerves knots in my stomach.

      “Well, this isn’t something I usually do.”

      “Laugh at the men in your bed?”

      He turns onto his side, his head propped up on his open palm. He looks like an extraordinarily attractive live model. I feel the urge to grab a pen and paper to start sketching the image.

      I bite my lower lip. “Have men in my bed.”

      A dark chuckle rumbles through him. “But you’re such a bad girl, Jane-Ann.”

      I reach out and fling the back of my hand at his chest. He shields himself, laughing the entire time, and then catches my hand and presses a kiss to my knuckles.

      “If you think I’m going to judge you, don’t worry. You may not do this often, but I do.”

      Something dark swirls in the back of my mind at the idea of how many women he has been with before me, but I let it float away. I sit up against the headboard, wondering what to do next. But before I can decide what to say or do, Christian slips out of bed and begins grabbing his clothes from the floor.

      “You don’t have to go.”

      I hate that I sound desperate, but I want to prop the door open for something else. Something more. Even though I’ve only known this guy a few hours, I like him. With him, I found the spark that had always been missing with Colby. I’m not ready to let it walk away without making an effort.

      He pulls on his slacks, and I can’t help but watch the way his muscles stretch and flex as he gets dressed.

      “I’m sure you are ready to have your bed back,” he says. “I’m a notorious blanket stealer.”

      I loosen my grip on the blankets, as if trying to subliminally tell him I don’t need them. “I don’t mind.”

      “You’ve been a wonderful host for me on my first day in America,” he says, buttoning his shirt with expert fingers. “But jet lag has hit me like a cast iron to the face, and I worry when I fall asleep that I may stay that way for a full twenty-four hours. I’d hate to inconvenience you.”

      Excuses. He’s making excuses, yet I’m still trying to convince him. Trying to get him to stay when it is obvious he doesn’t want to.

      Doesn’t he get that it makes me feel disposable? Sleeping with someone—twice—and then leaving immediately is shady. It’s sleazy. He must know that, which is why he is trying to frame it to seem like he is doing me a favor by leaving.

      “No inconvenience,” I say. “I have the entire weekend off. No plans.”

      Christian doesn’t give any pause to my words as he slips into his shoes and grabs his phone from my bedside table. “You’ve been lovely, Jane-Ann. A pleasure from beginning to end. But this would never work.”

      I stare at him, wondering if he means what I think he means. When he gestures from his chest to me and back again, an anchor of disappointment and embarrassment sinks to my stomach, holding me in place.

      “This?” I ask.

      His mouth turns up in an apologetic smile. “You. Me. You and me. It just wouldn’t work beyond a one-night stand.”

      Hearing him say one-night stand makes me feel nauseous. I knew that is what this was, but usually neither party specifically addresses it that way. He is supposed to lie and say, This was fun. Maybe I’ll call you sometime.

      “I mean,” he continues with a shrug, “like I said, my parents would never approve. The King and Queen are quite strict about my future, and an American would likely be at the bottom of their list of potential matches.”

      King and queen. I narrow my eyes. “You can’t stay the night because you’re royal?”

      He holds up a finger. “Exactly.”

      God. What a prick.

      “Asshole.”

      His blond brow furrows. “Excuse me?”

      “I can’t believe you are keeping up this stupid story. It was funny at the bar, but now it is a little overplayed, don’t you think?” I wrap the sheet around my body and stand up, too annoyed to stay seated.

      He tilts his head to the side, his mussed hair flopping over his forehead. He runs a hand back to push it off his face.

      “You honestly don’t believe me?”

      I want to punch him in his perfect nose. I mean, the sex was incredible, but maybe it would have been better to finally give into Colby’s advances. I’m sure he has learned some new tricks since we first slept together when we were teenagers. It probably would have been fine, and I know he wouldn’t have embarrassed me by making up some ridiculous excuse to avoid seeing me again.

      I wave Christian away, padding into the hallway, the blanket trailing behind me like a wedding dress train. “No, I completely believe you. I’m sure there is some state emergency that requires your immediate attention. In fact, you’ll probably be on the next flight back to Kalambria or Seahorsetown or wherever you are from.”

      “Sigmaran,” he says, his eyes wide and sparkling.

      I hate how much he’s enjoying this exchange. How did I not realize he was such a sadist?

      “I am Prince Christian of Sigmaran. Remember that. It will give you quite a shock when you look it up.”

      I don’t want to prolong this anymore. He’s ruining what should be a marvelous post-sex high, and I just want to go back to sleep. I march to the door and hold it open, staying behind it so people driving by on the street below won’t catch a glimpse.

      “Nice to meet you, Christian.”

      He tucks his rumpled shirt into his pants and shakes his head. “Christian is my real name. I swear it.”

      “I’m sure it is. And I’m Princess of Morocco.” I gesture for him to keep moving.

      He pauses in the threshold and peeks around the door, his blue eyes vibrant even in the moonlight. “I’ve met her on several occasions. Lovely woman.”

      I can’t take another second. I push the door closed, slamming it firmly against his back, and Christian stumbles into the hallway.

      “Okay. I’m going,” he says. “Sorry this wasn’t as nice as one of your royal romances. I hope you still had on okay time, though.”

      His voice is muffled through the closed door as I lean against it, but I can still hear him.

      “Pleasure meeting you, Jane-Ann.”

      I roll my eyes and mumble under my breath, “Pleasure was all mine, Prince Christian.”
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      For as much money as I spent on the hotel, I expected the bed to be comfortable, but it feels like a rock. My hips ache, and my back hurts from rolling around all night. Maybe I should have stayed at Jane-Ann’s place.

      Staying over felt wrong when I knew it wouldn’t go anywhere. Wasn’t it easier to just let her think I’m a giant jerk and then move on? We had incredible chemistry and some of the best sex I’ve ever had, but that didn’t change the fact that I’m the prince of a country she’s probably never heard of and my parents would sooner die than see a common American on my arm.

      Hey, there’s an idea. If I were in a hurry to claim my title, dating Jane-Ann would speed up the process.

      I push the thought from my head and roll over. I don’t want to speed up the process. I don’t want my title. I want a semblance of a normal life for just one month. One week, even. I want to go out and meet a woman naturally without her already knowing who I am—thinking she knows everything about me because she read an article about my favorite post-gym snack.

      Jane-Ann’s long blond hair and heart-shaped face appear in my mind. I don’t want to meet a woman. I want to get to know her.

      If things were different for me, I’d stick around. I’d take her out on a proper date and hold her hand. My reputation as a playboy precedes me in Sigmaran, but I can be a gentleman. I can be chivalrous. I could sweep her off her feet better than any fictional prince could.

      But I can’t. Which is why I left.

      Falling asleep in her bed for even a few hours was a strict deviation from my usual protocol. If I go home with a woman after the club, I’m in and out with no room for any misunderstandings. But with Jane-Ann, I’d lingered. I’d dozed naked in her bed. I’d woken up with her laying next to me. And we’d done it all again.

      No wonder she threw me out of the house.

      Part of it was that she refused to believe I was actually a prince. I liked that she treated me like any normal guy, so I hadn’t made any real effort to prove it to her, but it probably would have softened her anger had she known. Because the reasons we can’t be together are vast and varied, and not just on my side.

      Most women don’t want the rules and scrutiny that come with being royal. Their entire lives will be dissected by the press if there is even a possibility they are my girlfriend. Jane-Ann doesn’t seem like the kind of woman who would want to deal with that. She certainly didn’t want to deal with my crap. And I can’t honestly blame her.

      After thirty more minutes of rolling around sleeplessly on the mattress, I get up and take a shower. I use the small bottles of shampoo and body wash provided by the hotel so I feel like I’m on vacation. They smell like cucumber and leave a strange film over my skin, but its better than the sticky feeling I got from sitting on the airplane for so long.

      When I get out of the shower, I put on clothes from the Go Bag. If I’m going to stay in America any longer, I’ll need to buy more clothes.

      But what will I do here? I could continue my tour of the local honky-tonks, earn my reputation as a playboy on American soil, as well. But after Jane-Ann, I don’t see how any other woman could stack up. She and I are so very different, but we connected. We had interesting conversation and great sex, and I think any other American woman would be a disappointment.

      I pull out my phone and check for the hundredth time. Still no missed calls or messages from anyone in my family. I expected them to blow up my phone and issue a missing person report.

      Though, maybe I shouldn’t be surprised there hasn’t been a big fuss made about my sudden departure. Father wouldn’t want anyone catching wind of something that could reflect poorly on the family.

      I can see the headlines now: Royal Family in Disarray? Prince Christian takes American Holiday. No, they’d keep this contained to only those who absolutely need to know. Though I do wonder how they’ll try to convince me to return if they aren’t going to call and beg.

      As I’m holding my phone it begins to ring, and I jump, surprised. It isn’t any number I recognize. In fact, it looks to be American.

      I answer on the third ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Prince Christian,” the nervous female voice on the other end of the line says. “This is Holly with the front desk.”

      Prince Christian. How did she know?

      “I’m sorry to bother you…Your Highness, but I need to know when you plan to check out.”

      I close my eyes and pinch my temples, knowing what is coming next. “I told the front desk yesterday I would be staying for an indeterminate number of days and would alert you when I planned to check out.”

      “Yes,” she says nervously. “That is fine as long as there is a valid payment method attached to the room.”

      “I left my card information at the front desk.”

      I can feel my hand start to shake. No wonder no one has been calling me. There is no need for them to call when they can just cut me off.

      Holly sounds like she might cry. “You did, but it’s now showing up as an invalid form of payment. I’m sorry. I’ve tried running it several times to pay for the room, but it isn’t working. It could be our computer, but your card is the only one causing a problem, so—”

      “It’s fine,” I say, trying to calm her down. “I think I know what has happened.”

      An audible sigh. “Sorry again for the inconvenience, Your Highness. If you are leaving today, checkout is at noon. Otherwise, we are happy to have you for another night.”

      I glance at the alarm clock next to the bed. It’s already eleven.

      The moment I hang up with the front desk, my phone buzzes. Almost as if my father planned it to happen that way. Knowing him, I wouldn’t be surprised if he managed to get a hidden camera in the hotel room somewhere so he could watch a livestream of me. I know it’s an absurd thought, but I still cast my eyes around the room just in case.

      I have a text from His Majesty King Dad.

      “Your accounts have been frozen. Unless you plan to get an American work visa, come home. There is a ticket waiting at the airport. Your flight leaves at 1.”

      Another message chimes in as soon as I’ve read the first. This one from my mother.

      “Please come home, Christian. We need to talk to you, and it will be better for everyone if your father doesn’t have to send someone to track you down.”

      The idea of staying and working in America, making my own way, is appealing for a second before I remember my brothers and my duty. One day, I’ll become King and be in charge of my own life. Until then, I just have to bide my time and keep my head down.

      With a sigh that comes from deep within my soul, I push myself off the bed and begin gathering my few belongings. If I want to make my flight with enough time to get through security, I’ll have to hurry.
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          Jane-Ann

        

      

    
    
      Blakely is at the diner before I get there, which is surprising. I almost always beat her. She can’t handle her hangovers as well as I can, so I usually have to get several cups of coffee in her before she’s any fun. But as soon as I walk through the door, her eyes are wide and she waves me over to a booth near the windows.

      I squint against the sun streaming through the window and angle the blinds to ease the ache in my bloodshot eyes. “How are you so cheerful right now?”

      “That, my dear J-A,” Blakely says, nudging a chipped mug of coffee toward me, “is the benefit of finding a man to kiss early in the evening. I drank half as much as normal. I even did some yoga before I left the house this morning.”

      Even the thought of a forward bend makes me groan. Especially when the last time my body was contorted, Christian was having his way with me.

      I take two long sips of the coffee, letting the heat cleanse me from the inside out.

      “Who were you making out with?” I ask.

      She raises her eyebrows. “Damon.”

      “Damon who?”

      “I didn’t catch his last name.”

      “Slut,” I scold playfully under my breath.

      Blakely reaches across the table and swipes at the single braid hanging over my shoulder. Then she leans her head back against the booth and hums contentedly.

      “It was good. Really good. Most guys who look like they could be action figures, have the same skill set as a plastic doll, if you know what I mean. But Damon knew what he was doing.” She leans forward, a hand pressed to the side of her mouth, her voice low. “Three times before midnight.”

      I widen my eyes. “That’s impressive stamina. Did you get his number?”

      Her smile falls. “I didn’t ask. It was incredible, but part of the reason we did it three times is because every time he opened his mouth, I wanted to shove a sock in it.”

      “Jerk?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Idiot. A beautiful, well-hung idiot.”

      I bite back a laugh. “I’m sorry.”

      Blakely glares at me. “You look it.”

      The waitress takes our orders—tall stack of pancakes with a chocolate milk for me, and the full English breakfast for Blakely with extra baked beans.

      As soon as the waitress leaves, I narrow my eyes at my best friend.

      “What happened to your usual chicken fried steak?”

      “For some strange reason, I have a craving for all things European this morning.” She lifts her eyebrows and slides her tongue over her teeth suggestively.

      I barely hold in my groan and lower my head to the table. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “That bad?” she asks, genuinely concerned.

      How do I explain an experience that was both toe-curling and mortifying? In which I wanted it to never end, but also couldn’t push him through my door fast enough?

      “He pretended to be a prince from some made-up country,” I finally say, wrapping my hands around my coffee mug. “He practically ran from my bedroom after an incredible round two because ‘the King and Queen’ would never approve.”

      Blakely curls her upper lip. “What a prick.”

      “Precisely what I thought. He saw a royal romance book in my purse at the bar and must have found it especially amusing. It was ridiculous. He came up with some fake country name and everything.”

      “What country?” Blakely asks, pulling out her phone.

      I sigh and try to rifle back through the scrambled contents of my hungover brain for the name. “Sigfried…Santron…Sigmaran, maybe?”

      Blakely’s thumbs fly across her keyboard and after a couple second delay, she holds her phone screen out to me. “He doesn’t deserve quite so much credit. He didn’t make it up. It’s a real place.”

      I snatch the phone from her hand and scroll through the article. Sigmaran is a small Scandinavian island next to Denmark. The population is exceedingly wealthy, and…I glance up at Blakely.

      “What?”

      I read the paragraph again, my heart doing a kickflip against my ribcage. “Though they have no constitutional power, the Åström family has been the head of Sigmaran’s ceremonial monarchy for over eighty years.”

      Blakely pounds her palms against the table. “What does that mean?”

      “He told me his name was Christian Åström.” I shake my head as I say it. No way. It’s not possible.

      But Blakely eyes go wide. She snatches her phone out of my hand, and I don’t bother to pull my own phone out. My hands are shaking too much to do an internet search. A second later, Blakely slides her phone across the table.

      “Is this him? Is this the guy you met at the bar last night?”

      The picture is from some blog about the royal family. It looks to be a scan of a newspaper photo, so the quality isn’t great, but I can see a man and a woman leaving a bar together. His arm is draped over her shoulder casually, and she has her arms wrapped around his waist like she is a sloth clinging to her branch. The man has a similar build to Christian—tall and slim, but with good muscle tone. His hair is blond with a similar cut.

      When I finally let my eyes fall on his face, there is no denying it. Those cheekbones, that jawline, his wide mouth. The same mouth that licked me, that teased me, that had me writhing up against my hallway wall. That mouth belonged to the freaking Prince of Sigmaran.

      Blakely sees the truth on my face before I can say anything and screams just as our waitress arrives with our food. She jumps at the sudden outburst, sloshing chocolate milk across the table.

      “I’m sorry. Let me get a towel and—”

      “YOU SLEPT WITH A PRINCE!”

      Our waitress’s eyes go wide, and I try to ignore the fact that the entire restaurant is staring at us. I turn and give her what I hope is an easy smile.

      “No need for a towel,” I say. “Also, sorry my friend is insane. Thanks for the food, it smells great.”

      The woman seems relieved to escape, so she drops the plates on the tabletop and hustles for the kitchen door. Probably to tell her coworkers about the weird table she’s serving. As soon as she’s out of earshot, I snap my head toward Blakely.

      “Can we not announce that to the entire country, please? I think the King and Queen heard you all the way from Sigmaran.”

      Blakely slaps a hand over her mouth and jumps up and down in her seat, unable to contain her excitement. “Holy shit, Jane-Ann. Holy. Shit.”

      I look at the picture again just to be sure, and then turn the phone off and place it face down on the table. This can’t be happening. He was telling the truth. I actually slept with a prince…and then I physically shoved him out of my house…after I called him an asshole. I drop my face into my hands and take a deep breath.

      I hear Blakely slide her phone back across the table and then for the next few minutes, all I hear are the electronic clicks of her keyboard as she types up search after search. Eventually, she lets out a long, low whistle. I can’t help myself. I glance up at her. Her forehead is wrinkled as she scrolls down her screen and shakes her head.

      “Your prince is a busy man. He’s never been photographed with the same woman.” She pauses and leans in to get a better look at one picture. She whistles again. “He is gorgeous, though. I mean, well done, J-A. You have superior taste in men.”

      “He isn’t my prince. He is just a prince.” Saying it out loud feels like acceptance.

      “Don’t feel bad about it. From the looks of things, he isn’t anyone’s prince. He gets around.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      I hate that I’m cranky. I spent one night with Christian. I can’t be jealous over him. I don’t really even know him.

      “Seriously,” Blakely says. “This blog I’m reading has a theory that Christian might be trying to bed every available woman on the island. ‘What will our Prince do when there are no women left for him to woo? Perhaps attempt to conquer the mainland?’”

      I groan. The blogger was probably just desperate for clicks—because if Christian really had a goal like that, he would be the grossest man on planet Earth—but I still feel disgusting. What if that was the reason he came to America? What if he wanted to try and sleep with a woman from every country? I sure made America an easy one to cross off the list. I practically dove into bed with him.

      “I really don’t see why you’re so upset,” Blakely says, still scrolling. “This is going to be a great anecdote. Everyone wants a party story like this. I know one girl who tells everyone she went on a date with the grandson of an ex-president, but this is so much cooler than that.”

      I don’t know how to explain to Blakely that I feel used. That even though Christian and I did not discuss expectations in any capacity, and therefore I shouldn’t have been disappointed when he’d decided to leave, I still hoped he would stick around. Maybe it made me naïve, but I hoped I could have the romance novel treatment just once in my life.

      Rather than being hounded by ex-boyfriends at the bar and being hit on by men with beer bellies while they order custom recliners covered in a camouflage pattern, maybe I could meet a great guy and have a storybook kind of romance. Meeting a prince got me halfway there, but those dreams died the moment he crawled out of my bed at two in the morning.

      “I don’t want cool anecdotes to tell at parties,” I say around a huge bite of pancakes. “I want a nice guy who likes me for more than one night of fun.”

      Blakely frowns and reaches across the table to pat my hand. “I’m sorry, girl. Well, on the bright side, Colby was heartbroken when you left with the Prince last night.”

      “Can we not call him ‘The Prince’? I’d prefer if people didn’t hear about this. It’s embarrassing. And why is a heartbroken Colby the bright side?”

      Blakely widens her eyes like I’m dumb. “Because Colby is obsessed with you. If you want a relationship with a nice guy, he’s a surefire ticket.”

      I grimace.

      “I don’t get your aversion to Colby,” she says, scooping up her baked beans with a triangle of toast. “He’s cute.”

      I nod in agreement and bury my response under a layer of pancakes and syrup. Colby is nice, but he was the first guy I ever dated. I broke up with him because I wanted to experience the world without him, and now that I have, I can’t see going back. Colby is interested in me, and being with him would be easy, but it would also be settling. And after watching my mother and father fight and make up and simply “get through” life together, I can’t imagine that for myself.

      I don’t want to be with someone because they’re good enough. I want to be with someone because they are more than I ever could have imagined. But saying that out loud feels childish. Like wishing on a star or waiting for a fairy godmother.

      “Do you remember when you thought you were pregnant last year?” I ask.

      Blakely’s face goes white and she looks around the diner, making sure no one heard me. Then she leans in and hisses. “Of course, I do. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “You were seeing that really nice dentist from Austin who had perfect teeth and a nice butt.”

      Blakely smiles at the memory. “Yes. I remember that butt.”

      “Well, do you remember how panicked you were that you were going to have to spend the rest of your life with him because of one busted condom?”

      She pinches her lips to one side of her mouth and deflates slightly. “Yes.”

      I cut off a triangle of pancake and point it at her. “That is how I feel about being with Colby. He’s fine to hang around with, but I don’t want to spend my life with him.”

      She winces, but I see understanding flicker in her eyes. “Poor Colby.”

      I snort. “Poor me. I almost had a prince.”

      Blakely taps her phone. “Based on these tabloids, lucky you. Your prince is a serial heartbreaker. Nothing like the leading men in your books.”

      I shrug. “Sometimes the male lead is a mess at the start and then turns things around by the end.”

      Blakely wags her bacon at me. “Don’t waste your life waiting for a man to change. If there’s one thing women in this world need to realize, it’s that movies and romance novels aren’t real. You found your prince and now he’s gone, and where are you?”

      “Hungover and stuffing my face with pancakes?” I hazard a guess.

      “Exactly,” Blakely says. “He isn’t going to ride up on some white horse to save you. The two of you had a good time together and now it is time to take control of things.”

      A surge of enthusiasm bursts through my self-pity. “You’re right. If going home with a prince hasn’t changed anything about my life, then nothing will. I have to take control.”

      “Yeah,” Blakely says around a mouthful of eggs.

      “I need to get serious about my job, so I can afford a house one day.”

      “Yes, girl!”

      “And I need to be done with honky-tonking and try to find a nice guy I can see myself being with long term.”

      “Okay!” Blakely says, her face pinched and unsure as she bobs her head from side to side. “I’m definitely still going to the honky-tonk, but I support your enthusiasm and stand behind this declaration for forward momentum!”

      I raise my glass in a cheers. “That’s good enough for me!”

      She knocks her coffee against my chocolate milk, and we both take a deep drink. Despite my hangover, part of me wishes I had a stiff drink in my hand. After the last twelve hours, I could really use it.
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      By the time I land back in Sigmaran, I can’t understand what inspired me to fly halfway around the world. I’ve had one shower in the last forty-eight hours, and I feel like the tin cans that get dragged around behind a car after a wedding.

      When I turn my phone on, I have another text from my father telling me to message him when I land. I dismiss it without responding. I also have a message from my brother Erikson.

      You are so screwed.

      Ahh, who wouldn’t want brothers? They are always there to support you when the going gets tough.

      I pocket my phone and wish I hadn’t left the chauffeur’s cap back at the honky-tonk in Texas. Somehow, word leaked that I’d taken an impromptu trip across the pond, and I know there will be photographers waiting to catch me in all of my greasy, exhausted glory.

      Everyone on the plane remained relatively low-key about my presence, especially since Father booked me a first-class ticket, but my walk through the airport is not as understated. Security are waiting for me at the gate, so I march through the airport with a small army of muscled men trailing behind me. And as soon as we walk into the lobby, photographers descend.

      “Where were you, Prince Christian?”

      “Do you have a secret American girlfriend?”

      “Is it true you spent the evening in a Texas…honky-tonk?”

      I pray none of them find out about Jane-Ann. I’d like her to remain my little secret. Something I can remember fondly without the taint of the press. Though, what do I know? Maybe Jane-Ann has finally looked me up and is now realizing the prince act was not an act at all. Maybe she’s getting powdered for an exclusive interview about our night together.

      I shove the thought down. Jane-Ann wouldn’t do that. I only knew her for a few hours, but I still feel like I know her. For the few hours we spent together, we were honest with one another. Vulnerable. Even if she didn’t fully believe me at the time. Once she realizes that, I have a suspicion our evening together will be as special to her as it will be to me.

      Or for my sake, I sure as hell hope so.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The palace has never looked so much like a prison.

      A lavish, well-lit prison, but a prison all the same. The gates shutter behind the car as we pull down the long drive toward the house, and when I step through the front doors, two maids close them behind me. It feels like I’m willingly walking into my own dungeon, smiling and thanking the people locking me inside.

      My mother appears at the top of the stairs seconds after my arrival. “Christian. It is so nice to have you home.”

      No mention of why I was away or where I’d gone. Mother’s favorite coping mechanism. Denial, denial, denial.

      “Where’s the King?”

      She purses her lips. “The sitting room. And you know he doesn’t like when you call him that.”

      “I don’t like when he closes down accounts that are in my name and forces me to crawl back home like the prodigal son,” I say with a violent smile on my face. “He is the king, not a dictator. How did he have any say over my accounts?”

      Her jaw clenches, and she shakes her head. “He’s waiting for us.”

      I follow her down long hallways, past rooms we never use, and into a large formal sitting room. Father is sitting in a wing-backed chair like it’s a throne.

      “Christian.” His face is flat, neutral.

      I make a grand bow, bending at the waist.

      In seconds, the usual signs of frustration are creasing his brow and tightening his lips. “Sit down. We need to talk.”

      “So I heard,” I say, dropping down on the sofa, my arm lazing across the back. “It was important enough to pull me out of my vacation.”

      “You ran away,” Father snarls. “Vacations require planning. You bought the first ticket out and found another dingy bar full of riffraff to hole up with.”

      My mother moves across the room to place a hand on his shoulder. Her presence has always steadied him, but not enough. She is the bucket on a sinking ship, managing to bail some water, but the ship is going down either way.

      Jane-Ann’s blond braids and heart-shaped face creep into my mind. She isn’t riffraff. Though I know my father would disagree.

      “What your father is trying to say,” Mother says, “is that your actions affect more than just you.”

      “Did I miss an important meeting with one of the hundreds of charities we support? Once my accounts are unfrozen, I’ll send them an apology check. They won’t mind.”

      “Your brothers have been acting out,” Father says sharply, ignoring me. “Jory and Niles have refused to attend their lessons without force since you’ve been gone, and Erikson has begun speaking to us…”

      His voice fades away, and I know what he wanted to say.

      “The way I speak to you?” I ask.

      His jaw clenches. It was a slip. A crack in his armor. An admission that despite how much he pretends otherwise, it is important to him that his sons respect him. He’d hoped I was a bad egg, but with Erikson beginning to push back, it seems the rebellious streak could be a trend.

      “It upsets your mother,” he adds quickly, placing a hand over my mother’s, which is still on his shoulder. “You have upset your mother.”

      The guilt slides over my skin without sinking in. I’m too used to it by now. The way my family uses one another to manipulate the others. I’m supposed to do my duty for the sake of my brothers, for my mother’s nerves, for my father’s peace of mind. No mention of my own feelings, of what I want.

      “To be frank, I’m not too pleased with you all, either,” I say calmly. “Placing a deadline on my personal life is unacceptable.”

      Father is on his feet in a heartbeat, and I flinch back into my seat only because I’m surprised the old man is still so spry.

      “What is unacceptable is running away from your responsibilities and deserting your family and your country.”

      “I was gone less than three days.” I sigh, focusing on the oil portrait hanging above the fireplace.

      The painting is of my great-great-grandfather and his wife. A woman who is not biologically related to me. My great-great-grandmother died shortly after bearing her children, and the king remarried within the year. I’ve never seen a portrait of her, and her name isn’t written anywhere except in connection with her children. Almost as if she had shown a weakness by dying young, and everyone hoped they could hide it away. I’m positive my father has considered a similar strategy with me. Perhaps, he should have left me in America.

      He takes a step to the side as if he wants to pace, but then clicks his heels together and stands directly ahead of me, focused like the muzzle of a gun finding its target.

      “It shows a weakness. It gives our people room to doubt the strength of our family. It gives our enemies room to doubt your loyalty to this country.”

      “Enemies?” I scoff, rolling my eyes.

      “The independence of our island is not a joke,” he snaps, straining on an invisible leash, desperate to attack. “There are those who would like to see us fall so our land could be claimed and repurposed. You know this, and yet you act as though it is a joke.”

      I do not take the freedom of our island lightly, but I cannot view those who would wish to use our ports for their own benefit as our enemies. They are not readying their ships to storm our shores, even though I’m sure that is how my father likes to imagine it.

      “Does this conversation have a purpose?” I sigh. “I could do with a nap.”

      He stares at me for a second, unspoken words filling the space between us, warming the room until sweat dampens my palms. Finally, he turns and sits back down in his chair, my mother resting on the arm like a decoration. When he says nothing, my mother clears her throat and settles her hands in her lap.

      “While you were away, we came to a decision about the future of this family,” she says. “And we reached out to your father’s friend, Fredrik Andersson.”

      “The baron?” I ask, looking to my father for any kind of reaction. The last I knew, he believed Fredrik Andersson was a snake with aspirations to ascend the royal ladder.

      “Yes, the baron. His daughter, Lady Freyja, is going to be in Sigmaran for the next several months, and we have offered her a room and your company.”

      My mother says it all so quickly, so casually, that I almost miss the implications. Almost. My fists tighten until my knuckles ache.

      “I assume you would like me to be more than her tour guide.”

      Mother moves across the room in a few quiet steps and sits next to me on the couch, her hand on my knee. “Lady Freyja is a lovely woman who comes from a good family. She is very interested in spending time with you, and your father and I believe it is time we push you toward your future.”

      I know Lady Freyja. Not well, but enough to know I do not wish to know her better. We’ve crossed paths at different parties over the years, and she was unfailingly snobbish and vapid. Her interest in a person extended only as far as they were useful to her, and I knew her interest in meeting me was no different.

      “I am capable of finding my own path.” The words sound like a plea, and I hate it, but I also know my usual sullen indifference will do little to sway the situation.

      Father snorts. “Your path took you halfway across the world. Your path has you single at thirty, stumbling drunk out of nightclubs.”

      “Ranell,” Mother warns, her voice feather soft. She turns back to me. “She will be here in a few days.”

      I stand up, hands shoved in my pockets. “I won’t see her.”

      “You damn well will,” Father shouts, shooting out of his chair.

      We are standing ten feet apart, but it feels like he’s right in my face. I can almost feel the heat of his breath.

      Mother stays seated, one of her ankles delicately tucked beneath her other leg. “There will be consequences should you refuse.”

      My eyes snap to her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You graduated from the Royal Sigmaran Military College, yet served less than two years as a Lieutenant,” she says softly, eyes pinned to me. “Some would say that your service pales in comparison to other past and future leaders.”

      Her voice was gentle, but her implications were sharp.

      “You are threatening to send me to war?”

      “There is no war, boy.” It is apparently Father’s turn to roll his eyes. “But if you do not take on the responsibilities of family, then it seems only right you would take on the responsibilities of serving this country.”

      “Do not think of it as a threat,” Mother adds. “We are providing two paths for you, and it is your choice.”

      “Is it a choice if I am poised at the edge of a cliff with a gun at my back and given the opportunity to jump or be shot?”

      “Military service would wipe that dramatic streak away,” Father adds.

      I want to argue, to scream, to fight with them the way a normal child would fight with normal parents, but there is no winning here. As much as I’ve spent my life trying to fight it, they hold the keys to my future.

      Even if I was somehow able to escape the crown, I would spend the rest of my life being the man who ran away. Who deserted his family, his country. It would be a shameful existence as far as the press was concerned with few upsides.

      In short, my parents had me by the balls.

      I stand up and move toward the door, ignoring my father’s mumbled remark about “the runaway prince.”

      “Send word when Lady Freyja arrives,” I say, my back toward them, one hand on the sitting room door. “I will meet her as you have asked but will promise nothing else.”

      I pushed through the door and marched down the hallway before they could respond.
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        Two Months Later

      

    
    
      Rhonda is shuffling piles of papers around her desk, licking her thumb between each movement to help separate the pages. It’s one of my pet peeves, but I keep an easy smile, ignoring the clench of disgust that roils my stomach. I’m receiving my annual review today, and I don’t want to do anything to upset Rhonda before she can read me my results. If all goes well, I’m hoping for a raise. I’ve been at Rufus’ Sofa Shack for three years, which is longer than any other employee.

      In the two months since my run-in with Christian, I’ve focused on making improvements to my life. On doing what I told Blakely I’d do. I have focused on my career, putting in overtime and covering shifts when asked, and I’ve stopped frequenting Jimmy’s Honky-tonk.

      Less time at the honky-tonk has also meant seeing Colby less, which feels like a good step forward for both of us. I don’t have to constantly spurn his advances, and he can move on. According to Blakely, he has been “moving on” with a new girl every weekend. She only told me to see if I’d get jealous, but I couldn’t care less. Good for him. At least one of us is getting some action.

      Finding a serious relationship is the one hitch in my plan. Not going to the honky-tonk means my usual mode of finding a guy is gone, and short of online dating, I have no idea where to start.

      But that’s okay. A relationship will happen naturally once the rest of my life falls into place. Or, at least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself. I hope it is true.

      “Here we go,” Rhonda says, licking her finger before pulling a single piece of paper out of a folder and sliding it across the messy desk to me.

      I pick it up, avoiding the corner that is curled with her spit.

      “This is your third year here, so you know what this is,” she says, holding up her own copy of my employee evaluation form. “You were evaluated on a bunch of different measures, but if you look down at your final score, you’ll see I gave you a five out of five.”

      Sure enough, at the bottom of the sheet, Rhonda had given me full marks in every category and circled my average score in a green marker. Next to it she’s scribbled, “Keep up the good work, Jane-Ann! We love you!” I only hope she loves me enough to give me a raise.

      “That’s great, Rhonda. Thanks,” I say, studying the paper diligently, letting her know I take it all very seriously.

      “No, thank you,” she says, setting my review aside and folding her hands under her chin. “You’re a valued employee here, and I hope to see you in my office in another year for another performance review.”

      “Me too,” I say. “I love it here.”

      Rhonda raises her brows and smiles. “That’s wonderful to hear because Rufus and I have discussed it at length, and we would both like to promote you to key holder.”

      I open my mouth, but before I can say anything, Rhonda continues on.

      “You’re under no obligation to accept the position, but it would come with a one-dollar-per-hour raise and more responsibility. We believe you are more than capable of taking on more duties around the shop, and we trust you to keep things running while we are away. You don’t have to answer now, but—”

      “I accept,” I say, lunging across the table to grab Rhonda’s hand and shake it. “Thank you so much.”

      I do the mental math quickly, figuring an extra one hundred and fifty dollars in my budget every month at least, which isn’t a lot but would give me room to relax a little bit. Maybe I could reinstate a monthly dinner with Blakely. Maybe I could even splurge on a drink from the bar. I bite the corner of my lip to keep from beaming like an idiot at the prospect.

      Rhonda congratulates me again, assures me there will be paperwork and procedures to discuss on another day, and sends me home.

      I’ve only just closed the door to Rhonda’s office, wondering whether I shouldn’t text Blakely back and tell her I changed my mind about stopping by the Polo for a drink after work—I just got a promotion, after all, so celebrating seems like a worthwhile excuse—when a wave of nausea rolls over me. It’s sudden, and I freeze in place, a hand pressed to my stomach. After a second or two, the feeling ebbs and then fades, but I’m still cautious, taking slow steps across the hallway.

      I’m almost to the door that opens into the showroom when a second wave, stronger and more enduring than the first, rushes in, and I know I won’t get so lucky this time.

      I spin to the right and dive into the employee bathroom. I barely get the door closed behind me before I lunge for the toilet and empty the contents of my stomach.

      Still in the bathroom getting sick, I try to reason what could be happening to me. Food poisoning seems unlikely as I haven’t had any meat or any of the commonly undercooked foods. My diet has consisted mostly of fresh fruit and bread for the last week or so.

      Due to my Texas upbringing, I’m usually an enthusiastic carnivore, but even the sight of the chicken breasts I’d defrosted for dinner the night before made my stomach turn. And I made bacon with my eggs on Saturday but couldn’t bring myself to eat more than a few nibbles from the crispy ends. Now, I wonder if this stomach bug hadn’t been a long time coming. Maybe my body prepared me by eating healthy, light foods.

      My body feels hollow, and I stand on shaky legs and move to the sink. My skin is pale and sweats beads my forehead, but I feel remarkably okay.

      I wash my hands, swish water from the sink to clear out the taste from my mouth, and pop a mint from my purse. I hesitate in front of the bathroom door, waiting to make sure I’m not going to get sick again, and then leave for the day.

      Thankfully, it’s already the end of my shift, so I don’t have to explain to my boss who just offered me a promotion that I need to take the rest of the day off work. So, I move quickly through the showroom to avoid a conversation with anyone and slip into my car. I’m five minutes down the road when my phone rings.

      “Are you coming to The Polo?” Blakely asks in lieu of a greeting.

      “I told you I wasn’t,” I say.

      She groans. “No one is here. It’s so boring without you. Please come keep me company. Pleeeeeeee—”

      I cut her off in the middle of her begging. “I was considering accepting your offer until I just threw up in the employee bathroom five minutes ago.”

      Blakely cuts off her pleading immediately. “You got sick? Like, sick sick?”

      “Yeah. Might be a stomach bug or something,” I say, and then add. “But I feel completely fine now.”

      “You sure you’re not pregnant?” she asks with a laugh.

      I know she’s joking, but even the idea sends a bolt of panic through me.

      “Getting sick doesn’t mean I’m pregnant,” I say flatly.

      “I was joking, Jane-Ann. Relax.” Then, after a pause. “When was your last period?”

      I cycle back through the previous weeks in my mind, and a cold knot of fear twists in my stomach. “I can’t remember.”

      Silence on the other end of the phone. Unusual for Blakely, who talks even more than I do.

      “Say something,” I demand, barely able to focus on the road ahead of me. My vision seems to be blurring, and my heart is beating too fast.

      “Are you almost home?” she asks, and I can tell she is holding the phone away from her mouth while she settles her bill with the bartender at The Polo.

      “Just a few minutes,” I say.

      “Okay, I’ll be right over,” she says.

      I grip the wheel tighter. “It really isn’t necessary, Blakely. Stay out and have fun. I’m sure everything is fine, and I just—”

      She ignores me. “I’ll stop and pick up a test on my way. We’ll know whether everything is fine or not within the next twenty minutes. See you soon.”
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* * *

      Twenty minutes feels like twenty hours. Twenty days.

      I make a glass of water and drop onto the couch as soon as I get home, but my mind is too foggy to pay attention to the television, and recently, I’ve lost my taste for royal romance novels. Or any romance novels for that matter. So, I sip on my water, stare at the wall, and try not to think.

      I try not to think about the fact that I should be on my period right now, that I should have had one four weeks before, as well. Yet I’m not, and I didn’t. I try not to think about how many diapers I could buy with the measly one hundred and fifty dollars extra I’ll make each month from my promotion. And I absolutely try not to think about who the father would be.

      Because I’m probably not pregnant.

      I’m overreacting. Blakely will come over with a test. I’ll pee on it, and then we will laugh about how panicked we were and maybe re-watch an episode or two from one of our favorites shows while we drink. Because I’ll be able to drink. Because I’m not pregnant. Probably.

      “Oh God, you are in bad shape.”

      I blink and Blakely is standing in the doorway, a grocery bag in her arms.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and marches through my living room and into the kitchen, dropping the bag on the counter. “Long enough to know it’s good I came.”

      I don’t say anything, but I’m glad she came over, too. I need someone to tell me how to move forward, how to react. What to do.

      Blakely digs in the bag and then throws something at me. It hits my chest, and I fumble for a second before getting a grip on it. I raise an eyebrow.

      “Licorice?”

      “It’s either a consolation snack or celebration snack,” she says, diving back into the bag. “I also grabbed sparkling grape juice, a bottle of wine, and ginger snaps. No matter what caused the hurling this morning, you’ll probably need help getting your stomach settled.”

      I swallow back a lump in my throat. “What about…” I can’t bring myself to say it.

      Blakely picks up a pink and blue box and hands it to me, her dark eyebrows pinched together. “It’s pretty self-explanatory. Pee on the stick and wait three minutes.”

      I stare at the box in her hand, unable to reach out and grab it. Touching it makes it feel too real. Makes the possibility that my life could be changing too imminent.

      “Do you need me to go in with you?” she asks. “I mean, I don’t know what I could really do to help…aside from hold the stick…or offer emotional support.” She stops and scrunches her nose. “Please don’t make me hold the stick. That sounds so gross.”

      I bark out a laugh and then smile at my friend. “You don’t have to hold the stick.”

      Blakely’s shoulders sag in relief and then she crosses the space between us in two steps. “God bless you, J-A.” She steps back and presses the box against my chest. “Now, go pee on this so we know if this freak-out is warranted or not.”

      I grab the box and march to the bathroom before I can lose my nerve. Blakely’s presence has bolstered me more than I expected. Knowing she’s on the other side of the door as I follow the exact steps outlined on the back of the box makes me feel better. Makes me feel less alone.

      I set the stick on the counter and grip the edge of the bathtub, my fingernails bending from my grip on the cool porcelain.

      My periods have never been regular. Although I’ve never skipped an entire month before, it could happen. And maybe I have some other medical condition that could explain everything. Like, some kind of parasite that makes your cycle irregular and gives you sudden bouts of nausea.

      I let my head drop into my hands and take a deep breath. I should have eaten something when I got home from work. My stomach is growling, and I feel dizzy.

      The thought trails off in my head as I realize how much fruit I’ve eaten in the past two weeks. My usual couple servings per day turned into eating three-fourths of a watermelon for dinner and packing a gallon-sized bag of grapes to snack on at work. Did that count as a craving? Most pregnancy cravings on television shows or in movies are for pickles and chocolate pudding. But my fruit intake has been unusual.

      My stomach flips again, but it isn’t with hunger this time. My body is vibrating with nerves. With a kind of blind panic I haven’t felt since I had to sing a solo verse in my elementary school’s Spring musical. Just like in sixth grade, my brain is telling me to run. To get out. To run away from the entire situation and hide in a closet.

      But unlike in sixth grade, that won’t help me now. This isn’t a situation I can run away from.

      Three soft knocks on the bathroom door ground me in the present moment. “Everything okay in there?”

      “Just waiting.” I stretch out and turn the bathroom knob. Blakely steps inside, her bottom lip red from chewing on it. “I set a timer on my phone, so it should be going off—”

      I’m interrupted by the electronic chirp of my phone. My chest clenches, and I feel incapable of moving. As soon as I turn off the alarm and flip the stick over, I’ll know.

      In some ways, blind panic is better than knowing. Right now, I am Schrodinger’s cat. Both alive and dead inside the box. Pregnant and not pregnant. As soon as I turn over the stick, I’m one or the other. And I’m not ready.

      Blakely grabs my phone from the counter and dismisses the alarm. “Sorry. That was annoying.”

      I stare at the stick on the counter until Blakely clears her throat. When I look up at her, she is looking at me like I’m a bomb she needs to disarm.

      “Do you want me to look?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I should do it.”

      “Do you want me to go?” She takes a backward step toward the hallway, and I lunge for her hand, pulling her back into my small bathroom.

      “No way. Stay.”

      I keep hold of her hand as I pluck the stick off the counter. It will be like ripping off a band-aid. Except, in the case of a band-aid, it is one second of pain; whereas this could very well end up being a lifetime of…if not pain, then disruption. But waiting isn’t going to change the outcome, so before I can talk myself out of it, I flip the stick over and…

      “Holy shit.”

      I close my eyes and fall back. Thankfully, the toilet is underneath me and saves me from hitting the tile.

      “What does it say?” Blakely asks, trying to read the results from my reaction. “Are you relieved or—”

      I hold the stick out to her, and she bites her lower lip. She plucks it out of my hand and shakes it, as if she can wipe away the result. Then, she holds it up to the light, squinting to make sure she’s reading it properly. After thirty seconds of various tests that do nothing to change the pink plus sign in the test window, she sets it down on the counter and leans back against the door frame.

      “Looks like there’s going to be a royal baby.”

      I almost smile, but before I can, nausea rises up in me like a tsunami, and I barely manage to fall to my knees and open the toilet before I’m throwing up the water I drank when I got home.
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      “Are we one hundred percent Prince Christian is the father?” Blakely asks, handing me another rope of licorice.

      Once I finally managed to lift myself from the bathroom floor, my best friend deposited me on the sofa in my living room and began filling me with anything and everything she could, claiming the baby needed nutrients. I don’t know what nutrients it is going to get from candy and sparkling grape juice, but I’m too rattled to argue.

      I grab the licorice and rip it in half with my teeth. “Unless this is a case of immaculate conception, then yes, Christian is the baby daddy.”

      Blakely narrows her eyes at me, and I remember she doesn’t have the religious background I have.

      “A virgin birth,” I clarify. “Or, in this case, a conception without the necessity of sex.”

      She barks. “Yeah, because you are no virgin.”

      I frown at her. Like she has any room to talk. The comeback is on the tip of my tongue, but I’m not in a sparring mood.

      “My mom’s going to be so disappointed.”

      “You’re an adult, J-A. Who cares what she thinks?”

      “I do,” I admit, rubbing my hand across my stomach before I catch myself and fist it at my side. “I just don’t want to have to explain the one-night stand. If I was dating someone and got pregnant, it would be fine, but I don’t even know Christian. I don’t have any way of contacting him.”

      “Do you want to contact him?”

      It’s a good question. If he was a normal guy, my answer would be yes. Of course he should know. It’s his child, after all. A person deserves to know if they have an offspring running around in the world. But Christian isn’t a normal guy. He is a prince. One day, he’ll be a king. Would he want to know about an illegitimate child? Or would he be upset?

      “From what little I know about him, it doesn’t seem like he has any other children yet. So, would this child have any claims to the throne?”

      The words feel ridiculous coming out of my mouth. Never in a million years would I have guessed my child could be an heir to…what was it called? Sigmaran? I make a note to officially learn the name of Christian’s country.

      Blakely’s eyes widen at the realization. “You could be the mother to a king…or queen!”

      “Or,” I say, holding up a finger to temper her excitement. “I could be the mother to a child who is considered a threat to the future of the country. What if they send trained assassins to take me out before I can give birth?”

      “First, that seems unlikely,” Blakely says, twisting her lips to the corner of her mouth. “I think stuff like that only happens in action movies. If Christian did anything, he would pay you off to keep quiet.”

      That doesn’t sound horrible. “How much do you think he’d pay?”

      “Probably a lot, but it would be pretty not classy of you to take the money, so let’s reserve that conversation for if and when things get desperate.” Blakely sweeps her hands as if sweeping the topic under a rug and continues. “Second…are you saying you are definitely going to have this baby?”

      The question reminds me I have a choice. Growing up in a religious household, the only thing worse than having a baby out of wedlock was suddenly not having a baby anymore.

      “Your parents wouldn’t ever have to know,” Blakely says, reading my mind, as usual.

      “I know,” I say, still thinking.

      I would never have to tell them about Christian, about our one wild night. About the baby. They would never have to know any of it, and in some ways, it would be better for them. Easier for them to think of me as the little girl in her Sunday best who promised to wait until marriage—though that had gone out the window at senior prom. But I don’t think it would be better for me.

      Keeping this kind of secret from my parents would be a defining moment in our relationship that they would never be aware of. No matter what decision I made, I knew this pregnancy would change me, and I didn’t want to go through that change alone. I didn’t want to do it without Ma and Pa Callister standing behind me, rooting me on. Because they would root for me. And the baby. My baby.

      “I don’t want to interrupt, but…” Blakely’s eyes are wide, expectant.

      “I’m keeping the baby,” I say with a firm nod of my head.

      “Are you sure?” She slides across the couch, another piece of licorice extended as a kind of offering. “Because you know I’ll be here for you no matter what, right?”

      I take the licorice and tap her on the end of the nose with it. “I know. And I’m sure. I’ve always said all things happen for a reason, so that’s what I have to believe here. This baby is happening for a reason.”

      “That is so positive, and the reason why you are amazing, J-A,” Blakely says, raising a licorice rope as a toast. We flick them together before each taking a bite. “You’re going to be an incredible mom, and I cannot wait to be a super fun auntie.”

      Mom.

      “Holy shit.” It feels like all the blood in my body has pooled in my feet.

      Blakely launches to standing, pivoting back and forth in search of something. “Are you going to be sick again?”

      “No, no.” I wave her away. “It’s just…I’m going to be a mom. Someone’s mom.”

      Blakely lets out a sigh of relief and falls on the couch. “That is kind of how the whole pregnancy thing works.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that yet.” I repeat the word to myself. Mom. Mama. Mother. Then I turn to Blakely, panic beginning to creep into the edges. “I’m going to be a single mom.”

      She pours me another glass of sparkling grape juice, and I wish it was wine. Lord knows I need something to take the edge off. But I can’t have it. Not for eight more months. And maybe several months after that if I decide to breastfeed.

      Breastfeeding. I sag lower on the couch. I can almost feel the weight of all my future responsibilities crushing me.

      Blakely grabs my arm and pulls me up until I’m sitting on the edge of the couch, sipping on the carbonated juice. “Okay. No more freaking out and wallowing. Quick-decision time. Are you going to tell Christian about the baby?”

      I see his pale blond hair and sea-glass blue eyes, his wide mouth, smiling and kissing me. And then, I see him leaving. Slipping into his clothes while the bed was still warm from him lying next to me. He told me his family wouldn’t like me. That they would find me unsuitable, which is why nothing serious could ever happen with us. And what was more serious than a baby? More permanent than a relationship or a wedding ring. More complicated, too.

      If Christian knew about the baby, he would be tethered to me in some form for life. And considering he hadn’t even wanted to be tethered to me for an evening, it seems like the news of a pregnancy might be unwelcome. So, to answer Blakely’s question, I respond with my initial gut instinct.

      “No, I’m not going to tell him.”

      Blakely’s face falls, not in disappointment, but in pity. And it opens something I’d been trying to keep twisted tight and locked away.

      Suddenly, I’m crying. No, sobbing. Snot and tears are pouring down my face, and I can’t see through the deluge, and I feel like my entire person is going to turn into a puddle and slip between the cushions of the couch. But then Blakely is there. She smells like candy and vanilla, and she wraps her arms around me and pats my back.

      “You aren’t going to be all by yourself, girl,” she says into my hair, holding my face to her shoulder like I’m a child.

      I don’t have enough energy to be embarrassed about it.

      She continues, “I’ll be here for you every step of the way. And so will your parents. You have a team around you. Who needs a prince?”

      I chuckle through the sobs, but it’s a quick burst of light in the midst of the darkness.
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      Freyja leans across the back seat and places her hand on mine. Her fingers are cold and dry, and I resist the urge to pull away.

      “Christian, that dinner was lovely.”

      I’m not sure how she would know considering she didn’t eat more than three bites of it. Much to my annoyance, Lady Freyja is the kind of woman who seems to publicly subsist on scraps of lettuce and dainty sips of water. Privately, I’m sure she tears into a meal the way any normal human being does, but even after two months of “courting,” she has yet to allow me to see the human side of her. I only get the public face.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I say, the words as hollow as my smile.

      She doesn’t notice and clutches my fingers, going on about who we saw at the restaurant, the dignitaries and heads of state we should take there for future visits. Every second of the day, she’s either doing something to advance her position in society or plotting how to go about it. It’s no wonder my father selected her as my potential spouse.

      I watch her talk without hearing her, and I study her face. I have no trouble at all admitting Freyja is pretty. Beautiful, perhaps, by some measures. Her strawberry-blond hair is fine and shiny, bolstered by a few layers of extensions I only know about because she told me. Her face is thin, features soft and pleasant, and her clothes are well-fitted to her frame to make the most of the little curves she does have. Everything about Freyja is inoffensive, which stands in stark contrast to her personality.

      “Next time we go, maybe we could request a private room,” she says.

      She lets go of my hand and brushes her hair behind her shoulder. The movement echoes a memory of Jane-Ann pushing her long blond braid over her shoulder before whisking me out to the dance floor. It’s the only way the two women are similar.

      “For such a nice restaurant, I can’t believe they don’t insist on a stricter dress code.”

      I hum noncommittally. She spent most of our meal glaring at the couple sitting two tables away, enraged that the man was wearing dark wash jeans instead of trousers and the woman’s hair was dyed maroon. Through some great feat of self-restraint, I managed to bite my tongue and listen to her complaints, but if she didn’t get out of the car soon, I was going to lose it.

      “We have arrived, Lady Freyja,” Gunner says, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror, a knowing look on his face.

      She sticks her lower lip out in a pout and places a hand on my shoulder. “When will I see you again? Are you going to come to the opening night of the opera?”

      “When did you say that was?” I ask, wrinkling my forehead like I’m trying to think through my schedule.

      “Thursday night. You have to come,” she whines, running her hand down the length of my arm and pulling on my hand. “I don’t want to go unescorted.”

      Like she’s a Victorian woman incapable of going anywhere without a male chaperone. I promise myself a good long eye roll later to make up for not doing one now.

      “I may be occupied that night,” I say, squeezing her fingers before pulling my hand back. “But I will check my schedule and let you know as soon as possible.”

      Her lips purse in displeasure, but then the megawatt smile is back, stronger than ever. The relentlessly positive face she shows to the world, to me.

      I think I would like Freyja better if she had the gall to tell me to screw my schedule and go with her to the opera. If she had the courage to ask for what she wanted rather than passive-aggressively punish anyone who upset her. Because I most certainly will be punished if I do not attend with her.

      There will be snide remarks about how beautiful it all was and what a shame it was that I missed it. If that doesn’t do the trick, she will mention my absence during a conversation with my father, prompting him to chide me for not taking her. It will become a reference point for future events in which I do not wish to accompany her. You missed the opera, so I thought this would be a nice way to make it up to me.

      Freyja is unoriginal.

      She leans across the seat and pecks my cheek. I let her, making no move to turn my face toward her. So, she does it for me, grabbing my chin and pressing her lipstick-coated lips to me. She taps my nose with the end of her finger, a knowing smile on her face. She thinks I’m playing hard to get—unable to believe I might actually be hard to get. Because the thought that any man could turn away from her is unfathomable to Freyja. She has always had anyone she wants, and now, thanks to my parents, she has me.

      As she saunters up the stairs toward the hotel where my parents have paid to house her for the foreseeable future, I think that it is time to find my way out of this arrangement.
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* * *

      I see the additional guards parked outside my gate and want to tell Gunner to keep driving. But he is no doubt ready for the evening to be over, and I will have to come home eventually. I can’t avoid it forever. And even if I did, I feel confident my father would still be waiting for me.

      So, I walk inside with my shoulders back, relaxed. He’s here because he wants to surprise me, to unsettle me. But I won’t allow it. He is in my house now. King or not, I get to decide how I’m treated inside it.

      My father is in my office, sitting behind the desk with a pile of papers in front of him as if it is his own. It is just a list of potential charities I could select as the beneficiary of an upcoming fundraiser, but it still feels like an invasion of privacy.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I ask, leaning against the door.

      He doesn’t look up, but I notice the lift in his brow. “Let’s begin the conversation with honesty, Christian. We both know you do not find my company to be a pleasure.”

      I make no move to correct him. “How long have you been waiting? Had I known you were planning to visit, I would have come home sooner.”

      He shuffles the papers together and pushes them to the side of my desk. His hair is longer than I’ve ever seen it. Still dignified enough for a royal, cropped above his ears and an inch from his collar, but still shaggy.

      He and I have the same pale blond hair. One of the few similarities we share. In most regards, I take after my mother’s side of the family. My shoulders are more narrow, my waist tapers in, my arms and legs are long. Father is more compact, sturdy. I stand a couple inches taller than him, but his width has always been intimidating. On more than one occasion, I felt certain he would wrap his meaty hand around my neck and squeeze.

      “I would never interrupt your evening with the lovely Freyja.”

      Lovely Freyja. The only nice words I’ve ever heard my father say about anyone, and they are about Freyja. It is so typical of him I could almost laugh. Almost.

      “How is she, by the way?” he asks. “I haven’t seen her since last weekend when you invited her to brunch.”

      “Mother invited her to brunch,” I clarify, though I regret it immediately. Father’s mouth tightens, and though little else about his face changes, I can see the disdain dripping from him. “But Lady Freyja is doing fine. I just dropped her at home. We went to dinner.”

      He nods slowly, his eyes moving around the room, inspecting my furnishings, no doubt, before landing on me. “You are expected to propose to her,” he says casually, as though announcing the weather. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      My instincts recognize his words as the attack they are, and my body stiffens, pulls inwards. I tighten my arms across my chest, rise from my relaxed position against the door to a standing position, and square my feet to my father. I can’t believe I took up such a comfortable pose in the first place. It had been wishful thinking that for once, my father’s appearance in my life would bring good news. Or, if not good, at least neutral. But that had been naïve. Nearly thirty years with him should have taught me that he does not show me any attention unless it is to remind me of my duties and the many ways I am failing in them.

      “No, I did not understand that,” I say as calmly as I can muster. “I was under the impression that my life was my own, and I would choose my own bride. How silly of me.”

      He lets out a sigh and steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “There is no need for the dramatics, son. Lady Freyja is a fine woman.”

      “She is a woman. The qualifier of ‘fine’ would be dependent upon the audience, I suppose.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Red is rising in his cheeks from my audacity to question his judgment. “She is beautiful, comes from a respected family, and maintains a good standing in the public eye. The people love her.”

      “Then have them marry her,” I shout, momentarily losing control of my temper. I reign it back in as quickly as I can and take a breath. “I am not going to assess my future wife like I would an employee. There are other factors to consider, and I simply do not see myself spending a life with Freyja. Regardless of her physical attributes.”

      Father leans back in the chair, the springs squeaking as his heft shifts. His blue eyes are icy, and I feel them burning through me as I stand before him.

      “Would you rather I allow you to select from one of the many women you’ve no doubt desecrated this home with?”

      I feel my lip pull up in a snarl but manage to keep a tight leash on the words threatening to pour out of me.

      Father continues, either unaware of the rage boiling below my surface or encouraged by it. “If Lady Freyja came to you wearing more revealing clothing and half-drunk, would you be more able to see a life with her? Honestly, Christian, you cannot waste any more of your time with the trash you are accustomed to. It is time to grow up and live up to your potential.”

      I raise an eyebrow at that. “You believe I have potential? That’s news to me.”

      Father stands up, his face unaffected and distant. “You have always been the victim, haven’t you? Everyone is out to get you. Me, your mother, the people of Sigmaran. Everyone’s expectations of you to behave with some level of restraint are a noose around your neck that you will never be free of.”

      “Choosing my wife for me goes beyond expecting me to behave,” I snap.

      “And it would be unnecessary if you showed any sign of acting your age or your rank,” he barks back.

      The apathetic expression is gone, replaced with wide eyes and flared nostrils. He takes a step closer to me, and I resist the urge to step back. To put more distance between us.

      “You believe you are the only future king to be treated this way,” he says, “but there have been many before you. Many men who were born to greatness who refused to accept the mantle. Well, your mother and I aren’t going to allow you to shirk your responsibility to your people, your country, or this family. If that means selecting a wife for you and leading you by the hand like a toddler to the dinner table, then fine. We will do that. But it would be better for everyone if you would stop pretending we were doing this for our own benefit.”

      I lean forward, my eyes never leaving his, and laugh. It is a short, violent noise. “And it would be better for everyone if you would stop pretending you were doing any of this for my benefit, Father.”

      He stares at me, unwavering, unblinking. I’m half-tempted to wave my hand in front of his face to be certain he has heard me. Instead, I continue talking.

      “You monitor me to protect your own reputation. To avoid any negative press that my being a free person would bring down upon you. To pretend otherwise is to insult both of our intelligence.”

      Father takes slow steps across the room, and I again have one of those moments when I think he might throttle me. But instead, he walks to the door, pauses, and turns around.

      “Your mother and I did not meet one another until after we were engaged. I had my reservations about the match, but over time, we came to love one another. The same will happen for you and Freyja.”

      Before I can say anything, he sweeps out of the room. A minute later, I hear my front door open and close.

      Once I am certain he is gone and won’t reappear the moment I let my guard down, I walk over to my desk and drop down in the chair, still warm from my father. I poke the stack of charities, toying with the idea of flipping through them in search of one, but in the end, I fold my hands over my stomach and lean back, staring up at the ceiling.

      No one had ever told me my parent’s marriage was not a love match, yet I’m not at all surprised. It is easy to see my mother is a stabilizing presence for my father. Even in his deepest rages, he rarely points his anger at her. And if he did, it didn’t take much more than a stern look from her to correct him and send his ire elsewhere.

      But still, love? I had never considered the possibility that they loved one another. Respected one another? Perhaps. Tolerated one another? Definitely. But love?

      Perhaps, respect and tolerance are a kind of love. And perhaps, that is all I can hope for.

      The thought is too dreary to contemplate for long, so I shuffle out of my office, closing the door on the room and the conversation I’d just had in it, and go to bed.
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          Christian

        

      

    
    
      Before the conversation with my father, I had already promised my mother I’d join the family for dinner the following day, so unable to think of a worthwhile excuse short of having caught the plague—which even then may not have spared me the uncomfortable meal—I head to the main palace just before seven.

      Everyone is already sitting at the table when I arrive, and five sets of eyes turn toward me as I walk in.

      Mother smiles and waves for one of the servants to bring me a plate. Much to my dismay, it is placed in the seat to the right of my father’s.

      Quickly, I decide moving it to another chair would be more uncomfortable than enduring his close proximity, so I claim my seat, ruffling Niles’ hair as I do. He squirms away from me, running quick fingers through his hair to smooth it down again.

      “We were not sure if you were coming,” Father says between bites of chicken.

      “I said I would be here.” I smile at everyone, feeling an uncomfortable amount like Lady Freyja smiling through whatever emotion she is hiding behind it.

      He shrugs. “And in this case, your word was your word. How wonderful.”

      In this case.

      He’s baiting me. I know this. For some unknown reason, my father wants to argue with me. Wants to prove to everyone that I am a classless brute who cannot get through a single meal without exploding. My parents are worried about my effect on my younger brothers, but what of their father? What of the man who torments his own children for some sick kind of pleasure?

      Though honestly, I do not know if he finds pleasure in it. Rather, it might be some kind of compulsion he cannot help. Like a robot helpless to deny its programming, my father can’t help but poke and prod at those around him until they snap or yield to him. Right now, I refuse to do either.

      I turn to Jory, who is hiding his peas beneath a pile of mashed potatoes. “How are your studies going? Are you still studying Mandarin?”

      He sits up quickly, color rising in his cheeks, and I envy him the fact that avoiding eating his vegetables is his biggest problem. Once my question registers in his mind, he sags in his seat and groans.

      “Yes, but I still don’t know a thing. My tutor wants our entire lessons to be in Mandarin starting in one week, and I don’t even know the greetings.”

      “That’s because you don’t do the homework she assigns,” Erikson says.

      Jory scowls at his older brother, and I can tell by the way he jerks in his chair and Erikson winces that he has kicked him under the table.

      In a lot of ways, I feel like I’ve missed out on having brothers. I am twelve years older than Erikson. By the time he could talk and walk and play, I was almost out of the house and, at the time, uninterested in a six-year-old’s company. I’ve always filled more of an uncle role than anything else, and when my relationship with my parents is also strained, it becomes a bit of a sore subject.

      Father keeps eating, pretending he hasn’t heard this, though Mother fixes Jory with furrowed brows.

      “You’ll take an exam at the end of the year,” she says. “If you fail, we’ll enroll you again.”

      When Mother turns her attention back to Father and begins a discussion about an upcoming gallery opening she is hoping to attend, Erikson leans in to Jory and whispers, “Just do it right the first time. Trust me. It’s easier that way.”

      Even though Jory had just kicked him under the table, the two share a commiserating glance, and I’ve never felt like more of an outsider in my own family.

      “Maybe Freyja and you would like to accompany me, then?” Mother says, eyes suddenly on me.

      I try to replay the conversation in my head but come up empty. Mother repeats herself. “Your father cannot accompany me to the gallery opening, but Lady Freyja likes art, doesn’t she? It could be a fun date for the two of you, if you don’t mind me tagging along.”

      I nod. “She does enjoy art, but I’m afraid I do not. I would only slow the two of you down.”

      “You don’t want to come?” she asks, spearing a chunk of roasted butternut squash with her silver fork.

      I can’t decide if the gesture was meant to look as violent as it came off.

      “Of course, he does,” Father answers for me. “Why wouldn’t he? An evening spent in the company of two remarkable women.”

      Mother winks at him, but I can barely keep down my dinner. I try for two never-ending seconds to stay quiet, but the words burst out of me before I can stop them. “Oh, are you inviting someone else aside from Freyja, Mother?”

      Her forehead wrinkles, and she looks to my father, a question on her face.

      Father sighs and tosses his napkin in his lap. “Your son is telling a joke, Mia.” His tone makes it obvious he did not find it funny. “Christian does not have a taste for suitable women, it seems.”

      “Ranell,” Mother says, glancing at the three younger boys. It seems she may also be concerned about my father’s influence on the children’s behavior.

      He ignores her and continues addressing the table. “Christian would rather spend his time with women he finds drunk in bars than a woman of good breeding who enjoys civilized society.”

      Breeding. As if Freyja and all other women were livestock.

      “The dinner table is hardly the place for this discussion,” Mother starts. “It can wait until—”

      “No,” Father thunders. “It can’t wait. We have waited ten years too long already to put Christian on the right path, and now we are all paying the consequences.”

      I snort. “What consequences are you paying? I’m so sorry I was photographed leaving a bar. It must have been hell for the two of you.”

      “You joke, but your mother’s friends whisper behind her back.”

      I turn to her, and the way she quickly looks away from me tells me it is true. Still, what concern is that to me? “Perhaps, Mother needs better friends, then.”

      “Or a more respectable son.” Father pushes his chair away from the table and shakes his head. “This is no longer a discussion. If you want to continue receiving a stipend from me and living in the house on our property, you will take Lady Freyja wherever on this God’s green earth she would like to go. And you will do it with a smile on your face.”

      I level a glare at him hot enough to melt the silverware, but he simply holds it for a second and leaves the room. He stomps down the hall and slams the sitting room door behind him. When I look up at my mother, her face is weary.

      “You do not need to provoke him,” she says quietly.

      It’s no use arguing with her or making any attempt to convince her I was the provoked, not the provoker. Years spent with my father have softened her to his point of view. And if he was right, and her friends are displeased with my actions, then she will be predisposed to agree with him anyway.

      She takes a deep breath and pushes away from the table, stopping once to gesture to my younger brothers. “Finish your dinners and then find some productive way to occupy yourselves. Quietly,” she warns.

      The two youngest boys nod. Erikson just takes another bite of his dinner.

      As soon as she is gone, I relax back in my chair. It feels like I just spent the entire meal on a stage, and I can finally step backstage and remove the costume.

      But the moment the sitting room door down the hallway opens and closes again, my younger brothers turn to me, eyes wide.

      “Why do you even bother coming over?” Erikson snaps, throwing his fork on his plate so it clatters, spilling vegetables onto the tablecloth.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Excuse me?”

      He groans and stands up, shoving his hands in his pockets. “You clearly don’t want to be here. So, why do you come? It always ends this way.”

      “It’s not exactly my fault,” I argue, surprised by his anger. Especially being directed at me. Though my brothers and I are not extremely close, I still believed we had a common enemy in our parents.

      He rolls his eyes. “It’s not our fault, either, but we are going to be the ones who have to deal with Dad for the next few days while he cools down.”

      I bite my lip, ashamed that I hadn’t considered what it must be like for them all when I get my father riled up and then leave. His pent-up anger can’t find me, so does he target them instead?

      Before I can ask, Erikson lowers his head like he doesn’t want to draw any undue attention and heads for the stairs.

      Jory stands to join him. “See you later, Christian.”

      I give him a tight wave and then look at my youngest brother. Niles is slouched in his chair, his chin resting on his chest.

      “What about you, Ni?” I ask, elbowing his arm. “Are you mad at me, too?”

      He shrugs but doesn’t say anything.

      “It’s okay if you are.”

      That isn’t exactly true. I’ve grown used to my parents’ anger, but experiencing it from my brothers is new. Especially from Niles. As a kid, I could sneak him a stuffed animal and immediately become his best friend. But now, I think he might be too old for that trick.

      His blond hair is a mop on his head. Much too long to be considered proper, but Mother has always had a hard time cutting it. I don’t mind. As long as his shaggy hair is still hanging over his ears, he’s a little kid.

      He swipes it across his forehead and out of his eyes before he looks up at me.

      “Why don’t you just marry Lady Freyja?”

      “What?” I ask, not because I didn’t hear him, but because he surprised me.

      He bites the corner of his mouth. “You wouldn’t have to fight with Dad anymore, and she is nice. And pretty.”

      Something in my chest breaks at the words. “It isn’t that simple, buddy.”

      “Yes, it is,” he says more firmly, standing up, his small fists pressed to his legs. “Everyone thinks I’m too little to understand, but I’m not. Mum and Dad want you to marry Lady Freyja, but you don’t want to. And now, everyone is upset.”

      “You’re right,” I say softly. “But there is more to it than that. Something between us is missing.”

      His small chest rises and falls while he thinks. “Erikson thinks you’re being stubborn to prove a point. He thinks you’re being selfish and making things bad for the rest of us because you don’t want to be told what to do.”

      From the mouths of babes.

      Hearing Niles repeat the truth of what Erikson thinks about me stings worse than I expect, but I swallow down my pride and the instinct to defend myself and instead reach out to grab Niles’ elbow. I squeeze it with what I hope is affection.

      “Erikson doesn’t understand everything, either. I know this is a big mess, but I’m going to take care of it, all right? You guys don’t need to worry about me.”

      I know immediately my words have done little to soothe his worries, but he gives me a small smile before he, too, walks away.

      Alone in the dining room, five half-eaten plates around me, I realize how bad things have become. How toxic. I manage a few more bites of the chicken, which has started going cold, before I slip out of the house without saying goodbye or receiving one.

      I get in my car and head for the club district out of instinct more than anything else. I need a drink. Bad.

      I knew things with my father were in rough shape, but I had no idea the stress I was putting on my younger brothers and, to some extent, my mother. With me against my dad, it was easy to believe I was in the right. To see that I had been wronged. But now, with five against one, I had to wonder whether I wasn’t the problem. Whether, on some level, I wasn’t making things worse for everyone.

      Niles was young, but he was right. It certainly would be easier if I could love Freyja. But I don’t. Our relationship lacks something essential. It lacks a spark. A connection that is necessary to make any relationship work.

      The kind of connection I had with Jane-Ann.

      It’s been two months, and she still pops into my mind when I least expect it. I’ll be going about my day or out on the town with Freyja, and Jane-Ann’s long plaits appear in my mind’s eye. Or her heart-shaped face. Or her pouty lips. Occasionally, I see her lying naked in the bed as I’m pulling my clothes on. Not my finest moment, admittedly—considering I was leaving her moments after round two—but she still looked incredible.

      And more than that, we could talk to one another. We played and teased and smiled, and I have never had that kind of relationship with anyone before.

      I turn down the main road, people milling along the sidewalks, walking from bar to bar. I can see my security in the car behind me, never too far away, and a few people turn to look and point. With a posse, I’m easily recognized wherever I go.

      I wonder if Jane-Ann is out at the honky-tonk again. If she’s dancing with another man, taking him home to her bed. Jealousy flickers in my stomach, and I squash it down. It isn’t fair. Not to her or me. We were a quick fling. A one-night stand in the truest sense. It isn’t fair to turn it into more.

      Though, the idea of contacting her suddenly sounds appealing. After my last unplanned trip to America, it will be a long while before I can manage it again—Father has increased security on me to make sure I can’t run—but I could still talk to her. Perhaps, we could become pen pals. Can pen pals sext? If not, maybe we’ll start a trend.

      I smile at the idea. But just as quickly as the idea came, it leaves. After how we left things, there’s no way Jane-Ann would want to hear from me again. Plus, I’m not even sure I’d know how to get in touch with her. I might remember her address, but I could also be jumbling all of the numbers around. I was pretty drunk that night.

      And most importantly, I need to forget about Jane-Ann.

      Even if I did get in contact and realized we have more than just a spark and amazing sexual chemistry, my parents would never accept a blue-collar match. They would never let me marry a commoner. Let alone, an American commoner.

      I park against the curb and take a shuddering breath. I’d just thought about marrying Jane-Ann…after we had a one-night stand. If that doesn’t say everything about my emotional state at the moment, then nothing does.

      The good thing about Lady Freyja is that I am confident she feels just as little for me as I do for her. At the very least, no one is getting hurt. So, I need to put Jane-Ann out of my mind and recommit to courting Lady Freyja. For my sake…and my brothers’.

      I get out of my car and walk into the nearest bar. I need a drink. Immediately.
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          Jane-Ann

        

        Three Months Later

      

    
    
      I stand near the desk, a hand pressed to the baby bump now clearly visible to everyone, and hope the middle-aged couple who has carted me all over the store several times over will take the hint: Pregnant lady needs a break. They have questions about every item they see, asking for fabric options and discounts because of wear and tear. My feet ache from standing up all day, and even though I’m still only in the second trimester, my ankles are swollen.

      “Excuse me, miss?” The woman waves a hand from the middle of the store, beckoning me.

      I plaster on a fake smile and waddle over to her. I’ve told her several times to call me Jane-Ann, but she either can’t remember my name or prefers the more formal “miss.” Or, and this is the most likely option, she wants to shame me. As soon as she noticed my belly, she asked the sex of the baby and exclaimed that my husband and I must be thrilled. When I informed her I was unmarried, she corrected to boyfriend. When I informed her I did not have a boyfriend, she pursed her lips and gave me a good once over like she was searching for a “SLUT” tattoo to be proudly displayed somewhere.

      I understand her reaction. I don’t like it or approve of it, but I understand it. Living in the South, it is how a lot of people feel. My parents included. Well, at first, anyway.

      I waited to tell my mom until I was in the second trimester. Just in case. If I lost the baby, I still would have told my parents, but that would have been a different discussion. So, I waited. But as soon as the second trimester arrived, we had the discussion.

      Mom cried, which I expected. Dad did, too. Which I didn’t. But by the time I left, they accepted it and promised they would be supportive. And they have been. Mom goes with me to every doctor’s appointment, and she texts every day to make sure I’ve taken my prenatal vitamins. Dad asks how I’m feeling and refuses to let me bend or lift or stretch for anything—though he has pointedly refrained from asking who the father is, unlike my mother who asks every chance she can get.

      I haven’t told them. And I won’t. Until I have to.

      Which honestly, may be never. I don’t foresee Christian being a large part of my life or the life of my child…our child. Blakely and I have seriously discussed it twice, weighing the pros and cons of telling him, and both times I have decided to keep it to myself. And Blakely, despite noticeable reluctance, agrees with me. I’m not sure if this is because she thinks this issue is too personal for her to disagree or if she just doesn’t want to rock the boat so soon after we’ve moved in together.

      Between doctor bills and baby supplies, my slight raise at the sofa store wasn’t going to cut it long-term. So, I decided to look for a cheaper one-bedroom. I’d share a room with the baby for the first six months, and then move my bed into the dining room, treating the living space as a kind of studio apartment, while the bedroom became a nursery. I could stay there long enough to save up money for a down payment on a starter home. It would be perfect.

      Except, Blakely went with me to tour two different one-bedroom apartments within my price range and was so shocked by the conditions, which she called “unsuitable for human habitation,” that she immediately asked me to move in with her.

      It felt like an invasion of her space. Even if it had just been me moving in, I would have hesitated. But I came as a package deal with a baby. Who would scream at all hours of the night, poop and pee and vomit indiscriminately, and have an early bedtime that would prohibit all loud noise. None of which jived with the lifestyle of a single twenty-something.

      Yet, Blakely insisted.

      “We’ll be like two women in a sitcom. Single, fun, and hot, but also raising a baby. There will be laughs, tears, hijinks. It will be incredible.”

      At the time, I didn’t ask what “hijinks” she thought we would get into, and it remains my single reservation about my decision to move in with her. Sleeping with Christian was a hijinks, and that has obviously put me in quite a pickle. I am all hijinksed out.

      Doubts and fears aside, my family and friends have rallied around me and my baby, surrounding us with so much love and understanding that it has given me a kind of armor against judgmental old hags who look at me like I’m working a pole rather than selling them a sofa.

      I’m slightly out of breath when I reach the couple—another reminder that I need to keep up with the exercise routines Blakely created for me and my growing bump—but my smile never falters, even as I wipe my forehead.

      “How can I help?”

      She points to the leather loveseat her husband is sitting on. It’s one of the most expensive items in the store, and I’d love to snag the commission on it. I’d put it directly into savings like a boring, responsible adult, but still, it would be nice.

      “Does this come in black?”

      The woman’s hair is dark and tapered around her neck, but she still shakes her head like she’s trying to flip it over her shoulder.

      I wonder if the cut is new and it’s a habit she hasn’t been able to break yet, or if it’s a nervous tick. Nervous because we both know the information about custom fabrics and alterations is in the binder at the counter where I was just standing before walking all the way across the showroom. I’ve had to walk her and her husband across the store several times to look at it, and they could have just come to me with the request to save me the walk.

      Still, I smile.

      “I’ll have to check,” I tell her. “Come with me, and I’ll show you the available fabric swatches.”

      “Great,” she says, waving for her husband to follow.

      He shakes his bald head, choosing to remain on the leather loveseat. I understand his desire.

      I make small talk with the woman as I waddle back to the desk. I didn’t expect to already be so uncomfortable at the twenty-week mark. The idea of growing larger over the next twenty weeks makes me want to sit down and cry. But I’ll do that later.

      For now, I’m putting on a pleasant show fit for the stage. Or politics. I am remaining unruffled even in the face of this woman’s obvious disdain and ridiculous requests. Perhaps, Christian was wrong about me. His family could learn to love me, and even if they didn’t, I could handle their dislike.

      I push the thought down. Thinking about him is a waste of time. Not only do I not really know him; I’m not going to know him. There will be no further contact between us, which means spending my time obsessing over whether his parents would hate me or whether I could ever look the part of a royal is useless. Because it won’t ever matter.

      Though, Blakely and I may have walked through my royal makeover once or twice. It would involve top-of-the-line skincare, weekly hair masks, and a completely new wardrobe. The people of Sigmaran wouldn’t know what hit them.

      I sag against the counter when we get there, leaning on my elbows for a second while I try to catch my breath. I can’t remember the last time I was this out of shape. Maybe never?

      “Are you okay, miss?” the woman asks.

      Her thin eyebrows are creased with worry, and I’m surprised by the concern on her face. And after the way she has treated me all morning, I don’t want it.

      “Fine,” I say, waving away her concern and grabbing the binder. I flip through the book page by page without seeing anything. I go to grab the next page and realize I’ve reached the end of the book.

      I look up and the woman is staring at me and biting her lower lip. She glances around for one of my co-workers, wondering who she can ask for help.

      I want to tell her that being pregnant with a bastard doesn’t at all hinder my ability to serve her and that she should take her antiquated views and shove them up her rear-end, but I swallow it all down and laugh.

      “Feeling a little spacey today. Let’s try this again.”

      The laminated pages are slippery beneath my sweaty fingers, and dark is creeping into the edges of my vision. More customers have walked through the door since I walked across the sales floor to help Sister Judgy, and their voices are a whirr of sound like a motor or a blender filled with nuts and bolts. I want to cover my ears and block them out.

      “Let me get someone else,” the woman says, stepping away from the counter.

      “I’m fine,” I bark out, though my voice sounds weak and breathy even to my own ears. Ears which suddenly feel like they are stuffed with cotton.

      The woman blanches but takes another step anyway.

      “You don’t need to get anyone,” I repeat, teeth clenched. “I’m fine.”

      I dig my fingers into the edge of the counter and blink to clear my vision, but my brain feels foggy. My knees wobble, and I don’t think I can stand up. Maybe I should let her get someone. Maybe I should get someone.

      I open my mouth to say something, but my lips only tremble, unable to make a sound.

      Someone cries out just before the room goes black.
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      When I open my eyes, the lights are blinding. It feels like I’m sitting directly under the sun, and I lift a heavy arm to shield my face. My limbs feel disconnected from my body, and I stretch my fingers to try and regain normal sensation.

      “Just take a few deep breaths for me.”

      The deep voice startles me, and I flinch away, blinking rapidly to help my pupils adjust to the light.

      “Sorry, Jane-Ann. Didn’t mean to scare you. I’m Dr. Garcia.”

      Dr. Garcia. The name is unfamiliar. Not my usual doctor. Not my gynecologist.

      “Where’s Dr. Johnson?” I ask, my throat dry and scratchy.

      Something damp presses into my palm, and I close my fingers around a Styrofoam cup.

      “Take a drink.”

      As I sip from the straw, the room comes into focus.

      I’m in a small, standard hospital room. One bed, one sink, a counter, and a diagram of the inner-ear the only décor. The man next to my bed is wearing a white coat with his name—Dr. Garcia—embroidered above the left breast pocket. He has salt-and-pepper hair with a matching beard and kind, crinkly brown eyes.

      “Do you remember anything that happened?” he asks.

      I take another long drink and think. I was at work. The woman and her husband were bothering me. A leather sofa. Slowly, the details come back to me, and I remember how unsteady I felt. Light-headed and dizzy.

      The more I remember, the more labored my breathing becomes. The heart-rate monitor next to me begins to beep a little faster, and the doctor glances up at it before placing a hand on mine.

      “You’re okay. Everything is fine.”

      “I’m okay?” I ask, looking up at him beneath my brows. “What about…”

      The baby. I can’t bring myself to say it. To consider the possibility.

      “The baby is fine, too,” he says.

      The relief that washes through me is immense and…surprising. It was my decision to keep the baby and not put it up for adoption, but still, I hadn’t realized how much I had come to care about it—well, him or her. For the first time since seeing the plus sign on the test, I realize I want this baby.

      “You passed out in the middle of the store. Gave your co-workers quite a fright. An ambulance brought you here, and we just ran a few tests to make sure nothing was seriously amiss.”

      “I passed out,” I say, part observation, part question. “Isn’t that pretty amiss?”

      He shrugged and smiled. “You’re also pregnant. Not completely uncommon. Though, still concerning.”

      “Is something wrong with the pregnancy?” Again, fear blooms in my chest and the heart-rate monitor proves it. I want to unplug it and give myself some peace and quiet.

      He rests a hand on my shoulder to steady me. “Not yet.”

      I frown. That is not comforting.

      He glances down at the chart in his other hand and continues. “Your blood pressure is high, your iron is low, and the swelling in your legs this early is all concerning to your gynecologist and me.”

      “You talked to Dr. Johnson?” I ask.

      “Yes. She is out of town and can’t be here, but she sent her recommendation.”

      I raise my brows expectantly.

      “Bed rest.” He lowers his chin, his eyes narrowed and stern. “Lots of it until we are more comfortable with your levels or the baby arrives.”

      The next twenty weeks seem to yawn before me into an infinite chasm. It already felt like a long time, but with the possibility that I’ll be spending most of it stuck in a bed, it feels like decades, centuries.

      “Isn’t there a medication I can take to help? I mean…how will I work?”

      He briefly runs through a list of medications I’ll be taking to help correct some of my levels, but when it comes to my job, there is nothing he can do aside from remind me of what I stand to lose.

      “I know it is an unforeseen complication, but you can’t be on your feet all day anymore. If you push your limits, it could harm the baby.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was still reeling from the news when Blakely arrived to take me home. Her face was white with worry, and she wrapped an arm around my waist to help me to her car.

      “Apparently, I’m your emergency contact. Did you know that?” she asks, holding out half of a cheeseburger to me. She stopped at a drive-through for dinner on our way home. “You should eat something.”

      Reluctantly, I take the burger from her and take a big bite. “I made you my emergency contact that time I had to go to the ER for what I thought was a broken ankle.”

      “Well, thank God for that,” she says around a mouthful of meat. “When I got the call, I dropped everything and sped like a mad woman. Are you okay? You seem okay. Is the baby okay?”

      I run through everything the doctor told me and bite my lip as I wait for her to understand the full implications. When she doesn’t, instead offering me assurances that the baby will be fine, I bring it up.

      “I won’t be able to work,” I finally say. “I’ll just do what I should have done from the start and move in with my parents. They have been really supportive and will understand completely.”

      Blakely turns to me, glancing between me and the road, her face screwed up in a mixture of confusion and disgust. “Excuse me? Why do you not want to live with me anymore?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to live with you,” I say quickly. “It’s that I can’t pay rent. I’m interrupting your life and being a freeloader. I don’t want to be a burden to—”

      “Stop right there!” Blakely pulls into her parking space in front of her apartment and slams the car into park before pivoting to me and placing a hand on my knee. “You are not a burden to me, Jane-Ann. You are my best friend, and I told you I would be there for you during all of this. And I will be.”

      I sigh, tears welling in my eyes. “You have been amazing, Blake. You have done more than enough, and—”

      She interrupts me again with a wave of her hand. “And nothing. I love you, and I want you to stay with me. I’ve been paying rent on this place by myself for two years already. I can handle it for how many ever months it takes for you to get this baby safely into the world and find yourself a job. So, relax. You aren’t going anywhere. I forbid it.”

      Tears are spilling over my cheeks, and I wipe them away, embarrassed by the show of emotion. Pregnancy hormones have made me into a softy.

      Blakely laughs and rubs a tear track from my cheek. “Stop your blubbering and get inside, pregnant lady. You have a bed you need to rest in.”

      I laugh and let her help me upstairs. As soon as we get inside, I let her lead me to my bed and decide to make myself cozy. I’m going to be spending a lot of time there.
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          Jane-Ann

        

        Three Months Later

      

    
    
      The third trimester hit me like a semitruck. Head-on. Even being mostly sedentary, my hips and knees ache, my bladder has become a fetus’ jungle gym, and I am either ravenously hungry or so full and bloated I can’t move.

      I couldn’t just hang out in bed and not do anything but be a burden to Blakely. So I found some online job sites, set up profiles, and now spend my day helping people who are sometimes halfway across the world. I get paid to be a beta reader, which means I give my opinion after reading a book. The pay isn’t much—but at least I’m able to buy some things to prepare for the baby. I offered to give the money to Blakely, but she insisted I use it for baby stuff.

      The hardest part for me about being pregnant and on bed rest—aside from the physical pain—is knowing that I’m eating Blakely’s food. My mom and dad have pitched in some money here and there to pay for things, but it isn’t enough. Not when I’m eating for me and a baby. Not having a regular paycheck is unbearable. Every time Blakely makes me dinner or offers me a snack, I think about the fact that I didn’t pay for a bit of it.

      If I wasn’t more concerned about the baby growing at a healthy rate, I’d probably try to cut back a bit, but instead, I swear to myself that I’ll pay Blakely back for everything.

      And right now, even though I spend all of my day resting, I’m not completely useless. I have legs. So, I decide to get off the couch and make dinner. When Blakely is home, she hardly lets me stand up, but she is still at work, so I have two hours to make a gourmet dinner for two.

      I find thawed chicken breasts in the fridge, breadcrumbs in the pantry, and a refrigerator drawer full of fresh produce. Bending down to grab all of these things is the first hurdle I have to overcome, and by the time the ingredients are on the table, I’m panting. I sit down for a quick break.

      Then, I lug myself to my feet again to grab a knife and the cutting board. I dice all of the veggies and set them aside. Then, I slice the chicken breasts in half. After another five-minute break, I make an egg wash and drench the chicken in it before coating them with the bed crumbs. Finally, I place the chicken on a pan with the veggies, which I’ve drizzled in olive oil, and put it all in the oven.

      I’m in the middle of cracking eggs into the banana muffin batter when I hear Blakely’s key in the front door. Quickly—or as quickly as I can move with a twenty-pound beach ball hanging off my stomach—I lower myself into the kitchen chair and begin whisking the mixture together. When Blakely comes in, I don’t look up, trying to act like this is completely normal.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hello. How was your day?” I ask, smiling.

      Blakely pops her hip out, one eyebrow raised. “Did I miss something or have the rules of ‘bed rest’ changed?”

      “I’m sitting down,” I argue, holding out an arm to gesture to the chair like a model on a game show would gesture to a new car.

      Blakely pulls open the oven and peeks at the dinner. “This looks like a lot of work, J-A. And dessert, too?”

      “Cinnamon banana muffins.” I waggle my eyebrows suggestively.

      She pulls the bowl out of my hands and begins dumping it in the pre-greased muffin pan. “You did not need to do all of this, Jane-Ann. You are a few weeks away from giving birth. You don’t want to push your luck now. Not when you are in the home stretch.”

      I wave a hand away. “I took lots of breaks and sat down for ninety percent of the prep. Seriously, I’m fine.”

      When she is finished filling the muffin tin, she pops it in the oven and then grabs the oven mitt from the counter and pulls the chicken and veggies out. After checking the chicken with the meat thermometer, she grabs two plates from the counter and begins dishing out the food.

      “This was supposed to be my treat to you,” I say from my chair, knowing my small window of freedom is over. Blakely isn’t going to let me lift a finger for the rest of the night. What did I do to deserve such an over-protective, wonderful best friend?

      “You cooked everything. The least I can do is serve it up,” she says, sliding the plates onto the table and sitting across from me. “How are you feeling?”

      I take a bite of chicken and groan, both in annoyance and because the chicken is cooked perfectly. “I’m fine, worrywart.”

      “I’m not talking about physically.” Blakely’s lips are stained a deep maroon that contrasts sharply with her pale skin.

      It is only now that I realize how pale she has gotten. Sure, it’s only April, but April in Texas is like August anywhere else. Our winter is mild and Blakely keeps a healthy tan all year round. But after months of sitting inside with me, watching television and old movies and taking care of me constantly, she is lighter than I’ve ever seen her. I know how much she has sacrificed for me, but seeing a physical reminder of it really drives the point home.

      I wave her away. “I’m fine. Physically, mentally…spiritually. Perfectly fine.”

      She twists her lips to the side and tilts her head. “You are a terrible liar.”

      I know this, and yet I still try.

      “Come on,” she says, dropping her fork and directing all of her attention to me. “You’ve been bouncing off the walls the last few days, and I know you. When you’re stressed, you like to be busy. So, tell me what is on your mind. Is it because you are going to have a baby in less than a month?

      My chest tightens at the questions. “Yes,” I admit, too exhausted from cooking dinner to evade her questions. “And no. It’s lots of things.”

      She props her head up on one fist, her cheek smooshing around it, and curls her fingers in a gesture for me to hit her with it. “Come on. Tell Blakey your problems.”

      I laugh, feeling the dark cloud that has been hanging over my head lighten ever so slightly. “My life is about to change, which is really scary. But it isn’t just me I have to worry about. Your life is going to change, too.”

      “It is,” she agrees. “I’m about to become a kick-ass aunt.”

      I smile before it fades back into lip-biting. “And be woken up by a newborn baby ten times a night. And have poopy diapers everywhere.”

      “Not everywhere,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You got a diaper pail at the baby shower. They will stay in there, I’m sure.”

      “Still,” I say, eyes wide. “It’s going to be a big change.”

      Blakely reaches across the table and grabs my hand. “And I’m ready for it. And so are you.”

      Tears blur my vision, and I look up at the ceiling to keep them at bay. Then, the next words burst out of me in a flurry before I can stop them.

      “I’m also freaking out because I think maybe I should have found a way to contact Christian and tell him about the baby, but now it feels like it is too late, and I’m going to have to do this all alone.”

      Blakely looks worried and opens her mouth to say something, but before she can, I continue.

      “I know he made it pretty clear he wasn’t interested in anything beyond a one-night stand, but he also didn’t think I was going to get pregnant. Even though I think he’s kind of a jerk and a player, I also think he’s a decent enough person that he would want to know about his child should he have one. Royalty or not, he is going to be a dad, and he doesn’t even know. He deserves better than that. But I screwed it up, and now I don’t know what to do.”

      Blakely’s pale face is flushed, and her fingers are drumming against the table. She looks like she wants to crawl out of her own skin.

      “What is it?” I ask. “I know you were supportive of whatever decision I wanted to make, and I was in a place where I needed that, but now I want the truth. Do you think I should have told him?”

      Blakely opens her mouth and then closes it. She cuts off another piece of chicken and chews it slowly, not making eye contact with me.

      “You are freaking me out.” I stand up and move around the table to her, and when she doesn’t chastise me for standing up, I realize that whatever she is about to say is really bad. “Spill. Now.”

      “I don’t want you to get mad at me,” she says finally, the words coming out in a half-sob.

      I squeeze her shoulder and shake my head. “You’ve let me live with you rent-free for months. I can’t get mad at you. It’s impossible.”

      She purses her lips together and studies my face as if she is trying to see how serious I am about what I just said. Finally, she takes a deep breath and lets it all out. “I wrote Christian a letter.”

      The admission falls between us like a rock hitting the water’s surface. It sinks and each ripple is a small wave of understanding, implications, questions. She wrote a letter to the prince. She told him about the baby. When did she send it?

      “I wrote it in December, but didn’t send it until two months ago,” she says.

      Apparently I asked my question out loud.

      I nod, thinking. “Did he write back?”

      She bites her lip, and I know the answer without her saying anything. The tangle of guilt that had been growing in my stomach suddenly loosens.

      “Well, I guess I was right to think he didn’t want to know,” I say with a humorless laugh.

      “He’s a prick.”

      I nod in agreement and then turn to her with a stern finger. “Don’t think you are off the hook so easily. Why didn’t you tell me you thought I should contact him? You could have told me the truth and let me make my own decision.”

      “Because I didn’t and don’t think you should contact him,” Blakely admits. “He has never had a serious relationship, and he is going to rule a small country. He is the quintessential workaholic husband with commitment issues. I don’t want you having to deal with someone like that.”

      My shoulders slump forward as I sag a bit in my chair, exhausted from cooking and this conversation. My lower back hurts, and if I had any faith that I could lift myself in and out of the tub, I’d go take a hot bath right after this.

      Blakely senses my frustration and continues. “I only sent him the letter because I thought you would regret it if you didn’t reach out to him. But I also knew that if you sent the letter yourself, you would stew about it for weeks and months waiting for his reply. And I didn’t know if he would respond. I didn’t want you or the baby under that kind of stress, so I did it for you.”

      She folds her hands in front of her on the table and then lowers them to her lap. And then places them back on the table. Blakely is nervous…of me. Which has never happened before. It means she knows she really crossed a line, and I want to be angry with her for doing it, but I also see her point.

      I would have checked the mail religiously. I would have spent every day hoping for a letter from him and then been crushed when it didn’t come. And Blakely sent her letter two months ago. Eight weeks. That is a long time to ride that kind of emotional rollercoaster.

      “Please don’t be mad at me,” Blakely says, lunging across the space between us and wrapping her arms around my very large middle. “I know I did something kind of shitty, but I did it with really good intentions, and I think that counts for something.”

      I pat her back and laugh, despite it all. When she hears my laugh, Blakely sits up, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Have you cracked under the pressure or are you somehow finding the humor in all of this?”

      “Can it be both?” I shrug. “It sucks that Christian didn’t write back, but at least now I know how he feels about the pregnancy. While I don’t completely condone your methods, you have cleared my conscience. Where Christian Åström is concerned, I have closure.”

      She lets out a sigh of relief and stands up, pacing off her excess energy. “Thank goodness. Also, your prince is a total creep, so if you want to list me as the baby’s father, I’m fine with it.”

      I throw my head back and laugh harder than I have in eight months. Screw bed rest and Blakely’s crazy over-protectiveness. I need to give my best friend a hug.

      It takes three separate maneuvers to lift myself out of the chair, but when I’m finally on my feet, I stop Blakely mid-pace and pull her in for a hug. She has to angle her body awkwardly to avoid my bump, but she rests her head on my shoulder, and I pat her hair.

      Then, something inside of my body audibly pops, and I stumble back a few steps, pushing Blakely away from me. She shrieks and looks around like she expects to see a burglar or a ghost standing in the doorway.

      “What is it?” she asks, moving closer. She takes two steps before her shoe slips on the linoleum.

      We both look down. The floor is wet.

      “Is that…” Blakely looks from the floor to me and back again, horror sliding across her features.

      Now that the shock is starting to fade, I can feel the warmth down the insides of my thighs. “My water just broke.”
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          Christian

        

      

    
    
      The ring box sits in the back corner of my bottom desk drawer, tucked away as far from my line of sight as possible, but it still bothers me. Taunts me, even. Like a siren luring men to their doom, the ring lures me to misery. Every time I remember it’s there, frustration grips my spine. I worry I’m going to be permanently hunched because of the tension I’ve been holding in my shoulders.

      I’ve been courting Lady Freyja for eight months. Eight extremely long, extraordinarily boring months. We’ve gone to galas, state dinners, balls, gallery openings, the opera, and anywhere else Freyja believed we would be seen and talked about. That is all that ever matters to her. She doesn’t care about galleries because of the art, but because of who will be in attendance. She only knows which opera we are going to see because she knows all of the press will be gathered there for the premiere show.

      I offered up a few date ideas early on in hopes of finding some common ground with her, but she physically winced when I asked if she wanted to play a round of golf with me. Her hand flew to her throat like she’d been attacked when I suggested we have a weekend away from all distractions—no cell phones, no media, no internet.

      She didn’t say it, but the message came through loud and clear: what was the point of being with me if no one was around to see us?

      I feel like a prop in a miserable play, passed from actor to actor with no say in the story. Inherently I know I can end things with Freyja anytime I want, but the ramifications are bigger than me. My brothers have made that clear enough. The longer I’ve stayed with Freyja, the happier they all seem. We’ve managed to get through several family meals without a single cross word being shared.

      Even my father has seemed a bit more chipper. As chipper as is possible for him, anyway. He doesn’t openly scowl when I come into the room, and that is all a son could ask for really.

      I would be happier without Freyja in my life, but no one else would be.

      And even if I do leave Freyja, there are no other prospects. Not a single other woman I am even remotely interested in. Not since Jane-Ann.

      I’ve done my best over the last several months not to think of her. Because when I do, I want to call Freyja immediately and end things. Not necessarily because I want to be with Jane-Ann, but because when I think of her, I’m reminded of how it felt between us. Of how it could one day feel with a woman who isn’t Freyja. Jane-Ann is my symbol of hope, and hope does not belong in the same place as the dark power that seems to emanate from the ring my mother gave me several weeks ago.

      It is a family heirloom and absolutely enormous. The diamond could double as the anchor for a ship, which I know Freyja will adore. But the idea of giving it to her makes me feel sick and heavy, like my lungs are full of sea water.

      Father expects the engagement to happen soon. He has even begun prepping the formal announcement for the press. The train is moving forward against my will, and if I want any chance of getting off, it has to be soon. But I’m not sure how.

      I grab a stack of correspondence from the corner of my desk and drop it in front of me with a thud. My personal life is out of my hands, but I can control my work. Letters from friends and familiar diplomats from around the world tend to collect dust on my desk for months at a time before I respond to them.

      I know what they will all say. The letters open with a few planned compliments about me and my family before launching into a “catch-up” paragraph that outlines what the writer has been doing both personally and professionally since we last spoke. Then, the last paragraph is the heart of the letter. The purpose. The request for support during a time of reelection or for continued aid and diplomacy. Reading them is monotonous, and I like to push the task to the bottom of my to-do list until I can’t avoid it anymore.

      I skim letters, sorting them into three categories: do not respond, share with advisors, respond immediately. A few letters I’m able to categorize without opening due to the sender’s history of asking for ridiculous amounts of aid or sending letters with no useful or noteworthy content. But the others require enough of my attention that I forget about Freyja and the ring in the bottom drawer for a few minutes.

      The stack, once teetering, becomes more manageable within the hour, and I’m nearing the end when a vibrant blue envelope catches my attention. It stands out from the plain white letters in an obvious way, but even when I pick it up, I see the American flag stamps in the top right corner, and I feel my chest tighten.

      I turn it over looking for a return address, and I find one written in loopy handwriting, but there is no name. Just an address. In Austin, Texas.

      I tear into the envelope without breathing, my lip pinched between my teeth as I nearly rip the letter trying to free it.

      When it is smoothed out in front of me, I flash to the end of the letter first to see her name. To confirm what my beating heart is trying to tell me. This letter is from Jane-Ann. She contacted me. She is reaching out.

      But I’m wrong. The loopy cursive handwriting belongs to a woman named Blakely who draws a tiny heart at the end of her signature.

      Disappointment and confusion mingling in my stomach, I take a deep breath and go back to the top of the letter to start again.

      

      His Royal Highness Prince Christian,

      Sorry. We don’t have a royal family in America, so I’m not sure how to address you and the internet wasn’t very clear on the matter. I hope you don’t get offended and stop reading because I have something important to say.

      You are going to be a dad.

      My best friend is Jane-Ann Callister. You may remember her as the woman you slept with in August. Well, she found out she was pregnant in October, and you are the only possible father.

      You probably have a lot of questions, but it isn’t my job to answer them. That is between you and Jane-Ann. I’m only writing you now because I think you deserve to know, and even though Jane-Ann decided not to tell you, I’m her best friend in the world, and I know she’ll regret it one day.

      Don’t be angry with her. You ditched her seconds after sleeping with her, so she deduced you didn’t have much of an interest in pursuing a relationship or in the responsibilities involved with having a child. Plus, the fact that you are royalty scared her away from contacting you. But again, these are all things J-A should tell you. Should you decide to contact her. Which you should. Because she is incredible.

      Anyway, you’re going to be a dad. She’s living with me now, so write back at this address or use the phone number I provided. It’s mine, but I’ll make sure Jane-Ann gets your message.

      Make the right choice.

      Blakely

      

      I read the letter three times before I can grasp any meaning aside from “You are going to be a dad.” A dad. A father. I was going to have a child.

      With Jane-Ann. That realization came more slowly.

      It had been one night. Twice, but only one night. I knew it was possible, but it still felt unlikely. We’d used protection, right? Eight months is a long time to remember a detail like that, but it is a critical detail. And even though we were both veering towards drunkenness, I feel confident we were safe. Years of drunken hook-ups, especially with women who knew I was heir to the throne and wouldn’t mind producing another heir, have made me cautious.

      As soon as the reality starts to sink in, I want to believe she is lying. After I left, Jane-Ann looked me up online and realized I was a prince like I’d claimed. The wheels began to turn, and she created a false pregnancy story in an attempt to get some money off of me. It all makes sense.

      Except, it doesn’t.

      Jane-Ann and I were together eight months ago. Why would she wait so long to come forward with this story? Actually, she hadn’t come forward at all. Her friend wrote the letter, against Jane-Ann’s wishes it seems like.

      The final phase of understanding hits me. She wasn’t going to tell me. Jane-Ann is pregnant—had been pregnant for over eight months—and she had decided not to tell me.

      I want to be offended and angry. I want to hate her for making that decision, but I can’t summon the energy. It makes sense. I left her naked in bed and told her several times my family would never approve of her. Essentially, I called her common trash and then left. Why would she want to tell that guy she was having his baby? Nothing I’d done would lead her to believe I am interested in a relationship or in being a father.

      Not to mention, having a baby with a member of the royal family is no small deal. It is the very making of a royal scandal, and from the little I know of Jane-Ann, she didn’t seem like the type of woman who was interested in scandal.

      I read the letter a fourth time and then lean back in my chair and stare up at the ceiling. Texas feels a lifetime away.

      It seems impossible that Jane-Ann and I can even be on the same planet. I haven’t seen her for over eight months, and until Blakely mentioned it in her letter, I didn’t even know Jane-Ann’s last name was Callister. If she’d told me the night we met at the honky-tonk, I hadn’t bothered to remember it.

      I flip the envelope over and see the letter is postmarked for February, meaning it sat on the corner of my desk for two months. This bombshell had just been sitting right under my nose.

      I think back to all the days I sat around fiddling with the engagement ring my family wanted me to give Freyja, wondering how my life had become so complicated, having no idea that half a foot away was information that would change everything. Or, if not change anything, at least make it much more complicated.

      Because, what am I going to do?

      I mentally crunch the numbers twice before settling on the insane reality that Jane-Ann is over eight months pregnant. She is going to give birth any day, so the months I should have had to plan for this event have become days. A week or two, maybe. The time I should have had to decide how I’m going to handle it, how and if I’m going to explain it to the press, and how I’m going to break the news of yet another scandal—this one bigger than ever before—to my mother and father has dwindled away without my realizing it.

      Now there are only a few specks of sand left in the hourglass. Time is almost up.

      Blakely’s number is practically flashing at the bottom of the letter, but calling about something this momentous seems insufficient. Especially since I waited two months to respond. Blakely probably thinks I’ve decided to ignore the news, and if Jane-Ann has found out Blakely sent the letter in the first place, she probably thinks I’m every bit the prick I was when I left her apartment that day over eight months ago.

      I drop the note on my desk and grab my phone. It only rings twice before a familiar voice answers.

      “Prince Christian. May I help you?”

      “Hey, Gunner,” I say, sounding much more casual than my driver. “Can I have you pick me up as soon as possible?”

      “Of course. Do you know your destination?”

      I open my center desk drawer while he’s talking, rifling through the contents until I find my passport buried under a stack of sticky notes. I tuck it into the inside pocket of my suit jacket along with Blakely’s letter. I have no idea how I’ll explain any of this to my family or Jane-Ann, but I can’t worry about any of that. Right now, only one thing is important.

      “Yes,” I said, flipping off the light in my office and going to the hall closet where I keep my luggage. “I’m going to the airport.”
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          Jane-Ann

        

      

    
    
      The hours between my water breaking and now are a blur. A painful, sweaty blur.

      Blakely ran around the house gathering the few baby supplies I had managed to buy and some baby shower gifts, shoving them into a backpack along with a change of clothes for me, a toothbrush, and my makeup bag.

      “Makeup isn’t a very high priority,” I groaned as the dull ache in my lower back that had been bothering me all day became worse and worse with each passing second.

      “First impressions are important,” Blakely shouted back.

      In the end, I met my son with a bare, sweaty face, but the biggest smile in the world. He was perfect.

      Before seeing him, I worried I wouldn’t be maternal enough. Because I hadn’t planned for the pregnancy or intended to have children before at least having a serious boyfriend. I worried I would view him as a burden. But as soon as I saw his face, I knew all of those fears had been baseless.

      His round chubby cheeks were perfect for kissing, and he had a bright burst of golden hair that stuck up in every direction. I was a bald baby, so I assumed he got that from Christian, but I couldn’t know for sure. Probably would never know.

      Christian’s absence doesn’t sink in until the baby falls asleep, and I am left alone with my thoughts. Blakely left to shower and pick up a few more things, and since it was after midnight, my parents went home to sleep and promised to come back in the morning. So, it is just my son and me. Alone.

      Nurses come in and out to check his temperature, give me pain medication, and massage my stomach to make sure my uterus is contracting back to normal size. Otherwise, I’m wholly responsible for the tiny life snoozing next to me. And the immensity of it is almost overwhelming.

      Blakely has sworn over and over again that she will help however she can, and even though I plan to abuse her kindness for babysitting, I can’t rely on her to help me with middle-of-the-night wake-ups and diaper blowouts. I can’t expect her to sit in the emergency room with me when he gets sick or help me comb over the pros and cons of different daycares and preschools.

      I know Blakely will be an incredible help, but she won’t be a parent. She won’t be his father. She can’t be.

      I swallow back my rising emotions and focus on my son’s tiny face. I hope that by studying his features, I’ll not only convince myself I can handle this but also think of the perfect name for him. The nurse assured me there is no rush, but I don’t want to call him “baby” anymore. He is going to be the most important person in my life, and I want to know who he is going to be.

      My baby naming brainstorming session is cut short by an unplanned nap. One moment, I’m staring at my son’s face, the next I’m opening my bleary eyes and unleashing an epic yawn that seems to come from my very soul.

      “Tired?” a deep voice asks.

      In my half-asleep state, I think I recognize the baritone voice, but before I can even summon the name, I bat the idea away. It can’t be him.

      “I can’t imagine why. You haven’t done much today.”

      The person speaks again in deep, honeyed tones that, along with the cool sarcasm, force my heavy eyelids open. I know this voice.

      When I see him standing over the baby’s bassinet, looking down at him, his blond hair too long and hanging over his eyes, I just enjoy the view. When I wake up from this dream, I’ll want to sink back into it, but that never works. So, I better enjoy the sight of Christian standing next to our son while I can because it won’t last long.

      He turns to me, and I smile at him, all of his past sins forgiven. Because, even if it is only in my dream, he came. Even if it is two months late, he came. Christian came to see our son and that is all that matters to me.

      Dream Christian smiles back, but quirks his head away, one eyebrow raised. “Are you on drugs or something?”

      I frown and glance up at the saline bag hanging next to my bed. “I don’t know.”

      He chuckles to himself and moves to sit down at the edge of my bed. I feel the weight of him sink into the mattress. Feel myself tilt toward him. It all seems so real. I can even feel the heat from his body through the blanket, warming my leg.

      “If you’re smiling at me like that, they must have you on something powerful,” he says, his smile faltering slightly. “Sorry I’m a little late.”

      “You’re right on time,” I say, reaching out to grab his hand.

      As soon as his fingers are in mine, I’m shocked by the sensation. By the warmth and the smooth skin of his palm. It feels real. Too real.

      He squeezes my fingers back, his eyes glassy with emotion, and I blink hard. I want to wake up now. The dream is too much. It is everything I could have and did hope for over the last seven months since I found out I was pregnant. And when I wake up and Christian is gone, I’ll be devastated all over again.

      “I understand why you didn’t tell me,” he says, glancing over at our baby in his bassinet. “When I left you in August, I was…I was an ass, Jane-Ann. And I’m so sorry.”

      I blink again and again, but I’m not waking up. The image isn’t growing hazy and distant. If anything, Christian is becoming more and more clear.

      “I shouldn’t have left the way I did or said the things I did, but I was angry with my family and my life and myself, and on some level, I took it out on you. Probably because you were beautiful and fun, and I knew I’d never get to have you. So, I treated you like garbage, and it is no wonder you didn’t want to tell that guy you were pregnant. But I’m different now. I swear.”

      Never get to have me? Christian wanted me? No, no, no. I need to wake up. Now.

      “I need to wake up,” I say quietly, looking down at where our fingers are still tangled.

      “What?” he asks, his voice low and concerned. “Are you okay, Jane-Ann?”

      “I need to wake up,” I repeat, closing my eyes in hopes that not seeing Christian will make my subconscious wipe him from the dream.

      But I can still feel his fingers against mine, and his other hand slides up my forearm to grab my elbow.

      “Do you think you’re dreaming, Jane-Ann?” he asks, a hint of amusement in his voice. “I’m flattered you think this could only be a dream, but I assure you I am very real. I have wrinkled pants from a ten-hour international flight to prove it.”

      Slowly, I open my eyes again and peek up at him. “You’re really here?”

      His lips twist to the side, and he nods.

      “Why?”

      “I just got Blakely’s letter yesterday,” he says, pulling a folded-up piece of paper out of the inside pocket of his jacket. “I came as soon as I read it. Though, I wish I’d read it when she first sent it two months ago.”

      I nod silently, afraid of what I’ll say or admit about my own feelings if I open my mouth. Christian runs a hand through his blond hair and continues.

      “I followed the return address on the envelope and pulled up to your apartment just as Blakely arrived. She told me how your water broke and you’d just had the baby. She told me which room you were in, and I’m here.”

      I mentally curse Blakely for not calling to warn me so I could brush my hair and put on some of the makeup she packed for me, but I can barely worry about that when he is in front of me. Real and present and as perfect as the first time I saw him from across the dancefloor at Jimmy’s.

      “You’re here,” I say again, though this time it is a statement instead of a question. “Do you want to meet your son?”

      Christian’s eyes widen, and he looks over at the bassinet. At the swaddled bundle that is our child.

      “I was admiring him before you woke up, but if it’s okay…I’d love to hold him.”

      “Of course, it’s okay,” I say, my voice thick.

      I didn’t expect to be so emotional about this. In fact, I didn’t expect for this moment to ever happen. Perhaps that is where the tears are coming from. Pure shock and elation. My child has a father. A man who flew across the world to see him. A man who cares about him.

      Christian moves toward the bassinet slowly, and his hands hover over the baby for a minute, unsure, before he slides his hands under the swaddle and lifts the baby out of the bassinet. Like a natural, he holds his son against his chest and presses his cheek to the little stockinged head.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived,” he whispers, bouncing slightly on his toes. “But I’m here now.”

      I turn away so he won’t see the tears rolling down my cheeks. I wipe them away and pretend to fuss with my blankets.

      “And everything is okay?” Christian asks. “He is healthy?”

      I clear my throat. “So far, so good. He is a little early, but he is a healthy boy.”

      Christian beams and whispers words I can’t hear to his son, and I lay back in the bed and let them have this time. Ten minutes later, Christian is still walking the baby around the room when a nurse arrives.

      “It’s time for his hearing test,” she says to me. Then, she notices Christian in the corner and her eyes widen momentarily. I’m sure she doesn’t recognize him as the Prince of Sigmaran, but is just surprised by his good looks the same way I was when I first saw him.

      Christian looks to me for the okay before he hands over our son, giving him one last kiss on the forehead. When the nurse wheels him away, Christian stands at the door watching them move down the hallway until he can’t see him anymore. Then, he reclaims his spot next to me on the bed.

      “He’s perfect, Jane-Ann. Absolutely perfect.” Christian’s hand lands on my leg, and he smiles and shakes his head. “I still can’t believe this is real.”

      “I’m sure it has been an interesting twenty-four hours for you,” I say, residual guilt at not telling Christian about the pregnancy earlier rearing its head.

      He nods and then nudges me playfully in the shoulder. “But a good kind of interesting.”

      I bite my lower lip and twist my fingers in the sheet nervously. “It is? Good, I mean? You aren’t upset?”

      “What is there to be upset about? You didn’t plan this, so I can’t be mad at you. I guess I can shake my fist at the universe, but what good would that do? Plus, our son is gorgeous. I can’t be angry at that.” His brows pull together and he looks down at me. “What is his name?”

      I wonder whether he is referring to his first name or his surname. Either way, the answer is the same. “He doesn’t have one yet.”

      “Do you have any ideas?”

      “Only one,” I admit. “I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about names. But my grandfather’s name was Tyler.”

      “Tyler,” Christian says, brow furrowed in thought. He smiles. “I love it. That’s perfect.”

      “You think so?” I ask, somewhat surprised. “I didn’t know if there was some royal tradition you’d want to follow.”

      “There is no tradition with first names, but his middle name will have to be Eugene after my great uncle.”

      My nose wrinkles before I can stop myself, and I turn to Christian to see him biting back a laugh. I roll my eyes and slap his arm.

      “Not funny.”

      “Kind of funny,” he says, shaking the bed with his laugh. “No, there are no traditions. You can name him whatever you’d like.”

      “What about Tyler Christian?” I ask, looking at him out of the corner of my eye to gauge his reaction.

      Christian’s mouth opens and closes, and I think he might be trying to think of something witty or sarcastic to say, but then he just reaches out and grabs my hand. His fingers are warm.

      “I love that, Jane-Ann.”

      I look away and nod. “Good.”

      We are silent for a few minutes. The only movement is Christian’s thumb brushing over my knuckles and my attempts to slow the rapid rise and fall of my chest. But finally, Christian turns to me and breaks the quiet.

      “I’m sorry for how much I missed. I know I’ll never be able to make up for it but—”

      “I’m the one who kept it from you,” I argue.

      Christian waves me away. “I’m the one who acted like a jerk and made you think I wouldn’t care. If I’d been decent, you would have told me.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but I can’t. He’s right. Even after the way he acted before leaving, I still battled with wanting to tell him. If Christian had been this sweet that first night we met, he would have been the first person I called. I would have wanted his support.

      “So, I know I can’t make the last nine months up to you,” he says. “But I’m here now, and I’d like to try. Can I stay with you and Tyler?”

      “In the hospital?” I ask.

      He nods and then smiles, his head tilting to the side in a question. “And at home.”

      My heart clenches in my chest.

      “I don’t want to intrude,” Christian adds. “I can get a hotel if I need to or—”

      I shake my head. “No. You can stay with us.”

      His shoulders relax, and he smiles, blinking and nodding like he can’t really believe it. Then, he sinks back against my pillows and continues massaging my fingers with his thumb.

      “Thanks, Jane-Ann.”

      My eyes once again fill with tears. I don’t know if it is my crazy hormones or the immense relief I feel now that my baby’s father is here and desperate to be involved. Either way, I’m overwhelmed in the best possible way.

      “You’re welcome, Christian.”
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      After landing in Austin, I’d gone straight to the address on the envelope and had been met by Blakely. I hadn’t gone in any further than the front door, but from what I could see of the apartment, it was small. Too small for two grown adults and a baby. And if I was going to stay with Jane-Ann and Tyler for a while, the apartment would feel even smaller.

      When I asked Jane-Ann about why she’d given up her place, she told me about the complications. About passing out at work and being put on bed rest. About not being able to afford her rent and having to move in with Blakely. Every word felt like a weight tied to my ankle, pulling me down until I’d drown in guilt.

      “I should have been there,” I said, leaning forward in the recliner and resting my elbows on my knees. “You shouldn’t have had to do that on your own.”

      “Everything’s fine,” she insisted. “Blakely and I are going to make it work.”

      I lived in a three-bedroom guest house on the palace grounds with a private garden in the back and two sitting rooms. I couldn’t stand by and let Jane-Ann and my son “make it work.” I had to make it right.

      And I am. At this moment, Blakely and I are packing up Jane-Ann’s belongings to move to the new place I’ve found for her and the baby.

      “How have you had time to already find a place?” Blakely asks.

      I look up as Blakely walks in the room carrying more boxes. Where Jane-Ann is innocent and light and soft, Blakely is sharp. Her dark hair is pulled back in a sleek high ponytail that highlights her cheekbones, and she has eyeliner smeared under her eyes that might be purposeful—but might also be leftover from the night before.

      “Not sleeping really gave me an edge,” I admit with a laugh.

      I should have had more time. I should have had months to prepare for this, but I can’t dwell on that. I have to make good use of the time I do have.

      “That explains the dark circles under your eyes that match mine,” she says, gesturing under her own eyes and wincing.

      “I’m definitely not in Sigmaran anymore,” I say. “A comment like that would get someone sent to the dungeons.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Blakely go rigid and stare at me for a moment before shaking her head and dropping the boxes at the foot of Jane-Ann’s bed. I’m not sure she appreciated the joke.

      “I packed up all of her stuff from the kitchen,” she says.

      I eye the suspiciously small box.

      “Your girl isn’t much of a cook,” she says in way of an explanation.

      Your girl. I bite my lower lip to keep from smiling.

      “Thanks for your help.”

      “How did you find her a place of her own so fast?” she asks, flopping down on the bed, her ankles crossed.

      “Being a prince has its perks.”

      My phone rings and I dismiss the call instinctively. I know I should just turn my phone off, but I want to keep track of how many times they’re calling me. How desperate they are. When the calls stop, that’s when I’ll truly be worried.

      Blakely narrows her eyes. “So, money?”

      I laugh. “Lots of it.”

      I found a small cottage on the edge of town. It’s surrounded by farmland on all sides, offering near-panoramic views along with a two-car garage and an open-concept. The owners of the farmland also own the cottage, and they wanted to rent it out until my checkbook convinced them otherwise. I bought it from them that morning, handing over the check myself, and movers are clearing out the rest of the owner’s belongings as I pack up Jane-Ann’s stuff.

      “Is it because you feel guilty?” Blakely’s tone has shifted to something menacing, and I stop packing up the bookshelf and stand up, feeling like I need to face her for this conversation.

      “Is what because I feel guilty?”

      Blakely waves her arms to encompass the room and all of the boxes. “This. Packing up her stuff. Buying her a house. Are you doing this because you feel guilty? Are you trying to buy your way back into her goodwill?”

      My first night in America was sleepless and exhausting and more than I ever could have imagined, and standing in front of Blakely, I feel every tiring minute begging me to sit down and take a break. But I can’t. Not until I make things right.

      I’d stood outside Jane-Ann’s hospital room for ten minutes, too nervous to go in and see how she would react to seeing me. Would she be excited? Angry? Confused? All three?

      And honestly, part of me had been afraid to go in and see my child for the first time. A child I hadn’t known existed the night before. I didn’t even know whether it was a boy or a girl. How much would my life change once I saw the baby? Would I ever be able to go back? Would I want to?

      All my questions and doubts faded as soon as I walked in and saw Jane-Ann sleeping in the bed, her blond hair a mess of curls around her head. Over the almost nine months we’d been apart, her face hadn’t changed in my memory. Time hadn’t warped a single inch of her. She looked as beautiful as I remembered.

      Then, I saw my child. A tiny baby swaddled in blue blankets. A boy. My boy.

      And all my doubts quieted.

      And as the night wore on and Jane-Ann and I began to learn what it would mean to be parents, my doubts disappeared altogether. I couldn’t imagine a life without Jane-Ann and Tyler in it.

      “Partially,” I admit, wanting to be honest.

      Of course, I feel guilty. I hate that I wasn’t around when Jane-Ann was pregnant, when she had to go on bed rest and lost her job, when she had to move, when she went into labor. I hate that I missed out on the birth of my child. But guilt isn’t what propelled me to get on a plane and fly across the world, and it isn’t what kept me up all night trying to contact the owner of the cottage I knew would be perfect for Jane-Ann and Tyler.

      “But I also care about her.”

      “You don’t know her,” Blakely says sharply, sitting up and sliding to the edge of the stripped mattress. “But I do. And I know that even if she never said so, she’s been waiting for you to show up.”

      “And I did,” I say. “I’ve been wanting to come back ever since I left.”

      Blakely purses her lips and pushes herself to standing. She crosses the distance between us in just a few steps, and even though she’s a few inches shorter than me, I feel like she’s looking straight into my eyes.

      “I’m happy for both of you, but I just want to make sure you understand that, prince or not, if you hurt my best friend, I’ll hunt you down.”

      I’m not sure whether to laugh or cower in fear, but before I can do either, Blakely spins on her heel and marches out of the room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Even though Blakely had suspicions about me and my motives, she agreed to keep the cottage a secret for me. I’m sure it was difficult for her, but it’s all worth it when I see the nurse pushing Jane-Ann and Tyler through the automatic doors in a wheelchair, heading straight for where I’m waiting in my rental car. Another princely perk is convincing the rental company to give me a car despite my lack of an American driver’s license. When Jane-Ann sees the white Mustang, she grins.

      “You got a sports car to take our baby home in?” she asks. “Where’s my jeep?”

      Jane-Ann’s jeep is currently transporting what is hopefully one of the last loads of boxes from Blakely’s apartment to the cottage house. But in the interest of maintaining the surprise, I don’t say so.

      “Our son deserves only the best escort home.” I open the door and push the passenger seat forward so she can see the car seat strapped into the back. “And I just left the fire station where the Chief assured me I was a natural at installing car seats.”

      “My favorite quality in a man,” Jane-Ann purrs, making the nurse pushing her wheelchair blush. Then, she tightens one arm around Tyler and holds out her other arm for me. “Now, stop posing next to the car and come help me up.”

      My phone rings and I ignore it, not even bothering to check who it is. I already know.

      I shove the device into my pocket and jog across the sidewalk to wrap an arm around her waist. It’s the closest I’ve been to her since the night our child was conceived. When I look down at Jane-Ann, her lashes flutter and she looks away, focusing on Tyler. I think she may have come to the same realization.

      While I may have been a pro at installing the car seat, installing a child inside of it is a completely different story. It takes fifteen minutes for Jane-Ann to instruct me on how to strap Tyler in. Finally, once I’m sweating and a touch out of breath, I fall into the driver’s seat and pull away from the hospital.

      Jane-Ann keeps glancing over her shoulder to see Tyler’s face in the mirror I installed to hang from the back seat. I want to assure her he is fine and have her relax in her seat, but her nerves are actually doing me a favor. We are on the opposite side of town from Blakely’s apartment before Jane-Ann realizes something is wrong.

      “We’re all turned around,” she says, pointing over her shoulder. “My apartment is that way.”

      I curl the corners of my mouth down. “No. Your house is this way.”

      I feel her eyes boring into the side of my face, but I refuse to look over.

      “What did you do?”

      I lift a shoulder innocently as I turn onto the winding dirt drive that leads to Jane-Ann’s new cottage.

      She’s still pestering me to explain when the trees part and she gets a glimpse of the blue house. Hanging from the porch is a sign that says “Welcome Home.” It is made with lined notebook paper and crayons, but I make a mental note to thank Blakely later.

      “You didn’t.” Jane-Ann looks from me to the house and back again, her mouth hanging open. “Did you?”

      “I did,” I say, reaching across the console to grab her hand. “I know you aren’t the type of woman who wants anyone to take care of her, but I couldn’t sit by and let you and our son cram into a guest bedroom that barely has space for a crib, let alone all of his clothes as well as yours. You both needed your own space, and I wanted to help take care of it. Don’t think of this as a gift. Think of it as my contribution to the pregnancy. You gave birth, I bought a house.”

      “Christian, I—”

      “You,” I say, interrupting her, “have a new house to tour. Blakely told me where to put everything, so if you hate it, you can blame her.”

      Jane-Ann looks at me for a long while, and I can see the wheels in her head spinning. Finally, she wraps her hand around my neck and leans across the console.

      My breath catches in my throat, and I stare at her mouth as it moves closer to mine. I’ve kissed her lips before. I’ve had all of her, yet this feels momentous. I don’t care about my family or Freyja or Sigmaran. Nothing exists outside of this rental car. Just me and her and our son. It is the only thing that is important, and with this kiss, she is telling me the same thing. I take a breath and lean forward, but just before our lips can touch, she turns and presses a kiss to my cheek.

      I’m embarrassed and disappointed, yet a flutter of warmth emanates from where she touched me. From where her lips pressed and where her hand is still wrapped around my neck.

      “Thank you, Christian,” she whispers in my ear.

      When her hand slips away and she sits back in her seat, the bubble bursts. I’m once again the Prince of Sigmaran. My family matters. My country matters. But so does Jane-Ann and Tyler. And I have no idea how all of those things will work together.
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      The house is paid for. One hundred percent. Mine.

      We’ve been living in it for a week—me and Tyler and Christian—but it still doesn’t feel real. I keep thinking I’m in a really nice bed and breakfast, and the owner will be around soon to remind me about the checkout time.

      Christian filled me in on the house’s history. It belonged to the same family for years, and I could see that in the notches etched into the kitchen doorway showing how the children grew. I could see it in the scuff marks in front of the hearth where someone had knelt time and time again to light a fire. I could see it in the hand-made porch swing hanging from the front porch and the matching trim hanging next to all of the windows. The house was well loved, and I intended to continue the tradition.

      Blakely had done a great job organizing the few things I had, and over the course of the week, Christian arranged for a dining table, a sofa, and a rocking chair for Tyler’s nursery to be delivered. I wanted to refuse any more gifts because buying me a house was already well beyond the scope of reasonable gifts, but I had cut Christian out of so much of the pregnancy, and it felt wrong to take away something that made him feel useful. Besides, the house was gorgeous, and I never could have afforded it on my own. I have pride, but I’m also not immune to wanting nice things.

      We find an easy rhythm faster than I would have thought possible. Christian sleeps on the couch and is always the first one up and standing at Tyler’s bassinet in the middle of the night. He changes diapers, burps him, and refuses to let me lift a finger while I’m healing from giving birth. Christian reads the newspaper to Tyler, takes him outside every day for a bit of fresh air on the front porch, and falls asleep watching the world news with Tyler on his chest. He is everything a husband should be, and I have to remind myself several times a day that not only is he not my husband, but we aren’t in a relationship at all.

      My mom pads into the kitchen while I’m making a pot of coffee and drops donuts on the counter. “Am I too late? Or has that overprotective mother hen already made you breakfast today?”

      I laugh. “No, I told him you were coming with donuts. He knows not to step on the original mother hen’s turf.”

      “Smart man.”

      My mom grabs a donut and drops onto the barstools at the kitchen island. We don’t look anything alike, but all of my personality has come from her. She loves people really hard—though she doesn’t often express it—we both have sarcasm in our blood, and nothing excites either of us more than a breakfast pastry.

      “Where is he?”

      “Changing Tyler,” I say, stifling a laugh. “And himself. Tyler may have peed all over Christian’s shirt during the last diaper change.”

      She laughs. “Boys will do that. I’ll have to show him how to cover him with the diaper during the dirty diaper to clean diaper transfer. That way he can avoid a lot of accidents.”

      If my mom had any reservations about Christian, she didn’t reveal them to me. As soon as she saw him at the hospital, she observed him for a moment, looking him over as though she were checking a carton of eggs to see if any of them were broken, and then she pulled him into a hug.

      “About time you showed up,” she said with zero animosity.

      Since then, Christian has been a member of the family.

      “I’d like to see that trick, too. One of these days Christian is going to let me change a diaper, and I’ll need to know how to protect myself.”

      She nods. “Good for him for taking care of you. You need to relax and heal.”

      I wave her away. “I’m fine. Tyler was barely over seven pounds. Easy peasy.”

      “Six weeks,” she reminds me, eyebrows raised threateningly. “The doctor said to go easy for six weeks. You don’t get to do anything strenuous until after you’ve been looked over and Dr. Johnson gives you the all clear.”

      “I know, I know,” I say, rolling my eyes. “And you call Christian the mother hen.”

      My mom grabs a donut and slides it across the island, ignoring my comment. “Will Christian be here the full six weeks?”

      Her question hits me like a punch to the chest, and I quickly take a bite of donut to hide my surprise. When I finally swallow, I shrug.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You haven’t talked about it?” she asks, her eyes appraising me.

      I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      She doesn’t say anything but the words sit between us anyway. You should.

      And I know we should. But I’m afraid. Afraid that if I mention Sigmaran and his responsibilities there, Christian will reawaken from this domestic dream and realize he has to leave immediately. He’ll remember that he can’t put his life on hold, and he’ll wish us luck and be gone. And I’m not ready for him to leave. Not yet.

      Maybe not ever.

      I hear Christian coming down the stairs and arrange my face into a pleasant smile I hope doesn’t look too forced. He walks in holding Tyler in the crook of his arm, his eyes wide and shell-shocked.

      “That was an ordeal.” When he sees my mom, he smiles. “Hi, Shelly.”

      She tips her head and gestures to the donuts. “Christian.”

      I reach out for Tyler, and Christian hands him over and moves immediately for the donuts. Tyler is dozing and doesn’t stir during the transfer.

      I didn’t know how I’d feel when my son was born. If the maternal instinct would be immediate or if it would take time to develop. In a way, it has been both. As soon as I saw him, even covered in goo, I thought he was the sweetest thing I’d ever seen. But it felt surreal. I couldn’t really believe he was mine.

      But as each day passes and we slip into a routine, I feel a connection to him that I know will never be severed. It has given me a glimpse into how my parents must feel about me. And helps me understand why my mom is watching Christian move around the kitchen like he might take off his shirt to reveal he is actually a pile of squirrels in a human suit.

      “You seem really comfortable with children,” she says suddenly. “You have other kids?”

      My eyes widen, and I stare at her dumbstruck. Thankfully, Christian only laughs.

      “No. Definitely not. But I have three younger brothers. The youngest is ten, so I changed a lot of diapers.”

      “You didn’t have nannies?”

      “Mom,” I warn.

      “We did,” Christian says without hesitating. “But we’re also a normal family. In some respects, anyway. My parents still took care of us outside work hours.”

      I elbow my mom in the arm. “They’re royal, not aliens.”

      “Same difference,” she says with a mischievous smirk. “To a born and raised Texan like me anyway.”

      When my mom leaves half an hour later, I apologize on her behalf.

      “It’s fine,” Christian says, shrugging off the apology. “She just wants to know more about me.”

      “There are better ways to go about it,” I say. “She sounded really judgey, didn’t she?”

      Christian sits next to me on the couch and reaches out to adjust the swaddle around Tyler’s face. The movement is easy and natural. Then, he turns to me.

      “I’m used to scrutiny, Jane-Ann. I’ve experienced it my entire life. I’ll only be angry if she sells her story to the tabloids.”

      “But she’s family,” I say, brow furrowing. “Family should be different than how the public treats you.”

      When I look up, Christian’s brows are raised.

      “What?”

      “She’s my family?” he asks, his mouth half-turned in a smile.

      “Well, I mean,” I stumble, unsure what to say. Finally, I settle on the truth. “Tyler connects us all. You are his dad, and she is his grandmother. That makes you and her…something to one another. Family even if it doesn’t have an official title.”

      He leans closer to me and lays a hand across Tyler’s tiny body. Our baby fidgets from the movement but still doesn’t wake up.

      “We’re a family,” Christian says softly. “I like that.”

      I don’t say anything, but I think it really loudly.

      Me too.
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      My parents must have hired people to spam my phone with calls and texts because they are relentless. I’ve taken to leaving my phone on silent and only checking it once an hour to see what I’ve missed.

      Freyja calls a few times, but she never leaves a message, and I wouldn’t listen to it even if she did. She more than anyone doesn’t care where I am. She only cares that I’m not with her, being photographed at the latest event she has deemed “the place to be.”

      But I will have to answer eventually. Either over the phone or in person. I can’t stay in Texas forever. I have to go home—soon—and I have no idea what I’m going to say when I do.

      No one knows about Jane-Ann or Tyler yet. And I’m not sure if they should. What would happen to their lives if people found out about them? They’d be hounded by the press in Sigmaran at least, but with the American preoccupation with royal families, American tabloids could pick up the story, too. It would change everything for them.

      Eight days after Tyler’s birth, Jane-Ann and I are sitting on the couch, resting during one of our son’s many naps. She doesn’t have her head on my shoulder, but my arm is draped across the back of the couch, and her body fits into the shape of mine. All it would take is for her to scoot another inch closer and me to lower my arm, and we’d look like any normal couple having a normal night-in together. But we aren’t a normal couple.

      Lady Freyja is back home, blissfully unaware of all of this. Though, she is the last person I want to think about with Jane-Ann sitting next to me. And a responsibility to my country. The land mine we’ve been walking around for the last week can no longer be avoided. So, I slide away from her on the couch, pull one of my legs up onto the cushion, and prop my head up on my fist.

      “I think we need to talk about a few things.”

      Jane-Ann frowns but clicks off the television and turns to me, mirroring my pose. “Okay?”

      “What are your plans for Tyler’s future?” I ask.

      She tilts her head to one side. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean,” I say, trying to broach the subject carefully. “What do you want for him?”

      She takes a deep breath, her eyes fixed on the ceiling while she thinks, and then she smiles. “I want him to grow up the way I did. I want him to learn to ride a horse and play in the mud. I want him to spend weekends with his grandparents and have sleepovers with his friends in the backyard. But mostly, I want him to be kind and feel loved.”

      The future Jane-Ann outlined sounds idyllic. I just hate that I won’t be there to see it.

      “What do you want for his future?” she asks, and by the smile on her face, I can tell she thinks this is a fun game we are playing.

      I reach out and lay a hand on her palm. “I want whatever you want for him. Because I know you love him and will always do what is best.”

      She smiles, but the light begins to fade in her eyes, and her eyebrows lower. “What about you? Are you going to do what is best for him?”

      “I’m going to try.”

      Jane-Ann nods, and I know she is beginning to understand what this means. What this conversation is really about.

      “When do you leave?”

      I look down at my lap, unable to meet her eyes. “Soon. I don’t have anything scheduled yet.”

      She twists away from me and stares straight ahead at the now-black television screen. “Why did you come back at all?”

      The words feel like a punch to the gut, but they are fair. More than fair.

      “Because I care about you, Jane-Ann. And Tyler. Because I needed to make sure you two were going to be okay.”

      “Okay without you,” she clarifies. “You needed to make sure that we weren’t destitute and living in a friend’s apartment, and now that you’ve bought this house, you think your duty here is done?”

      “That is not why—”

      “We were just fine before,” she says, interrupting me. “I could have managed on my own. I didn’t need the house or the furniture. I got through the pregnancy without you, and I could have found us a house without you. I didn’t need you to come back and save me like some knight riding in on a white horse.”

      She stops suddenly, eyes wide, and then she laughs. It is a bitter sound. “God. You even picked me up from the hospital in a white Mustang. Was that some kind of plan? A cute play on words?”

      “Completely unintentional,” I say, waiting to see if she’ll continue talking. She doesn’t, so I grasp desperately for the right words to fix things. “If people find out about you two, your lives will never be the same again. You will never have a normal life. I don’t want that—my life—for either of you.”

      “We don’t get a choice?” she asks, her voice breaking.

      I’ve thought about the three of us together more times than I can count in the past eight days. I’ve worked through every scenario, and I never found one that ended with a happily ever after.

      “The only way we could ever be together would be to get married,” I start.

      “Is that so horrible?” Jane-Ann asks, surprising me.

      It’s not horrible. It sounds wonderful and is so easy for me to imagine. I’ve been dating Lady Freyja for months, and I could never see myself with her. But I’ve spent nine days total with Jane-Ann, and I’d commit to her on the spot. But it can’t happen.

      “Even if my family would agree to me marrying an American woman outside of our social class, Tyler would grow up to be a king. Do you realize that? Everything you wanted for him—a normal, happy life full of fun and love—would be so much more difficult.”

      Jane-Ann frowns. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “He would grow up under the spotlight. His every move would be monitored, and he would be under more scrutiny than I ever was. Because he would be half-American. And, based on strict moral codes, illegitimate.”

      She sags back into the couch.

      “I know this is a lot to take in,” I say, wishing I could stop right there. But I have more to say. Now is the time to come clean about everything. “But there’s more.”

      Her head whips to me, eyes narrowed. “What?”

      I swallow back my nerves and spit out the words as fast as I can. “I’ve been dating someone these past few months, and my family expects us to be engaged within the month.”

      She stares at me for a few seconds and then shakes her head. “I wish you’d stayed in Sigmaran.”

      The words hurt, but I can tell they hurt Jane-Ann just as much. She lowers her head into her hands.

      “How long were you planning to play house with me before you told me there’s another woman waiting for you?”

      “It isn’t what you think,” I say. “Freyja is not my choice. She was chosen for me by my family.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. You’re still going to marry her.”

      Jane-Ann stands up and walks into the kitchen. I think about giving her a minute to cool down, but I can’t. Not when there is so much she doesn’t understand. Not when I need her help.

      When she hears me behind her, she turns and plants her feet, arms crossed over her chest. She’s wearing loose pajama pants and a tank top, the evidence of her pregnancy obvious. Still, she looks fierce, and I take a step back.

      “What do you think your new wife will say about your son? What are you going to tell her when you have to leave to come back for his birthday party or when you have to send off an extra Christmas gift? Or are you even going to bother telling her anything? Maybe it would just be easier to send a card and not come back at all, right?”

      Her eyes go glassy, but her voice stays strong and firm. “I will not let my son be your dirty little secret, and I am not going to be your royal mistress.”

      I hate that I don’t have answers for all of her questions, but I can explain some of it away. “I don’t want to marry Freyja.”

      “If it’s not her, it will be someone else,” Jane-Ann says. “What will be different?”

      “Love,” I say simply. “If I marry someone else, I want it to be for love. Not because of duty or tradition. And if I marry for love, I’ll tell her about you and Tyler. You won’t be a secret. Not between my immediate family and me. Maybe to the world, but that would be for your benefit. And Tyler’s.”

      I hope Jane-Ann doesn’t make a connection between this admission and the way I’d given serious thought to the idea of marrying her. She doesn’t need to know how I feel. Not when it only makes everything more difficult.

      For the first time, she doesn’t seem to have an argument. She lifts her chin. “So, what are you going to do?”

      “Well, I have an idea. But it is a little crazy.” Understatement of the century. “And I’d need your help.”

      Jane-Ann frowns, and I love the way the freckles across her nose wrinkle. “How?”

      I smile and shrug. “How would you like to be my fake fiancée?”
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      Christian is smiling at me in a mischievous way that sends tingles into my kneecaps and other places I’d rather not discuss, especially so close to giving birth. So, I replay his words over in my head, using them to sharpen my indignation.

      “Excuse me?” I ask, popping one hip out to the side and planting my hand there. It’s a move my mother pulled on my father often. Even after twenty-eight years of marriage, he still cowers at the sight.

      He sighs and moves forward, head low, his blond hair falling forward into his eyes. “If you come to Sigmaran and pretend to be my blue-blooded fiancée, my parents will lay off of me with Freyja. They only want me to marry her to prove to the country that I’m capable of making a serious commitment to someone. So, if you help me prove that, I won’t have to marry Freyja.”

      “But you’ll have to marry me,” I say, spinning around and marching into the kitchen. I can’t stand in front of him and talk seriously about pretending to be his fiancée. Not when I’d so recently considered it an actual option. Not while the wound is still fresh. “If I’m not good enough to marry for real, I don’t see how I’m good enough to fake-marry.”

      “No, we won’t,” he says, following after me. “That’s part of the plan. You’ll end the relationship and break my heart, and everyone will feel so bad for me, it won’t be suspicious when I don’t date seriously again for a few years. It gives me time to find someone besides Freyja. Someone I could actually love.”

      Someone who isn’t me. Because how could he ever love me?

      I hate that I had any stock in the idea of us becoming a real family. I hate that I’m disappointed. That I once again let myself be vulnerable with him.

      I start making coffee even though I’m way too agitated for caffeine. I just need something to keep myself busy. “When exactly did you start thinking about this plan?”

      “A few days ago,” he says, having enough decency to seem ashamed. “The more time I spent here, the more I realized I could never be happy with Freyja.”

      “Don’t,” I say sharply, pressing my palms into the countertop. “Don’t flatter me with compliments and what could have been. I’m not going to be manipulated into helping you.”

      I don’t hear him cross the kitchen, but I feel him standing behind me. The warmth of his body. A current flows down my spine in his presence.

      “I’m not flattering you,” he says softly. “I’m telling the truth.”

      I spin around and regret the decision immediately. He is too close. Too handsome and tall and warm. And blond. Too Christian. Why couldn’t he be an ugly prince? That would have made things so much easier.

      I remind myself that he has made his feelings clear. Twice. The first time was the night we met. The night he left me naked in bed. The second time is currently happening. This entire plan is just proof that I’m not good enough for him or his family or his country. I’m only good enough to be used as some prop in his game. It could never be real between us, and I’d do well to remember that.

      “These last few days with you and Tyler have made me realize that I can’t settle for anything less than love. I want to feel comfortable in a relationship. I want to feel the way I feel with you. In this house. I don’t want my marriage to be a sham for the sake of my country. Because for the sake of my country, I have to be happy. And I will never be happy with Freyja.”

      Christian takes a step back as soon as he is done unloading his feelings, and I can see by the paleness in his cheeks that he didn’t mean to say so much. To be so honest with me. He doesn’t love me the way I want him to, but it feels good that he has at least admitted how easy it is between us. At least I’m not completely delusional. Even though I’m still angry with him, I’ve lost the hard edge.

      “You deserve to be happy,” I say grudgingly.

      His face lifts at my words, and I recognize the expression. Hope.

      “I don’t expect you to help for free,” he says. “I’ll pay you for—”

      “I’m not going to be an escort,” I snap. “I may not be as wealthy as you, but I have some self-respect.”

      Christian’s eyes go wide. “No. That’s not what I meant. Fake fiancée. As in, not real. No behind the scenes…anything going on.”

      I look away, embarrassed, and Christian runs a hand along the back of his neck.

      “You would just come to Sigmaran for a week or two. We’d be seen together, discuss how our relationship has been a long time coming. Maybe we’ve been pen pals over the years.”

      “Pen pals?” I snort. “I haven’t had a pen pal since I was ten years old.”

      He rolls his eyes, though there is amusement there. He can tell I’m beginning to crack.

      “You can help me with the story,” he says, “but we’ll admit that we continued talking during my relationship with Freyja, and though nothing inappropriate happened, we realize our feelings for one another are more than friendly and have become engaged. We will maintain that story for a short time before you decide you cannot handle my very public lifestyle, and we split ways. I’ll be heartbroken, and you will be free to live your life with Tyler undisturbed.”

      “What about the press?” I ask. It seems like an obvious oversight. “Won’t I be recognized?”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Had you ever heard of me before you saw me in that honky-tonk? No offense, but Americans don’t tend to bother themselves with the goings-on of other countries. And since I’m not British royalty, my engagement won’t make American papers. Especially not the Round Rock, Texas, papers.”

      I lean back against the counter and cross my arms. “I can’t leave Tyler. It’s too soon.”

      “I can delay the engagement another month or two,” he says quickly. “I can give you time. And you’ll only need to be in Sigmaran for a couple weeks.”

      I can tell he is desperate, and despite everything, part of me wants to help him. And another part of me—a part I’m ashamed of—wants to do it just so he doesn’t get engaged in the next month. Even though he won’t be mine, I’m not ready for him to be someone else’s. Especially if that someone else will keep him away from his son.

      “And I’ll pay you,” he says again. “Handsomely.”

      I don’t want to be lured in by the money, but with a newborn baby and no job prospects aside from Rufus’ Sofa Shack, I can’t really turn down the offer.

      “How handsomely?”

      “One million dollars. Cash.”

      I laugh. And then quickly cover my mouth. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not,” Christian says, smirking at me.

      “That’s not a real amount of money. You can’t just give me a million dollars. For a favor? No.”

      “I can,” he insists. “And I will. We can write up a contract if you’d like?”

      “No, I trust you.” I say the words before I can contemplate their meaning.

      Do I trust him? Yes, I really do. But why? Christian has been anything but reliable, yet he has never broken a promise. Because I never asked him to make one. Our night together nine months before was just that—one night. And he had never said anything about living in the cottage with me and Tyler long-term. He’d asked if he could stay with us for a while, and I’d agreed.

      Wishful thinking had led me to believe he might choose us over his born duty. I was still angry with Christian for so many things, but I couldn’t be mad at him for lying. He’d always told the truth.

      He nods. “So, one million dollars for a couple weeks of your time?” he asks, extending his hand.

      I stare at his long fingers, at his pale skin, and the tight coil of muscles sticking out of the bottom of his rolled-up shirt sleeve. Taking his money feels like a cop-out. Like the easy solution. But that money could change my life. And Tyler’s. Though admittedly, I’d rather have Christian decide to step up and be a present father to our baby than take the money, but since that isn’t an option, the money is the least he can do.

      Before I can change my mind, I reach out and grab his hand, shaking it once. “It’s a deal.”
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        Two Months Later

      

    
    
      The wind is wailing, and a light mist splatters against the windows of the small airport. I’ve never been a nervous flyer, but that is because I prefer commercial airplanes to the private planes reserved for the royal family. However, the newly revealed love interest of Prince Christian of Sigmaran couldn’t fly into a standard airport. It would have been a media circus. More so than usual, anyway.

      The papers have been buzzing with any scrap of news about Lady Ann Callister. Though there is admittedly little since she only sprang into existence eight weeks ago when Jane-Ann agreed to my crazy plan. Insofar as Lady Freyja returned to Sweden the moment she heard about my love connection with a beautiful aristocrat from overseas, the plan has worked. Freyja is rumored to be dating a Danish prince and seems no worse the wear for my rejection of her. But in terms of having a healthy relationship with the mother of my child, the plan has been a failure.

      Jane-Ann hasn’t answered or returned any of my calls for the last two months. She sends pictures of Tyler every day and sends generic updates about his development and doctor appointments, but I have no idea how she is doing, mentally or physically. The last time we spoke on the phone, she kept things brief, wanting to know when she should fly in, who would greet her at the airport, and what she should wear.

      I assured her it would just be the two of us when she landed, and if she sent along her measurements, I’d have a wardrobe tailored and ready for her, so she wouldn’t need to pack anything. In a truly un-Jane-Ann fashion, she had no comments about any of the plans and agreed to everything with a few generic hums.

      So, standing inside the airport and looking into the gray, stormy clouds for any sign of her small plane, I can’t help but wonder if the weather is a harbinger of what is to come.

      My parents are ecstatic to meet Lady Ann. I showed them a photo, one sent to me by Jane-Ann of her at a cousin’s wedding. She looks every bit the aristocrat she’s pretending to be. My mother went on and on about how cute our children would be—and it took everything inside of me not to pull out the latest photo of Tyler to show him off—and my father patted me on the shoulder and congratulated me on finding a beautiful lady.

      They were so excited that I almost got carried away by the moment, wanting to admit to them that Lady Ann is actually Jane-Ann, and we met at a honky-tonk in Texas and had a child after our first night together. But common sense and the reminder that Jane-Ann was barely even speaking to me kept me from spilling the truth. I was pretty certain that asking for this favor from Jane-Ann had ruined the very slim chance there was that there could ever be something more lasting between us.

      There is a flash in the clouds, and I look up just as the small passenger plane begins to descend, red lights on the wings breaking through the stormy haze. My heart patters against my ribcage like the rain against the windows, and my palms begin to sweat. What am I going to say? How are we going to interact? I’ve planned every second of the afternoon with my family, yet I hadn’t stopped to think about what Jane-Ann and I would do when we are alone together.

      Before I can come up with anything worthwhile, she steps out of the plane, and my breath catches. Her blond hair is loose and tumbles around her shoulders in thick, shiny waves. She is wearing a pair of tight, high-waisted black trousers with a white shirt tucked in with a classy leather loafer. Watching her be escorted from the plane by two men carrying umbrellas, it is hard to remember that our story is a lie. That she isn’t truly my fiancée. She looks the part.

      Except for her face.

      Her eyes are wide, and her lips are pressed together so hard I’m afraid they’ll never look normal again. She is tense and nervous, and I can see it from a mile away. So, I jog into the rain, one hand held over my head as if that will do anything to stop the rain that is slowly turning into a deluge.

      “Darling,” I call over the storm. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      When she sees me, she looks anything but glad. But quickly, she arranges her face into a halfway believable smile and reaches for my hand, allowing me to lead her toward the side of the small building where a limo is waiting.

      “Let’s get you out of this rain,” I say, grabbing an umbrella from one of the airport employees, and holding it over her.

      Jane-Ann doesn’t respond as we walk to the limo or as I open the back door for her. She remains resolute and silent as I tell the driver we are ready and slide the divider screen into place, offering us a small amount of privacy.

      The limo’s windows are deeply tinted, but Jane-Ann stares out them as we drive toward the palace. And I stare at Jane-Ann.

      For weeks, I’ve imagined what it would be like to see her again, and it is both exactly and nothing like I pictured. She is just as gorgeous as I remember, looking glamorous and slim despite having just given birth two months before. But there is a coldness I’ve never experienced before. Not even during the conversation when I’d introduced the idea of this entire plan. At least then, she’d been angry with me. Anger was better than nothing.

      “Did you have a good flight?” I ask when the silence becomes too much to bear.

      Jane-Ann tenses and, after a few seconds, looks away from the window and gives me one solemn nod.

      “How is Tyler?” I’m desperate to see him, but since I can’t, hearing more than just a quick daily recap of his activities would be nice. Is he wide-eyed and curious? Does he cry often or is he a happy baby?

      “Healthy.” I can tell by the way she looks out the window that this is all the answer I’m going to get right now.

      “Good,” I say. “That’s great. Wonderful.”

      This is not good, great, or wonderful. This is a disaster. An absolute disaster.

      In a few short minutes, our limo will pull through the palace gates, and Prince Christian and Lady Ann will step out of the limo to present themselves in front of the King and Queen Consort of Sigmaran, expected to look every bit the part of a couple madly in love. Yet, Jane-Ann can’t even look at me.

      I look over at her, hoping for some change in her demeanor, some sign that she understands the importance of what is to come. But there is nothing. Just stony, resolute silence.

      We are so screwed.

      When the limo pulls through the gates, I turn to her and toss my dignity to the side.

      “Please, Jane-Ann. I’m sorry. For everything. But my parents are going to walk down those steps any second, and I need you to look at me. At least. I can tell them you aren’t feeling well. Or that you’re a nervous flyer. But nothing will excuse this coldness between us. We have to be in love. Or, look like we are in love.”

      The car comes to a stop and I hear the driver open and close his door. Jane-Ann does not look at me and says nothing as her door opens and the driver offers her a gloved hand. She takes it, her fingers resting delicately against his palm, and stands.

      I hesitate, wondering if it would be better to hop across the divider into the driver’s seat and take off. But after a second, I follow her, praying I can do something to salvage this situation. Something to keep everything from falling apart within the first hour of her arrival.

      Mother comes down the steps first, with Jory and Niles not far behind. They are arching their necks around our mother to get a better look at Lady Callister, who is standing next to the limo, hands folded in front of her daintily. My younger brothers see her and then look at one another, eyebrows raised. I don’t pretend to know what the look means. I have bigger issues to deal with.

      I take large steps around the back of the car so I can head my mother off before she throws herself at Jane-Ann. Maybe I can delicately allude to the idea that she has to use the restroom. It would buy me a few minutes to talk with her and try to smooth out the rough patches in our relationship.

      Before I can get around the car, though, Jane-Ann steps forward and bows her head, dropping down into a flawless curtsy.

      “Your Majesty,” she says. “Christian has told me so much about you. I’m thrilled to finally be meeting you.” She smiles up at my mother, and she looks radiant.

      It takes me a second to recognize the change in her voice. Rather than the slow Texan drawl she usually has, Jane-Ann’s words are clipped, coming out in a mix of British and American. She sounds like every wealthy American I’ve ever met.

      My mother looks at me, a curious kind of amusement in her eyes, completely buying her disguise. “I wish he had told me more about you. It seems he wanted to keep you a secret, though I can’t imagine why. You are lovely.”

      Jane-Ann looks over her shoulder at me, her eyes bright and shining. It nearly takes my breath away. I stop walking and just admire her. Somewhere down deep I know it is an act, but it feels so real. I want it to be real. I want Jane-Ann to look at me like this, and I want my family to be as enamored with her as I am.

      “I do not pretend to understand the inner workings of Christian’s mind,” Jane-Ann says, reaching out her hand to me.

      I place mine in hers and let her pull me to her side.

      She continues, “But I’m glad to be here with you all now.”

      The double doors open again, and my father steps out between two servants. His suit is crisp, and a Windsor knot is at his neck. He is in his day-to-day work attire, looking usual in every way except one. His smile.

      He is beaming at Jane-Ann, radiating a kind of pleasure I can’t recall ever seeing. Even Jane-Ann seems surprised by it and leans back into my arm for a moment as he approaches before realizing what she has done and standing tall. She curtsies again.

      “Your Majesty.”

      Father looks at me with an expression I almost don’t recognize until I realize it is approval. Jane-Ann addressed him properly, and for a man like my father who is obsessed with his image, that is all he could ever want.

      “Lady Ann,” he says, voice booming. “How was your flight?”

      “Fine, but not as fine as landing,” she says. “I’m so happy to be here meeting you all.”

      She curls her fingers more tightly around mine and presses herself against my side, any sense of coldness between us gone. She is so convincing, I have to remind myself it is a rouse every few seconds.

      My two youngest brothers step forward, bowing to her, Jane-Ann curtsying in response, and I introduce them.

      “I know who you both are,” Jane-Ann says with a twinkle. “Is Prince Erikson not here?”

      Father frowns for a moment and doesn’t turn to the door as he raises his voice. “Erikson, come greet our guest.”

      Seconds later, Erik walks through the doors and down the steps. His hands are shoved deep in his pockets, and he stops just behind Jory and Niles. With his blond hair pushed to the side and his eyes downcast, he looks like every picture of me when I was his age.

      Mother clears her throat, and Erik nods and meets Jane-Ann’s eyes for only a second before looking back down at the ground.

      “Your Highness,” Jane-Ann says, bowing.

      Color rises in Erik’s cheeks, and I can’t blame him. Jane-Ann is gorgeous. She would have been too much for me to handle as a teenager. No wonder he was trying to hide inside.

      “Well, I’m sure you are exhausted from traveling,” Mother says, stepping aside to gesture to the doorway. “Christian can show you to one of the guest rooms, and we’ll see you both for dinner?”

      Jane-Ann nods and steps forward, but I grab her hand tightly and hold her in place. “Actually, I thought Lady Ann could stay in my residence. We will be back here for dinner, though.”

      I can tell by the thin set of Mother’s mouth that she doesn’t approve, but I know she won’t disagree with me in front of Jane-Ann. The rules of common decency would require Jane-Ann to stay in the palace since we are as yet unmarried, but nothing about my behavior has ever been decent, and this situation is far from common.

      Mother just nods and then smiles at us both. It is genuine. “You two make a lovely couple.”

      My apartment is just on the other side of the palace grounds, so the drive is short. Jane-Ann makes no effort to talk to me during the drive, and with the window down between us and the driver, I don’t want to risk either of us saying anything that would reveal our deception. So, I watch the familiar scenery of the palace pass outside my window.

      When we get to my house, I grab Jane-Ann’s luggage and lead her to the guest room on the first floor. It is just beneath my bedroom and has its own bathroom with a deep jacuzzi tub and a modern glass shower.

      “The clothes I had made for you are already here,” I say, pointing to the dark wood double doors that lead to the walk-in closet. “And everything else you may need should be in the bathroom, but don’t hesitate to ask. Unlike the palace, my house is small enough that I’m only a shout away.”

      Jane-Ann stands against the door, her hand on the knob, and nods. The ease from a few minutes before is gone, drained out of her like someone pulled a plug in her foot and let it all puddle out on the carpet. She looks exhausted and worn. Still, I can’t stop myself from trying to connect with her. For real, not pretend.

      “I meant what I said before. I am sorry about everything, but thank you for—”

      Before I can say anything else, the door slams in my face. A moment later, I hear the lock click into place.
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      The room is beyond gorgeous. Like a resort, but instead of folding your towel into a swan, the shower handle is solid gold and the crystal hand soap dispenser is nice enough that I feel like I need to wash my hands before I touch it, though I’m not sure how that would be possible.

      After giving the room a cursory once-over, I plop down on the edge of the bed and try to breathe. For the last half hour, I’ve barely been holding it together. Seeing Christian was worse than I thought it would be. So much worse. I’d hoped that over the two months we were apart, his looks would begin to fade. Maybe male pattern baldness would set in. But based on the King’s full head of hair, that didn’t seem likely.

      The King. I’d just met a king. And lied to him. To Christian’s entire family.

      Blakely and I spent hours and hours pouring over every piece of information we could find on Christian’s family and royal etiquette. I watched countless videos of women stepping out of cars and walking up stairs. Of them standing before the royal family’s entrance into a room, curtsying to the King and Queen consort, and smoothing down their skirts before sitting down in a chair. I spent the entire eight weeks walking around in heels until I not only didn’t wobble, but it felt strange to slip into my sneakers to take Tyler on his afternoon walk.

      Tyler.

      My heart aches at the thought of my baby. Along with my boobs. I need to pump.

      I was able to pump enough over the last two months to have a healthy store of breastmilk for Blakely and my mom to heat up for Tyler while I’m away, but between the pumping and his usual feedings, my boobs are making milk on overdrive. They’re full almost to bursting.

      Thoughts race through my head too fast to separate them into logical threads, and I can feel myself knotting up. So, I lean forward, my aching breasts smashed against my thighs, and take deep, even breaths. I can’t fall apart now.

      Things went well when I met his family outside the palace, and I have to keep it up at dinner tonight. I have a few hours to clean up, de-stress, and figure out how I’m going to get through the next two weeks with Christian by my side. Pretending to be his fiancée. Pretending to be in love with him. Or rather, pretending I am only pretending to be in love with him.

      I’m angry with him. For coming to Texas and making me want that kind of life with him. For buying me a house and taking care of us before turning around and leaving again. I’m angry with him for being perfect and unattainable. For making me an offer I couldn’t refuse to help him get out of an engagement so he could one day marry another woman. One he could really love.

      One that won’t be me.

      But I still want him. Or, at least, I want the way I feel with him to be the way I feel all the time. And so far, I haven’t been able to figure out how to get that feeling without him. And it sucks. What if I never find it?

      I have Tyler.

      I pull out my phone and see my mom’s sent a picture of him. He’s asleep in his swing, his wide lips parted. The wide lips he got from his father.

      I miss my baby. Seeing his picture doesn’t help. It just makes me want to drive right back to the airport and go home, but I’m trying to do what is best for him. Going home, getting away from Christian, that would be best for me. But staying and getting the money Christian promised, that will be best for Tyler.

      I’ll be able to ensure he gets into any school he wants. I’ll be able to secure a life for us. I won’t be another single mother struggling to pay the bills and keep food on the table. Two weeks of awkward encounters with Christian will ensure I can care for my son for life, and if that isn’t worth it, I don’t know what is.

      I take another deep breath and push myself to standing. I need to wash the travel smell off of me. The jacuzzi jets kick on as soon as the water level rises above them, and I hiss with pleasure as I slip into the steaming water. Maybe this trip won’t be all bad.
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      I can hear Christian moving through the house and walking down the hallway, but I still flinch when he knocks on my bedroom door. I hesitate, hand on the knob, while I straighten my spine and lift my chin. No matter what happens over the next two weeks, I’m going to stand tall. I’m going to be proud of who I am. Of Jane-Ann Callister. No matter what Christian said or what his family thinks, I’m good enough to be here. Fake accent or not.

      Feeling more confident, I pull open the door. Christian is dapper in a navy-blue suit that highlights every trim inch of him. The material stretches over his muscular thighs, and I hope my makeup hides the flush that creeps into my cheeks when I remember straddling those same thighs. His hair has been worked back into a perfectly messy coif that makes the squareness of his jaw and the cut of his cheekbones all the more prominent. He is gorgeous, and I hate that it is impossible not to stare.

      I’m redeemed, though, when I realize Christian is ogling me, as well. His blue eyes are wide as they roam down the length of me, no doubt observing his own handiwork. As soon as I’d opened the closet, I knew he’d personally selected every item in it. Or he’d given someone very explicit instructions to throw modesty out the window. The dresses were tight with high collars and a plunging back that revealed every inch of my spine or a plunging front that put my breastfeeding boobs on full display.

      “Hi,” he manages, the single word coming out tight and strained. He clears his throat and looks away. “I see the clothes fit.”

      I glance down at myself. “Barely.”

      I chose a navy-blue cocktail dress that hits just below my knee—I would have selected something different had I known Christian and I would arrive to dinner in matching navy outfits. The straps are thin and hold up a heart-shaped neckline that plunges low across my chest. It is the single most elegant thing I’ve ever worn. Underneath it, I’m wearing an obscene amount of spandex, but no one can tell that by looking at me. I know because I essentially did a yoga sequence in front of the mirror in the bathroom to be sure the King and Queen wouldn’t see any undergarment lines.

      “I’m producing a lot of milk,” I say in response to a question he didn’t ask but is written all over his face.

      “That,” Christian says, his eyes bouncing from one side of my chest to the other, “isn’t why I’m staring.”

      I raise an eyebrow, and he smirks. It is a serious blow against the armor I’ve built up to defend myself from his many charms.

      “Okay, it’s a little bit why I’m staring,” he admits, lips tipping dangerously upward. But then something in him changes. His brow lowers along with his voice. “You look beautiful, Jane-Ann.”

      My stomach flutters, and I smooth down the fabric along my thighs, though it doesn’t need it. The dress fits like a dream.

      “That’s Lady Callister to you,” I remind him. And myself.

      Christian keeps a safe distance as we leave his house, but as soon as we pull up in front of the palace, he opens my car door and offers me his elbow. I accept, ignoring the way his forearm flexes beneath my fingers and the way his cologne makes my senses fuzzy.

      Servants open the doors as we arrive, and Christian barely pays them any mind. It is strange to see him in this setting. In Austin, it was easy to forget his royal status, but here, among the white marble floors, ornate wood trim, and priceless artworks, he looks the part. Christian looks like he belongs.

      I only hope I look half as natural as he does.

      “Father favors people who know when to hold their tongue,” Christian whispers as we near what appears to be the dining room. It is the only room in the entire hallway with the doors thrown open and two guards standing patrol outside. “So, feel free to let me do most of the talking.”

      “So, business as usual?” I quip before I remember we aren’t on friendly terms.

      Christian chuckles. “That is the exact behavior you’ll want to rein in.”

      Because I’m not good enough. Because I’m an unfit match for the Prince of Sigmaran. Because I’m a common American with poor manners.

      The confidence I gathered in my room is fading quickly, and even though I want to be offended that Christian has essentially put a gag on me, I’m grateful for an excuse to sit and observe. If I want the next two weeks to be even slightly successful, I’ll need to pay close attention to everything. Every interaction and gesture, every greeting and departure. There are codes of conduct here I’ve never had to worry about, and I’m afraid the hours I spent watching videos online won’t be enough to save me.

      Christian must be able to sense my nerves because just before we turn to walk into the room and face his family, he slides his hand up and into mine, tangling our fingers together. I’m distracted enough with the trembling in my knees that I don’t resist.

      “Don’t lose it on me now, Jane-Ann. You look too good not to show off.”

      The doubt inside of me eases ever so slightly. If all else fails, at least I look the part.

      Christian’s family are sitting at the table when we arrive, and despite the lavishness of the room and their dress, I’m surprised by how ordinary they look. His youngest brother, Niles, is kicking his feet against the table, which probably costs more than my car, and his mother is pointing to her middle son, Jory, telling him to adjust the collar of his button down. He does so, but with a grimace.

      Erikson is the first one to look up as we enter, but his eyes dart down to his plate as soon as our eyes meet. He looks so much like what I imagine Christian must have looked like at his age. Tousled hair, pouty scowl, the roundness of his face beginning to give way to what would become hard edges and lines. He will grow up to be a heartbreaker like his brother, there is no doubt.

      “Family,” Christian says in a very casual greeting.

      I was prepared to curtsy again and greet them all individually, but Christian leads me to my chair and pulls it out for me, letting me know that won’t be necessary.

      “Sorry we are late,” I say in the accent I picked up from a lifetime of old Hollywood movies. “It was my fault.”

      “Now, Lady Ann,” the King says, leaning forward on his elbows. “Has Christian already convinced you to begin lying for him?”

      Panic grips my chest, and I feel like I can’t breathe. I know my mouth is gaping like I’m a suffocating fish, but I can’t stop it. What does he mean? What does he know? Is this my opportunity to confess?

      Before I can completely unravel, the King continues. “I don’t believe Christian has ever been on time a day in his life. He was born two weeks late, and he has been late ever since.”

      I sag with relief, and Christian reaches under the table and grips my knee.

      “Perhaps that is why Ann and I make such a good pair,” Christian says. “We both like to be fashionably late.”

      “You’ll have to educate me on this new fashion,” his father says with a smile that reminds me of a cat showing an enemy its teeth. “I came from an era where it was more important to be polite and punctual.”

      The tone is light, but the delivery is pointed. Christian had mentioned on a few occasions that his relationship with his family is strained, but I’d assumed it was in the same way that my relationship with my family is strained. Like how, politically, I lean left of center while my parents lean right. It creates a bit of tension on holidays when the topic comes up, but otherwise we are fine. The tension between Christian and his father seems to go beyond political ideology.

      “What Christian lacks in timeliness, he makes up for in charm,” I say quickly, smiling up at Christian fondly.

      He raises one eyebrow, and I can tell he is remarking on my acting ability. I vow to never tell him I didn’t have to act at all.

      “You’re right there,” his mother says, clearly relieved to have avoided the potential land mine. “Christian has always had the ability to work a room. From an early age, people simply flocked to him. It is what will make him a good leader.”

      “Leadership is more than likability,” the King says. “You have to be able to make the tough decisions. To make enemies from time to time. You can’t run away any time things get serious.”

      The Queen furrows her brow at her husband in warning, and he shrugs as if to ask what he did wrong. As if he doesn’t already know.

      “Things are serious between us, aren’t they, dear?” I ask, leaning into Christian, my lips pushed out in an exaggerated pout. “Are you going to run away?”

      He leans forward and presses his nose to mine. It is a move that would elicit a groan from me if I’d seen it happen in a movie, but in real life, with his lips so close and his eyes boring into mine, it takes every bit of strength not to close the gap between us.

      “Never, darling,” he says with an intensity I didn’t expect. “I’m afraid you are stuck with me.”

      “You two are adorable,” the Queen says, resting her chin on her folded hands. “How did you meet again?”

      Christian takes the lead here, diving into the intricate story he concocted of how we met one another through friends of friends during a summer I spent abroad. We became quick friends and decided to keep in touch. We emailed and wrote each other letters over the years until I was his confidante and he was mine. The story is so romantic I almost wish it could be true.

      Just as I’m beginning to fall for the fiction, Christian weaves in the truth.

      “And then I flew to America last year,” he says, turning to me, though he is having a hard time looking me in the eyes. “We met up, and as soon as I saw her, I knew my feelings had changed into something new. Something I’d never felt before.”

      Niles scrunches up his nose and sticks out his tongue, and Christian throws a napkin at him.

      “But there were so many obstacles in the way,” he continues. “She lived in America, and I was bound to Sigmaran. She had a life she loved that I couldn’t pull her away from, so I ignored my feelings for as long as I could. I pushed them down to try and do what was right for her, what was fair. But then…”

      Tyler. He can’t say it, but I see our son in his eyes.

      “You almost married Lady Freyja?” Jory offers.

      The table tenses at the mention of Christian’s ex-girlfriend, but Christian just nods.

      “Yes. I realized I needed more in my life. I realized I deserved happiness, so I flew back to win her heart, and now, here we are.”

      Emotion tightens my throat, so I do the only thing I can do. The thing that, thankfully, seems the most realistic. I smile up at Christian just as a tear rolls down my cheek.

      His eyebrows raise in concern before he reaches out and brushes the tear away. His fingers hold vigil against my skin for a moment, whispering across my skin. I feel the urge to lean into his hand, to let him hold me up, but this has gone on too long already. I pull away from him and sniffle, turning back to the table with an embarrassed smile.

      “And clearly,” I begin, “it didn’t take much for Christian to win me over. I’m a softy.”

      The table laughs and then dinner is served.

      The food is incredible, and I’m distracted enough by the tender meat, salty gravies, and freshly baked bread, that I don’t overly concern myself with my table manners. Christian seems relaxed through the entire meal, so I assume I must not be committing any sins too atrocious.

      The longer we spend at the table, the more Erikson begins to open up. He still won’t look at me for more than a glance, but he gets into a passionate debate with Christian about the merits of his favorite football team over his older brother’s.

      I don’t follow the conversation at all, and Christian only takes a break from making the point that his favorite team doesn’t need to overpay for celebrity players because “they have raw talent that, when developed, will rival any team of celebrity all-stars” to tell me that the football they are talking about is actually soccer.

      “No, it’s actually football. What even is ‘soccer’?” Jory asks. “What kind of word is that?”

      “Don’t be rude,” the Queen says, breaking a rather long silence.

      “He won’t offend me,” I assure her with a smile. “I don’t know a thing about soccer. Or football. My family preferred going to the race track.”

      “Oh, horses?” Niles asks excitedly.

      “No, cars. My father raced Formula One before I was born, so it’s in my blood. I practically lived at the race track as a kid. I even got to help out on a pit crew once. I just held a wrench, wore a greasy jumpsuit, and tried not to get in the way, but it was fun.”

      Everyone at the table collectively furrows their brows in a moment of confusion, and Christian looks over at me, his expression uncommonly clenched.

      Suddenly, I remember where I am. Who I am. Lady Ann Callister wouldn’t spend her time in greasy jumpsuits with racers. She would have devoted her time to more noble pursuits. To hobbies worthy of a character from a Jane Austen novel.

      “That certainly seems like an…interesting family outing,” the Queen says, clearly confused by my admission.

      I don’t know how much she knows about American culture, but I hope it isn’t much. If she’s ever seen a race on television—or the rowdy beer commercials in between—I may have just tarnished her opinion of me beyond repair.

      Christian lays a hand on my shoulder and leans forward as if telling me a secret, though he is talking loud enough for the table to hear. “Mother was afraid to let me go to any sporting events. She was afraid the passion and enthusiasm of the crowd would turn me wild.”

      “You were very susceptible back then,” she says seriously, though there is fondness in her smile. “I couldn’t allow you to be one of those men who take off their shirt and paint their chest.”

      “Yes, I know, Mother,” Christian teases. “You were only keeping me out of trouble. I’m sure you are right, and I would have made a clear fool out of myself.”

      “If only she could have kept you away from the bars,” the King interjects. Once again, his tone is jovial, but the words are targeted, and they find their mark.

      The Queen’s smile fades, and I see the three younger princes lower their heads, as though ducking to protect themselves from an imminent explosion.

      Christian adjusts in his seat, and I can tell he’s itching to respond. To defend himself. But he won’t. As he told me in the hallway, his father prefers people who know how to stay quiet, and now I understand why. It is so he can walk all over them without being challenged. The people of Sigmaran may allow such behavior, but I’m an American, and he isn’t my king.

      “If only the people were led to understand that even a prince deserves a well-lived life,” I say as innocently as I can.

      Christian turns to me, a warning in his eyes. He wants me to stand down, but I won’t.

      “Well-lived?” the King asks.

      I swallow back my nerves and nod. “An animal kept in captivity will always yearn for what is beyond the bars of its cage, though it will not have the means to survive in the wild. Isn’t it better for a royal, whose insulation from the world is a certain kind of captivity, to know what it means to walk among the people? To know what it means to be a normal young man without the pressures of the crown on his head? Then, he can choose to rule from the safety of his cage, and rule all the better because of his knowledge of the world.”

      The table is quiet enough that I’m certain every member of Christian’s family can hear the thrum of my heart in my chest. Still, I lift my chin and look at the King.

      He is studying me, his finger running along the rim of his glass while he thinks. I imagine him ordering me to be thrown from the room or worse, sending everyone else away so he can talk to me alone. Finally, he brings his hand to the side of his face and leans into his palm, a smile spreading slowly across his face. He looks at Christian.

      “You found yourself a politician, Christian.”

      I do not know whether it is a compliment, and I look from the King to Christian and back again.

      “She was able to turn your gallivanting into an asset better than I ever could.” The King turns to me, a bushy eyebrow raised. “I think Christian will rule all the better not because of his years of debauchery, but because he will have a woman like you by his side.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I simply tip my head forward.

      My intention in speaking had been to defend Christian, to force the King to see that his son is a kind man who had remained loyal to his country in everything—the current lie not counting against his track record—and would make a fine king someday. I certainly never imagined it would earn me the King’s favor. But based on the way Christian’s hand is patting my knee beneath the table and his lips are turned down at the corners, fighting a smile, I know he counts this as a win. So I will, too.

      When we get back to his house, Christian offers me his arm as I’m getting out of the car, and I accept it, letting him lead me down the main hallway to my room.

      “You were incredible tonight,” he says softly, though it still feels too loud in the cavernous hallway. Unlike the bustle of the main palace, servants and maids flitting from room to room like birds, Christian’s house is quiet. I know there are guards maintaining the perimeter, but otherwise, we are alone. I can’t decide whether I’d like there to be more witnesses or not.

      “I didn’t hold my tongue,” I say, walking on my toes to keep my heels from tapping so aggressively against the marble floors.

      “Thank God for that.” Christian pauses for a second and then laughs at the memory. “My father refused to concede that you made a good point, because doing so would mean conceding that he has been wrong about me for the last ten years. But he did compliment your ability to spin a narrative, which is not nothing.”

      “I like your family.”

      Christian snaps his head to look at me, an eyebrow raised. “Not even you can spin that narrative, Jane-Ann.”

      “I’m serious.” I disentangle my arm from his and look over at him. The hallway is dark, so his face is half in shadow. I’m glad. It makes it harder to focus on the fine details of him. “Your brothers look so much like you. Your mother is kind. Your father is…”

      “A tyrant?” he offers. “A sadist?”

      “Intense,” I say, thinking carefully about how to phrase this. “But I see some of him in you.”

      Christian jolts and places a hand to his chest. “If you seek to wound me, your words have found their mark.”

      “It isn’t an insult.” I laugh despite myself.

      Christian’s other hand moves to rest on top of mine. The gentle touch makes me silent and still.

      “It’s good to hear you laugh,” he says, his walk slowing. He is trying to make the most of the little bit of hallway we have left before I reach my room. “I wasn’t sure I’d hear it again. Not when it was real, anyway.”

      I don’t know what to say. I’d planned to maintain the silent treatment when we were alone once again. Not to punish Christian, but because it was easier than letting him in. Easier than remembering how easily we can talk and laugh. But one family dinner later, and I’ve lowered my guard again.

      As much as my heart wants me to raise the bridge and draw inward, I don’t think I can. If I close Christian out, I’ll be completely alone in Sigmaran. The country and his family believe me to be Lady Ann Callister, and he is the only person who can remind me of who I really am. The only person who can make me feel a little less crazy for lying to everyone.

      “I can’t reasonably ask any more of you than I already have,” he says, grabbing my hand and moving until he is standing in front of me, blocking the path to my bedroom door. “But I’d like to request that you…talk to me. At least about Tyler. You are the only person I can talk to about him.”

      I stiffen. I hadn’t even thought of that. Of how lonely it must be for Christian to not be able to tell anyone about his son. My mom has taken to showing Tyler’s picture to every cashier at every store she visits, yet Christian can’t tell his own family about his child. How lonely.

      “He looks like you,” I say quietly, looking up at him from beneath my lashes.

      Christian’s eyebrows raise, eagerness written all over his face.

      I continue, “He has your mouth, and his eyes are still settling into their final color, but Blakely thinks they’ll be the color of yours.”

      Christian seems to sag with relief, like a puppet held up by strings that someone has finally cut loose. “I miss him. So much. I want to see him all the time.”

      “I should have sent more pictures,” I say, guilt rising inside of me like bile. “I was angry with you, but that shouldn’t affect how I let you be involved—”

      Christian leans down so his face is directly in front of mine, chiseled and square and perfect. He shakes his head. “You did nothing wrong, Jane-Ann. I made this mess, and you were just trying to wade through it.”

      His words do little to assuage my guilt, but I nod. “Are we going to fix it?”

      “That’s why you’re here,” he says, head tilted to the side. “If I can get my family to ease back on marrying me off, I’ll find someone who will let me be there for Tyler. And for you.”

      Someone else. Someone who isn’t me. I repeat these words to myself over and over again until they stick. Until my traitorous heart stops fluttering at the sight of him. He isn’t mine. He is never going to be mine.

      I take a deep breath and smile. “Well, it seems like we’re off to a good start. I don’t want to brag, but I think your family likes me.”

      Christian smiles slowly, and the intensity of the moment slips away like a morning fog. He shifts back to my side and continues leading me down the hallway. “They love you. At this rate, they’ll be just as heartbroken as I’ll be when you leave.”

      Pretend heartbroken, I remind myself.

      I untwine my arm from Christian’s when we reach my room and walk to the door, leaning back against the wood, my hand on the doorknob.

      “What deception do we have on the schedule for tomorrow?” I ask.

      “Actually,” he says, rocking onto his toes nervously before setting his heels on the ground and folding his hands behind his back. “I wondered whether you wouldn’t like to see more of Sigmaran?”

      “Like, a tour?” I ask.

      Like, a date? I wonder.

      “It is a beautiful island, and I’d like to show it to you.” He glances down at his feet as he rocks up on his toes again. “But it is also important for us to be seen out together. I will do my best to avoid most of the high-publicity areas, but there are cameras everywhere I go, so avoiding them all is impossible. I just want my people to see us together so that things seem…real.”

      The word seems to snag in his throat, and when it does finally come out, it falls to the floor between us like a concrete block.

      Spending an entire day with Christian, sightseeing and touring a foreign country, sounds like a trap. Like an easy way to end up with my own heart broken. Spending the entire day with the King sounds less treacherous. Yet, I find myself nodding in agreement.

      “Yes?” Christian asks, surprised by my answer, as well.

      “Sounds fun,” I say, opening my door and stepping backward.

      Christian’s eyes roam down my body once more as I slip behind the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I smile and softly press the door closed. I hold my breath for one, two, three seconds until I finally hear Christian turn and pad down the hallway. When he is gone, I slide down the door until I’m just an elegantly dressed heap on the floor.

      What have I gotten myself into?
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      Sigmaran is beautiful. Beyond beautiful. It’s like walking in a dream.

      Growing up in Texas, my family took regular vacations south to the water. We visited Galveston and New Orleans. I splashed in the warm muddy waters of the Gulf of Mexico and tanned on the sandy beaches. But nothing prepared me for the icy blue ocean lapping against Sigmaran’s rocky shores or looking down the sheer face of a cliff into the turquoise water of the fjord. Beech forests line the coast, making for a dramatic reveal of the North Sea when the tree line finally breaks.

      I dip my toes in the cold water and tip my head back to soak in the distant sun. Sigmaran is a far cry from Texas, but that doesn’t have to be a bad thing. I’d expected the scenery to make me homesick, but instead, it makes me realize how large the world it, and how little of it I’ve seen.

      We are on the beach throwing rocks into the water—Christian skipping them three or four times across the surface. I have never managed to master the skill, so mine just plunk to the bottom—when the press show up. Just like in every movie I’ve ever seen with paparazzi, a mechanical click carries down to us on the wind, and when we search, we spot a photographer hiding behind a thin tree, his camera trained on us.

      Immediately, Christian’s security closes ranks, pulling in tightly so I could stretch out a hand and touch them. Christian wraps a protective arm around my back, and I let him. Not only because there is a camera there, but because I feel out of my depth. I’ve never been photographed against my will or surrounded by security. While the geography of Sigmaran has almost instantly welcomed me in, Christian’s lifestyle would take more adjustment.

      “I’m hungry anyway,” Christian says, pulling me against his side so I can feel his hip against my waist. “Are you?”

      I’ve been so distracted by the view—by the ocean tumbling out in endless ripples, the sky stretching down, thick and cottony to kiss the horizon—that I’ve barely noticed. But suddenly, I feel ravenous. Plus, I need to pump.

      “I could eat,” I say.

      Christian drinks in the sight of me slowly. Knowing we’d be walking most of the day, I’ve opted for a cropped skinny jean with a pale pink slip-on sneaker and a knit V-neck sweater that clings to my curves. Coincidently, Christian’s eyes have clung to me most of the day, too. At the moment, he is stuck on my chest. When he looks up, his eyes are unreadable. “Should we go back to the house first so you can change?”

      My brow furrows. Is that why he’s been staring all day? Because I don’t look nice enough? He is wearing a pair of dark green chinos, a gray button-down with sleeves rolled up once the temperature reached the mid-sixties, and a clean pair of white sneakers. I think we both look fashionably casual, but apparently—

      His eyes dart down to my breasts, and he tilts his head to the side in a knowing way.

      He knows I need to pump. He can tell.

      “Oh,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “Yes. That would be great.”

      I fill two milk storage bags as soon as I get back to my room, and my body instantly feels more like my own. I wash my feet in the tub, getting rid of the sand and sea water, and then rinse my face in the sink. Christian didn’t say where we are going, only that I would want to change into something more formal.

      “More formal than dinner with your family?” I asked.

      “You could wear that dress again if you want,” Christian said, a devilish smile on his lips.

      I wanted to reach out and swat his arm, but it felt too familiar.

      “Or something nicer,” he went on. “It isn’t possible to be over-dressed at this restaurant, so wear whatever you want.”

      My closet is full of tulle and silk and velvet, fabrics that aren’t part of my usual wardrobe back home. For the last two months, I’ve lived in leggings and cotton T-shirts. And for over twenty years before that, I lived in denim and cotton T-shirts. Silk and velvet have never been the norm, so I feel overwhelmed as I pull out the garments one by one.

      There is a black velvet jumpsuit with wide-flared legs and a deep V-neck that looks like it could plunge to my belly button. I return it to the closet and reach for a deep green silk gown with one cross-body strap and a hem that brushes the floor.

      I’m feeling pretty good about my post-baby body, especially since it has only been eight weeks, but I’m not ready to be sausaged into a skin-tight silk gown. It won’t be very forgiving to the new bumps and lumps I’ve acquired from growing a human being inside of me.

      Toward the back of the closet, I spot a fabric that looks like captured starlight and pull it out and lay it flat on the bed. The gown has two straps, a neckline that isn’t modest—nothing in this closet would be approved by my father—but doesn’t make me blush just looking at it, and is floor-length with a sensible slit up one side. When I put it on and turn to look in the mirror, I gasp.

      Blakely likes to watch a show where women try on and choose their wedding gowns. They try on countless dresses, but you always know when they’ve finally put on the one they are going to choose because the music changes to something slow and romantic, and when they see themselves in the mirror, they are so pleased with how they look that they seem to float.

      Right now, I’m floating.

      The material is forgiving around my hips and thighs, but clings to my waist and chest in a seductive way that makes me suspicious that I could be standing in front of a funhouse mirror. I’ve never felt so sexy, and I spend several minutes admiring the many shimmery angles of the gown. Finally, after I begin to feel vain for looking at myself so long, I go to the bathroom to fix my hair and touch up my makeup.

      I run a shine serum through my hair to tame the flyaways caused by the wind off the water. And then, to keep it simple, I twist all of it over one of my shoulders and douse it in a healthy coating of hairspray. My skin is tan from my daily afternoon walks with Tyler over the past two months, so I don’t need much in the way of makeup. Just a dab of blush on the apples of my cheeks, a streak of highlighter along my cheekbone, mascara, and a shimmery eyeshadow to match my dress. It’s a good thing too because I spent so much time admiring my gown that Christian shows up just as I’m finishing my mascara.

      When I open the door, Christian doesn’t say anything. He takes a stumbling step back like I’ve pushed him, and then he stares at me. His face is slack, bare of even his trademark smirk, and I bite back a smile. It shouldn’t matter to me that Christian finds me attractive, but it does.

      Then, I take a closer look at him, and I’m the one struggling to form a coherent thought.

      He is in a white button-down, the top button open to reveal a hint of his perfect pale chest, with a dark blue blazer thrown over. The jacket was made specifically for his body, I’m sure, and it does him wonders. He looks broad and tall and strong, and I could spend minutes and hours outlining the shape of his shoulders if it weren’t for his trousers. They are a gray wool with a crease down the leg, and I can see the evidence of every squat and lunge he has ever done.

      I’ve never been with a man who didn’t grumble about wearing a suit, but Christian looks made for them. Seeing him in sweat pants would be like hiding the Mona Lisa beneath a sheet.

      “Wow.” Christian’s voice draws my eyes upward, and I can see that his are still focused elsewhere. “You look…”

      Words seem to fail him again, and I tilt my chin down, embarrassed.

      “You look dashing,” I say.

      “Yes. You too. I mean.” He takes a deep breath and shakes his head like he is fed up with himself. “Thank you. You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.” I grab my clutch from the top of the dresser and step into the hallway. “Are we ready to go?”

      Christian straightens his back and extends an elbow. “My lady?”

      I roll my eyes, but I can’t help but smile as he leads me down the hallway like a woman in a Regency-era movie.
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* * *

      The restaurant is tucked away in the hills of Sigmaran, perched precariously close to the edge of a cliff with a view looking across the fjord and out to sea. It is no larger than a gas station back home, but it is infinitely nicer. The servers are dressed in black tie, and the restaurant is lit with candles in the centers of the tables and gas lamps. If it weren’t for the shiny wooden floors, sleek concrete tables, and modern art dotting the walls, it would be easy to think we’d traveled back in time.

      The other diners don’t stir as Christian and I walk to our table at the back of the restaurant. He told me in the car no one would pay us any mind here, and he was right. I wonder how important every person I pass is that they don’t even blink as a prince saunters past them.

      Our table is tucked around a corner next to a large window with a picturesque view of the water. When Christian pulls out my chair and bows, my stomach flips. I hurry to sit so my knees won’t give out.

      This feels too much like a real date. Too much like what I imagined during the long months of my pregnancy. When I wondered whether Christian would reappear and whether he’d reach out to me again. When I thought he might choose me if he knew about the baby. When I thought I could beat whatever duty he felt he had to his country.

      Now that I know the truth, it hurts to see what could have been.

      “Have I said you look gorgeous?” he asks, taking my menu and stacking it with his on the edge of the table.

      “Several times.”

      He smirks. “And I’ve meant it every time.”

      I reach for the menu he took, and he stops my hand mid-motion, tangling his fingers around mine. “Trust me, you want the chef’s special. This is my favorite restaurant on the island. I get the chef’s special every time, and it has never served me wrong.”

      “Trust you?” I ask, an eyebrow raised.

      “Don’t you?” He leans forward, his lashes turning gold in the firelight.

      He knows I do. I admitted it to him while we were both still in Texas. Even while I was angry with him for planning to leave me and Tyler and for asking me to help him carry out this absurd plan, I still trusted him. I still left my eight-week-old son to follow him here. To help him.

      Despite everything, I trust Christian. I don’t know how to stop.

      I pull my hand back and tuck it in my lap. That is answer enough for both of us, and Christian leans back in his seat, a confident grin on his face.

      “Did you enjoy your tour today?”

      I want to remain aloof and mysterious, leave him guessing my true feelings, but as soon as I start to talk about Sigmaran, the truth comes rushing out.

      “Everywhere you look you can see the ocean,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief. “And summer here is like winter in Texas. I could definitely get used to this temperature change. Even the people seem nicer. Happier, almost. Texas has a reputation for being friendly, but everyone smiled and waved at me while we walked through the city center.”

      “The men smiled and waved at you,” Christian corrects with a wink. “My people know beauty when they see it, and you are more beautiful than most.”

      I purse my lips and shake my head, not wanting to encourage the topic. Christian has been flirting with me all day, and I can no longer tell how much of it is for the cameras and how much is for his own benefit.

      “I love the island, but I’m excited to get home.”

      Christian’s smile slips, and he nods. “I’m sure Tyler misses you.”

      “Maybe,” I shrug. “I think he might be too small to even understand I’m gone. Which is all the more reason to get back. My mom made a few jokes about running away with him when I left him there. The longer I stay, the more likely that becomes.”

      “She really loves him, then?” Christian asks.

      I nod. “More than she loves me, I think. She told me she has been waiting her entire life to be a grandma. That seems like a weird thing to wait for, but she looks so happy when she holds him that I actually believe her.”

      Christian slides his finger down his water glass, making a line in the condensation. “My mom has mentioned me having kids a few times over the years. She doesn’t let too many of her emotions show, but I can tell she is excited. I think she would love Tyler.”

      I don’t know what to say. She would. Of course, she would. Tyler is adorable and healthy and perfect. But he is also illegitimate. A half-American heir to the Sigmaran throne. And a blight on their family’s reputation.

      My perfect baby might be seen as a mistake by Christian’s family, and it is that reality that is making him so solemn. That reality that has forced him to keep this momentous life change a secret.

      I reach across the table and lay my hand on his. “I know she would love him. It’s impossible not to.”

      He smiles up at me, and the defeat in his eyes nearly breaks my heart.

      “My mom sent me a few pictures of him today,” I say, pulling out my phone and sliding it across the table. All of the pictures are basically the same—Tyler laying on his back in various places around the house with a mess of toys around him that he could care less about. But still, Christian’s eyes light up, and he lingers over each picture.

      While he was away, and I was sending him brief daily updates, it was easy to convince myself that he didn’t care. Not in the same way I did. But seeing him study his baby’s face, I know Christian loves Tyler just as much as I do. And I see that he is in an impossible situation. One in which he has to choose between his family and the future he has planned for from the day he was born, and me and Tyler.

      Even though I know I want him to choose me, I can see there is no right or wrong answer. There is no clear choice. And Christian asked me to come here so he could take his best shot at having both. At being able to rule his country and make his family proud, while also being able to have a relationship with his son. A relationship he wouldn’t have been able to have had he married Lady Freyja. It isn’t the solution I want, but it is better than nothing.

      As we wait for our chef’s specials, Christian talks about his favorite childhood vacation to a ski lodge in Switzerland and how he plans to take Tyler there every season once he is coordinated enough to ski. We discuss child-raising philosophies, the benefits of cloth diapers versus disposable diapers, and when I’ll decide to stop breastfeeding. All topics I think about constantly these days but have no one to talk about with.

      My mom and Blakely do their best to be attentive, but Tyler is their adorable grandson and cute “nephew.” They don’t need to think about the tough parenting decisions or worry about how to discipline him. But Christian cares. He is invested.

      “You can call me anytime of the day or night,” he says. “Seriously. If he’s sick or you need help with something, just call me. I want to be there for you as much as I can be. I don’t want you to feel like you’re doing this on your own.”

      “Thanks,” I say, my voice quiet. I look down at my lap, so he won’t see the tears blurring my vision.

      “And I will pay for everything,” he continues. “I know you can take care of yourself and Tyler without my help, but you shouldn’t have to. I’ll pay for whatever school he wants to go to and whatever clubs or other activities he wants to be in.”

      “You are already going to be paying for everything,” I remind him. “One million dollars, remember?”

      Christian frowns. “That’s for you, Jane-Ann. For you and Tyler, too, obviously. But that money is not meant to be my child support. It is payment for your time and trouble. Use it however you want. Invest it, give it away, buy a second house. I don’t care. I’m still going to take care of whatever else Tyler needs.”

      A weight lifts off my shoulder at the idea that Christian will be such an active part of Tyler’s life. But the relief is overshadowed by the reminder that his participation will be from a distance. From across oceans and time zones.

      Will he and Tyler video-chat regularly? Will they talk on the phone? And even if they do, is that enough to rectify the fact that Tyler can’t hug his dad every day? That the only way Christian will be able to watch him play soccer or basketball or tennis is going to be through pictures and videos?

      When I look up, Christian is smiling at me, and I’m overwhelmed by the urge to ask him to choose me. Choose us. To come back to America and be a father to his son. To forget about his “people” and make a new life with me.

      The words are rising up to the surface—every barrier and filter I’d set into place to keep this kind of outburst from happening have been worn down by Christian’s relentless charm and kindness—when our waiter appears with a plate of French pastries and complimentary wine.

      “Your Highness. These are for you and your beautiful date.” The server bows deeply as he delivers the plate. He is a young man, no more than twenty-five, with a thin black mustache and a mop of black hair.

      “I come here too often to still be receiving this kind of special treatment,” Christian says, pulling the plate closer to him and examining it. He picks up one of the cream puffs and pops it into his mouth. His eyes flutter closed and he groans. “But I’m not complaining. These are incredible like always.”

      The server presses his palms together in thanks and bows again. “I’ll deliver your compliments to the chef. But no matter how familiar you become around here, we will never forget the kindness of our leaders. God bless.”

      Christian sits taller and tips his head toward the man, his wide mouth pulled back in an easy, comfortable smile. I can picture a crown on his head. A ceremonial robe around his shoulders. I can see Christian at his coronation, swearing his loyalty to his country and his people.

      He can’t leave them, and I could never ask him to.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Christian opens my car door and holds my hand to help me into the limo. My dress is beautiful but restricting, so I cling to him as I lower myself in. I’m still adjusting the gown around my legs when he slides in from the other side of the backseat.

      On the way to the restaurant, we each stuck to our respective sides of the car. I was practically hugging my door the entire drive. Being in a confined space with Christian hurts. It’s like resisting a tractor beam; if I let myself relax at all, I’m at risk of being sucked in.

      But now, Christian is right next to me, his leg pressed against mine, which is exposed from mid-thigh down due to the slit in the dress. The fabric of his pants scratches against my skin and sends currents of electricity racing for my nervous system.

      “Ready,” he calls to the driver, rapping his knuckles on the roof. The car pulls away from the restaurant, and I watch as the tiny building disappears behind a row of beech trees.

      As Christian rolls the divider window up, separating us from the driver, I am achingly aware of how alone we are. All day, we’ve been alone, but in public. Witnesses and paparazzi were near enough that I never felt vulnerable being around Christian. Nothing would happen between us that couldn’t be caught on camera. But here? In the dark backseat of a limo? Anything could happen.

      Christian turns toward me, his knee sliding up my thigh as he twists his body. I know I should scoot away from him, but my body refuses to move.

      “We need to talk,” he says, voice low and deep. The rumble of it unsettles me and leaves me feeling breathless.

      “Are you breaking up with me?” I joke, too nervous to be serious.

      When I look up, his sea-glass eyes are devouring me. I can practically feel him mentally undressing me, and I don’t hate it. The realization that he is the last man I’ve slept with—the last man I’ve been with in almost a year—is alarming. Something like hunger settles low in my stomach, and I clench my legs tighter to try and dispel the thoughts Christian’s clenched jaw are stirring up.

      His mouth turns up in a smirk, and I begin planning my attack on him. Which clothes I’ll remove first, which body parts I’ll taste. Sensible Jane-Ann has left the building, allowing reckless Jane-Ann full authority over the controls.

      “Quite the opposite actually,” he says.

      I barely hear his words over the thrum of my heart and the blood in my veins. Who cares if this isn’t forever? It could be “for now.” And is that really so bad? I don’t think so.

      “There is a press conference tomorrow at the palace,” he says, his knee scratching against my thigh.

      I see it as a request for entry. I turn toward him until our knees are touching. Until it wouldn’t take more than a little friction for his leg to slide between mine. An invitation.

      “My entire family will be there, and I’d like you to join us.”

      I hum, intoxicated by what is about to happen. By his lemon and cedar scent. I’ll go wherever he wants as long as he—

      “Because I’ll be announcing our engagement to the people of Sigmaran.”

      The words crash over me like a bucket of ice water, and I freeze.
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      Jane-Ann blinks like she is waking up from a dream, and she tilts her head to the side slowly, studying me. “What?”

      I run my hands along my thighs, wiping the sweat from my palms, and I realize how close we are sitting. Jane-Ann’s knee is pressed against mine. Her body is turned toward me. It is the closest we’ve been since we were in Texas. Or, at least, the closest we’ve been in private.

      In front of my family and out in public, Jane-Ann plays the role of a smitten girlfriend. She smiles at me, holds my hand, brushes the hair from my forehead. But I remind myself it isn’t real. Constantly. Every minute.

      But this? Alone in the back of the limo. What is this? Is this real?

      I blink and push the thoughts away. There are more pressing questions to answer.

      “I will announce to the country and my family that ‘Lady Callister’ and I have entered into an engagement,” I explain. “The press conference tomorrow seems like a good time to spread the word.”

      “But your family already thinks that, right?” she asks, pulling away from me. Only an inch separates us, but it feels like a mile.

      “They suspect,” I say. “And expect it to happen soon. They will be thrilled, though not surprised.”

      She looks out the window so I can’t see her face, her blond hair falling from her shoulder to tumble down her back in shiny waves. After several seconds, she turns back to me, her face creased and concerned. “So, everyone will know about our engagement? I’ve only been here two days. Can’t we wait longer?”

      “You will not be staying in Sigmaran very long,” I say, the reminder landing like a punch to the stomach. “I want my people to see you as my intended for as long as possible before you leave for Texas. Given my reputation, I don’t want anyone to write this relationship off as frivolous.”

      She bites her lower lip, and I have to look away. It has been eleven months since I’ve kissed her lips, but the memory of it burns across my skin.

      “I didn’t expect to have to play your betrothed in front of the entire country. I thought our engagement would be announced later, once I’d left, and then be called off.”

      “Is there any difference?” I ask. “Either way, we won’t be getting married.”

      I see it. Only a flash, but it is there. Sadness and longing flicker in Jane-Ann’s eyes before she looks away. I recognize it because it matches my own.

      “I know,” she says quietly.

      I close the gap between us before I can think. My knee slides between hers, the slit in her dress opening to let me in, and my hand wraps around her neck, drawing her near to me.

      “What are you doing?” she breathes. Her eyes are wide, but she doesn’t resist me. Instead, her hands rest on my shoulders and then slide down across my chest.

      “What I should have done months ago.” I lean in until I’m too close to see anything but her eyes and the pink of her lips. They part, and I take it as an invitation.

      Kissing her feels exactly like I remember. It is soft and warm and urgent. I grab fistfuls of her hair and tip her head back so I can have more of her. All of her.

      Her fingers tangle in the hair at the back of my neck, and her legs open to let me in. Our bodies are pressed together, and I want to look out the window to see how close we are to home. How much longer we have before the window separating us from Gunner comes down, and my driver sees more of me than I’m certain he has ever wanted to, but I can’t bring myself to end this kiss. If I do, I’m afraid it won’t happen again.

      Jane-Ann and I are in a bubble. Perfectly insulated from everything, but the oxygen is limited, and eventually, it will burst. Soon, in fact. But I plan to use up every last breath of it. Because being with her feels good and natural and more right than anything I’ve ever experienced. I know because I’ve thought about what would have happened if one of the random hookups I’ve had over the years had gotten pregnant.

      I’m ashamed to admit that I would have done what royalty have done for ages. I would have paid her for her silence and swept them under the rug. It would have been a distraction. But when I found out about Jane-Ann and Tyler, it became the only thing that matters. But they aren’t. My brothers, my country, my duty—that all matters, too. But right now, there’s only the two of us.

      She sighs against my mouth, and I run my hands down her back, pulling her close to me. There are too many layers between us. I search from her hip and across her ribs for a zipper but don’t feel one. Then, my fingers find the neckline of her dress, and I follow it down, lower across her chest. She is breathing heavily, her breasts straining against the fabric, and when I swipe my finger across her hot skin, I feel goosebumps.

      “What are we doing?” Jane-Ann presses her palms on my chest and leans away, looking up at me.

      “You already asked that,” I say, swirling my finger across her skin, enjoying the feeling of her.

      “And you didn’t answer,” she says. “Not really. This is a bad idea.”

      I know she’s right, but the moment is slipping away from me, and I just need to say something to keep her here with me. So, I tell the truth. “I want you, Jane-Ann.”

      She tilts her face to the side, her lips pulled down in a sad frown. “I want you, too.”

      I haul her against me with the arm wrapped around her waist, my other hand now pinched between our bodies. Her fingers brush across my jawline and my cheekbones. There is longing in her touch, but then her fingers are gone.

      And she pushes me away.

      When I open my eyes, Jane-Ann is shaking her head, her lower lip trembling. “Wanting you isn’t a good enough reason to put myself through this.”

      “Isn’t it?” I ask, desperate.

      “No,” she says firmly, swiping at her eyes.

      The car comes to a stop, and I know we only have seconds before the door opens and the bubble bursts, but I don’t have anything to say.

      “I can play the aristocrat for a while,” she says, lifting her chin and straightening her shoulders. Her eyes are red and her lips are swollen. She looks like a mess, but Gunner will just assume we’ve been kissing. Which is true. Though, not the whole story. “I can pretend to be your fiancée for your sake. And Tyler’s. But this can’t be real, and you know it. Pretending otherwise is too painful.”

      As soon as the door opens, Jane-Ann swings her legs out and marches away from the car. She cuts a beautiful figure in the gown, the hemline trailing a little behind her as she mounts the steps to my house. I hate that she looks so good walking away. I hate that she’s walking away at all.

      It feels like I’m carrying an anvil behind me as I mount the stairs. My body is heavy with disappointment and dread—for tomorrow, for my future. A future that won’t include Jane-Ann. Not in the way I want it, too.

      I fall asleep with the ghost of her lips against mine, a reminder of what could have been but will never be.
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      My father is waiting for me in the receiving room when I arrive. I left a note for Jane-Ann to meet me there at the main palace in an hour. When I knocked, there was no answer. Either she did not want to see me or she was still in the bath, so I slipped it under the door.

      “You’re early,” he says, checking the clock on the wall against his wristwatch. “This is a first. Maybe Lady Ann is doing some good for you.”

      I don’t have the energy to play along or defend myself, pointing out that I’m never late for official events or meetings, so I just smile and nod.

      “I didn’t receive a write-up of the announcement you plan to make today,” the King says.

      I recognize the sentence as a question. Where is it? Why have you not sought out my approval?

      “Correct,” I say simply.

      A servant walks in carrying a tray of tea and leaves it on the small table between us. Father prefers to host official press events from the comfort of a tall-backed armchair. Today, there are two of them, one for him and one for me. As soon as the servant pours us each a cup of tea, bows, and disappears through the double doors, Father takes a sip from the steaming cup and turns to me.

      “What are you going to say?” he asks.

      “And ruin the surprise?” I tease, trying to sound natural. I didn’t sleep at all last night, and my nerves are fried.

      “Christian—” he starts.

      “I will rule this country one day,” I say, interrupting him. “If you cannot trust me to offer an official update on our continuing relationship with Sweden despite the fallout with Lady Freyja, then how can you ever trust me to run the country?”

      “I will be dead when you become King,” he says sharply. “I will not be capable of trust.”

      My father is older, though not old. He has many years of leadership ahead of him, and I will be middle-aged before I can even think about inheriting his title. My brothers will be young, though. In many respects, it makes more sense for Erikson to inherit the crown. He could serve the people of Sigmaran longer than I could and provide long-term stability. But the rules of succession point to me.

      “Then allow me to help you utilize the ability while you still can,” I say, straightening my tie. “You will hear my news when the rest of the country does.”

      There is a long silence where I expect to be smacked across the face with the back of my father’s teacup, but instead, he chuckles. The sound is so alarming that I turn to him, eyes narrowed.

      “Lady Callister has given you courage,” he says as way of explanation. “She is good for you, and she will be good for this country.”

      When I say nothing, my father tilts his chin down and looks at me from beneath his bushy brows. “That is your news, is it not? That you intend to marry Lady Ann?”

      My father is happy. Even though he isn’t smiling, I can tell. He is looking at me the way I’d always hoped he would. He is looking at me with pride in his eyes. Proud of me for putting my partying days behind me and finding a suitable blue blood to marry. It is everything I’d ever wanted from him, but it is bullshit.

      Not only am I deceiving my father and am about to deceive my people, but I’m hurting Jane-Ann. She ran from the car last night and refused to open her door this morning.

      I know when she leaves Sigmaran, we won’t stay in touch. It will go back to the way things were the last two months—a picture of Tyler and a paragraph about his day. And as Tyler gets old enough to talk on the phone, even that will stop. She won’t have any reason to talk with me. And that idea kills me because I’m falling for Jane-Ann.

      I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself before because it was futile. And it still is, but the feeling didn’t go away when I ignored it. Instead, my affection for Jane-Ann has intensified, making it impossible for me to push my feelings down and lock them away.

      “You do not have to tell me,” my father says finally when I still don’t respond. “You still have the ring your mother gave you, don’t you? It will suit Lady Ann well.”

      This might be the most pleasant conversation I’ve ever had with my father. I smile at him and decide to enjoy it while it lasts.
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      When Christian knocked on my door this morning, I froze. I was sitting on the edge of my bed getting ready to pump, and I stopped breathing and waited for him to leave. Even when the note slid under my door, I didn’t move for fear he would hear my footsteps and open the door. I wouldn’t have the power to resist him again, so it was better if we weren’t alone together. When his footsteps faded to silence, I got up and read the note.

      “Meet me at the palace in one hour. Gunner will drive you.”

      It wasn’t an apology or a love note. Disappointment and relief mingled together and left me feeling confused, replaying the events of the previous night in my head over and over again as I slipped into a navy-blue gown that I knew was meant for this occasion.

      As opposed to all the other cleavage-bearing outfits in my closet, this one barely reveals my collarbone, and the cap sleeves give it an air of innocence and class. I pair it with a nude heel and a low bun gathered at the base of my neck, hoping if I keep my looks understated enough, I can somehow manage to blend into the scenery.

      Gunner is waiting in front of Christian’s house when I come outside. If he noticed anything strange about my flee from the car the night before, it doesn’t show. I wonder briefly how many women he has seen Christian with. How many times he has rolled down the window dividing the front and back seats and caught Christian in a similar position to the one we were in last night.

      I push the thought from my mind as I get into the back seat and the car takes off down the drive. There have been countless women, I’m sure, and there will be more after I am gone, but I will not think of them. Not now, at least. Not when I’m going to have to stand in front of a wall of cameras and pretend we have a future together.

      Cameras flash as soon as my car door opens, and I keep my knees together as I climb out of the car to be sure no one will be able to sell an upskirt shot of me to a local tabloid. One of the family handlers, a man with a gray mustache and a lined face who I’ve rarely seen separated from the King, comes out, white-gloved, to lead me inside. He makes idle chitchat about what a circus the palace becomes on press release days, and even though I know he’s being nice, I can’t manage more than a paper-thin smile. After several uncomfortable pauses, he stops talking and focuses on keeping me from falling over.

      My legs feel wobbly. I thought I was fine with the lie. I don’t owe anything to the people of Sigmaran or Christian’s family. I didn’t even know the country existed a year ago. Yet, the idea of lying on such a large scale has my moral scale tipping in a direction I’m uncomfortable with. And on top of everything, I know what the lie means.

      Yes, Christian and I have lied about my identity to his family, but there have been no public proclamations. Most of the articles Blakely has screenshotted and sent to me during her late-night Sigmaran internet dives list me as Christian’s “mysterious American sweetheart.” Technically not a lie. But after Christian’s official announcement of his engagement to Lady Callister, any possibility of a romance between Christian and the real Jane-Ann will be over.

      How could the people of Sigmaran ever except a commoner as their Queen Consort, and worse than that, a commoner Queen who deceived them? They couldn’t.

      Though, I know I’m getting ahead of myself. Christian said he wanted me in the car last night, but that could mean anything. It could mean he wanted me physically. Or he wanted me for the next two weeks until I leave Sigmaran. Or it could have meant he wanted me in the exact same way I want him, but that doesn’t change anything. We are still following through with this plan, and his family still won’t let him marry a commoner and become king.

      So, it doesn’t matter anyway. Christian would never marry me.

      The acceptance of that reality steadies me more than I expect. Pushing moral gray areas aside, Christian and I have been doomed from the first time I saw him across the dance floor at Jimmy’s. It was never going to work, and whatever happens in the next half hour will do nothing to change that.

      The acceptance and steadiness last ten seconds until the handler turns the corner, and I see Christian standing next to his father. He is in his military dress uniform, and I remember him mentioning his service as a lieutenant. He looks commanding in the silhouette, his shoulders wide and square, his waist tapering down to sturdy hips and muscled legs. He looks like a dream, like the angel I thought he was when I saw him through the honky-tonk crowd, and just like that first night, I feel drawn toward him.

      The handler says something as I let go of his arm and move toward Christian, but I don’t hear it. I don’t hear anything until I’m standing in front of Christian, and he is looking down at me, his brows furrowed.

      “Ja—” he stops himself and clears his throat. “Lady Ann?”

      I realize suddenly that I interrupted his conversation with his father, the King, and I turn quickly and bow deeply. “His Majesty.”

      The King tips his head to me.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I start, unsure what to say.

      I glance around the room, and the sheer amount of people in the space makes me want to wrap my arms around myself and curl up into a ball. The morning has been overwhelming, and despite every doomed thought I’d just reminded myself about Christian, I couldn’t help being drawn to him. But it’s time to start helping it.

      He places his hands on my shoulder, and tilts his head to the side, his smile sad. “That’s okay. I’m glad to see you before we start. Let me take you to your seat.”

      Christian turns me toward the rows of white wooden chairs arranged in the middle of the room, and I hear the King joke loudly to a nearby diplomat about love making even the most polite women forget their manners.

      Love.

      I know Christian hears it too because he quickly pulls his arm from around my shoulders and simply walks next to me, as if breaking physical contact might break the emotional binds that seem to tie us together.

      “What are you going to say?” I ask quietly.

      I want to be prepared. There may very well be cameras trained on me during his speech to capture my reaction, and I don’t want to look like I’m struggling to keep down my breakfast.

      He lowers his head, his blond hair falling over his forehead, and runs a hand across his neck. “I’m not sure exactly.”

      “Hasn’t this been planned for a couple weeks?”

      He offers me a hand as we reach a chair in the front row and helps me sit down. Then, he sits next to me, his body turned toward mine. Our knees touch like they did the night before in the limo, and he quickly pulls his leg away.

      “I haven’t been able to find the right words, but I’m pretty good at speaking off the cuff. I will lightly touch on our continued friendship with Lady Freyja’s country and family and then move on to our engagement.”

      The King loudly clears his throat, and when I look up, I see he is gesturing for Christian to rejoin him. When Christian looks over at me, his wide mouth is pinched, and his eyes are pulled down at the corners. He is looking at me like I’m an abandoned puppy on the side of the road.

      “Good luck.” I pat his shoulder and push him toward his father, a fake smile plastered on my face.

      “It will be over in half an hour,” he says, standing up and straightening his uniform. “Then, we can talk.”

      Talk about what? What is there to talk about that we haven’t already discussed? Things simply are the way they are, and there is nothing either of us can do about that. Still, I nod to let him know I’m fine.

      “See you in thirty minutes,” he says, lips turning up in a smirk.

      I wonder how many more of those smirks I’ll see aimed my way, and then push the thought away when my throat gets tight with unshed tears. “Goodbye, Christian.”

      His eyes widen, the sea-glass blue giving way to a darker shade, like the water after a storm, and I know he is thinking the same thing I am. This is goodbye. To what we might have been, had things been different.

      He swallows and opens his mouth like he wants to say something, but then he pinches his lips together, pivots, and moves quickly across the room to the two armchairs arranged in front of the crowd and the cameras. The press conference is starting.

      Christian doesn’t look at me as his father is speaking, and I don’t look at anything else. I memorize the shape of his jaw, the slope of his nose, the serious set of his brow. I wonder how much Tyler will grow to look like his father. How much of the man I love I will see in our child. I hope it is a lot.

      “And now, I believe your Prince has an announcement to make,” the King says, extending an open palm to Christian. “Son, the room is yours.”

      Christian bows his head to his father. “His Majesty, thank you.”

      His eyes flicker toward me, and then away as he begins to speak. “I won’t take up much of your time, as I am here only to make an announcement in regards to my private life, and I know none of you care about that.”

      A gentle laugh moves through the room.

      “Many news sources in previous months have linked me with Lady Freyja of Switzerland, and while we are indeed close friends, I would like to formally put an end to those stories. In fact, many of you may have heard of her recent engagement. The royal family has already sent our deepest congratulations to her on this happy news.”

      Christian sounds poised and calm, like he is reading from a written speech rather than coming up with the words on the spot. However, the next sentence comes out in starts and stops like a skipping record.

      “Now, I wish to…speak about a development, or um, change in my life recently.” He looks up at me, and his eyes are blown wide.

      I feel a few people in the crowd next to me follow his gaze and look at me, too. Several seconds pass with no words, just a few coughs from people in the room and the click of cameras flashing, capturing Prince Christian’s stricken expression as he looks at me.

      I pull my brows together and nod, trying to tell him it’s okay. That he can say whatever he needs to say, but just…say it. If we stand in this silence any longer, I’m going to run across the room and throw myself at him because Christian is light and laughter and fun—and seeing him so upset is hard to bear.

      The King clears his throat, and finally Christian starts. He blinks and looks away from me. When he takes in the room, I see his confidence return.

      “Usually I run these speeches through several levels of review, but I am speaking to you directly from my heart today, so forgive me my ineloquence,” he says with an easy smile. Then, he extends an arm to gesture at me. “Many of you may have noticed the presence of the beautiful woman in the front row. She has been introduced as Lady Ann Callister, an aristocrat from America and a longtime friend of mine.” Christian turns to me, his eyes taking in every inch of me, and smiles. “But that is a lie.”

      My heart stops. I’m frozen, staring at him with wide eyes, my hands cemented to the tops of my thighs.

      Gasps and murmurs move through the room, and I barely notice the King snap his attention to his son. But Christians stands up and continues, moving toward me.

      “I have lied to my family, but I will not lie anymore. Lady Ann Callister is, in reality, Jane-Ann Callister of Round Rock, Texas. Her mother volunteers for the local school board, and her father is the deacon at her church, but otherwise, they hold no positions of power. They are commoners.”

      The King stands up. “That is enough, Christian. What is this about?”

      “But there is nothing common about Jane-Ann,” Christian continues, ignoring the King. “She is the mother of my child.”

      The room explodes, cameras flashing, and the King is gesturing to anyone within his line of sight to stop this, to shut everything down. I can’t move or breathe.

      “You’ll hear more on this later, I’m sure,” the King shouts above the roar. “But for now, this press briefing is over.”

      Christian is in front of me within seconds, his hands on my elbow, and I let him pull me from my seat and across the floor. Guards arrange themselves around us to keep away the cameras and the crush of people now fighting to get close to Christian. To me.

      “What did you do?” I ask, certain he can’t hear my voice above the questions being shouted down at us from the press.

      He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me against his side. “What I should have done months ago.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, Jane-Ann and I are brought before the King and Queen in the same room where I made my confession. The press are gone, but the evidence of the chaos remains. The neat rows of chairs are scattered and pushed aside from the scramble of reporters trying to get a quote and then being forced out of the room by security.

      My parents are sitting in the chairs where my father and I had been sitting. My mother is clinging to a tissue, her eyes puffy, but my father is more stoic than I’ve ever seen him. I’d expected red-faced anger, but he is perfectly cold. It is unnerving.

      “Explain,” he says, refusing to look at me, instead focusing his eyes at the wall over my head.

      So, I tell the story. Of meeting Jane-Ann in a bar, sleeping together, and then finding out about the pregnancy nine months later. Jane-Ann looks like she might faint, so I explain her side of the story, as well. I tell them that she was afraid what would happen to the baby, and that based on my previous words and actions, she had no reason to believe I would be interested in raising a child. I explain to them that she had no political motivations and no desire to cause our family any trouble.

      “And presenting yourself as an aristocrat named Lady Callister is causing no trouble?” he asks her, lip pulled back in a sneer. “You made us look like fools.”

      “That was my idea.” I move to stand in front of Jane-Ann but keep her hand firmly in mine the entire time. “I thought if I could show you I’d put my old ways aside and was willing to make a serious commitment to someone, that you would allow me to choose my own bride. Jane-Ann and I would have ended our fake engagement in a few months.”

      “This was all a game to you, then?” he asks.

      “It was never a game,” I snap. “It was about choosing my own path and finding a way to be in my son’s life. You may not understand my motivations, but they were pure.”

      My father snorts. “Bullshit.”

      “Ranell,” Mother says, her voice raspy. She dabs at her eyes and looks at me. “You have a grandson.”

      “I wanted to tell you a hundred times,” I say. “He is perfect, but I knew it could look bad, and I didn’t want to bring more negative attention to our family.”

      “Do not lie to me,” my father roars, standing from his chair. “Your announcement today showed you exactly as you are. A careless prince with a flair for the dramatic. You have embarrassed our family. You have tied yourself to a commoner and lied to your people. And more than that, you have made us look complicit.”

      “I’m sorry if you feel I was being dramatic,” I retort, “but I couldn’t lie in that briefing. Not anymore. Not about my son…or Jane-Ann.”

      Jane-Ann shifts nervously behind me, and I step back to her side, wrapping an arm around her waist.

      Father purses his lips, his eyes hard as marbles as he studies our body language. “You are not seriously suggesting that this relationship will be allowed to continue.”

      It is a statement, not a question.

      “She is a commoner,” he says with obvious disdain. “She is an American woman you met in a bar.”

      “She is the mother of my child,” I say as calmly and clearly as I can. “And the woman I love.”

      Jane-Ann turns to me, and I look down at her. Her eyes are wide, tears gathering in the corners, and I reach down to brush my thumb across her cheek.

      “I love you, too,” she whispers. But the room is large and silent, and her words echo.

      “Absolutely not,” my father says, dropping back down into his chair. “We will provide for the woman and her son as duty dictates, but you will not be allowed to marry.”

      “Ranell,” Mother warns, her fingers tangled nervously in her lap.

      Father continues without paying her any mind. “If you insist on being with her, you will be disowned. I will not allow our family’s reputation to be tarnished by this scandal. This woman’s son will never be heir to my throne.”

      For the first time in my life, I have complete clarity. There is no war in my mind between duty and desire. No fork in the road where I must decide whether to follow my heart or my mind. Finally, my heart and my mind are aligned. My duty and desire are one. There is no choice to be made, for there is only one option.

      “Then I will make this easy on you, Father,” I say, stepping forward to stand in front of my parents for what may very well be the last time. “I renounce my right to the throne.”

      My mother gasps and my father’s face goes pale, though his expression does not change.

      “My duty is now and will forever more be to my son, and if he will not be welcomed here, then I must go to him. There is no other choice.”

      “Christian,” Jane-Ann whispers behind me.

      When I turn around, her mouth is hanging open, and she is shaking her head. I walk to her, grab her face between my palms, and bring her lips to mine. It is a brief, sweet kiss, but I feel the foundation of the earth shudder.

      When I pull away, I turn back to my family. I walk toward my mother to say goodbye, but my father stands up and moves in front of her, so I stop and bow deeply instead.

      “Your Majesties.”

      Then, I turn on my heel, grab Jane-Ann’s hand, and walk out of the room.
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      Neither of us says anything until we are standing outside the front doors of the palace. The day is still warming up, the sun nearing the middle of the sky, and I tip my head back and take a deep breath. The press have all been ushered away, and a perimeter around the gates keeps any cameras from getting close. The King will shutter the palace from the press until he can spin this story into something positive. I should have wished him good luck before I left. He’ll need it.

      “What are we going to do?” Jane-Ann asks, holding my hand in both of her own.

      Despite what just happened with my parents, I feel light. Free. I bring our hands to my mouth and press a kiss to her knuckles. “We could get married for real.”

      She jerks to a stop. “What?”

      I move in front of her, my hands settling on her waist. I can see the excitement of the day weighing on her. When she looks up at me, her eyes are red, her pouty lips pale. But there is a light in her I haven’t seen since the night we met. A spark of possibility.

      “I’ve known you were special since the moment we met,” I say, squeezing her fingers. “And I’ve only grown more certain with every minute we spend together. I brought you here to give me more time to find a woman I could love. A woman who would let me be with Tyler. And now I know, you are that woman, Jane-Ann. It has always been you.”

      Her lip trembles, and she shakes her head. “I can’t let you give up your crown.”

      “It’s done.” I wave a hand behind me, dismissing the importance of the thing I’ve spent my entire life preparing for. It feels trivial in the face of this. Of her.

      “But it can be undone, Christian. You could go back in there and take it all back.”

      “Is that what you want me to do?” I ask, bending down so my face is level with hers, so our lips are only inches apart. She smells like vanilla, and I think what it would be like to press my nose to her neck whenever I wanted. To smell and taste her freely. Desire coils in my gut. “Do you wish I had lied to the press?”

      “No,” she says quickly. She closes her eyes and takes a breath. “Well, I’m not sure. Your father might be right about one thing. You have a flair for the dramatic.”

      I smile. “I’m not sure what you mean. All I did was announce the birth of my secret child, renounce my birthright, and ask the woman I love to marry me. What is so dramatic about that?”

      A laugh sneaks out of her, and then Jane-Ann presses her palms to her eyes and shakes her head. When she looks up at me, she seems lighter, and I’m glad. I’d do almost anything to see her smile.

      “It’s all just happening so fast,” she breathes.

      “Everything with us has happened fast.” I reach out and brush my knuckle along her jawline and down her neck. Her skin is warm and smooth. “But if you are overwhelmed, I can rescind the proposal if you’d like?”

      Her eyes go wide. “No.”

      I arch an eyebrow, and she blushes, biting her lower lip to keep from smiling. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      Jane-Ann brushes her hair behind her ear shyly and shrugs. “I’m not sure. You might just have to ask again.”

      My heart leaps in my chest, and I drop to my knee before my legs give out. I don’t have a ring, but I’ll get one soon. I’ll melt down a gold brick and make one if I have to. I grab her left hand and cling to it like it is the only thing holding me to the earth. Because in this moment, it might be.

      “Jane-Ann Callister,” I say, swallowing back the rising tide of emotion. “You are the best person I know. You are strong and independent, opinionated and funny, and you like people for who they are, not what they can do for you. You have given me our son, who is the greatest gift in the world, but I have to ask whether you couldn’t give me one more thing. Could you give me the joy and honor of becoming your husband and loving you forever?”

      Tears are rolling down Jane-Ann’s face and collecting on her lips, she laughs and wipes them away. “You really are good at speaking off the cuff.”

      “That wasn’t off the cuff,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ve rehearsed that line dozens of times.”

      A fresh wave of tears fill her eyes, and then her hands are on my cheeks, pulling me to standing, to her. She kisses me in long, tender strokes, savoring each press of our lips like it might be the last.

      When we finally break apart, her forehead presses to mine and we are looking in each other’s eyes.

      “Is that a yes?”

      She wraps her arms around my neck and smiles up at me. “Yes, Christian Åström. I’ll marry you.”

      My entire chest swells with joy and pride, and I pick her up and swing us both around. My future is wide open now that being king is no longer in my future, but now that I know Jane-Ann and Tyler will be in it, that hardly matters at all. I’m thrilled.
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      I’m lying in bed listening intently to the room next door—the humid Texas summer breeze rolling through the open window. Christian has been in Tyler’s nursery for twenty minutes, and I still haven’t made a move to put my clothes back on. Call it wishful thinking.

      Tyler had only been asleep for ten minutes—just enough time for Christian to slip out of his dress shirt and yank me out of my jeans—when he started crying.

      “Maybe he’ll settle himself,” I said, knowing it wasn’t true.

      “No, he won’t,” Christian replied, kissing my neck and then laying his head on my chest, loosing a disappointed sigh. “I’ll go get him.”

      “Better put your shirt back on.” I tossed him the button-down and watched longingly as he hid away his strong chest.

      Christian has been in Texas for a week. It only took him a day to pack up the necessities from his house in Sigmaran, and after a long day of travel, we are back in the cottage he’d bought for me after Tyler was born. The cottage that is now ours. Compared to his house in Sigmaran, it is a shack, but there have been enough changes in both of our lives for the time being. We will worry about a bigger house later.

      I hear the nursery door close, and Christian tip-toes back into the bedroom. “I think he might be asleep.”

      “Then what are you waiting for,” I say, biting my lip and pointing to his shirt. “Take it off.”

      He undoes three buttons in record time before the sound of the doorbell resounds through the house, followed by Tyler’s cries. Christian lets his chin fall to his chest and curses.

      I hop out of bed and laugh as I pull on my jeans. “I guess our afternoon delight was not meant to be.”

      Christian goes in to comfort Tyler while I take the stairs two at a time to get the door. It is probably Blakely or my mom. They have both been stopping by randomly to cuddle Tyler. Though they usually know not to ring the doorbell.

      “Way to wake up the baby,” I tease as I yank the door open.

      But it is not Blakely or my mom standing on the front porch. It is the King and Queen of Sigmaran.

      We all stare at one another. They look poised and put together as always, like a portrait, whereas I am rumpled and wrinkled. I can’t remember the last time I brushed my hair, and my lips are probably still swollen from Christian’s kisses.

      “Hello Jane-Ann,” the Queen says, the first to break the silence.

      I blink, thinking they must be apparitions, but they do not disappear. So, I clumsily step aside and gesture into our small entryway. “Would you like to come inside?”

      I do not bow or greet them. I stand with my back against the door as they file into the house and sit down on our sofa.

      “Can I get you anything?” I ask. “We have water. Or milk. Maybe juice.”

      “We’re fine,” the King says. “Is Christian here?”

      Yes. Christian. I should get Christian.

      “I’ll go get him.”

      Just as I grab the stair railing, Christian appears at the top of the stairs with Tyler in his arms. “No wonder he couldn’t sleep. He was full of poop. It leaked out of his diaper, so we should probably throw away the bassinet and just buy a new one, but I took care of his clothes and put on a fresh diaper.”

      I hold up a hand to stop him and then hitch a thumb towards the living room, but Christian is oblivious.

      “The next two poops are on you, though, because that one counted as two, at least. Who was at the door?” he asks, kissing Tyler’s chubby cheek. When he finally looks at my face, he frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      Once again, I point to the living room. This time, Christian follows my point, and his mouth falls open.

      “My parents,” he mouths.

      I nod. “I know.”

      Christian hands Tyler to me, smooths down his shirt—which has baby drool on the shoulder—and walks confidently into the living room to stand in front of his parents. I decide to stay by the stairs.

      Their greeting is stiff and formal. His parents do not stand up as he enters, and he does not sit down.

      “To what do we owe the surprise?” Christian asks.

      “You would not take our calls,” his mother says more gently than I would have expected.

      “There seemed nothing else to say,” Christian says. “I have made my decision.”

      “But you did not allow us to make ours.”

      The Queen stands up and walks around the coffee table covered in pacifiers and burp rags to stand in front of her son. She wraps her arms around his middle, and that is all the persuasion Christian needs. He hugs his mom, head resting on her shoulder. The King seems unmoved.

      When they break apart, the Queen turns to look around the room. When she sees me lurking by the stairs, she waves me into the living room. “This involves you, Jane-Ann. Please come join us.”

      I look at Christian for direction as to how I should handle this, but he shrugs and waves me in. So, I stand next to Christian, our son in my arms. Christian’s mother does not say anything about Tyler, but I catch her stealing glances at him. It is the first time I allow myself to think about the fact that Tyler’s grandparents are royalty. My grandparents were cattle farmers, so it is a lot to swallow.

      “We are here to speak to you as your parents, not monarchs,” the Queen says to Christian before turning to her husband and nudging him. “Isn’t that right, Ranell?”

      The King, who has been mostly silent since I opened the door, looks up at his son for the first time and nods. “It is.”

      Christian looks rightfully nervous, his brow furrowed. “Okay. Then, what do my parents have to say?”

      “Have you kept up with the local news since you left?” his mother asks.

      Christian shakes his head. The week had been spent cuddling Tyler, unpacking, and getting each other naked as much as possible. Deep down, I know Christian has been burying his true feelings about leaving Sigmaran and his family behind, but I didn’t want to press. He will face those feelings when he is ready.

      “Then you two won’t be aware that since you left a week ago, there has been a rush of public affection for your…match.” She pauses and lifts her chin. “The people are pleased with the idea of the first commoner princess. They find the idea of Prince Christian and Princess Jane-Ann romantic.”

      “But she won’t be a princess,” Christian says. “Because I am no longer a prince.”

      The King slides forward to rest on the edge of the couch. “The people have not been informed of that decision yet. No one has, in fact. Not even your brothers.”

      Christian frowns. “Why not?”

      The King looks at me and then Tyler. I can’t read his expression. “Because we hoped you would change your mind and come home.”

      Christian’s arm wraps around my shoulders. “I won’t change my mind about my family. I’m not leaving them.”

      “We know,” the Queen says quickly. “And we were wrong to ask you to. We see that now.”

      This time she doesn’t need to prompt the King. He nods in agreement. “You shouldn’t have to choose between your birthright and your son.”

      What is happening? I’m trying to keep up, but I’m also stuck on Princess Jane-Ann. How weird.

      “What are you saying?” Christian asks.

      The King stands up, and I realize he is the same height as his son, though thicker around the middle. He seemed bigger than life when we were in Sigmaran, so large and overwhelming. Now, in our small house, he looks like any normal man.

      “Your mother and I have done a lot of thinking since you left, and we realize we were wrong to dictate your life,” he says. “You needed to grow up, but pushing you to marry someone you did not love was unfair, and barring you from marrying the woman you do love was worse.”

      Christian looks stunned. He blinks and stares at his father like he thinks he might snatch the words back and laugh at how he fell for such an obvious joke. But the King does not take the words back. He continues.

      “It has always been my greatest wish for you to succeed me as king, and that wish remains regardless of who you love.” He turns to me. “And what I said to you when you were pretending to be Lady Ann remains true. I think Christian will rule Sigmaran all the better because he will have you by his side.”

      Christian reaches out and grabs my hand, and I squeeze his fingers back. I kind of wish he would pinch me because this all seems too good to be true.

      The Queen stands up, hands folded in front of her. “Will you please come back, Christian? We do not want you to renounce your crown or your family.”

      The King and Queen of Sigmaran stand in front of their son, apologetic and hopeful, yet Christian turns to me. He reaches out and brushes a finger across my cheek. “What do you think, love?”

      “Me?” I ask, looking at his parents and then back into his sea-glass blue eyes.

      He nods. “I will not make any decision without you. If I agree, we would move to Sigmaran. Tyler would be in line for the throne. It will change everything about our entire lives. I won’t do that without your full support. Because I am happy here with you. I will gladly stay in Texas and raise a little cowboy. It is your choice.”

      I look up at the man who gave away everything for me. Who turned down wealth and power and connection to become my husband, and my decision comes easily.

      “We can still raise a cowboy in Sigmaran.”

      Christian’s mouth lifts in a smile. “Is that a yes?”

      “That is a yes.”

      We turn back to his parents at the same time, and they are both beaming, relief obvious in their faces. Christian chuckles and claps his hands together.

      “Well,” he says, “now that that is sorted, how would you two like to meet your grandson?”

      The Queen crosses the room faster than I think should be humanly possible, the King not far behind. They spend the next several hours cuddling and getting to know their grandson.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Christian’s parents leave after a royal dinner of pepperoni pizza and breadsticks, and Tyler, exhausted from the excitement, is dozing in his bassinet. Contrary to Christian’s claims, there was not enough poop on it to warrant throwing it away. It just needed a good scrub.

      “What a day,” he says, tucking me into his side on the couch, his legs crossed and propped up on the coffee table.

      “I’m going to be a princess,” I say for the first time.

      He sits up and looks down at me. “Are you okay with that?”

      I think about it and nod. “I think so. It’s just weird. It sounds so important.”

      “That’s because you are important,” he says, bending down to press a kiss to my neck.

      I arch my neck to give him better access. “Not important enough for people to bow down to me.”

      Christian licks a line from my collarbone to my jawline. “I’ll bow in front of you, love.”

      “I’m serious,” I say, smiling even though my breathing is becoming heavy.

      Christian presses one of his knees between my legs, separating them, and then holds himself over me. “So am I.”

      Despite the excitement of the day and all of the changes looming over us, my desire for Christian has not changed or let up in the slightest. Because with his body hovering over mine, his smell and heat so close to me, nothing else matters.

      I hook a leg over his hip and pull him down on top of me. My fingers tangle in his pale blond hair, and I groan against his mouth as he bites and sucks my lower lip.

      I want to luxuriate in the feeling of him. I want to undress him slowly and then stand before him, baring myself one piece of clothing at a time, taunting and teasing him until he can’t stand it. But having a baby does not allow for such games. In the last week, we have learned that brevity is key.

      Christian wraps an arm around my lower back and moves me so we are laying across the couch. Then, he kisses a line down my body while his fingers undo the button of my jeans. I lift my hips, and he slides the denim down my legs, his fingers trailing fire in their wake. Everywhere he touches me burns.

      I reach down to try and unbutton his shirt, but Christian captures my wrist and then the other one, holding them both in one of his hands. He lifts my arms above my head, pinning them to the couch cushion, and slides his other hand down my stomach. Lower and lower until I gasp and buck my hips.

      “Don’t be so surprised,” he purrs, circling over my most sensitive spot. “You are a bad girl, after all. Remember?”

      A snarky comeback is on the tip of my tongue, but I bite it down as Christian slips a finger inside of me. My body arches, and the first shockwaves of my impending orgasm race through me. But not yet. Not like this.

      “Let go of my hands, and I’ll show you how dirty,” I tease, lifting up as much as the positioning allows me to bite his lower lip.

      With no further pleading, Christian lets go of me, and I roll him over and straddle his hips.

      In a flash, his clothes join mine on the floor, and I run my fingers down his muscled body, enjoying the ridges and grooves of him. But I’m ready to enjoy something else even more. I grab his length in my hand and position him at my opening. Then, I slide down him slowly, savoring every inch.

      Even with a two-month-old, the last week has been like a honeymoon of sorts. We have been enjoying one another whenever the opportunity presents itself with no sign of slowing down.

      Christian grabs my hips, his fingers digging into the soft skin there, gripping me as I ride him. There was a time in my life when I would have been too shy to be so bare in front of someone. To be exposed during the day with all the lights on. But Christian has never made me feel anything but beautiful. He worships my body with his words and his own body, and I feel safe with him.

      So when heat begins to build in my center, I don’t hide the way my brows pinch together or my mouth falls open. I don’t bury my face in his neck and hide. I let myself fall apart in front of him. I let him see what he is doing to me. Seconds later, Christian follows. His blond brows are heavy and low over his eyes, which are squeezed shut. His wide mouth is open, his chest rising and falling with every ragged breath.

      When we are both spent, I lay on him, my cheek pressed against his bare chest, and realize that no matter where in the world we are, he will always be home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Ten Months Later: Jane-Ann

      

    
    
      The less formal of the two dining rooms has been decorated within an inch of recognition. Distressed sections of fencing line the room, hay bales are scattered around for both décor and seating, and life-sized stuffed versions of barnyard animals and horses are positioned near the grand fireplace, which has been covered with a large painting of a red barn. Tyler’s cowboy birthday bash is grander than I ever would have imagined.

      “The Queen does realize Tyler is one and won’t remember any of this, right?” Blakely asks, a miniature cowboy hat perched on the side of her head.

      “She got really excited when I mentioned the theme,” I say. “She was having so much fun that I couldn’t stop her.”

      “Perks of being a royal. You better throw me an incredible surprise party when you’re the queen,” she says, narrowing her eyes at me.

      The King is healthy as a horse and shows no desire to abdicate his throne, so I have no reason to believe I’ll be Queen Consort anytime soon, but I don’t explain this to Blakely. I just nod and wink.

      Christian and I will have plenty of time to enjoy married life, and I’ll get used to being part of the royal family, way before Christian ever becomes king. We can raise Tyler and have the same experiences as other parents. But first, we have a royal wedding to plan.

      “I can’t believe I’ll be back here in two months for your wedding,” Blakely says, almost as if she was reading my mind.

      “I can’t, either.” It’s true. The last year has flown by, even more so than the year leading up to Tyler’s birth.

      “Is it going to be like—” Blakely waves her hands around the room at the over-the-top décor. “Or is it going to be a bit more—” she points at me.

      I laugh. “It will be more me. Understated. Simple. I’m going to wear boots with my dress.”

      “Yee-haw for that,” Blakely says, twirling her mini cowboy hat in the air.

      Blakely comes up to visit once every couple months or so. Christian flies her in on the recently acquired royal jet—the same one we take once a month to visit my parents back in Texas—and she has become like a member of the family.

      Once Christian found out exactly how much Blakely took care of me when I lost my job and my apartment, he made sure she was compensated and then some. The extra money has given her the ability to take time away from work and travel whenever she feels the urge, which usually means coming to see me. And I’m not complaining. Sigmaran has been more than welcoming, but having my best friend around makes it feel even more like home.

      “Clear the way. Birthday cowboy coming through.”

      I turn and see Tyler perched on my dad’s shoulders, decked out in a red plaid shirt, denim jeans, and his little cowboy boots. He is so cute I could cry.

      “Stick ’em up,” Blakely says, pointing her fingers at Tyler.

      He giggles and claps, wanting Auntie Blakely to hold him. She snatches him off my dad’s shoulders and takes him to the giant stuffed horse in the corner.

      When I feel hands snake around my waist, I don’t have to turn around to know who they belong to. My body knows when it is Christian. I lay my hands over his and lean my head back on his chest.

      “Hi,” I whisper.

      He presses a kiss to my neck. “You were gone this morning when I woke up.”

      I gesture around the room. “Lots of planning to do.”

      His lips move upward until he is nibbling at my earlobe. I look over at my parents to make sure they aren’t watching, and then moan.

      Christian whispers against my skin. “I had plans of my own this morning. Plans that were spoiled when you weren’t there to ravish.”

      Heat moves through me, and I have to push away from him before I grab his hand and find the nearest closet. “There will be plenty of time for ravishing after the party.”

      He pouts out his lower lip. “No fun.”

      I spin around and press my hips against his as I stretch onto my tip-toes to give him a kiss. “Be patient.”

      The King and Queen arrive, and amazingly, they are both wearing jeans and cowboy boots. The boots look shiny and brand new, and their jeans are creased down the front like a pair of dress slacks, but they are dressed up, which is all I could ever ask for. It is all Christian could ever ask for, too, because he spends the vast majority of the party standing with his brothers and teasing his parents.

      After Tyler smashes his way through his first slice of cake and covers himself head-to-toe in frosting, his grandma, the Queen, picks him up from his high-chair, presses a kiss to a tiny bit of clean skin above his ear, and then places him on his feet next to the table.

      Blakely rushes forward, expecting him to fall on his bum the way he has been for the last several weeks, but instead, he shuffles his tiny booted foot forward.

      I gasp. “Christian!”

      “I saw,” Christian says, his eyes and mouth wide next to me.

      “He just took his first step.” I squat down and clap my hands. “Come here, baby. Come to Mama.”

      Christian squats down next to me. “No, come to Papa.”

      “No, come to Grandma,” my mom says, bending down across the room.

      Blakely grabs a piece of cake from the table and wiggles it in front of Tyler’s nose. “No, come to Auntie Blake. She has cake.”

      Thrilled with the attention, Tyler just giggles and refuses to move. But by the end, every member of our weird, mix-and-match family, even the King, is down on the floor, begging the future King of Sigmaran to take his first stumbling steps toward them.

      
        The End
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        We hope you’ve enjoyed Christian and Jane-Ann’s story! Keep reading for the first chapter of the next book in our Scandalous series, The Baby Scandal

        

        Happy reading!
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      “Amelia Hornsby-Harris,” I said to myself as I drove. “What an important-sounding name. Amelia is nice, though. Brings to mind a friendly, bookish sort of girl. Not that I’m expecting her to be the girl next door or anything, not with a penthouse in New York and a castle or mansion or whatever somewhere else. I do hope it’s a castle. Castle-ish, at least. I’ve never worked on a castle.”

      I was babbling and I knew it, but that was fine. I was hoping to get it all out of my system before meeting the woman herself. I bounced in my seat and tapped a beat on the steering wheel, whistling snippets of different tunes as I hit traffic. Patience was never one of my strong suits.

      “Finally,” I said as I pulled into the parking garage, double-checking my GPS as I did so. “Yep, this is the place. Top-floor parking? That’s what she said. I guess she would know.”

      Spiraling my way up past some of the most expensive cars I had ever seen, I finally reached the top floor. The words “Penthouse Guests” were painted along one entire wall, and every space was empty.

      “She must throw some amazing parties here,” I mused aloud as I pulled into the space nearest the elevator. It was five floors down to the sheltered walk which connected to the lobby. A cheerful doorman greeted me.

      “Visiting?” he asked.

      “Yes. Well, sort of. I’m here to consult with Mrs. Hornsby-Harris.”

      “Ah, yes. Your name?”

      “Grace Baker.”

      “One moment, Ms. Baker.”

      He used the phone briefly and returned. “Mrs. Hornsby-Harris is expecting you. The elevators are to your left. Have a pleasant day.”

      “Thank you.”

      I hurried to the elevators, heart pounding. I’d done some great things in my career, but this could make or break it for good.

      I pushed the thought out of my mind. To do my best work, I couldn’t be too aware of the pressure or I would crack under it.

      There was an attendant in the elevator, which I found novel and charming. I told her where I was going, and she pushed the button for me.

      “Do you like your job?” I asked her.

      She stared, startled, as if no one had ever thought to ask before. “It’s a job,” she said vaguely.

      An awkward silence fell for a moment, then she smiled. “Are you going to see the lady who lives up there?”

      “I am. Can you tell me anything about her? What’s she like? I’m trying to get a job with her, but I’ve never met her in person.”

      The girl looked nervous. “She’s nice. Quiet. Sort of…stern.”

      “Do you like her?”

      “Um…she’s pretty. She throws parties sometimes and I get to see senators and designers and pop stars and people like that. That’s fun.”

      “You’re very diplomatic,” I said. Nerves were beginning to tie knots in my gut.

      “All of her friends seem to like her,” the girl offered after some thought. “She seems nice when she’s talking to people.”

      “Oh. That’s good.” I began to wonder if I was to be treated more like a friend or like the seemingly invisible elevator attendant.

      “Here we are. Thank you,” the girl said.

      “No, thank you! You were very helpful.”

      Her face broke into a grin as the elevator doors closed. I found myself standing in a little foyer with the penthouse doors in front of me and the fire stairs to my left.

      Stern, hm? I could handle stern. I had redesigned the interior of a Manhattan cocktail bar not too long ago, and the owner had been the sternest, most particular woman I had ever met. I’d made it through that job with flying colors. This one couldn’t be too different, could it?

      I rang the bell and held my breath. Sharp heels clicked on the other side, then the door opened.

      “Ms. Baker? Oh come in, darling, do come in.” Elegance positively dripped from the woman. Imposter syndrome slapped me in the face, and for a moment I felt like a grungy schoolgirl who had no business even talking to this woman. But her smile was friendly and she was holding the door open. I shook off the feeling before it could become awkward.

      “Mrs. Hornsby-Harris?”

      She shook my hand warmly and closed the door behind me. “Call me Amelia, darling. May I call you Grace? Wonderful. I say, when I saw what you had done to that little house upstate, I just knew I had to have you for my place in Kensington.”

      I smiled at her, a bit blown away by the extent of her privilege. The little house she referred to was the sprawling mansion of a Wall Street banker and my largest undertaking to date.

      “That’s…very kind of you,” I said, accepting the seat she offered. The couch was a buttery white leather which hugged my body as I sat. It went with the rich crimson carpet like cream on a red velvet cake. The chocolate-brown wood ceiling accentuated the dessert flavor of the room, and the glittering chandelier overhead was the sparkler in the middle of the cake.

      “Not at all, darling. Do you mind if we get right down to it?”

      “I would love to.”

      Relief washed over me. I wasn’t invisible, and she didn’t strike me as too terribly stern. I could see how the elevator girl had come to that conclusion, though. Amelia was visually perfect from hair to heels, and her manicured eyebrows were permanently arched in a vaguely haughty expression. She can’t help her eyebrows, I told myself.

      “Here we are.” She picked up the thick paper envelope which sat on the coffee table by my knees and tipped a stack of photographs out of it. I caught glimpses of turrets and stone balconies and could barely contain my excitement. I was going to work on a castle!

      “Have you worked on many Victorian manors in your career?” she asked.

      “Victorian manors? Is that what it is?” I forced myself to tear my greedy eyes away from the pictures and focus on her face.

      “Yes, darling. It’s in a bit of a shambles, to tell the truth. Nothing major, just neglected over the past several years. Here, you can see what I mean.”

      I studied the photos thoughtfully. The baseboards were scuffed, the floorboards were worn, and there appeared to be a creeping vine growing in through one window. Torn wallpaper marred one room and an unraveling tapestry another. The furniture was more “seventies chic” than Victorian, a contrast which made me cringe internally. Plans began sketching themselves in my mind as I looked the pictures over.

      “What is your vision for this house?” I asked her.

      “Well, you see what I’ve done with my little pied-à-terre here,” she said, gesturing around at the penthouse. “I would like for the house to feel the same, but I also want it to be true to the period, but without all of the tiresome solemnity. Victorian houses always feel so heavy, don’t they? A bit lighter, but not carefree. A serious place, but only so serious as to accentuate the fun of a party, do you see?”

      I did not.

      “Of course, I understand exactly what you are saying,” I replied with a smile. “So for the running boards, would you say a lighter shade of wood?”

      “Oh no, dear, you can’t change those. That’s all original wood—the trees it was made from are extinct now! No, just polish those up and keep them, but try to make the rest of the house a little lighter.”

      “Some lighter shades on the walls would help with that. This looks like a good-sized hall here. We could really open up the space if the wall was cream instead of cranberry.”

      “Oh, I do hate cream-colored walls except as accents. Couldn’t you keep the cranberry and change the floor?”

      I studied the picture more closely. “Do you have a photo of the opposite wall?”

      “Oh, there isn’t one really. It’s more of a wall of windows. I believe that was a picture gallery once.”

      “What do the windows overlook?”

      “The lake and the gardens, a cluster of trees, and the road of course but very distantly.”

      “Green, then. Not a solid green, maybe green lacework over a cream or lighter green. The ceiling could be painted a very subtle mottled blue, and the floor could be polished to a high shine. That way the view would seem to extend inside, making that whole hall an experience.”

      She clapped her hands. “Oh, brilliant, brilliant! Yes, I love it. Now this room here, the ballroom, here are the photos. I love the gold mottling on the walls, but half of the tiles are cracked, and there are these ugly little cherubs over the doors, you see?”

      “Those are a bit gaudy,” I said with a little laugh. “How many are there?”

      “They infest the house,” she said with a sigh. “I can’t imagine why anybody would choose to have the little beasts climbing all over the walls.”

      “I can certainly do something about those. So all you want done in this room is to replace the tiles and remove the cherubs, is that right?”

      “I suppose so,” she said with a pretty sort of frown. “Do you think that would be good enough?”

      “I would say that depends on what you intend to do with the space.”

      “Why, host parties of course.”

      “Would the guests be eating and drinking in the room, or would they be doing that elsewhere and dance and mingle in the ballroom?”

      “Oh, I see. A bit of both, I imagine.”

      “You have this raised area over here—”

      “For the orchestra or a live band.”

      “Has electricity been run to it?”

      “I daresay it hasn’t,” she said, sounding surprised.

      “That would be my first move before I even replace the tile. A modern orchestra and band will require it. Now, if you’re planning on eating and drinking, I think a bar in the opposite corner and little tables and chairs around the edges. Or benches, perhaps?”

      “Could you do both? Sparingly, of course. We don’t want it looking like a café, do we?”

      “Of course not,” I said with a smile. “Then extend the view into the gallery, set up the ballroom for a modern-day party, and…” I flipped through the pictures and came to the dining room with the peeling wallpaper. “This room?”

      “Oh! Yes, I had some thoughts about that. I absolutely hate that wallpaper. All of the paper in the house, in fact. It’s all bubbling and peeling and curling in places. It makes the place feel dirty. I do not want a scrap of it left when you’ve finished.”

      “I’ll make it happen,” I said as I jotted a note down. “Scrap the paper. Any other thoughts?”

      “Well, I will be dining with some very important people, as well as hosting dinner parties for my friends, so the space will need to be very posh of course but not off-putting, very serious but also fun. Do you see what I’m saying?”

      I was beginning to. “What if we strip this wall entirely and leave the stone exposed? Then the short wall on this end could be done in the same mottled gold as the ballroom, and we’ll keep the dark wood on the other end. Then this side will be a soft powder pink, nothing overwhelming, just a bit of a blush.”

      I was scribbling as I spoke and made a mental note to buy a voice recorder. These brainstorming sessions were one of my favorite parts of the job, but I inevitably forgot something afterward.

      “Then we can match the table to all of this. We’ll get a long formal dining table with high-backed chairs. A little gilding maybe, nothing overwhelming. Cushions to match the pink wall. White marble accents to reflect the gold wall.”

      “It sounds busy,” she said doubtfully.

      “In a smaller room, I would agree with you. This room is so long and large that if we make it uniform, it could very easily lead to that dark, heavy feeling you were trying to avoid.”

      “Oh, I see,” she said. “Yes, when you put it like that…but rather than marble accents on the dining table itself, let’s have a running table with a marble top opposite the gold wall.”

      “Perfect, I love it. Now, curtains. Something simple?”

      “Oh, yes. Nearly invisible except when needed.”

      “A light blue, tan, or gray then. It depends entirely on the shade of the stone behind that paper.”

      We went over the rest of the rooms on the ground floor one by one, plotting out a subtle and intricate design scheme from front to back and side to side. Many of the rooms needed very little done, which was a relief in light of how much there was to be done on the main areas. I estimated that the project would take three or four months to complete. I had just opened my mouth to tell her so when she dropped a little bombshell.

      “And you can get it done by Christmas, can’t you? It is so very important that the house be presentable for my Christmas party.”

      I blinked at her for a moment.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Did you say Christmas?”

      “Yes, of course.” She seemed surprised that I was taken aback. “Surely you can get this done in a month? I’ll have you fly out next week, and I will pay for your travel if that is your concern. You will have your pick of decorators and contractors. My name carries weight, darling.”

      I didn’t think it was possible, but I knew if I could pull it off, it would do wonderful things for my reputation. Better than the mansion, even. Besides, when was the last time I had turned a job down? Never, that’s when.

      “If I can get in touch with the decorators and contractors, I can get started on it before I fly out,” I said out loud. “I’m really not used to working on a place I haven’t walked in, but these pictures are enough to get me started. Finished by Christmas. Twenty-five…twenty-four days.”

      “Twenty-three, darling,” she said. “I couldn’t have you working on the place during the party, could I?”

      “Oh! You’re right, of course.”

      Twenty-three days. What on earth had I gotten myself into?

      Come on, Grace. You’ve always bitten off more than you thought you could chew, and you rocked it every time.

      Grinning with the rush of my own recklessness, I shook her hand.

      “I’ll do it.”
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