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      This book is dedicated to my newfound wanderlust that I experience while staying home and not going anywhere anytime soon. Editing during a pandemic is hard work as I’m distracted but pushing through. I hope all my readers are safe and that all the front line personal are in good spirits and stay healthy. I’m about to write a doctor next.
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      Hypocrite.

      My stomach was now in knots and I could barely breathe.

      Had I read that right?

      I blinked, but my screen still had the word hypocrite as the most liked comment from this morning’s post.

      I sank onto the bed and my face was hot. Here I was in Vegas, in a five-star hotel, and my eyes were misting. Sometimes, living my life for the world to see was too much.

      My hotel room had a fleur-de-lis pattern embossed in the rug, with a black guard rail and a step separating my bedroom from the living and dining area of the suite. Seriously, this upgrade was unexpected and awesome. I’d snapped pictures and gone online to share these digs with my followers, but then I saw this.

      And I can’t stop the tears. I re-read the entire commentary on my blog. I could deny or delete this, but the post was from Cristiane, an online friend. Or someone I thought was a friend.

      Everyone needs to stop reading Nicole Steel’s Modern Life blog as she’s a hypocrite. She gives all this relationship advice and it turns out she’s never been in a relationship or even had sex with a guy.

      My secret was now out there and my skin was raw. As a teenager, I thought living my life online was a means to escape, but now … it was like I’d built my own glass prison.

      Granted, it was usually a pleasant prison where I traveled, spread my message of hope to the world, and only sometimes did I lose my ability to breathe. Like now.

      And I’m supposed to meet a potential client in about ten minutes, but right now I can’t breathe.

      In the back of my mind, I’d always feared that one day everyone would know.

      Now the time was here. I closed my eyes and ran my hands through my brown hair.

      Virginity was a choice, too, and it was still modern. But Cristiane and many of my followers who had unsubscribed disagreed.

      If I lost my people, I lost income.

      I knew I should probably cancel the meeting and figure out how to fix this disaster.

      My phone rang. My heart was pounding but I grabbed it and saw that it was my sister Olivia. She knew me. I answered fast and, without a hello, I said, “I am so angry.”

      “The video link?”

      “Yeah,” I said and wiped my face. Cristiane had video of me telling Stephen—a guy I’d met last year—that I’d not sleep with him because I was a virgin. He was clearly the wrong choice for a boyfriend if he’d recorded that and sent it out to bloggers.

      If this wasn’t my life, if someone else had asked for my help with this problem, I’d tell them to close the screen and breathe.

      Yet, I didn’t seem capable of following that advice.

      Olivia quickly said, “I wanted to call you before you saw it.”

      “Too late,” I answered, and jumped off the bed.

      One person’s comment shouldn’t stop me. Now it was time to explain to my followers that I was a virgin, but that it was still modern and true and authentic. And it wasn’t because I’d never had offers.

      This was who I was. Though, right now, part of me wondered what having privacy might be like.

      Influencing was a dream for so many. At thirteen, I had the bright idea to become an online star. I had followed that passion to spread my message to do good in the world, even in the smallest ways.

      So here I was. What to do now?

      Being honest with yourself and having no delusions was the biggest message on my blog. Personal self-awareness was always the seed to doing better in the world. That’s how I got started.

      Olivia’s voice echoed as she said, “Snap out of it. You have a presentation to do and you’re amazeballs.”

      A laugh escaped my throat. If she was here, I’d hug her. But I said, “You don’t have to flatter me. I think the comments have a point.”

      “You are not a hypocrite.”

      No. I absolutely was not. Honesty was part of my Modern Life blog. Social media and vlogs were about facing everything, even when the truth hurts.

      It was time for me to step up. Privacy was for other people, like my sisters. Not for me. This was something I’d have to answer now. I sucked in my breath. I had to figure out how to brace for this storm.

      “Look,” I said, “I have to get my head on right for my meeting. Talk to you soon.”

      My sister was awesome, but I only had a few minutes and I needed to draft what I’d say and how I’d talk about my choices.

      We said goodbye and I opened my online drive to get a blank page.

      Time to figure out the words for my answer. I closed my eyes and meditated on the question. Again, the wish to just stop my constant updates and disconnect hit me, but I let the feeling wash.

      I’d never get that wish. I’d be no good at a nine-to-five job.

      Once I could breathe properly, I opened my eyes and started.

      Dear Reader,

      I’m sure you read the comment and saw the video from Christiane. She was right about one thing. I am a virgin.

      It’s a life choice I made long ago. I’m for sex if that’s your choice, and that’s still legitimate.

      I have not indulged in sex because I believe my body is pure, and I have my amazing life because I honor that I’m a vessel and it’s my job to bring light to the world. And when I have sex, I want it to be with someone who also understands that his job is to bring light into the world. This is probably a little narcissistic, but maybe I just want that spark. I want the feeling that, whoever he might be, he is someone I want to have in my life, forever.

      The truth is more basic, and I’m spinning circles right now. I want to make love because I’m in love, and not join physically with a guy for any other reason.

      Another example to show what I mean: For clothes and shoes, I’ll refuse to wear 99% of what’s out there because I’m presenting my mood of the day to the world through what I wear. I can’t imagine being less picky when it comes to a guy, either. The worst part of the story, though, is that I’ve never felt that spark. At least not yet. I still have hope that one day, whoever he is, the right man will appear in my life. And if you have suggestions for who my partner might be, please let me know. I want to one day find the one I love.

      Yours,

      Nicole Steel

      Owner of Modern Life

      I hit “Save Draft” and glanced at my clock. Five minutes till my meeting.

      I washed my face, grabbed my black pants, and ensured my pink cotton t-shirt, which read “Live Your Best Modern Life” over my website logo, was free of wrinkles.

      Meeting a prospective client meant it was better to be branded. I checked that my ponytail was smooth and grabbed my laptop and cell phone.

      I checked the contact info app again so I could quickly screen whoever this mystery client might be. My sister had hooked me up with an expensive instant background check app that just needed a name or a photo to identify someone quickly. I’d follow my gut with a little help from technology when I met with a stranger.

      The Venetian hotel was large, but I always insisted on a public meeting. I found the coffee shop in the busy lobby of the hotel and set up my laptop as I scanned the area around me.

      Most of the guests were dressed casually in t-shirts. However, an older bald man in a black suit and with a stiff, fast walk headed right toward me.

      Was this older gentleman the client? I hoped so. His problems would be easier to figure out. Other clearly upper-class, older clients had contacted me, and I’d successfully helped a few of them reduce their carbon emissions and live healthier, happier lives. He tapped the seat back as he stood in front of me and asked, “Are you Miss Steel?”

      I nodded and motioned for him to sit down and join me.

      He followed directions, but his shoulders were rigid and I almost offered him a napkin to ensure the top of the table in front of him was clean. But instead, I closed my laptop and asked him, “Are you my new mystery client?”

      He folded his soft, perfectly manicured hands on the table—he obviously moisturized—and said to me, “No, miss. I’m his butler.”

      My eyes widened and I leaned closer as I asked, “He has a butler, in Vegas?”

      “Yes.” He tipped his head toward the lobby and elevators as he said, “If you will come with me, I will escort you to the meeting.”

      I shook my head and put my phone on the table. Then I folded my hands like his, to put him at ease, and said, “I thought we were having the meeting in the lobby, in public.”

      He sniffed, like I’d offended him. “His highness prefers a more private setting.”

      My skin now had a buzz. Had I heard that right? I wished I’d ordered a water as my throat was dry now. I asked, “His highness? As in a prince? I was insisting on meeting in the lobby because of the lack of identification in the email proposal.”

      Mr. Butler said, “That’s wise.”

      I tugged my ear lobe, free of any earrings now. Maybe I should ask him for his ID first. I pushed my phone to the side and asked, “So who is he? Let me check him out online at least before I join you.”

      He nodded. I picked up my phone and snapped his picture for a fast check, too, as he said, “You are meeting with Prince Ryder Kristoff of Norden.”

      The app confirmed that I was sitting with Gio Montpelier, personal associate of the royal Kristoff family. My heart raced as I remembered headlines even I had seen. “Didn’t he get married in Vegas, like, yesterday?”

      Gio’s lips thinned as he said, “It’s been annulled.”

      I typed in Ryder’s name to see if there were crimes or things to watch out for. I had heard his name before, but honestly, I avoided gossip and only knew the headlines from scrolling for blog ideas. I raised my eyebrows and stated the one thing I remembered as the app showed a clear record. “And he’s been accused of fathering two children.”

      Gio leaned closer. “DNA tests proved both claims were untrue. Does he qualify for the meeting now?”

      My breaths were short. I should probably refuse this. My Modern Life consultations weren’t designed to help a player who was already content with his life choices. However, I decided to take a chance. A picture of him and me together, and the fact that we’d had this meeting at all—now that might get me some clicks and help me over the problem of Cristiane’s comment and video. I packed up my laptop and phone, stood up, and tugged at my t-shirt to smooth it. “Yes. I’m not dressed for a meeting with a prince, though.”

      He glanced up and down at me as we walked through the decadent lobby that probably seemed way too gaudy and American to a royal servant and his master. “You’re fine,” he said. “I’ll be serving brunch, not caviar.”

      Right. Besides, I was representing my business, and snapping a picture as myself would be better for the blog. I ignored how my hair stood on its ends as I realized how selfish I was being right now.

      He pressed the button for the elevator and my mind raced as we waited. As the doors opened, I asked quickly, “Okay, one more security question, though. What is your name?”

      He used his card to access the penthouse floor and said, “Gio Montpelier.”

      I took my phone out and said, “Your background check matches.”

      The floor lifted and my skin was getting goosebumps. Seriously, today I was meeting a prince and here I was in sneakers. Gio kept his hands behind his back and said, “You’re a good researcher.”

      “I should be.” I tucked my phone back in the bag and bounced on my feet. When the elevator stopped, we stepped off and headed to a double-door entry. As we took our last steps, I swallowed and said, “But I should mention, I have an app and a subscription to a quick background check service, so I could make sure that you’re not crazy, and you’re who you said you were.”

      He took out his card and waved it in front of the door panel. The light turned green as he said, “You’re smart. I hope his majesty notices that about you.”

      I almost trembled. I was never like this, on pins and needles with excitement. But I shrugged and said, “Well, I’m here to advise him, if he wants to listen to my advice and change his life, which probably won’t happen. But that is up to him.”

      His blue eyes had a glimmer in them for the first time, but he said nothing as he led me into the living quarters designed for the rich. There were two floors in this gold room, with black railings around the second level, so whoever was above could look down below. A crystal chandelier shimmered with light above me.

      “Smart girl,” he said. “You see his majesty’s options, without ever meeting him. Good luck, Miss Steel.”

      My stomach was in a huge knot. Seriously? I turned toward him as he headed for the door and said, “Wait. Why did he take a meeting with me?”

      He turned as he opened the doors and said, “His father has threatened to cut him off if he doesn’t change, so he’s under pressure.”

      The recent headlines about a rich, out-of-control prince played in my mind. I wished now that I had clicked on them to read more. I sucked in my lips as I thought, and then let them out and said, “Okay. Thank you.”

      Gio bowed like I was important and then said, “I hope we see more of you around, Miss.”

      Probably not. I helped people who wanted my help, and my brain screamed that a self-indulgent prince was the opposite of what I looked for in a client. He’d ignore everything I’d say. Rich boys tend to be happy as they are, even if they actually aren’t.

      Then I heard footsteps. My heart was practically in my belly at this point, but I gazed at the stairs and waited.

      First, I saw polished black shoes. Tailored black pants that showed off leg muscles. A tucked-in white shirt that didn’t hide six-pack abs. Next were broad shoulders. It was a build only a soldier or a gym buff might keep.

      But then I lost my ability to breathe. Those blue eyes of his had my knees melting. Thankfully, there was a table beside me to rest my hand on to keep me upright as he approached.

      The air around him had a warm smell, like where the beach and the forest meet. I blinked and reached out to shake his hand as I said, “Hi.”

      He sailed past me and headed into the kitchen area and put a cup under the coffee machine. I pressed my outstretched arm down and took a step toward him as I asked, “Hello?”

      He let the coffee pour into his cup and then held out a second cup like that was a question.

      I massaged my forehead and followed him to the kitchen as I asked, “Do you speak English?”

      “I speak,” he said, as he poured me a cup of coffee. My lips were dry so I let out a small sigh and waited. He handed it to me and pointed to the creamers and sugars. Then he said, “I’m just confused. I told my staff to keep all pretty women out of my sight.”

      Wow. My entire body heated, and it wasn’t the coffee. I’m sure my face turned red in a blush as I grabbed the plastic honey package that wasn’t green at all. I added it to smooth the bitter coffee and said, “Well, you set up a meeting with me.”

      I looked up at him and those blue eyes of his pierced through my soul as he said, “I …?”

      Then he blinked and asked, “Are you Nicole Steel?”

      I traced the back of my neck and almost giggled like I was in the sixth grade at how he said my name. Luckily, I held that back and took a breath before I said, “In the flesh.”

      His eyes perused my figure and I seriously felt a zap rush through me, until he pressed his lips together like I’d offended him. “You look like some yoga-loving, only-grapefruit-for-breakfast type.”

      My heart thundered now in my chest but I placed my hand on my hip and cocked it to the side as I said, “I eat more than grapefruit, but once in a while, that’s fine for breakfast.”

      He rolled his eyes like he’d pegged me as a flake. “Figures.”

      I stepped toward him, but that was a mistake. My entire body surged with instant desire. I retreated, but then I lifted my chin.

      “My social media, blog, and vlog teach people how to live clean, healthy lives and be their best versions of themselves. It’s not just about diet and exercise, but about every choice we make, and how doing the right thing is important.”

      He waved both hands in the air like we were done. “Look, if all you’ve got is diet and exercise tips, I’m already exercising regularly. I don’t see how we’ll work together.”

      Obviously, he didn’t listen. I gulped my coffee. It was so hot that it almost burned me, but I needed something. A friend once told me that drinking hot liquid acts as a natural means of cooling the body down. I finished and put the cup down as he sat on his couch like he’d relax and enjoy his coffee.

      “Are you exercising to be like Batman or something for your kingdom?” I asked.

      His lips curved into a smile and revealed dimples. Damn. He had some power to make my skin feel alive.

      “At least you’re funny,” he said.

      I moved closer, but noticed my hips were swaying. I crossed my arms and pretended that whatever was happening to me had stopped already.

      “Did I offend you in some way?” I asked, raising my eyebrow.

      He sipped his coffee and his body was relaxed and open as he sat there, like I didn’t affect him at all. He said, “I told you, I don’t want any more pretty women in my life.”

      I tilted my head and asked, “Why? Because you’re afraid you’ll fall in love and marry me?”

      Seriously? I should have said “Thanks for the compliment, but I should be going.” Why does the proper thing to say always hit me second? I gritted my teeth and refused to bat my eyes.

      He shrugged. “I don’t fall in love.”

      I resettled my bag on my arm, knowing I should just spin on my heels and leave. But instead I asked, “How can you be sure?”

      Damn. That sounded like a schoolgirl. Did every woman revert to the idiot version of themselves near him? Was that his superpower?

      He stood like he’d escort me to the door for being such a fool. “Because no one is really in love. It’s all just a justification for sex.”

      I pressed my hand on his shoulder. Big mistake. His muscles were hard, like missiles about to explode. I yanked my fingers off him like he was a magnet that I needed to separate from and I said, “You sound just like my sister.”

      “At least you know someone reasonable,” he said. “Where is she?”

      I walked beside him toward the door and said, “Happily married now and on her honeymoon.”

      “Good women usually go out of circulation fast.” He opened the door for me. “Well, this interview is over now. Thanks for coming.”

      Fair enough. I’d fucked up getting this contract. I saluted him and said, “Sure. Well, it was nice talking to you. Goodbye.”

      He stepped into the hall with me and then waved. At least he was polite. I sashayed back down the hall.

      Tomorrow I was so checking out of Vegas. No contract, and still on my own to deal with the crisis of faith my readers were having over my virginity. And not even photos of me with a prince to offer as a back-up plan. This was all too much.

      The moment I stepped onto the elevator, I could at least breathe again. This was the most important thing I could do to calm myself down. I inhaled deeply and counted my breath out with my eyes closed to find my center.
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      Ryder Kristoff

      

      I bet she showed off that backside of hers in black leggings all the time.

      Nicole Steel. I looked up her webpage. There she was, with her brown hair and brown eyes and that pert chin with that oh-so-American smile of hers. The bright toothy grin that made it seem like she’d always be in a good mood, from first thing in the morning till late at night, bubbling over with the optimistic, life-is-wonderful attitude of that blog of hers.

      If I hadn’t just gotten married and divorced in the first twenty-four hours of being in Vegas, thanks to that nice stripper, Darla LaNotta, and if I hadn’t drunk so much last night—to the point where my head was still pounding—I’d have been nicer.

      Yoga people in general were okay, and the girl who was here had made me hard, like I’d wanted to fuck her, when I’d not had breakfast or even showered off the stripper yet.

      So Nicole had to go. Once I closed the door, I headed into the shower and forgot myself in the steam.

      Slowly my head pounded less.

      From now on, less drinking. But then, I’d never enjoyed sobriety for very long. Especially since my mom had died, and my father had started harping on me to get married. It had been three years now, and I drank to forget.

      Gio was right, though. Darla had been a big No. Marrying her obviously wasn’t the smartest thing I’d ever done, but after a few drinks, her suggestions had made sense to me.

      Luckily, Gio was around to fix things. He had mentioned in his arguments last night that a good woman, the kind I’d want to spend my life with, might not like the fact that I was already married.

      So I’d agreed to the annulment. Then, like magic, a perfect female stood in my room like she’d be my next present.

      I finished in the bathroom, and when I came out, I saw that Gio had set up a big breakfast buffet for me.

      My stomach rumbled now, and I grabbed flatbread, eggs and orange juice.

      Food cleared my head and I could focus now. The door opened and Gio returned carrying a newspaper and a tablet. He took my empty plate from me and put it on a cart, then placed the tablet in front of me as I finished my coffee. He opened it and said, “She’s perfect.”

      There was Nicole again, talking on the phone. She was still in the hotel lobby, near the faux gondola ride.

      Her beaming happiness was intoxicating, but I said, “No, Gio, she’s not.”

      Gio sat down and folded his hands in front of him. He said, “Look, your choice for a wife was a stripper. Your father, His Majesty King Sven Kristoff of Norden, needs his son to stay out of the headlines.”

      Now that was a means of summing up my life easily. But no woman was a perfect ray of sunshine. I’d come to the conclusion that every human, male or female, is deeply fucked up, and we tend to run with people who are like us.

      I folded my hands in front of me, rolled my eyes—which I knew would be reported to my father—and said, “He wants me to marry some virgin who can pass his purity tests.”

      Gio didn’t blink. His pupils were black and drowned out any color at the moment. He said, “And Nicole Steel qualifies for even his strict demands.”

      My eyes widened. The woman I’d purposely ignored because she’d caused me to get hard the moment I’d laid eyes on her, was a virgin?

      They existed? My own sister wouldn’t have matched my father’s exacting rules about women. My skin was jumpy as I said, “No.”

      Gio crossed his legs like he’d solved all my problems himself. “No? I didn’t pick out the exact style of woman you want?”

      Now my gaze narrowed. There was obviously more to Gio’s story of finding Nicole. And of how he had known how to find me so fast last night in the chapel with Darla, when I’d been drinking.

      I always assumed he was my secret bodyguard as well as my butler, even if he was skinny as a rail. I flicked my finger to the wall and let it rest on my cheek as I studied him. “You know me, Gio. She’s beautiful, but what you’re saying is impossible. She doesn’t meet the qualifications.”

      His lips quirked up and he reached for the tablet he’d put in front of me. “She’s video blogging right now about her virginity.”

      I swallowed. I’d tossed her out on her ear, and she was exactly the woman I needed. The kind I had stopped believing existed. I reached for the tablet. “What? Let me see?”

      There she was, the pretty brunette with high cheekbones, and a slender neck that immediately led my attention higher to her full bottom lip, or lower to her perky breasts. She was talking earnestly to the camera.

      I wanted to acknowledge my detractors who are calling me out on my virginity. It’s true. I’ve never been with a guy. Sometimes, I think if I had been, I’d be more attractive to men I’m attracted to.

      Today has been quite shocking. I’ll talk more about it in my blog later, but I’ve always believed in honesty. So today’s quick vlog was to acknowledge the truth. Yes, I’m a virgin and it’s a choice I made. I’ll explain more. Talk to you soon.

      Love always,

      Nicole

      I rubbed my eyes and my ears burned.

      Gio had picked better than I imagined. I rubbed the stubble on my face and asked, “She put that out there?”

      Gio reached out and took the tablet back and tucked it under his arm as he said, “Another blog was calling her a hypocrite.”

      And exactly as the two of them had planned, my phone rang. Without even being near it, I knew this was my father, the king. I jumped up to answer as I said, “Hold on and we’ll continue this conversation in a moment.”

      I trekked upstairs to grab my phone in my bedroom. After my impulsive marriage, I’d expected today’s discussion to lead to me being kicked out of the family for not following orders.

      Since mom died, it hadn’t been much of a family anyhow. I’d married Darla because I intended to quit my royal duties and get a regular job. I’d already been offered board seats and spoken to various CEOs about organizing a worldwide competition for finding and funding the best carbon-to-oxygen engine that could power everything from cars, to homes, to anything commercial.

      All I needed was for my royal duties to end so I could follow my true plans … to help save the world through funding the best scientists.

      And it wasn’t just green tech I was interested in. So far, I’d had less success getting CEOs on board to fund medical research, but on my own, I’d also work to fund more research into curing diseases—research that wouldn’t be weaponized by pharmaceuticals, but instead would offer medicine and vaccines free.

      All I needed was my freedom—preferably, freedom that allowed me to keep my title and my fortune, too. But that only came from retiring, not quitting or being kicked out of the family. And the only way to do that was to marry a woman my father would choose for me.

      I squared my shoulders and answered, “Hello, Father.”

      His gruff voice still sent pins and needles down my spine. I expected him to condemn me, but instead he asked, “Are you in talks with a woman who might be worthy of your hand in marriage?”

      I massaged my neck as my shoulders were tight. Maybe I’d made a huge mistake with Nicole Steel earlier. I stilled as I said, “Father, I talked to someone about taking possible life-skills lessons.”

      He interrupted me. “She’s beautiful, a virgin, and has a long history of giving back to the environment, helping people. If you don’t want her, keep her there, and I’ll send your brother Harry to Vegas.”

      Wow. He’d practically picked her out for me with Gio. Nicole was physically perfect. The only issue I’d noticed was that her ears were slightly too big for her face.

      And I’d sent her packing. My heart sped up, though I said, “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

      “You’ve already caused enough trouble for one lifetime. Marry a virgin—that one—and you’ll get your inheritance and your freedom.”

      There it was. My freedom. My mouth watered to live my own life. I nodded as I spoke, “If I marry Nicole Steel, you’ll give me the North Castle now?”

      I honestly didn’t care about the home so much as the ability to “retire” and control my destiny. I didn’t move, though every cell in my body was on high alert.

      Finally my father said, “Yes, and the money to keep your family in royal style.”

      Done. I needed to get her on board, then. I swallowed and said, “I will keep you posted.”

      Gio and my father weren’t bloggers, social media smart, or even great at online search engines, so their choice of Nicole Steel was strange. I headed downstairs and saw Gio cleaning up my breakfast, but I waved for the tablet and said, “Replay that video.”

      She had almost a hundred thousand followers on YouTube. As she talked about her virginity, I found her on all my apps. Her follower count was easily over two million across platforms.

      No way did my father or Gio count as her fans. I turned off the tablet and asked, “Where is she now?”

      He put the last dish on a tray and ensured no crumb was on my dining room table as he asked, “Didn’t you send her away already?”

      Gio was more like my gatekeeper, but he still worked for my family. I raised my eyebrows and made myself clear. “Yes. Go and ensure she hasn’t checked out of the hotel.”

      He stood and finished with the tablecloth. “What do you intend to do?”

      Not his business. He’d ended my wedding escape last night, but he didn’t need to be smug about finding me a bride who could guarantee my fortune and the ability to retire.

      I’d figure out eventually how he’d found Nicole, but for now, I needed to go and convince her that she needed to be my bride. I pointed to the door. “Go, Gio. Time is of the essence.”

      I returned to my room and found my blue jacket that made my tailored jeans look a little more professional, and checked my hair.

      Totally fucking vain, but women notice details, at least from my experience.

      A few minutes later Gio returned and I headed downstairs, now wearing my loafers. He glanced up at me and said, “She’s in her room still, Your Highness.”

      If she kicked me out, like I’d done to her earlier, it was my own fault. I’d have to figure out how to apologize somehow. So I asked, “What’s her room number?”

      Gio’s face brightened and he reached for the door. “I’ll direct you there.”

      “No.” I lifted my chin and my entire body stilled. I didn’t need every detail of this conversation reported. “I’ll go on my own.”

      His wrinkled face showed more lines when he pressed his lips together. “That’s not a wise idea, sire.”

      I reached for the door myself. “I’m not asking your permission, Gio. Room number?”

      He glanced up at the ceiling. “Room 1104.”

      Good. I flung it open to see the four security guards waiting. “Wish me luck.”

      Gio followed me out the door but then stayed still as he asked, “With what?”

      I understood that my next words would be relayed to my father. I winked at him and said, “With convincing the virgin that I’d be her perfect husband.”

      Boom. Done. If she denied me, at least they’d know that, for once, I’d tried to follow orders.

      For now, I took the elevator down and followed the numbers of the rooms in the halls. Her room was pretty low, and not near the elevators at all.

      Finally I made it to door 1104, and ignored how my pulse increased. I motioned for my security guards to stand back, and then knocked.

      For one second, nothing happened. I couldn’t breathe.

      Then I heard the door lock click and saw the door handle lower. My muscles were tense as her pretty brown eyes shone out.

      Her face was ashen, like she was seeing a ghost, but I asked, “Nicole Steel?”

      She ran her hand through her hair and asked, “You’re here?”

      I glanced around. A small crowd had gathered in the hall and some were snapping pictures. I lowered my head and kept my voice down. “I just saw your vlog.”

      One of the people in the hall gasped.

      A picture of Nicole and me would probably go for a nice price. Nicole reached out and grabbed my arm. I ignored the spark as she said, “Come in. People recognize you.”

      “Right.” I stepped inside with her, without my security detail. Her room was a quarter of the size of mine, with the bed and the couch all visible together. I pressed my lips and said, “Just for a moment.”

      The door locked behind me, then she crossed her arms and asked, “Okay, so why are you here?”

      I saw a small studio set up on one side of the room, with cameras around it. Nicole was probably vain. I folded my hands in front of me and said, “I was rude to you earlier.”

      One eyebrow shot up, but she didn’t otherwise move. “You were?”

      Yeah, I’d ruffled her earlier. If Gio had shown me who she was before the meeting, maybe I’d not have behaved so stupidly this morning. Or last night. I stepped closer and said, “Yes, and I came to apologize.”

      She didn’t budge, but she lowered her head. I swore she was trembling as she said, “I’m waiting.”

      Funny. I’d not said my next words to anyone except my own mother, years ago. I took a deep breath and said, “I’m sorry.”

      She lowered her arms and bounced on her feet as if she was considering what I’d said. But her lips curving up in a slight smile told me plenty.

      “That’s good to hear,” she said, then she went to her bed and grabbed her phone. As she returned, she asked, “Tell you what, can we take a selfie right now, together?”

      “Sure.” I wrapped my arms around her waist and, as she pressed herself to me for the photo, once again, she woke up parts of me I thought were dead. I had thought the spark of being with a new woman had dulled, but now I realized that, with Nicole, my cells were alive and aware of her. I smiled for her picture and I didn’t let her go right away as I said, “I was hoping you’d accompany me to dinner. I promise to behave.”

      She put her phone back on the bed and then returned, filling the air with the scent of roses as she pressed her hand to her heart. “You want to have dinner, with me?”

      I understood from the bat of her eyes that she wasn’t going to be easy. My own body tensed as I’d not had a challenge before, but I didn’t move.

      Finally she offered her hand to shake and I said simply, “Yes.”

      She played with a beaded bracelet on her arm and asked, “That’s why you’re here?”

      Time to dare her. I reached out and cupped her hips. Glancing at her breasts, I said, “I did mention you were pretty earlier. That I’m not apologizing for.”

      She laughed but didn’t pull away. She pressed her hands against my chest. “I don’t think we should.”

      Her touch set me on fire. I’d bet money that it was mutual.

      “We should what?” I asked softly.

      She slid her hands down my chest and sucked on her bottom lip for a second. She made me hard as she asked, “Go out together?”

      I lowered my head and ignored the heat in my body as our foreheads touched. “I don’t bite, unless you want me to.”

      Her lips opened like she wanted me and her cheeks had a slight blush. “Are you here to seduce me and add another notch on your bedpost?”

      The words were like ice cubes that ruined the perfect temperature of tea. I blinked and asked, “Excuse me?”

      She tilted her head but didn’t pull away. “Are you here because you saw my blog and the problem about my virginity?”

      Wait. My stomach twisted with a tingle. Was this an offer? I traced her back with my fingers and she stayed with me as I said, “I just want to talk about dinner, and perhaps a bottle of wine.”

      She let out a soft sigh. “If there was one guy in the world who might make people stop calling me a hypocrite for choosing to remain a virgin, it’s you. Having dinner with you would be a PR coup.”

      Now I stood taller and my cock went to attention. I knew she felt it, but I simply asked, “Why?”

      She closed her eyes like she was taking a mental picture, or like she didn’t want to say the words. But then she said, “Because I don’t understand the impulses in my body when I’m near you. And since I’m used to being in complete control of and at ease with my body, I figure this might be a sign of physical attraction to someone I have a strictly professional relationship with. So I have a small dilemma. But that’s good. It shows authenticity if we work together.”

      There he was. Big Ryder ached to toss her on that bed behind her.

      Work was all she was thinking of, for now, but I needed to convince her to marry me. I combed my fingers through her soft hair and lowered my head. “You are forward.”

      She licked her lips and closed her eyes. “No, I’m honest with myself and others.”

      And then our lips met. I wasn’t prepared for fireworks. She packed a punch, without a drop of lipstick.

      Damn.

      I let go of her because the urge to claim her hit me hard and I wanted to fucking take her, right here.

      But a man treated his would-be wife as more than meat, so I ignored how tight my muscles were and said, “So let’s start with dinner.”

      She covered her face like she was mortified, too, but then she said, “I’ll meet you at seven, in the lobby. And don’t send Gio to collect me. Be there yourself.”

      Good. A mission that would drive my babysitter wild. I kissed her cheek and said, “Absolutely. You have my word.”

      Her fingers trailed around my shoulder like she’d hug me, but then she pulled back and her face was bright red as she said, “Goodbye.”

      I took her outstretched hand and opened the door as I said, “Au revoir, for now, mademoiselle.”

      She met my gaze for a moment and a huge part of me wanted to slam the door shut again and lead her to that gold-trimmed bed.

      But I could do better than Vegas for her first time. And I needed her to pass my father’s test. Soon though, she’d be one hundred per cent mine, and I needed to prepare myself for that.
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      Nicole

      

      My lips still had tingles, and when I closed my eyes, I still remembered that woods-meets-the-beach smell of his, mixed with adrenaline.

      Seriously, I’d never once been on pins and needles after a man departed.

      And I wasn’t even able to meditate properly. His kiss packed a punch that made me want to relive that moment, forever. That kiss would go in the rare “never blog or talk about it publicly” category.

      However, I’d never earn a dime if I ever held back anything about my life, so talking about him was on the “must” list.

      His name would net me followers.

      I really wished I didn’t have to do this, though. I squared my shoulders. It was time to share the selfie we’d taken. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to find the right words.

      Finally, inspiration hit.

      #Thisisme #ThePrinceandI met and I’m half enamored. Seriously is there any #hotterman on the planet than this? #AskingforHelp #Whatwouldyoudo

      This was as good as the post got, so I attached the picture and stared into his sexy blue eyes for a moment on my phone.

      Time to share.

      Boom. Done.

      I tried to focus on yoga, answering emails from clients, filming a meditation for my online channel, writing my blog and, honestly, I’d skipped lunch. After my cardio workout, now it was time to get cleaned up and ready for dinner. I decided my business t-shirt wasn’t chic enough for my date with destiny. Luckily, I had my green and yellow dress that I’d worn to my sister’s wedding on my way to Vegas.

      I slipped it on and the dark green somehow made my skin more radiant, which I hadn’t expected. I was checking myself in the mirror when my phone rang. Olivia. It was evening, so her classes must be over. I answered and she said, “You’re going out tonight with Prince Ryder.”

      “You saw our picture?”

      If she was here, she’d be fanning herself. I laughed as she said, “You’re on the gossip news.”

      I checked the statistics on my phone and saw the huge 300% increase in total views to my blog. I said, “That explains the uptake in hits.”

      I’d been right. Sharing the photo had put my blog back on track. Money was necessary to living. I turned my app off again. I never checked stats like that normally, as it made me crazy.

      “So what’s he like?” She asked.

      I paced my room and remembered how his hard muscles under my fingers had rocked me to my inner core. Then I paused in front of the mirror and saw how I practically glowed.

      “At first I’d have said ‘total jerk’. But now, I’ll say he’s charming.”

      She let out a sigh and said, “I’m going to be the only single Steel girl left in the family.”

      Plenty of our cousins were not married, and technically, Stephanie was engaged but not married yet. I fluffed my hair and said, “I’m not getting married, Olivia, but I do have to go.”

      “Hot date with destiny. Have fun.”

      Now those were true words. Not that this date mattered. We’d never be together together. Sure, I’d had a momentary blip where I’d imagined myself offering him my virginity, but that wasn’t going to happen. Our date tonight was about me netting myself more followers, and that was it.

      In a moment, I’d see Ryder again and the thought buoyed me. I walked on air as I made my way through the hotel.

      My heart pounded to be near him for a few more hours. My brain said this was a cash mine I’d be stupid to ignore.

      But my heart berated me for that motive.

      And part of me ached to believe there could be an “us” for me and Ryder. Until my brain screamed “stripper wedding”, which did help me focus.

      I could never love someone so cavalier.

      A group of women stopped me for a selfie near the elevator and I happily obliged, though they all asked about Prince Ryder.

      Guess the “secret” was out—not that he’d ever do anything without the press knowing about it.

      Besides, his kiss was smoking hot, but I’m not stupid. I stepped onto the elevator and reminded myself he’d married another woman only yesterday.

      He probably kissed every woman he met with those potent lips, and I needed to be smart.

      As the elevator doors opened, I saw him, surrounded by security guards.

      And fuck my hips swayed. He gazed up and down my body and sweet tingles rushed through me.

      At least I’d been cute enough to get a prince’s attention for an hour. I had zero expectations of ever seeing him again after tonight.

      He came over to me and held out his arm. As I accepted, I realized people were snapping our photos.

      This probably happened to him all the time, but it threw me off balance. My skin buzzed from contact as he pulled me closer and patted my arm like he’d hold me tight.

      “You’re here.”

      “You’re late,” he said, like he’d scold me.

      Right. I bumped into him so we could get moving. Once we started walking, I bounced in step with him and said, “I’m getting tons of new followers because of you.”

      He held the door of the waiting limo for me. “I’ve never gone a second of my life without being hounded by the press. Are you ready?”

      I scooted in and, once he slid in after me and closed the door, I asked, “Where are we off to?”

      The driver took off and Prince Ryder said, “Joël Robuchon at the MGM makes a decent dinner.”

      Three Michelin stars and one of the hardest restaurants to make reservations for. I’d tried when I arrived—but then, I wasn’t a prince. I sat back and said, “Sounds great.”

      For a few minutes we didn’t say anything. The strip had people on it, but no one saw inside our tinted windows until we arrived at the restaurant.

      Doormen opened my door and once again flashes of light meant people were snapping our picture.

      He placed his hand on the lower part of my back and goosebumps grew.

      Damn, he’d be hard to resist if he ever made a move.

      Luckily, I assumed, that wasn’t why we were having dinner. He probably needed cover after marrying someone inappropriate, and I was clearly labeled online as a good girl who kept her legs closed.

      I was nothing to him, but my heart thundered anyway.

      He held my chair for me at the table and waited till I was seated. His nearness made my body pop with awareness.

      The waiter took our wine and food orders, and once he’d left, Prince Ryder asked me, “So, do you ever live a day without posting online in some way?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      The waiter returned quickly with the first of four courses. He set my L’Avocat—cannelloni of avocado and Scottish salmon with delicate cream—in front of me as I said, “Not in a long time.”

      Once we had our glasses and a bottle of wine, the waiter left again. I quickly ate the bite-sized offering. Ryder folded his hands on the table and his gaze was clear when he said, “That might explain why you’re still a virgin.”

      Wow. I almost choked on my soft food. My face heated and I massaged my neck, avoiding those piercing blue eyes of his, as I asked, “Huh?”

      He shrugged and picked up his wine. “Not every man wants his life chronicled.”

      My eyes widened and I was a little breathless. Once I could speak again, I said, “I’d not—”

      “You posted our picture,” he interrupted, and leaned closer.

      The waiter returned and took our first plates and brought the second dish, L’Œuf de Poule, semi soft-boiled egg on a spinach puree with Comté cheese sauce.

      I blinked and waited for the waiter to leave again. I hadn’t expected that accusation. My skin was electrified that he’d made us personal for even a second. I’d been about to say that if a future boyfriend wanted anonymity, then I’d respect that. I sipped my wine, not that it helped me calm down.

      Finally, we were alone again, and I put the glass down and waved my hand between us. “I did, but let’s be honest. You and I are not meant to be, and you knew what I would do with the picture when I took it. We’re not romantic and never will be.”

      His lips quirked up. “Even after that kiss?”

      My heart thundered and I sipped my wine. We both ate our small second course quickly. If I encouraged him, I was approving of more flirting. Guess that might be fun. I let out a soft sigh and reached out to brush his arm. “Which blew my mind, but I didn’t share that in my post.”

      He took my hand and his lips now curved higher. “Well, that’s good to hear.”

      Fireworks was too tame a word for the feelings inside me. I nodded and said, “I believe in telling the truth.”

      He tilted his head, but the waiter came to clear our plates. Once he had left, Ryder’s fingers held mine and he said, “Not everyone can.”

      Time to own up to my mistakes. This was another one of my life rules. Normally, my skin didn’t ache in awareness like it did now, but I said firmly, “We can. We’re not here to be romantic. You want to be seen with a good girl tonight, and I need more followers. So tonight’s dinner is for appearances only, for both of us.”

      He squeezed my palm and lowered his voice. “I’m here to talk about that, in a way. You are quite stunning, Nicole.”

      Once again, we were interrupted with the delivery of the third of our four servings. This time, my small plate was L’Oursin, which was a delicate flan of sea urchin on potato puree, topped with Arabica coffee foam. Definitely not something I’d have at home. The waiter left and I said, “Thank you for saying that, at least. You’re kind.”

      He sipped his wine and stared at my chest. My nipples grew perky, though my bra covered that. Then he put his glass down and said, “I’m not kind. I am getting the impression that we don’t understand each other.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The waiters came for the last time to take our plates and bring the fourth dish—Le Saint-Pierre, a fish fillet with tempura of shiso leaf on a delicate squid ink risotto—which, again, wasn’t something I’d usually order, but it sounded interesting. My skin was jumpy, but once we were alone, I picked up my silverware and said, “I’m nervous near you, when I’m usually in complete control of my feelings.”

      “That sounds boring,” he said.

      We both ate our last servings. Once I’d finished, I sat back and gazed at his huge muscles, perfectly tanned skin, and the long lashes that enhanced his gorgeous clear eyes.

      Yes, there was a reason women fell for him. He was handsome in that “bad boy that dares you to sin” kind of way. And, of course, he was a prince. I finished my wine and he refilled my glass. The air around him was filled with his woodsy scent. My mouth watered, and not for more wine, but I took the offering.

      “I couldn’t live your life,” I said. “How long ago did you get divorced from your Darla La Sexxe?”

      “Darla LaNotta was her stage name.” He cocked his head like he’d expected this conversation. I tried not to look at those broad shoulders of his that made me wish he’d protect me as his own, as he said, “And she was almost twenty-four hours ago now.”

      That cooled my bones. I ran my fingers through my hair and then let the cool crisp flavor of the wine be my focus. I said, “And now here we are, and you’re temporarily cleaning up your image by taking the known virgin out for dinner.”

      He scooted closer to me. Goosebumps grew on my arm that was now pressed against his elbow as he asked, “Do you want to know why I married a stripper?”

      I put the glass down and asked, “Do you want to tell me?”

      His face became taut and my own pulse quickened as he said, “Yes.”

      Serious wasn’t how I’d expected the night to go. I reached for my necklace to have something to hold onto, but it wasn’t on my neck. I forced myself to stop fidgeting, licked my lips, then said, “I’m listening.”

      A waiter picked that moment to come over and ask us about dessert. Ryder mumbled something, but then he let me order. Once were alone, and my every cell was at attention for him, he said, “As a prince, I’m not in control of my life—where I go, who I meet. My entire life is planned.”

      Yeah, a Vegas wedding to a stripper didn’t help with that. I shrugged and said, “I’m not feeling sorry for you.”

      “I don’t expect that.” He brushed the back of my hand and a thrill coursed through me as he said, “But I have this huge plan to break out of my royal duties and live for myself.”

      Damn. I wish I was immune to him. I almost trembled from his closeness, but I asked calmly, “So how does marrying a stripper relate?”

      His thigh was closer to mine now and my goosebumps grew as he said, “I have two ways to ‘retire’ to private life.”

      I crossed my legs under my chair to get under control. “Which are?”

      He stopped moving as he said, “I get tossed out on my ear, which was the plan I was going with last night, with Darla.”

      One finger tapped my cheek and I asked, “And that’s changed now?”

      He squeezed my hand like we were joined. “Yes. My father offered you as an alternative.”

      I took my hand back, but even the ends of my hair felt singed when I said, “I’m not on the menu. And no way did a king of a foreign country just decide on me for your wife.”

      He sipped his wine, so I did the same, until he finished and said, “Yet here we are.”

      I put my glass down so he wouldn’t see my hand tremble. He did the same and pivoted toward me.

      “He wants me to marry you. I get to ‘retire’ and live my own life if I comply. And, if I follow his plan, I get to keep my title and money.”

      I almost hugged myself when I sat back in my chair. My voice shook as I asked, “And me?”

      His gaze narrowed. “You get to be a princess. You’d never have to work again.”

      I let out a long sigh and then sipped my wine again. Marrying a prince was not an option for me. I held the stem of my glass and said, “I like working.”

      He tapped the table and then asked me, “Is there anything I can offer you that would make you want to marry me?”

      Part of me wanted him to take my virginity. A night in his bed would be out of this world. But the rest of our lives … No. I’d not consider that wayward thought. I shook my head. “Nothing comes to mind.”

      His body near mine sent me into overdrive again. And I think he knew that as he asked, in a sensual, come-kiss-me tone, “Nothing?”

      Heat raced up my back. I ignored how my body pulsated near him, but I didn’t move away. This nearness was nice. But I shook my head again. “No. I want to marry for love, y’know.”

      He snapped his fingers like he’d solved our problem. “We could get married, and when you find the guy you want, divorce.”

      Part of my brain said he wasn’t into me, and I should stop this now. I tilted my head and then asked, “So it’s just about money to you?”

      He finished his glass and then said nothing as the dessert, Le Papillon Chocolat Azélia, a smooth hazelnut milk chocolate crémeux with coffee chantilly and praliné ice cream, was delivered with two spoons. He waited till the server left, then said, “Freedom. It’s either marry you and be allowed to retire, or find another way to get myself kicked out of the family. And I don’t want to start committing crimes.”

      I laughed and dug into the dessert with my spoon. “I’m sure you can find another way.”

      He watched me eat, so I slowed down and met his gaze.

      “You’re sure you want nothing I can offer?”

      “No.” We both finished dessert and sipped our wine. As I was now full and we were done, I said, “Tonight was interesting, but we’re nothing alike.”

      He pressed his knee closer to mine and I unwound. Part of me tingled with anticipation that he’d kiss me senseless again, but he simply said, “Come with me tomorrow to my castle. You can decide once you see what you’d gain if you say yes.”

      We were impossible. I forced myself to scoot away from him and stand up, as I said, “I’m not bribable.”

      He stood with me. “Everyone is, even if we pretend we’re not. But get to know me, for me, and don’t go online for a few days.”

      Go to Europe with him? This was probably wrong, on many levels, but I wasn’t a hypocrite. And I’d never wanted anyone like Ryder at all. For a moment I was frozen, but as he stepped around the table and I stood in front of him, the zaps went from the bottom of my toes and rang through my body. I said, “I … okay, I accept your offer.”

      We wandered back to the limo and in lightning speed we returned to the Venetian. As we stepped out, I knew I needed to really think and meditate on what I wanted. I offered my hand and said, “See you tomorrow.”

      He kissed my wrist and said, “Soon you won’t want me to leave.”

      The zips in my body were undeniable. I patted my head and backed away, “We’ll see about that. Good night, Ryder.”

      “Good night, my beautiful Nicole,” he said and bowed like I was some princess departing.

      I probably shouldn’t go. I probably should just call his room and cancel. I should just pack my bags and dash to the airport for the next flight back to Pittsburgh.

      However, as I opened my room door and flipped on the lights, I knew I’d do none of that. I wanted Ryder, and the sight of the empty bed in my room only made that clear. Besides, if I joined him in Norden, my following would skyrocket, and that was the point.

      Secretly, he was the one I wanted to blend my essence with, at least once. But I’d never tell him that.
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      Ryder

      

      I brushed my still-wet hair and tossed the brush into the one bag I packed. Yes, I could burden staff with packing the entire house to take, but honestly, too much stuff slowed me down.

      I’d gotten used to one bag in my military days, and if I ever did want to go on an adventure that Gio couldn’t follow me on, well then, one bag was all I’d want.

      I checked that my t-shirt wasn’t wrinkled and zipped the bag. Done. Now it was time to find out if Nicole meant what she’d said. She’d come to Norden.

      Gio came in and picked up the bag, looking like he was offended that I took care of myself, and said, “Your brother is on the phone, sire.”

      He handed it over. I waited till my butler/keeper left, and then plopped on the couch and asked, “Harry, what’s going on?”

      My older brother, the crown prince who’d one day be king, said, “Emily and I were talking. Dad found you a virgin?”

      My mind clicked. Yeah, I was probably a test run, then. I sat up and said, “Seems so, and she refuses my hand.”

      Harry laughed. “I told you not to marry a stripper.”

      I’d never been a good listener. I swallowed and stared at the ceiling as I said, “I didn’t do more than kiss her, once, and that was in front of the altar. It was a business deal.”

      Harry probably had that stupid grin on his face that most women fanned themselves over, and that I’d rolled my eyes at since we were boys in grammar school. “Does this virgin know that?”

      Nicole had a name. I pumped my hands together. The memory of her lips still burned on mine, and I remembered how sweet she’d tasted. I said, “She thinks I’m wild and crazy.”

      “You are that.”

      “No.” I rubbed my forehead. It would be nice if someone in the family was in my corner, once in a while. But now I had a plan, and I needed to go. “I’m an adrenaline junkie, but that’s not the point either.”

      “The point? As in, you want to marry this virgin?”

      Fuck. He had our father’s censorious tone down perfectly. I rubbed my neck and said, “Possibly.”

      “We both think you shouldn’t.”

      My sister Emily and Harry talked. My sister was usually the target of my father’s wrath these days, as I just got the eye rolls. I glanced out at the sunrise over the strip and the nearby desert of nothing, which was nothing like home, as I asked, “Why not?”

      “It gives father precedent. If he finds you a wife, then he’ll do the same for us.”

      I snapped my fingers. Of course. I should have guessed. I shrugged and said, “She’s online and posting about her virginity. Someone must have read her blog.”

      “Our father doesn’t read blogs. They are not ‘real news’ or ‘legitimate’. Emily thinks he hired the Avce matchmaker.”

      I paused, though I heard Gio at the door, rattling the knob, which meant I should go. “You’re joking.”

      “No, and if that’s true and you cave, he’s going to do the same for us.”

      Got it. The pieces of the puzzle all connected now. I was the test case, but they’d both get matched too, if father won. I headed toward the door to start my day as I said, “Look, I’m bringing Nicole to Norden. You can meet her yourself at some point tomorrow, depending on when we take off.”

      “Oh. That will be interesting.”

      Right. Nicole and I weren’t in love, but she was a means to an end. And she made my skin burn with desire.

      I met Gio’s blue eyes as I swung open the door.

      “Everything on track, sire?” he asked.

      No bag in sight. He’d probably already put it in the limo. I nodded and said, “Yes, I’m going to Nicole’s room. Prep the driver and pilots, as she’s coming home with me.”

      “Excellent,” he said. He followed me, with my guards in step behind him.

      This time I didn’t blink as I took the elevator down to her floor and people snapped my picture. Finally, I made it down the hall to her door and knocked.

      A few people were watching, but then, that was my general life, always a crowd. She opened the door and stared at me and the small gathering as I asked her, “Nicole, are you ready?”

      “I guess.” She wheeled out a bag with her business name embossed on it in green and pink letters. “I’m not quite sure I packed appropriately for a trip to Europe, but I’m sure the stores there take credit cards.”

      One of the guards stepped up and reached to take her bag. For a moment she didn’t let go, but then she released her grip and glanced at the people watching us. As she moved a little closer to me, I said, “The palace will provide whatever you need.”

      She cocked her head like she didn’t want to be here. “Okay, let’s go then.”

      We walked toward the elevators and my staff ensured that no one came near us. As we neared the elevator I said, “Norden is almost eleven hours from Vegas, and there’s a nine-hour time difference. So if we leave here at 9 a.m., it will feel like 8 p.m. to us when we arrive there. But we’ll be joining my family for breakfast, as that’s 5 a.m., local time.”

      We stepped into the elevator. She had her arms crossed in front of her. “Guess I’ll try to sleep then. I’ve not been to Europe in a few years. What’s the best thing to do in Norden?”

      We made it to the first floor and checked out, and I directed us toward the limo. Guards opened the doors and I said, as she slipped into the back seat, “We’ll tour together, and I’ll let you see whatever you want.”

      As the door closed behind me, she asked, “Do you always have your bodyguards?”

      I rested my hand beside her and she slowly began to unwind as I said, “Always, but generally speaking, the kingdom is safe to walk around.”

      The airport was so close, we were practically there by the time I finished my sentence.

      Guards opened the doors for us and we headed to my private jet with the royal seal on the back rudder. Gio was already there with the staff when we boarded. I walked Nicole to our leather seats, next to where the buffet would be set up for us.

      As she sat down, she asked, “If your father did end up kicking you out of the royal family, would that mean you couldn’t go home?”

      “Yes, though I was looking forward to the peace and quiet. Maybe then I wouldn’t feel this need to jump out of planes to be free.” I closed my eyes and imagined what it would be like not to be swamped with royal duties before I’d even had my first coffee of the day.

      “But I’ve never known life without being a prince and rich,” I added. “If we marry, I inherit the North Castle, which is bordered by water on three sides. It’s one of the most invigorating places on the planet. I’d also get money, and I’d be eligible to retire as I’m not the crown prince.”

      Gio served mimosas, clearly thinking of her, and mentioned that brunch was ready to be served right after takeoff. I handed her a glass. She took it, but waited till we were alone again and said, “That sounds interesting.”

      The engines revved up as I said, “You’ll see it and decide for yourself.”

      She still held her glass without drinking. “I’m coming with you because I’m curious.”

      Good. We were moving now. I patted her knee like we were friends and said, “And you’re attracted to me.”

      She curled closer to me and stared into my eyes like she could see through me. “That too. But marriage is a whole other concept. It’s permanent.”

      I pushed the armrest up so nothing was between us. “So, I did some research on you last night, Nicole Steel.”

      She shrugged and tasted her mimosa. After a couple of sips, she said, “My life is out there for the world to read.”

      Yes it was. Her grades, her inner thoughts, her pictures, everything was online. My life was too, but the difference was that she chose to put everything out there. I clinked her glass with mine and said, “Two of your sisters are married to billionaires, one married a baseball star, and you’re a cousin of Phoenix Steel, the singer.”

      She leaned back like she was disappointed in me. “You meant my family, not my life philosophy.”

      I sipped my own drink and held it as we took off. Once the roar of the engine quieted enough for conversation, I said, “I’d been curious to discover what my father saw in you that made him think ‘princess’.”

      She finished her drink and raised her eyebrows. Then she said, “I’ve never met a royal, until you.”

      “Yet you’ve met elites and held your head high, so that might be one of the qualifications my father saw.”

      If she married me, she’d see royals every day for the rest of our lives. I kept the thought to myself, since she hadn’t agreed to the plan yet. The staff began to set up a buffet for us. While they worked, I asked her, “How are you dealing with the scandals about you today?”

      She rubbed the back of her neck like she had a secret, but then she leaned closer and said, “Honestly, my blog and sponsors seriously spiked in views. This trip has netted me more in a day than I usually make in a month.”

      The staff dispersed and I playfully elbowed her to get up.

      “So you’re more profitable with me,” I said, as I headed to the buffet to grab some breakfast. “That’s a reason to marry me.”

      She took a plate and followed behind me. “You’d net me spikes, absolutely.” Once we had plates of croissants, fruit, yogurt, the small waffles I still enjoyed, and cups of coffee, we returned to our seats.

      “Let’s discuss this ‘what if’ scenario,” she said.

      I put my food down and practically bounced in my chair. I hadn’t expected her to bring this up. “Excellent.”

      She cut her waffle and mixed her yogurt with her blackberries. “If I did become your princess, would I still be allowed to blog?”

      Good question. And if she was truly considering this, this was a contract item to discuss. I added cream to my coffee and offered her some, but she refused. I said, “I’d support your petition to the king for permission.”

      Her lips curled down and her eyebrows rose. “I’m not a child. Asking permission isn’t really my thing.”

      A snicker came out of my mouth. This was why I had taken up mountain climbing. No one told me what to do there. I finished my bite of waffle and said, “Me either, but if we make it a condition of our marriage, I’m sure my father would concede—as long as you don’t reveal too much about our royal family.”

      We both ate in silence for a few minutes. As she finished her yogurt, she asked, “Royal secrets?”

      I winked at her and said, “Not really, but I spend most of my day in the public spotlight. When I’m home, it’s supposed to be a respite.”

      Her brown eyes seemed to search mine for answers. I wasn’t sure what her question was. But then she broke her gaze and took a bite of her croissant. Once she finished her bite, she said, “This conversation is hypothetical only.”

      For her. But if I followed through, I would have money and freedom from my father. Sure, I’d also have a wife, but she’d be more tolerable than my father’s leash on me. I finished my plate. Gio came over and took them from us but left us a carafe of coffee.

      The staff cleaned up and, for a few minutes, we were silent. Once we were alone, I pressed into her side and kept my voice low as I said, “I think you want me.”

      Her face had a blush and she took a deep breath. “I do. I don’t lie. But that’s not part of the conversation.”

      My hair stood on its ends, but I whispered, “Why not? You get me if you say ‘I do’.”

      She closed her eyes and my lips tingled to kiss her. I leaned closer but she said, “I still want to believe in happily-ever-after, though.”

      I sat straight and patted the back of her hand. “Can you imagine that with me?”

      She curled her hand up and asked, “Can you be loyal?”

      Our fingers were laced and my heartbeat grew faster as I said, “Absolutely.”

      Her lips curled higher but she shook her head. “Where is the proof of that?”

      I pivoted closer so our thighs touched, when I said, “I’m loyal to my family and I’ll be loyal to my wife. I’d even put in the contract that we’d always share one bed, with no other partners.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really? Why?”

      I hadn’t thought I’d offer fidelity, but now that the words had come out of my mouth, my shoulders relaxed. It would be nice to just disappear, with one woman at my side, and not deal with life. So I said, “Because the one thing I give my parents credit for is that they were in love and happy. I’d like my future children to have the same security.”

      “You’re old fashioned. I give you that. And I wouldn’t have expected that with your reputation,” she said. Then she pressed her lips to mine.

      I closed my eyes and let her kiss wash through me.

      Nicole was everything I never wanted, but now I hoped that maybe she’d be the best choice for a wife. Her lips sent sparks through me that gave me one thing I’d not felt in a long time … Hope.
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      Nicole

      

      Damn, he knew how to kiss. I mean, he was a prince and probably had a million girls offering themselves to him, like, all the time. But my muscles and spine tingled all the way down my body. No other man ever made me this hot.

      Ryder excused himself for a bit and went to talk with his staff.

      Here I was, alone with a prince on his private plane. Of course, his staff were in the back, so we weren’t really alone.

      But I’d never been on a plane like this before. And though my leather seat was comfortable, my skin was still jumpy.

      He’d be back in a minute. I guess it was a good thing to have some time alone, as my heart was racing. I had been considering his offer since last night’s dinner.

      I was afraid that if I admitted to myself what I was thinking, my pulse that zapped when he was near might go just haywire.

      But part of my life philosophy was always to be honest with myself—especially when desire hit me this hard.

      I wanted Ryder, and it wasn’t just about sex. We got each other, and we liked being around each other. Maybe that meant sex would be mind-blowing, electrifying and fun.

      He slipped back into the chair beside me with a glass of wine and said “Let’s get you a glass so you might sleep a bit. We’ll be battling jetlag tomorrow.”

      I didn’t argue. I took the glass, sipped, and once I finished, I put it to the side and said, “Let’s get this in writing.”

      He sipped his own wine, but his gaze narrowed as he asked, “Get what in writing?”

      I raised my eyebrows. I guess he couldn’t read minds to know what I’d been thinking. I explained, “My list of demands.”

      He scratched his head. “For what?”

      My heart thundered. What if I was crazy? I mean, I might be, but until now I hadn’t cared what anyone close to me thought. Yet he could be … mine. My skin buzzed and I ignored the heat in my face when I said, “If I say yes to marrying you.”

      He jumped up and ran over to a table and grabbed paper and a pen. He quickly returned to his seat and snapped the pen as he said, “I thought I’d have to convince you by showing you my castle, letting you taste the food, charming you with the views and my people.”

      I glanced up and wished my heart wasn’t racing this bad. “I probably should have let you do all that. It sounds nice.”

      He handed me the pen so I could write my demands down for him as he asked, “So why the sudden agreement?”

      I put the pen down and folded my hands in front of me as I met his gaze. “The truth?”

      He nodded his head. “That’s always preferable, and you said it was your motto.”

      “It is.” I pushed my hair behind my ears and tried to appear calm, though my feet bounced. I swallowed and then admitted the real reason I was considering his offer. “You said we all have our price, and I’ve been thinking about mine ever since you said you wanted to marry me.”

      He motioned for me to go on. “What is it?”

      I took his hand and told him my personal truth. “I … You’ve been clear that you and your family like a private life. And I don’t know what that’s like.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Damn, he burned through me with those glances and my heart thundered. The memory of his kisses made me wonder what joining together might be like, our cosmic energy combined. But I licked my lips and tried to ignore those thoughts. “I mean, sometimes I’d like to disconnect from my constant updating.”

      He put the pen back in my hand. “You can just stop.”

      Access to social media.

      Ability to write my book.

      Unfettered continuation of my blog.

      “No,” I said. I put the pen down again and nodded like I was done. “Then my life stops. And I don’t know what working a day job is like, or even how to earn money any other way.”

      He didn’t take the paper, and instead sat back. “Do you want a day job?”

      “No.” I massaged my temples and flipped my hair behind me as I ignored my racing heart. “I love writing my blogs and teaching my philosophies, and those would have to be in the contract. I need to continue with the social media and promoting.”

      He leaned forward and cupped my hand. “Fair enough, but then why marry me?”

      Neither of us were in love, but his life sounded like every fairy tale I’d ever read, really. Attraction and fidelity were all I needed.

      “Because a princess could disconnect for days and weeks, and no one would lose interest when I tuned back in. I enjoy being an influencer online—just not all the time.”

      He grinned. “You can talk to my sister about that one. She’s always being chased by the press, hoping to catch her doing something bad.”

      His sister, Emily, and his older brother, Harry, were often discussed in lifestyle and fashion mags. Ryder offered a chance to be the Modern Life Princess, where I could use that media attention to help with my goal of portraying a brighter future. I nodded, turned my hand up, and squeezed his. “Last night I read about you and your family, too.”

      His eyebrow quirked. “And?”

      Sky diving, bungee jumping, mountain climbing, cross-continent bicycle tour as a teenager were just the tip of the iceberg. I pushed my list of demands toward him. “You are quite the daredevil.”

      He picked up the paper and stared at it as he said, “It’s the only time I get to be totally alone, as no one else can follow.”

      Maybe we did have something in common, then. I swallowed and took a deep breath. Then I said, “Well, if you think you can get your father to agree to my demands about social media and my blog and lifestyle, you have yourself a deal, Ryder.”

      His lips spread and showed off his million-dollar grin. “You mean I have myself a wife.”

      I laughed and stared at the curved ceiling of the plane. “Crazy, right?”

      He lifted our hands and kissed the back of mine. “And no regrets? You were so adamant about wanting happily-ever-after and waiting for love when you said no.”

      My entire body trembled from his touch. I was left with tingles coursing through me, so I squeezed his hand. “I think I get a little bit of that, as sharing part of my soul online does offer me great rewards. And I get you.”

      He folded my list of demands and put them in his pocket as he said, “I thought I was supposed to meet you as some sort of spiritual teacher when Gio set up the meeting.”

      Our knees knocked now, but I laughed and said, “After what I’ve read, you might be beyond help.”

      He playfully pressed his shoulder into mine and sparks rushed through my veins as he asked, “Why is that?”

      My own lips curved in a grin and I knew my gaze glimmered as I soaked in his handsome, muscular body. But I jokingly pushed him off. “You told the Dalai Lama that he was too uptight.”

      He traced his finger over my skin, leaving a sweet singe in its path. “Oh, he knew I was joking. The press doesn’t pick up on sarcasm.”

      No. Many people don’t, which was why I stopped using sarcasm to hide behind and taught myself to be vulnerable and honest to the world. I tilted my head and hoped this decision I’d come to was the best thing for both of us. I said, “I understand. Other people draw their own conclusions about us, and sometimes it hurts. Like being called a hypocrite.”

      “Why, though?” He refilled my wine glass then added, “By the way, it’s good to see you aren’t as vacuous as I thought you might be.”

      “You thought I was vacuous?”

      He shrugged and clinked glasses with me. “You do call yourself an influencer, so I thought … maybe you were a little silly and shallow. I’m glad I was wrong about that.”

      My skin was alive and jumping for him. Soon I’d be his and he’d be mine. We’d bind our souls with ceremony and physically. I forced my body to stop tensing, though it was sweet agony. I sipped my wine and said, “See? It’s okay to be wrong and admit that.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You’re stalling.”

      “Partly.” I sipped some more wine. My head was starting to get woozy. But I said, “I think being called a hypocrite because I was a virgin hurt because I’d never once claimed I’d had sex.”

      “Can I turn off the light?” he asked quietly. I put my hands under my head and nodded. He pressed the light switch, and as he settled beside me, he said, “Don’t let people you don’t know get to you.”

      Then, like magic fairies, his staff appeared and placed blankets and pillows for us.

      I settled beside him and once I was sure we were alone, I said, “They normally don’t. It was just a sore spot.”

      He reached out and held my hand as he said, “The press will find more sore spots when you’re formally declared a princess.”

      My eyes fluttered closed as a scene from a movie where the royals all danced at the end played like a montage in my mind. I giggled, but said, “But I’ll get to turn it off.”

      He scooted his pillow closer and my eyes fluttered opened, though he only said, “True.”

      My lips knew he’d kiss me. The anticipation was there, and I ached for it, but I pressed my hand on his chest and said, “One more question, since we’re being this open.”

      He cupped my side and I didn’t mind at all as he asked, “What’s that?”

      Now I stilled. The question burned through me, but I had to ask, “What happened with Darla?”

      He let me go and faced the ceiling. “Nothing.”

      I propped myself up. This was important. I patted his chest. “I’d like to hear the whole thing, in your words.”

      He got up and grabbed himself a glass of water. Once he’d finished, he returned to me and said, “Okay. I ditched Gio.”

      This time I scooted up in my seat and crossed my legs. “And?”

      His shoulders seemed tensed. Was he embarrassed? Hard to decide with the lights off. But he said, “And I went to a strip club because he’d not want to go in there looking for me. I drank quite a bit, and Darla listened to me and offered to marry me for a short time so I could be kicked out of my family.”

      I knew before I met him that he had a reputation for reckless behavior with women. I leaned my head back on my pillow and said, “Keep going.”

      He turned toward me and traced my legs through the fabric of my pants. “We went to a wedding chapel when her shift ended. Gio showed up just as we sealed the deal.”

      This was recent history. I had to be prepared for the possibility that whatever happened between us could end at the same speed.

      My head whispered that I’d make a fortune off being dumped.

      My heart said to stop thinking. I pressed my lips together and simply said, “Busted, then.”

      “Or saved.” He motioned for us to recline our seats. I scooted mine back and when he joined me, he said, “He erased my mistake, tucked me into bed, alone, and you walked into my room the next morning.”

      My lips were still tight, but I met his gaze and was almost lost in the search for the truth in those blue eyes. I’d see them forever, if our deal was genuine. I swallowed and asked, “So that’s it? Did you have sex with her?”

      “No.” He reached over to me and lowered his head so our foreheads touched. “I saw her naked, but so did everyone in the club. I didn’t touch her. And now wish I’d never been that stupid.”

      I’d had a lot of wrong assumptions about him since we met. I cupped his cheek and silently vowed to do better, as I wanted our deal to work. I snuggled closer and asked, “You do?”

      “I don’t want you to ever be jealous,” he said and kissed my forehead. “You’ll be the only one for the rest of our days, and I’ll put that in writing.”

      Just like that. I was trading my hope for love and happily-ever-after, forever, for what I wanted and needed now: peace, and to join with the sexiest man I’d ever met or would meet. I closed my eyes and said, “Then we have ourselves a deal.”

      I half expected he’d do something more. I was intensely aware of him, but he closed his eyes and I soon heard his steady breathing and knew he rested.

      I settled into my chair, and as I drifted off, I hoped this was the start of a new life. Maybe it was crazy to say yes as fast as I had, but I’d never get this kind of offer again. And I’d never been this magnetically attracted to anyone before. So, hopefully, this deal was good enough.
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      Ryder

      

      The air smelled like lavender and maybe a splash of orange. I immediately opened my eyes and saw that Nicole’s eyes were still closed and her brown hair billowed around her white pillow.

      The scent was probably her special blend of essential oils, and it was unique. Most women I met clung to roses in a perfume.

      I sat up and stretched, making sure I didn’t wake her. She seemed peaceful and she’d need that energy today.

      My father, His Majesty King Sven of Norden, wasn’t the most welcoming person. Though he’d probably welcome his choice of bride for me.

      One never knew, though. Father was always formal with me, and our conversations usually ended up in an argument. At least for the past few years.

      For now, I quickly brushed my teeth and splashed water on my face. As I exited the small bathroom, I saw she’d sat up and was stretching.

      Her face was still sweetly innocent, though. I leaned against the wall beside her and said, “We’re home.”

      She held out her hand like I was to take it, so I helped her stand as she said, “I can’t wait to see.”

      Then she headed into the bathroom I’d exited, and I went and grabbed us two coffees. She came out and glanced out the port window where a small crowd was gathered beside our limo and red carpet. A velvet rope was strung alongside the carpet to keep them back and let us pass freely. I didn’t blink, as security would handle the details. I passed her the coffee and asked, “Are you ready?”

      She tried to smooth her loose black pants and said, “I don’t think I’m dressed for a ceremony.”

      “Relax.” I finished my cup and put it down. She glanced into her coffee and then sipped it. I waited till she was done and said, “Just walk to the limo and wave.”

      She finished her coffee like she needed the caffeine in the morning—despite how her blog mentioned alternatives. I held that thought back as she didn’t need to know how much I’d read about her, yet. She put the cup down and shook her head. “I should have packed a change of clothes …”

      My butler/babysitter came up behind me. I turned around and saw he was carrying a pink dress that would go to her knees. She hugged him and ignored me when she said, “Gio, thank you.”

      He actually blushed, and the spots of red on his cheek were funny. I clapped him on the back but he backed away stiffly. “Glad to be of service, my lady.”

      She took the dress to the bathroom to change. I crooked my finger at him to return and poured a second cup of coffee for myself as I asked, “Will you get a lady’s maid to help you out when I marry Nicole?”

      His gray and white eyebrows went up slightly as he asked, “Am I invited to ‘retire’ to the North Castle with you, sire? You’ve been vocal about wanting to get rid of me for years.”

      I winked and said with a slight grin, “You haven’t forgiven me for my college comment, still?”

      His stiff upper lip that he’d used to scold me back into place countless times since childhood returned immediately. He straightened his perfectly ironed pants. “You’ve not actually been this close to getting the opportunity, sire.”

      From horse riding to swimming lessons, it hadn’t been my parents with me as a boy. I held my coffee and said, “Gio, you’re like the parent I wasn’t born to.”

      The bathroom door opened and I gulped my coffee as I waited to see her again. The air had a spark to it.

      Gio slipped away from me, though as he left, he said, “I’ll remind you of this conversation later.”

      I didn’t glance at him. At that second, I saw her slender bare calf emerge. Then, she appeared in a dress that looked like it was tailor-made for her. Her delight and her sweet disposition radiated throughout the entire plane. I came closer, like she was the flame I needed in my life, and I pressed on my heart. “You look lovely, Nicole.”

      She chuckled, checked her dress line, and glanced out the small window. The crowd outside had grown. She said, “At least when my picture is snapped, I won’t look like I slept in my clothes.”

      The doors opened for us to leave, but I grabbed her before she disappeared and quickly said, “You look kissable.”

      My lips met hers, now that I knew she wasn’t still tipsy from the wine, and she curled her arms around my neck.

      The steam that washed through me was enough.

      Nicole tasted sweeter than the chocolate-covered strawberries I normally had after my morning coffee. She fixed my collar as the kiss ended and her face had a cute blush when she said, “Whoever snapped that photo is about to get a major pay raise.”

      She was a chosen-for-me bride, who was insisting on a contract to safeguard her business, and I knew I shouldn’t let her into my soul. We’d never be in love, but hopefully we’d become friends. I walked beside her down the stairs, and once we reached the bottom, I hugged her waist and said, “Come, let them all get paid then.”

      She turned and I half expected her to stop me, but she didn’t. I claimed her lips for a second scorching kiss.

      She even made my toes wiggle, but no one would notice in my black loafers. As the kiss ended, she tugged my hand and said, “Get in the car, Ryder.”

      Journalists hastily captured with their cameras our familiarity and her lack of ring.

      No one knew she’d be my bride yet. They just knew I was bringing a woman to meet the king—not that I’d ever done that before. She slipped into the limo and, once I followed, Gio closed the door on us. I scooted closer to her as I said, “I like how my name rolls off your tongue.”

      She trembled but held me close.

      For the few minutes of the ride, she watched the trees that lined the road and countryside.

      Then we had a view of the white palace and her jaw dropped.

      I didn’t say a word, but she crossed her legs and couldn’t look away from the towers.

      We drove past the black gates and I saw the livery of my entire family was here. For breakfast.

      Good and bad. But before I said anything, she tapped me and said, “Things are about to get serious.”

      Smart. I stepped out of the car and took her hand to help her out. As we headed up the few steps to the door that a butler would open, I leaned closer to her and whispered, “My siblings will probably tease me a bit. Don’t mind them, though.”

      The doors swung open but she held her hand for me to take again. I took it as she said, “I get it. I have five sisters.”

      My one sister was enough trouble. I could not imagine that many women in my life. I guided her through the wood-paneled waiting room and asked, “Are you close?”

      “Yes.” She bounced on her feet but her palm in mine was steady as she said, “To be honest, I’m excited that I’ll get to see more of Stephanie. I’ve missed her since she moved to London.”

      Family was always good to see, even mine. I led her to the main room, lit with crystal chandeliers, and her eyes widened. Doors led off this room through the house, and I continued toward the display of pastoral Renaissance paintings that lined one wall. The doors along this wall led to the private residences.

      “We can arrange for you to see each other weekly, if you like,” I said.

      She bumped into me as I led her to the stairs. “I’ll have to talk to her about her life. She’s been quiet about her upcoming nuptials.”

      We made our way up the marble stairs, with blue runner carpets and the gold-encrusted bannister I used to slide down as a boy. I asked, “Problems?”

      She craned her neck once she read the “Private” sign on the velvet rope we were approaching.

      “Yes,” she said, lowering her voice, “but she’s not said anything specific to me.”

      We passed the rope and the security officers at the top of the stairs as we made our way to the formal dining room.

      “Call her. Perhaps she’ll want to spend the weekend here with you.”

      Servants opened the doors and she tensed, though she still had that smile on her face, as she said, “I’ll text her.”

      The moment we entered the room the scrape of chairs sounded, and I saw my brother’s brown eyes and my sister’s blue ones as they scurried to join us at the door. I wrapped my arm around Nicole’s waist and said, “This is Harry.”

      He glanced up and down at her as he said, “I can’t believe you’re a virgin.”

      I stepped in front of her and my fingers curled. Nicole wasn’t his to steal. Emily stepped between us and pushed on our shoulders as she said, “Ignore my stupid brother. I’m Emily.”

      Nicole clutched the back of my shirt as she offered to shake hands.

      “Nice to meet you both. Ryder said he loves having both of you as his siblings.”

      Yes, most of the time. But my brother had a reputation for charming women—though he’d usually avoided the ones I’d been interested in. Still, he’d not been truly horrible this time, so I relaxed my shoulders.

      Emily had no idea what I was thinking as she looped arms with Nicole to lead her to the table. “Lies, but sweet ones. I didn’t want to like you, Nicole.”

      Nicole glanced back at me as she asked Emily, “Why?”

      She directed Nicole to the seat next to my usual spot, as she said, “If our father is choosing our spouses now, he has too much control.”

      Nicole scooted to the chair, but she tilted her head and told Emily, “You can marry whomever you choose.”

      Emily shook her head and stepped back as she said, “Aww, now that sounds so American of you. Good luck.”

      She headed to her seat across from me. One day, when Harry married, she’d be forced down a chair, as the seats to my father’s right were reserved for the crown prince and his wife.

      I took my seat to the left of my father’s empty chair, but then trumpets blared. We all stood at attention as I asked, “Are you ready, Nicole?”

      She stood, but her face was white as she asked, “For what?”

      Part of me envied her curiosity right now, but I knew my father’s house wasn’t exactly comfortable or warm for an outsider.

      “Here he comes,” I said, as the double doors that led to the throne room slowly swung open. “My father.”

      She pivoted toward me and asked, “This formal? For breakfast?”

      And then, there he was. Silver-haired, tanned, and fit. He had apparently finished with his morning run and the military training regimen he’d never stopped. He constantly drilled into Harry’s and my heads that we must be physically fit to be a respected royal. At this hour, he was usually in the gym, but he’d clearly made an exception to his routine. I lowered my head according to custom and she did the same. I whispered, “Must be eager to see you in person.”

      She scooted closer to me and held my hand for a moment. “Glad Gio brought me the dress.”

      She popped her head up and glanced at him. “H—”

      “He’s the king,” I interrupted in a stern whisper. I stood still so she’d know we didn’t move right now, and I added, “We don’t greet him until he greets us.”

      She lowered her head again, but asked, “Even you?”

      My father sat down and answered for me, “It’s been that way since birth.”

      I popped my head up as we all formally sat down again, now that he was seated. Dad then folded his hands in front of him and asked, “Found someone new to whisper with, Ryder?”

      I squeezed her hand under the table, then let it go, as I said, “You picked her for me.”

      Servants brought us a typical Nordish breakfast, with plates of sandwiches, coffee, yogurt, and orange juice. The whole grain bread with oats was crunchy and the cheeses were locally made.

      Hopefully, Nicole would try more than yogurt.

      She picked up her spoon, though, like she’d just have that. I was about to stop her as my father hadn’t eaten yet, but then my dad picked up his cheese and meatball sandwich and took a bite.

      She had no idea that he’d ensured she hadn’t broken protocol. And he didn’t scold her, like he’d done with me as a boy. Instead he said, “I’ve been reading your list of demands, Miss Steel.”

      Her eyes widened, but she reached for a small sandwich to try. I relaxed as she asked, “Already?”

      We ate in silence for a moment, but as my father finished his small portion so he could begin his daily royal duties soon, he said, “Yes. We want assurances, however, that nothing that is considered a private family matter will be discussed without permission.”

      I patted her shoulder, but she seemed cold. “By ‘we’ he means himself and the kingdom he represents,” I explained.

      She didn’t even blink, but she said, “I will sign a non-disclosure on any matters that concern the crown—though I do want to take pictures of my home and freely share what pertains to my modern lifestyle blog.”

      Right. This wasn’t about being in love or even attracted to each other. She’d agreed to marriage because of a deal. My stomach shouldn’t turn because of this. I’d agreed to marry her for reasons other than love, so my skin didn’t need to prickle when my father said, “Then our lawyers should be able to work out a deal.”

      I forced myself to smile and met my father’s gaze. “That was easy.”

      Now I went cold. Perhaps I’d train with my own unit this morning to get the tension out of my system.

      My father’s eyes drilled into my skin. “I want my children happy.”

      I let out a long breath and shook my head scornfully. “My happiness has never been a consideration before now.”

      His gaze narrowed as he stared at me. “You’re wrong there, son. But I can never be your mother and coddle you, so you need a proper wife. I’m hoping that Nicole, here, will bring you that happiness and stability that only marriage brings.”

      Not going to happen. I had to find my own way to ensure that my mind was at peace, because no one else would ever care.

      Emily spoke first, “We all miss Mom, father.”

      He glanced at my sister and brother and my shoulders lightened considerably. I’d never be my father’s favorite son or be able to compete with his only daughter. And I never wanted to be either of them.

      Nicole didn’t move, though she finished her sandwich. I did the same with my own and had a third and final cup of coffee for today, as my father told the others, “That’s good to hear. And I know she’d want every one of her children to be happy, as we were.”

      They’d been right. I was the test case. My soul shouldn’t be slacking right now, but I pressed my lips closed and refused to start that conversation here.

      He was the king, and I was his pawn. Soon, Nicole would understand why our lives would be better once we retired from a life in court.

      This was the reason I had agreed to marry her. I had no right to expect more.
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      Nicole

      

      My room was a tower room. Seriously beautiful view. I snapped a picture of myself near the windows that overlooked the winding river, green trees, the nearby town with yellow, red and orange houses, and the ocean bay in the background. Seriously, the water was so blue it was hypnotic.

      I’d have to write a blog on clean water soon, as that was so important to have in our lives.

      Norden was unbelievably picturesque.

      I held my finger on the share button. My room was not part of the non-disclosure agreement, and I wasn’t showing any part of the castle that might be considered private.

      Most important, though, was that I wasn’t married yet and no contracts had been signed. I still needed to do my job.

      So I hit the button.

      Done. Shared. I was about to toss the phone onto the bed, but then my text beeped. My sister, Stephanie. Can I call now with my answer?

      My heart raced and I jumped. Yes. I typed fast. It had been a year since I’d seen my sister in person, but I needed her right now. I answered on the first ring, skipped the “hellos” and asked, “Stephanie, you can come?”

      She laughed. I had missed that sound. Georgie’s laugh was like a mom sound. Our sister Indigo had a commanding laugh. Ridley had the “let’s cry together” laugh. Olivia had the curious laugh. But Stephanie … she had the best laugh. She had the “let’s have fun” giggles at the table. My heart lurched now that I heard it again, as she said, “Sure, Norden is much closer than Pittsburgh, and I miss you.”

      “I miss you,” I said and twirled in my pink dress.

      And then she took a shaky breath, and I froze. Had she been crying? I gulped and asked, “What’s wrong?”

      She let out a soft sob but masked it with indifference. “My wedding is off.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. I had nothing else to offer right now. If she was close, I’d hug her.

      How dare that jerk hurt Stephanie? I’d slap him if he ever came near.

      Stephanie said, “It’s okay. I’m still living my first dream. I have a job in London, a flat, friends. I’m doing great.”

      There she was. Ever the optimist. Spinning gold out of her tears. If we were together, I’d treat her to something fun, but I simply said, “We still miss you being around.”

      She let out a sigh. “I am so mad at myself for missing so much. I haven’t even met Georgie’s, Ridley’s or Indigo’s husbands. Y’all are my family. Can you get me at the airport on Friday night?”

      Change the topic before anyone offers sympathy. Stephanie’s style. But I bounced and said, “Absolutely.”

      “I can’t wait to meet your prince,” she said.

      This time, I paused. My heart thumped. This marriage wasn’t about romance. How did I tell Stephanie that? But then, I heard footsteps and my pulse quickened. I quickly said, “Ryder’s coming back. Talk to you later.”

      The door opened and a shirtless, sweaty, tanned prince stole my breath away with those muscles of his.

      Seriously, he could block mountains. And hold me tight. My lips tingled as I wished he’d kiss me, but he seemed distracted and maybe tired. “Were you on the phone?”

      I bounced on my feet toward him and said, “You look sweaty.”

      He shrugged like I spoke the obvious. And I had, but my heart thundered and I needed a moment to recover my sanity. He said, “I needed a workout. Then my father joined me.”

      I stood in front of him. The smell of his adrenaline almost matched the sweet smell of the fresh air outside I’d been soaking up. I almost melted as I said, “You’re super tense near him.”

      He closed the door behind him and the idea of reaching for his hand and tugging him to the bed hit me. It wasn’t part of the deal, though. He glanced at my bag that was still near the closet door like he was surprised, and then at my open windows, but he didn’t ask anything. Instead, he said, “We don’t see eye-to-eye on much, but he’s a good king.”

      I hadn’t said yes to Ryder just because of the magnetic attraction in my veins. Part of the reason was also that we’d talked and ironed out a misunderstanding so easily. That had been the draft topic I’d been considering for my blog. For now I listened to my heartbeat as I narrowed my gaze, “How is he as a father?”

      He walked around my room like we were sharing, and I swallowed. Then he headed toward the white doors on the side wall and said, “He’s fine, I guess. I came to check you were settled in okay.”

      “I’m good.” I followed my instinct and kissed his cheek. Ryder instantly relaxed, but I ignored the adrenaline in my veins and said in an upbeat tone, “My dad was amazing. He was the glue of my family, really. He ensured we were all taken care of and he tucked us in every night.”

      He opened the doors with a gold key I hadn’t seen him holding as he said, “My father checked on my progress at breakfast every day, and berated me at dinner for whatever I’d failed to do.”

      I reached out and hugged him. “Sounds hard.”

      He rested his forehead on mine and his eyes closed.

      Damn, my lips tingled for an actual kiss. His skin was like an appetizer that just made me hungry for the main course. And my body had a zap in it.

      But then he opened his eyes and said, “My mother was the one who read us stories, and told us our father loved us in his own way.”

      He ran his hand through my hair and I said, “That sounds sweet. My mom tried, but she never trusted her own voice, so she let my dad do the work.”

      He let me go. My body ached like I’d been abandoned and my nipples were hard.

      “We were opposites then,” he said.

      He rubbed his arm like it itched, so I backed up and said, “Go and shower. I want you to show me the grounds.”

      He opened the door and then said, “I’ll be back soon.”

      I reached out for his wrist. I didn’t want him to go yet. “Wait.”

      He turned toward me. “What?”

      I pointed through the doors to the dark room. “Is this your room?”

      He opened the door fully, so I saw the white and gold with pops of red version of my own room, with a gorgeous view of the blue ocean in the distance. Seriously, this place took my breath away.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.” I ignored how my body hammered like I wanted to be stripped and taken right now. This had never been me. But I stood in the doorway and only said, “You’re the only person I know here.”

      He stepped away from me as he said, “Our rooms adjoin, Nicole. But I can’t tempt you or touch you until you pass the test.”

      I crossed my arms and stepped toward him as I tilted my head. “What test?”

      He came toward me and leaned against the doors. “The virginity test.”

      I paced away, my arms still crossed. My virginity had never been a big deal until this week. I actually trembled a little as I asked, “How does that work?”

      “Well there are two ways,” he said, and he had a twinkle in his eye like he had a secret. “My father scheduled the family doctor to come and see you soon, as he assumed you’d choose that option.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed and crossed my legs, but I raised my eyebrow. “So the doctor opens me up, like a pap smear, and checks me?”

      He sat beside me and massaged my arms. “I guess. And it’s semi-public.”

      Goosebumps grew from his touch as I glanced up into the blue pools of his eyes.

      “What?” I asked, confused.

      I saw my own reflection in his gaze as he said, “You can have whoever you want in the room. But the doctor, once he or she finishes, must report immediately to my father.”

      I swallowed. I had never thought about this before, but now I shivered like I was in icy water and he was my lifeline. “This seems barbaric. What if I don’t have a hymen? I do a lot of bending and exercising.”

      “I don’t honestly know how the procedure works.” He kissed my forehead. “The doctors know you’re into yoga.”

      He put his arms around me and I didn’t want him to ever stop. This was why I’d said yes to marrying him, if I kept my vow to always remain honest with myself. I let out a sigh as his kiss sent me in orbit, and he hadn’t even kissed me on the lips. “Well, what’s the second option?”

      His eyes were bright as he stared into my eyes, with our bodies entwined as we were. “We plan a wedding right away and go old school—hanging the sheets from our wedding night out the window for the world to see if there’s blood on them.”

      Heat rushed through my head and I’m sure I blushed. I shook my head. “That’s embarrassing.”

      His light laugh reverberated in his gut as he asked, “So, was my father right?”

      I nodded and held him tighter. “Just send in the doctor.”

      His lips hovered near me and he said, “Excellent.”

      My eyes fluttered closed. My heart thumped and I opened my lips like we’d kiss, but instead I said, “And I want you there, holding my hand, above the sheet.”

      He held me tighter around my waist. “Me?”

      “Yes.” I nodded and then said, “Let’s just get this done so we can enjoy the rest of the day.”

      He let me go without kissing me. My eyes fluttered as he said, “I’ll take a shower and be back with the doctor. Do you want anyone else here?”

      I hugged my waist. I didn’t want to beg him to kiss me. I said, “No. I’m good. I trust you.”

      He stopped and asked, “You do?”

      “Yeah.” I took his hands to squeeze. “Half of why I’m doing this is because I like talking to you and I hope we’re always at least friends. I can stomach a doctor visit, but I do have a question.”

      He stilled and squared his shoulders like I’d give him some mission to carry out. “What?”

      I swallowed and asked, “If I have no hymen and the doctors somehow reject me and we can’t marry ...”

      He cupped the back of my head as he hugged me suddenly, “Don’t think that.”

      I grabbed his sides that were all hard muscle. My knees knocked. This couldn’t be wrong. Every cell in my body ached to be his, but I needed my brain to work. “I’m more concerned that you and I will never …”

      My voice trailed off. His lips were close to mine as he asked, “Never what?”

      Honesty was my best policy. I met his gaze and ignored the twinges of desire in me. I forced my lips that were open for a kiss to speak. The words were slow but sure, “Get your father to agree that my blog and influencer lifestyle is palace approved.”

      The heat in my skin grew with every syllable I’d just said. Plus my heart raced. This wasn’t good. Now I listened to my own breathing.

      He held me tighter and then his lips met mine.

      Damn, I needed this. My body erupted like a firework, with sweet sparks landing all over me. Once the kiss ended, he said, “No matter what happens Nicole, I promise to be good to you. You’re more than I deserve.”

      I swallowed and sucked in my lips that still had his taste on it. Then I smiled. “Then hurry back so we can get the doctor’s note and be done with this.”

      He kissed me again and steam rushed in my veins, lighting me up like a Christmas tree. He let me go and backed away as he said, “I will. And I promise that, afterwards, we’ll get out of the castle so I can show you around.”

      “I’d like that,” I said as he flipped on the light in his room. I’d give him space to clean himself up. I had work to do anyhow, like writing that blog.

      I had to ensure I didn’t mention anything about his family or private life.

      The charms of a prince would be a good title.

      This was a business deal. But he waved as he headed toward his en suite bathroom. “Me, too.”

      I plopped on my bed and opened my laptop. For now, I worked. I couldn’t hide from my computer. It was my life, and sharing my innermost thoughts and dreams and hopes through my words and pictures had always fulfilled me. At least, until now.
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      Ryder

      

      My heart thundered and it wasn’t because freedom beckoned. Everything about today was barbaric and awful.

      Nicole was dressed in a loose-fitting shirt and baggy skirt that went past her knees, though it was asymmetrical and showed off how sexy her lower calves were. She was sweet, and if she went through with a stupid test, for my freedom, then I was a bastard and a jerk.

      Someone knocked on the door and Nicole patted me on the back as she went to answer it, making the air smell like her lavender and oranges as she passed.

      When she opened the door, a woman with a white jacket and short curly hair, wearing a stethoscope around her neck, came in.

      Adrenaline rushed in my veins. I never should have asked her to do this. It was like I’d asked her to be assaulted.

      Nicole walked over to her bed and waited while the medical team set up a bed with stirrups, as if she’d been expecting them.

      This needed to end. I couldn’t let her go through with this. Sweat was forming on my forehead as the technicians finished setting up a medical exam room in the middle of her bedroom.

      Nicole came and stood beside me, cool as a spring breeze, and said, “Just hold my hand.”

      My shoulders were too tight. I needed to stop this. So I told the doctor and her team, “Give us a moment.”

      The two techs and the doctor immediately stopped what they were doing and said, “Yes, your highness.”

      Nicole cocked her head but didn’t say anything. I made sure the door was closed, while she crossed her arms and stared at me. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m mad.” I reached for her hands so she’d understand. “I don’t want this to happen.”

      She waved me off like my concerns weren’t important. “Look, I just don’t want to be alone. If one of my sisters were here, I’d have her with me. But you’re the only one here I know or trust at all. Let’s just get this done.”

      Every muscle in my body contracted. That was exactly why this was wrong. I widened my stance. “We can call it off and run away together.”

      She shook her head, then shrugged and opened the window to let fresh air in as she said, “I … that’s not our deal. So let’s stay focused and let the doctors in now.”

      My skin practically jumped and my neck cords were tight. There was no way I’d want this for us. I said, “You don’t need to.”

      She went to the door as she said, “I want this. It will be fine.”

      “This feels wrong,” I said, but she opened the door.

      And immediately the blue eyes of my sister met mine.

      “I was keeping Doctor Caia company,” she said. “Is everything okay?”

      Nicole waved them both in and said, “Your brother’s indignant over this.”

      She rolled her eyes, but she bounced as the doctor and her staff returned. She raised her eyebrow and asked, “Really? Need me to keep him in line?”

      Nicole waved her in. “Sure, if you can keep him calm.”

      She pointed to the exam bed and the doctor motioned that she’d need to take the skirt off, then handed her a sheet to put over her. Then the medical staff left again while Nicole stripped her skirt off and tossed it on a chair. She climbed onto the bed and spread the sheet over herself from the waist down.

      “I’m calm. Let them in now.”

      My sister went before I could utter a word. As the door opened, Nicole took my hand but said, “Emily, thank you for helping.”

      The team got to work and Nicole just gazed at me, like I protected her and everything was fine.

      Except it wasn’t. The doctor had what seemed like pliers, but both Emily and Nicole didn’t bat an eye as the circular plastic instrument was inserted. I turned away. The process made my stomach turn.

      Emily squeezed my arm and said, “Doctor, finish up with my new sister-in-law fast.” And then Nicole asked, “Are you okay, Ryder?”

      I forced my cheeks higher in a stiff smile and held onto her hand. If she could pretend so convincingly that this was all fine, I was in trouble. I liked knowing when people were lying to me. But I said, “Yeah.”

      The doctor took the scope and plastic pliers and placed them on a tray. Nicole sat up like she was fine and asked, “Are we done?”

      The doctor took off her gloves and motioned for her team to go as she said, “I am.”

      Nicole swung her legs over the side of the bed, ready to get up.

      “Prognosis?” I asked and stopped the doctor from leaving right away.

      Her gaze had a twinkle, but she crossed her arms and said, “I’m to report to the king first, but unofficially, I’d start planning the wedding now.”

      “Excellent.” Nicole called out.

      The doctor and staff stepped out. Nicole tugged her skirt on like she was fine.

      My skin tingled but my sister stood there like all of this was normal too.

      So I calmed down. Hopefully, I’d never see anything like this ever again. Once Nicole had her skirt back on my sister waved and said, “I’ll leave you two alone.”

      She had a small giggle on her lips as she stared at me, but then she popped out the door.

      Nicole called after her, “Thanks for coming, Emily.”

      The technicians returned to take away the medical equipment as Nicole said, “I like your sister.”

      My body still had the weight of what I’d done pushing against it, but I stayed at attention like this was an army drill till the medical team was gone.

      Nicole snapped a picture of the ocean and then closed the window. Once we were alone, I breathed deeper and asked, “You ready to get out of the castle for a while?”

      She grabbed a pair of sandals that matched her beautiful pixie look and cupped them around her heels as she asked, “Where are we going?”

      She took my hand and I said, “I planned a picnic, but we can go into town if you want, instead.”

      She beamed at me like she controlled the sun. “A picnic sounds quiet. Tomorrow we can go get our picture taken.”

      We headed out of the tower and took the winding steps down to the ground floor. Then I led her to a back door.

      I had given the staff instructions for where to leave the picnic basket. I hoped she’d like the spot I’d chosen. As we headed outside, the breeze of the day hit my skin. I winked at her and said, “I knew I liked you.”

      “I’m easy to like,” she said, and squeezed my hand.

      We headed onto the rose garden path that was lined with blooms growing in a variety of pinks and reds. My mother used to enjoy her flowers and spent hours with the gardeners.

      The air smelled sweet and my shoulders relaxed as I held Nicole close. “I can see that.”

      She stretched as we made it to the meadow, with green grass and tulips planted around the small hill. “So was this your escape as a boy?”

      I motioned toward the picnic blanket and basket that were there already as I said, “When we were in town, yes. This is the formal castle and we spent four days a week here, with duties laced through the day.”

      She plopped down on the blanket and opened the basket as she asked, “But three days off?”

      “Yes.” She took out the wine, glasses, and a small tray of sandwiches and placed them around us as I said, “I should warn you that we probably don’t get to ‘retire’ immediately after saying ‘I do.’ My father will probably parade us around on a schedule for a month.”

      She handed me the bottle to open and I reached into the basket and dug out the corkscrew. She laughed and showed me the small cakes she’d discovered for dessert, but put them back in the basket for now. “A month isn’t that long,” she said.

      My heart beat an entirely new tune. She handed me the glasses and I poured the wine as ordered while I said, “It might feel that way for you. You’ve never done royal duties.”

      “No.” She took the stem of the glass I offered and sipped the wine. Then she said, “But I know how it feels to always shine a light on myself, even when I want to stay in bed and do nothing.”

      Yes, both of our lives were documented—though hers was by choice. I said, “We have that in common.”

      She unwrapped the sandwiches that were even meatier than breakfast. My favorite ones had lamb as a base. My mouth watered as she offered them, and I took a slice.

      “So, when you get to retire, what’s the first thing you want to do that you can’t do now?” she asked.

      I devoured the sandwich like I’d been the one to go through the ordeal of being prodded. Once I finished, I met her gaze and asked, “The truth?”

      She twirled her wine in her hand. “Yes.”

      I clinked glasses with her and leaned closer to share this lifelong dream. “First thing is walking around my own house or castle in nothing but my pajamas all day.”

      Her head rolled back and she laughed like I’d just said the funniest joke ever. She even slapped her knee. Once she calmed down, she asked, “That’s it?”

      Maybe every Sunday of her life she had the luxury of doing nothing and never having to politely wave at anyone. I nodded and sipped my wine. “Yes, I’ve always wanted to know what not having to do anything feels like.”

      Her face went white and her jaw dropped, so we ate in silence for a few minutes. Then she asked, “After that?”

      I took a deep breath. Gio was the only one who knew about my plans. I had a portfolio ready, but my inheritance was tied up and out of my control for now. That meant my growing allowance was all I had to prove my worth at the moment. But I only said, “I want to support boards and companies that will leave less of a carbon footprint.”

      Tears seemed to mist in her pretty brown eyes and she cupped my face. “I didn’t know you had that interest.”

      We had more in common than we’d realized, it seemed. I gazed into the distance, at the bay and the trees, and asked, “What about you? What are you going to do once you’re posting less?”

      Her lips quirked up. “After I join you in the pajama party?”

      She scooted closer and her thigh pressed against mine as I said, “Yes, though you being there might make the day more fun.”

      “I hope so.” She seemed hypnotized by the blue sky meeting the darker blue waters as she said, “But then, I’d like to sit down with myself and write the book in my heart.”

      I blinked and glance down at her. “That’s it?”

      She sipped her wine then put it down as we took our time enjoying the afternoon. “I’m always putting off my Modern Life manuscript to write my blog. I have this huge idea on how we should all live, but I’m so caught up in advertising my life, that I sometimes leave what I really want to write on the back burner.”

      I put my glass down and scooted in front of her as I said, “So we both get what we want with this.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck. “That, and I get to marry a man I trust and respect, which is definitely an added bonus.”

      My skin buzzed with the need to kiss her. As I leaned forward, I said, “We’ll discover more about each other, after the wedding.”

      She leaned back, denying the kiss, as she said, “You said you were free once we had the test.”

      Our gazes met and, for once, it was like I had a partner. I swallowed, and didn’t let her go as I said, “True, but I want it to be special, for both of us.”

      “I’d like that,” she said, and came closer to me.

      Then I claimed her lips as my own. She might not realize it yet, but she was about to be my forever.

      Her lips burned me, like they were the only ones I’d want, forever, and that was perfect. She was everything I’d ever need.
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      Nicole

      

      A trumpet sounded a tune. I sat up, ignoring how my body tingled for more kisses, and scanned the area to see who was there.

      I saw no one, so I stood up. In the distance, I could see a man with a trumpet on a brown horse, flanked on both sides by riders in full blue and gold military uniforms.

      Ryder stood and smoothed his pants like they might have wrinkles. The afternoon sun was setting. I raised my eyebrows and asked, “Are we being summoned?”

      He placed his hand on the small of my back though his shoulders tightened. “Seems so. Hopefully, you’ll enjoy dinner.”

      As I walked along with him, I checked that my own clothes weren’t dirty anywhere. Then I settled into our pace as I asked, “Is it more sandwiches? When I imagined royal life, it was lines of buffet options with unending food in sight.”

      His blue eyes had a sparkle in them, but he didn’t laugh. “We do offer buffets for parties. Tonight, we’ll probably have a lamb stew. Tomorrow, we’ll be back to fish. We usually eat it for dinner three or four times a week.”

      He walked me to my door, and inside, I saw a selection of dresses laid out for me. A pink frothy chiffon that would go to my knees, with matching shoes, and white gloves. A bright blue dress that also went to my knees, with a gold sash for the waist and matching gold shoes. And a white with blue trim, knee-length dress with lace, also with matching shoes. Seriously, this needed a photo, so I didn’t touch anything yet. And my fans would wonder if I was getting married when they saw that white dress, which was a tease. As he went to his room, I said, “Not to change the topic away from food, but we have more important things going on here. Your father and you are so stiff with each other, but he doesn’t seem that way with your brother.”

      He stripped off his polo and tossed it in a bin near the en suite bathroom. I trotted to my room and saw the same bin. Seriously. I hadn’t noticed it earlier.

      “Harry’s the heir. I’m the spare,” he said. “Emily is the girl. And you’re the test pilot. Gio and father paid for a matchmaker to find you.”

      I slid back to the open doors and put my hand on my hip. “Seriously?”

      He glanced up as he tugged the white shirt sleeves over his muscles. “Yes. Harry confirmed it.”

      I grabbed my phone, snapped a photo of my wardrobe choices, and quickly posted it along with the caption: Decisions! Which one do I wear?

      I brushed my hair and decided to pin it up in a bun as I waited for the immediate crowd answer. “What if I wasn’t a virgin?” I asked Ryder. “Would the matchmaker not get paid?”

      He popped his head in the door with his shirt mostly buttoned. “He used a woman in Avce who gets paid up front.”

      I turned around and my heart thundered.

      I dabbed on some of my face cream and said, “Well, that’s good business. Should I send her a thank-you card?”

      “No.”

      I walked over to him and ignored how my skin still zipped when I was near him. “Can I blog about that?” I asked, “I’ll give her a glowing recommendation.”

      This time, his face beamed. I bounced on my feet and wished he’d hold me.

      “You would?” he asked. “You’re happy?”

      I pretended to kick a rock, though the floor was polished and the carpets we stood on were plush, as I said, “I think so.”

      He patted my hip. “Don’t blog about the matchmaker, please. I’m not supposed to know.”

      I saluted. “I won’t. You’ll have to trust me like I’m trusting you.”

      His face turned red. I got it. Trust wasn’t something we had. Not yet. I sucked in my bottom lip and ignored how my heart thundered. But then we heard footsteps.

      “I … And here comes my brother and sister. Father must be busy.”

      “You’ll have to fill me in more soon.”

      He returned to his room and I checked my phone. The pale pink number had won. Guess my fans knew my complexion. I put my phone away and opened my door. I stood taller as I saw both of his siblings and called out loudly, “Hello, Emily. Harry.”

      Emily hugged me and laughed. “Americans are so informal immediately.”

      Harry headed past me and into his brother’s room. I rubbed my shoulder and asked, “Should I call you ‘your highness,’ then?”

      “No, Emily is fine.” She laughed and walked over to the clothes as she realized I wasn’t dressed yet. I picked up the pink outfit as she said, “I just find it fascinating that father so easily accepted you because of some matchmaker. And that you and my brother seem so happy and at ease with each other.”

      I rushed into my en suite bathroom to change into the dress, but I said first, “Well, I’m happy I was ‘hired’ to teach Ryder here how to live a more peaceful life. I think he needed me.”

      He called out as my hand was on the door. “I don’t hate yoga or anything. I find it relaxing.”

      Emily clapped her hands like she was amused. “See? Even more reasons.”

      I changed into my dress. And it fit like it was designed for me. I twisted back and forth to check myself out, but then I quickly returned to my room and saw Ryder. He rocked a blue suit that was clearly royal, with gold fleurs-de-lis sewn into his sleeves. His brother had the same outfit, but Ryder made it sexy and my lips watered.

      Damn. I blinked as he glanced approvingly at me, but Emily came over and took my hands. “Stop these heated looks right now. The two of you are making me nauseous. Though I am looking forward to the day you give birth, Nicole. If my brother couldn’t handle that test earlier, well, he’s going to be a mess in the delivery room.”

      I joined her and we walked in front of the men as I said, “I suppose he will be.”

      I glanced behind me a few times. Ryder followed like he didn’t want to lose sight of me. We made it to the dining room. Then we passed it and headed to the next room.

      It was a white office with a blue chair and to the side I saw a throne.

      My entire body froze, but then Ryder came to stand beside me. He put his arm around me briefly as he said, “Here comes father. He’ll inform us of official guests now, so we all must behave like royals tonight for dinner.”

      This must be his father’s office, then. I took Ryder’s arm, though I couldn’t feel him as intensely through my white gloves.

      The door opened and the older version of Ryder and his brother stepped inside. The room went silent. He stared at us and said, “Good, you’re all here.”

      “Yes, Father,” Harry said.

      If Ryder weren’t so close, I’d tremble more, but his nearness helped me stay focused and hyper aware.

      “Tonight, we’ll be joined by the prime minister, his wife, the ambassadors of Japan, India, Australia and America, and their wives.”

      Ryder saluted like he was in the army. “We’ll be ready, Father.”

      A moment later his father turned and stepped out. All three of them relaxed, though Ryder slipped his arm around me, “He must have included the Americans for you.”

      I laughed. I hadn’t meant to, but adrenaline coursed through me and I wasn’t sure if it was nerves because of Ryder or because of all this royal stuff. I coughed to stop myself. “I’ll let them know I wasn’t kidnapped so they can call off the military.”

      He shook his head, and we followed his brother and sister out the door. We must be going to a different dining room, I thought, but I didn’t care. My skin jolted from being in Ryder’s arms, even though he said, “I love that you believe they’d come for you like that.”

      I shrugged. “To be honest, I’ve never thought about politics or the military or anything like that, beyond the hazy horizon of my life. I normally spend my days creating my own reality.”

      Harry called back to him. “Seriously, Ryder, maybe Father knows you better than you believe.”

      Interesting. Did Ryder not think his father knew him?

      “It was likely Gio. Or, most probably, I just got lucky here with Nicole.”

      “Ryder’s always been the lucky one,” Emily added.

      Maybe it was fate. In my meditations, I’d hoped for a soul mate and to fall in love with a good man. Ryder seemed to get me a little, and I enjoyed spending time with him. Anything was possible, right?

      He hugged me closer and said, “I’m glad we were wrong about each other when we first met.”

      A zap rushed through me and I gazed into his mesmerizing eyes. I swallowed and said, “Me, too.”

      Emily called over her shoulder to us, “Tell us how you two misunderstood each other, at dinner.”

      I had five sisters. Emily was easy to get to know and not stuck up, even though she was a real-life princess. Perhaps it had something to do with the diet of sandwiches in her life, but I didn’t mention it. As we walked into a dining hall with a long table that could easily seat fifty guests, and that held three centerpieces, I held my breath. Only in old movies had I ever seen anything like this, but I tried to breathe normally.

      “Right, Nicole, let’s go and get our seats. Before everyone gets here, we need to discuss the wedding, so we have some say before my father takes over.”

      He showed me to my seat and held my chair for me to scoot in. Once I did, he took the seat beside me.

      “Yes, let’s talk about it. But please don’t forget that one of my sisters arrives on Friday. If we’re having a fast wedding, I’d like her here.”

      “Of course,” he said and moved closer to me.

      Thankfully, I had him. It was so easy to fall into pretending that Ryder and I had met the old-fashioned way, and this wasn’t all a contract. And I kept wondering, what if we were destined to be together, and we were a real couple? I wanted to believe that more than anything else.
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      Ryder

      

      Nicole and I spent most of the dinner together, without much interference from my father. He spoke to his guests and my brother, Harry.

      With Nicole, though, it was like I had someone close who might care a little about me, so being ignored as usual was a good thing.

      The food tasted better to me as I watched her enjoy it. And in between courses we talked about everything from solar power to pop music. Then dessert was served, multekrem, a mix of cloudberries, whipped cream and sugar.

      Nicole’s pretty brown eyes lighted up as she tasted it, so I knew she must like it. As she finished her first bite, I said, “The sooner we get to retire, the better. That’s all I really want.”

      My father, King Sven, suddenly folded his hands and his blue eyes bore into me as he said, “Son, you and your fiancée can take your time with planning your wedding.”

      “No.” I stiffened. “We both want to move on quickly.”

      Nicole took my hand and then said to my father, “I want my sister, Stephanie, here.”

      He motioned with his hand. “We can fly your whole family in.”

      Her lips curved in a smile and she nodded. “I don’t know what they are doing, but thank you. I will ask them.”

      I curved my fingers around hers more tightly and asked, “Does this satisfy you, Father?”

      My father, always on the edge of his seat, ready to impose his royal authority, started, “I was hoping we could plan more of a proper royal wedding.”

      The tic in my jaw returned. I couldn’t hide it.

      My sister jumped into the conversation and said, “Dad, they’re in love. They want to be with each other. You must remember what it was like when you married Mom.”

      He turned his attention to Emily and the tension in my body eased a little as he said, “Your mother and I were… different.”

      Harry shrugged, always at ease with his life here. “Ryder and Nicole are arranged, by you, in a way.”

      My father turned his gaze toward me and my skin jumped to attention until he said, “I suppose, though I assumed he’d ignore me. I will allow for a wedding this Saturday, as long as Emily and Harry here also pitch in.”

      Once again, my life involved the others.

      This was another reason to retire and not live here anymore.

      Emily jumped in first as she said, “Happy to help.”

      “Yes, sire,” my brother said.

      Without discussing more with either of us, my father tapped the table and said, “Then it’s settled.”

      “Now we just need you to approve the petition I sent over.”

      “I have my team reading the demands now.”

      I couldn’t quite breathe, but tension left me a little as I pivoted and asked, “Did you enjoy your dinner, Nicole?”

      “It was excellent.” She put her fork down, as she was done with her dessert, and patted her belly. “To be honest, I don’t eat a lot of lamb at home, and I never really eat desserts.”

      The others ignored us again and my body had a pins and needles feeling. The only bright spot in the evening was sitting next to me. She gave off a sense of calm. I asked her, “What would you be eating on a typical evening?”

      She pressed her lips together as she thought about her answer, and then said, “It’s Thursday, so I’d be eating sushi and then I’d be off to my yoga class.”

      The air near her sparkled. My lips opened, wanting to taste her next. However, my ears buzzed as the Japanese ambassador said, “Next time I’ll send my sushi chef to the castle so the new princess might experience real Japanese sushi.”

      “That sounds yummy,” she said, as I motioned for the porter to refill our wine glasses. “Truthfully, I know the caliente sauce on my favorite dish is probably not authentic.”

      My father added, “So very American to mix up all the offerings.”

      Then he turned to the American ambassador and asked, “How will your country’s media react when my son’s wedding to an American bride is announced?”

      I drank a little of my wine and Nicole nursed hers beside me. The ambassador assured him it would all be properly restrained and dignified, but Nicole put her glass down and added, “We’re always fascinated with royal weddings, to be honest. I’m sure many will get up early to watch the day’s festivities.”

      Once we muscled through this ceremony, Nicole and I would both have what we wanted. We could do this. I was sure of it. I was about to ask to be dismissed, but then my father said, “So, before my new daughter-in-law puts the announcement online, let’s ensure our media here gets the story first.”

      He spoke to his aide, who stood nearby. The man disappeared, then returned a few minutes later and nodded to my father. The king stood and looked expectantly at me.

      Pressure pushed against my skin still, but I slid my chair back and waited for Nicole to stand as I said, “We’re right behind you, Father.”

      She joined me and linked arms like she was my wife already as she asked, “Where are we going?”

      I wanted to hold her close, but I knew it was best to keep things formal, and not touch her too much, other than our arms. I said, “He’s just announced a press conference.”

      Her eyes widened but we stayed in step behind my father. “Now? He hasn’t agreed yet that my blog is fine.”

      “Hopefully, this means he’s planning to say yes.”

      We reached the briefing room and I stopped on my usual mark as my father went over to talk to his press secretary. Journalists with microphones and cameras, summoned to the announcement, were beginning to fill up the room.

      I wiped the side of Nicole’s mouth that had a bit of cream on it and then straightened my sleeves as I said, “We have a media team that will handle any questions. So we’ll smile for the cameras and get out of here.”

      “Okay.” She checked her teeth in a nearby mirror and then made sure her white gloves were high.

      After all of this was over, I hoped we could be alone.

      I needed Nicole and the relief that only she could offer. If she wasn’t into it, then I’d find a solution, but a rush went through me. Now that she had passed the test, we could be together.

      Waiting time was done, and I had the sense she’d say yes to the plan.

      The press secretary waved us in. My father was gone, but the secretary read the official statement announcing our wedding: “His Royal Majesty, King Sven of Norden, is delighted to announce the engagement of his son, Prince Ryder Kristoff, to Miss Nicole Steel, of America. You will now have an opportunity to photograph the happy couple.”

      Cameras snapped in our faces. “Are you happy, Miss Steel?”

      She pressed her hand on my heart and leaned on me more as she said, “Yes. Ryder is everything I ever wanted in a guy.”

      I glanced at her and my lips tingled. If only we were alone. I swallowed and didn’t break this moment.

      A shrieking voice then asked, “Has he taken your virginity yet?”

      I stepped back and held her tighter. I noticed her blushing, so I held up my hand and said, “Enough questions. Thank you all for your time.”

      But another reporter put her microphone up and asked, “Prince Ryder, what was it about Miss Steel that stole your heart?”

      It was time to go, but I said quickly, “She … she gets me. In a way no other woman ever has.”

      We made it to the curtain. Another reporter called out, “What was the first time—”

      “Goodbye,” I interrupted and led her backstage.

      Once we were back in the waiting room, she blew out air and bumped into my side. “I wasn’t prepared for that question.”

      I led her through the passages on the path back to our shared tower and said, “Let’s retire to our rooms. Starting tomorrow, our lives will be wedding fever.”

      “Yes, that’s a good idea,” she said, but she stopped a few times to gaze at huge portraits of my ancestors that hung over the stairwells. Then she asked why there were red carpets on some floors and blue on others. I told her the blue was my father’s choice, because it was the state color, but I’d chosen bright red carpets for my wing, because I wanted a streak of my own world.

      Nicole’s room was decorated in state blue because I’d never imagined actually sharing the space with a wife.

      As we made it to her door, I said, “We can share a room now, if you want. I want you more and more all the time. And I was so angry about that doctor invading your personal space.”

      “I saw.” She opened the door and giggled. “You were traumatized.”

      I followed her in and closed the door behind me. “I … I’d have been humiliated if someone did that to my ass, which is my only cavity that opens.”

      She traced my backside and squeezed my rear as she said, “Funny. I have wanted to see your butt, though, without clothes, ever since we met.”

      Nicole and I were free now. I walked her backward to the bed. “We can do whatever you want.”

      She laughed. “I’ve read these articles on tantric …”

      Her legs pressed against the mattress and I removed my uniform jacket as I said, “I won’t stop until I know you’re completely pleasured, Nicole.”

      She kicked off her shoes and shrank an inch as she asked, “Promise?”

      I tugged the restraining tie off my neck and leaned closer to kiss her. “I swear it.”

      Her eyes fluttered but her lips opened and said, “Well, I can put my leg above my neck, if you need me to.”

      I wrapped my arms around her neck and asked, “How are you still a virgin?”

      She hugged me as she said, “I was waiting for you.”

      “Sweet lies, but I almost believe you.” I said and then finally claimed her kiss.

      She was better than the fruity dessert or the wine. Her lips made me believe everything might be okay.

      The kiss ended and she helped me with my shirt buttons as she said, “Good, because it’s true. I wanted to wait for the best, and now you’re going to show me I was right about you.”

      The fact that she gave me orders was adorable. I shrugged out of my sleeves and said, “I’m not the best man in the world, sweetheart, but I can make you scream.”

      Her fingers ran lightly over my cheek and her lips met mine.

      Tonight was ours. And I was a man of my word. Nicole deserved to know pleasure and I’d not have my own until I ensured she was fully satisfied.

      She was mine now, forever.
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      Nicole

      

      Breakfast served in our room meant I stayed in Ryder’s arms, like we had no worries, as the sun rose.

      Being naked near him didn’t faze me. My skin zapped from his touch and I arched my back still, like I was preparing for more of him inside me.

      All my core exercises had made last night more pleasurable as I reacted to his slightest touch.

      However, as morning waned, we dragged ourselves out of bed and took a shower, together.

      I was in a state of bliss, but the moment I dressed the world began to normalize.

      “You look beautiful today,” he said.

      The fuzziness of our evening sharpened fast in my vision, even if I didn’t want it to. I ignored the snap of reality and twirled in my white-and-blue-trimmed day dress and white sandals. “The palace tailors are amazing. I don’t know how they figured out my size so perfectly.”

      He checked that his stiff white shirt was buttoned, kissed my forehead, and said, “I’m sure designers are donating clothes for you to showcase.”

      Even better. I had no issue snapping photos as a thank-you for the gifts. I’d have to look into it, but for now I said, “The donations here are better than the ones I got at home.”

      He tugged on a black jacket with the blue and gold crest sewn into his sleeves as he said, “You’re to be the newest American princess.”

      My lips pressed together. I studied him as I asked, “That’s what they are calling me?”

      “The nicer papers,” he said and wrapped his arms around my waist. I swallowed and closed my eyes. His scent of the forest and ocean calmed me still.

      “I have to go oversee the church for our wedding,” he said.

      I met his gaze. “Need me to come?”

      “No, Emily is coming for you,” he said and then quickly kissed me. My knees melted, but as he brushed the hair out of my face he said, “It seems she likes you.”

      I let him go and checked my face in the mirror. I never wore much makeup, but I did need to take a picture with the proper light. Once I was sure I looked okay, I said, “I’ve always had sisters, but having one is new for her. Will I see you later?”

      He nodded and said, “We’ll have lunch together.”

      I handed him my phone with the camera opened, and stood by the open window in his room that showed the sea in the distance. Once I posed, he snapped a few pictures.

      I kissed him on his cheek and said, “See you soon, then.”

      However, when I turned to go, he caught my wrist. My heart skipped and adrenaline rushed through me. Then his lips met mine and that kiss rocked me.

      As I sashayed away, I bounced a little with every step.

      I’d never been this happy.

      Guards directed me to a room and, when I entered, I saw Ryder’s blonde sister in conversation with a group of women. I said, “Emily.”

      She waved for me to join her and said, “Nicole, good. Come. These are our tailors and they have designs and questions for you.”

      I shook hands with the four women in the room. They measured me thoroughly, and then Emily guided me to a table full of books. We went through multiple design sketches of dresses and I pointed to a few I especially liked. One of the women then put a sticker on the page as a marker.

      Another woman disappeared with the notes and then returned with a rack of dresses.

      My heart thumped.

      Was I picking a wedding dress? I held one up and the bottom reminded me of the scene from Beauty and the Beast where the bookworm teaches the Beast to dance, only in a white satin. I sighed and said, “This one is gorgeous.” My breast vibrated suddenly, and I said, “My phone is ringing.”

      I walked away from Emily and the others and took refuge on a small balcony area.

      The air was fresh and clean and I answered as I gazed at the bay in the distance, “Olivia, hi.”

      My sister, the teacher in Pittsburgh, said, “I’m so excited to fly out! I can’t wait to meet you and Stephanie there.”

      Good. I laughed. Family was my rock and I needed them. Part of me wished my father were here to meet Ryder, but I kept that to myself. I said, “I’m glad you can take the day off.”

      Olivia said, “Georgie, Indigo and Ridley are hard to reach these days.”

      The three of them hadn’t answered the text, voicemail or email I’d sent. I’d tried to invite them to the wedding, but Georgie was married to a baseball player and I’d need the team schedule to find out her availability; Indigo had married a billionaire who could be anywhere; and Ridley was married to a cowboy billionaire who never left his ranch much. With them not answering, I wasn’t sure what to do. I sighed and said, “I’ve invited them. If they can’t make it, I understand.”

      Olivia laughed and, if she’d been here with me, I know she’d look up at me like I was her hero, just as she had when I’d stopped that boy in elementary school from picking on her by tossing him against the wall. Then she said, “You’ve always been super forgiving. It’s one of the many reasons you’ll be a perfect princess.”

      I wish she was here so I could calm down. She’d pick a wonderful dress for me. “Aww, Olivia, one day you’ll find the perfect guy for you.”

      She sighed loudly. “Well, my sisters probably took all the good ones, but thank you.”

      If Olivia was here, I’d remind her that she’s the sweetest of us all, but for now I said, “I have to go.”

      “Talk to you soon,” she said, and I knew her being here for the wedding was going to be amazing.

      I returned to Emily and the selection of dresses. Her eyes were wide and I realized my hair was blown out of place. I tucked it behind my ears and she asked me, “Who was that?”

      I picked up the dresses and said, “My sister, Olivia. She’s the youngest. She’s a teacher, and excited to get out of the classroom.”

      Emily nodded at the three choices I had grabbed and said, “I have always wondered what it would be like to just work at a regular job, and not have the stress of palace life where people notice if I gain an ounce.”

      I took the three dresses into the bathroom and decided to try the fairy tale one first. I quickly put it on and called out, “I’d hate being judged like you.”

      I came out in the dress and she shook her head. Unfortunately, I agreed. The style would look better with brighter colors.

      I slipped on the second dress and everyone gasped as I came out. It had long bell sleeves and was made of satin, with layers of chiffon and tulle that created a full ballroom skirt to complement the slimming top with a sweetheart neckline.

      I agreed. I looked amazing. I tried on the third one, but the second one was my final choice. I handed it to the tailors.

      As we finished, Emily directed me back to the balcony I’d been on. She said, “So, let’s take a selfie together for your social media.”

      “Perfect.” I laughed and snapped a few photos. A minute later, I showed her the selection and we picked one we both liked.

      I typed out “Fashion advice from Princess Fashionista.” She was giving me a thumbs up in the photo. Then I posted it.

      We had tons of immediate likes.

      One day I’d not have to do this, but for now, I checked my stats. My blog was registering record highs. I turned it off quickly without processing all the details.

      I put my phone away as Emily and I left the royal tailors’ atelier. But then Emily said, “I am so happy that your blogging and writing get father’s royal exception.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      She shrugged and walked with me to the main part of the castle. “Gives me hope that one day I can break free of my royal duties. Though Harry needs to marry first, so his wife can take over all the princess duties.”

      I was happy to discover that I was getting to know my way around the palace, as I correctly guessed where the main hall was.

      “What will you do then?” I asked her.

      She tapped her cheek like she was thinking about it. “I get to run wild and not be corrected.”

      I tilted my head as we entered the main room. “That’s it?”

      She walked me to the stairs that led to the private tower. “I’ve always admired the legend of Lady Godiva, riding through the streets completely naked to protest taxation. Though, honestly, Norden’s people have never once expressed anything to me that is so outrageous that I need to parade around naked like that.”

      I coughed. I couldn’t imagine Emily riding naked through town on a horse. My face was hot, but I said, “It’s good that the people of Norden are happy. I am interested in how green technology fits into the world here.”

      She waved me off and said, “Another reason you and my brother are perfect together. If Father is going to find me a husband, I hope I have half as much in common with my mystery man as you and Ryder have.”

      “Thanks,” I called after her, and made my way up the stairs.

      Commonality and a plan were why we were getting married. We weren’t perfect. We weren’t in love. It was just mind-blowing sex and the fact that we both wanted a sense of peace, without the world watching, that was our bond.

      And friendship. He was the best man I’d ever met. That was nice, too. As I returned to my room, I saw Ryder was already in jeans and a polo shirt. He had muscles everywhere and I ignored how my heart pattered a little more when I saw him. My mouth watered for his kiss and I held out my hands and said, “Ryder.”

      He came over and kissed my cheek and said, “There you are. I promised to show you the town, so I made reservations for us for dinner at a local restaurant.”

      Thoughtful. Sweet. Kind. Seriously, Ryder was awesome, and our deal was a dream come true. This was all this was, and ever would be, but I squeezed his palm and said, “Let’s walk to the town.”

      We walked down the stairs together and headed outside. Guards were stationed everywhere, but no one stopped us as we passed the gate and made it outside. Fresh air was good, and I could breathe easier now. As we made our way to a path, he asked me, “How was your morning?”

      His steps and mine were in sync as I said, “Your sister thinks you and I are perfect together.”

      The small town I’d spotted from my window was now visible down the road. My steps had an extra bounce in them as he said, “That’s good. I’m happy you and I have a plan and we have figured out how we’ll live once we get rid of the press.”

      We reached the road. The smell of wildflowers permeated the air and I relaxed. However, as I took a deep breath, message after message popped in at once. I reached into my bag and said, “My phone is beeping like crazy.”

      “Check them,” he said, and slowed down.

      I stood on the sidewalk in my open-toed sandals and my heart thundered from the words I read on my screen. Heat coursed through me and my eyes began to mist. I blinked and said, “Wow.”

      The words were all blurry on my screen, but I continued to scroll. Ryder asked, “What’s going on?”

      #Fake #SellOut #FuckthisBitch

      I rocked on my feet at a few of the comments on my picture with Emily. I wiped my tears away and turned it off. “Seems I’ve turned some of my fans into haters. They think I’m fake.”

      He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight as he said, “Jealousy is a real thing. Don’t pay attention to this. You’re the opposite of fake, and your numbers overall are way higher than when I saw them in Vegas.”

      He was right. But we were marrying, so I could turn this all off, not because we were in love. I was fake, just not in the way people read. I let him go and asked, “I am?”

      He handed me a tissue. I hadn’t ever met a man before now who had a tissue in his pocket. I dabbed my eyes as he said, “You are the realest person I’ve ever met.”

      “Thanks,” I said and crumpled the tissue in my hand.

      Then, he kissed me. My left foot lifted off the ground and I wished I could just forget the world right now. Ryder’s kiss and touch were all mine now, and this had to be enough to last a lifetime.
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      Ryder

      

      Nicole cared about what others had to say. It was in her every action. And we had both agreed to this marriage because we wanted our freedom from public scrutiny.

      Whatever was happening between us was a bonus. But we couldn’t change the deal because I ached for her body with mine.

      So I held her hand and pointed out the restaurants and stores on the main street, and some prominent people in the town. Then, I directed her to the water’s edge. Her gaze went to the pier, but I showed her where the ships were docked and said, “This is the wharf. Many of our townsfolk here are fishermen.”

      As we stood there, a boat drew up to the nearest berth so we stepped away. She pressed her hand on my chest and said, “This is so enchanting.”

      A fisherman with a weathered face called up to us. “As long as you’re on calm waters, miss, then we’re all safe here.”

      I tapped her side then kept my hand on the small of her back to move us along and give the men room to come ashore. “Come.”

      We took a few steps and she asked, “What did he mean?”

      The clear seas were deceiving, as in a moment everything could change. We walked down the wharf and I pointed out the beach, bought her an ice cream and time flew as we held hands. I swallowed and stared out at the setting sun. “That the storms grow heavy here and the ocean swells can be fierce, and the bay can become impossible.”

      She hugged my side and stared at the last moments of the sun as it dipped behind the ocean. We’d been out for a while now, but she sighed and said, “I’m sure it’s beautiful in a storm, too.”

      I kissed her forehead. Our deal was life-changing for me. And, almost more important, Nicole was the exact woman I’d always dreamed I’d meet. I said, “When you’re safe, yes. But it’s our job to help the people, so if there is danger, even when we’re living in the North Castle, I’ll have to go and help the coast guard.”

      She nodded and her brown eyes met mine. “Well, I can’t run a ship, but I can make sure there’s hot food for everyone.”

      The best part of the deal was that she was now in my life. I laughed and held her tighter as she said, “I’m looking forward to us being totally alone.”

      She squeezed my ass and her lips curved higher, but I said, “We will still have guards and servants, and I’m sure visitors.”

      Her lips widened and her eyes fluttered closed. “So, not entirely alone, but enough so we have that pajama party.”

      I closed my eyes to kiss her, but just as our lips were about to meet, her phone broke the moment. I let her go and said, “Yeah. Your phone is ringing.”

      She bounced on her feet and reached into her purse as she said, “I’ll turn it off.”

      However I saw the name on the screen as she pressed the buttons and I shook my head. “Answer. It’s your sister.”

      She pivoted toward the street away from me and pushed her long brown hair behind her ear as she said, “Stephanie, what’s going on?”

      She tapped one of her feet as she listened then said, “You don’t have to.”

      More fast talking and Nicole’s face turned red. A moment later, she said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Then she hung up the phone and met my eyes. I reached out to guide her away from the wharf as I asked, “What’s happening?”

      She swallowed and the color drained from her face as she said, “My sister’s boss wanted her to ask if she can bring a reporter with her, but she refused.”

      I hadn’t considered her family as a way to infiltrate my father’s walls. I tucked my hands in my pocket and asked, “What does your sister do?”

      She shook her head. “She’s a financial analyst in a world bank.”

      At least that wasn’t any danger to the royal family. I brushed against her as I said, “Interesting.”

      She bounced in step with me as I headed away from the waters. She said, “Boring, but she finds numbers help her live out her Jane Austen dreams.”

      My heart raced at the thought that we’d be alone again soon, but I asked, “What?”

      She laughed and said, “She’s wanted to move to England and meet her Mr. Darcy ever since she was a girl in the bed beside mine. Her wedding was cancelled, but she’s still going to her Jane Austen Forever events.”

      There was a movie out a few years back about people wanting to live historical lives. My fingers brushed hers and then cupped them with mine as I said, “That sounds so unique.”

      She playfully pushed me with her hip and said, “Each of us is unique in our own adorable way. The question is, what’s your hidden talent?”

      No other woman I’d met had been as naturally charming. Nicole really did take my breath away, but I soldiered on and pretended to be unaffected. “I don’t have one.”

      She pressed her hand to my face. Every other woman in my life had been half afraid to touch me in public. But Nicole was effortless and made my skin buzz from her touch as she said, “We’ll have years to find out if that’s true.”

      Something was missing, though. I wasn’t sure what it was, but the air was colder, like a storm was about to hit. I said, “I suppose.” We made it to the end of the wharf, where the main street was, and I asked, “Do you want to sample the local food?”

      She sucked in her breath then pushed her hair behind her ear. “No. I’d rather we go home and hide out in our room for the night.”

      Shutting out the world meant nothing had changed. Good. “Sounds perfect. We’ll come back once the wedding is over and no one interferes.”

      I steered us so the ocean was at our backs, but she tugged me back and said, “Wait.”

      Her face had a blush as I asked, “What?”

      She pointed to the ocean and said, “I’d like to post a picture of us, happy and engaged, online.”

      Right. Her job was about being visible. I swallowed and said, “Sure.”

      “The pier is beautiful,” she said.

      A few more minutes outside with her was good, though my shoulders were growing tight, as if trouble lay ahead. As we made it back to the edge of the pier, the streetlights came on. I stilled and said, “Make sure you get a good one.”

      She set her phone up, but a couple passing by stopped and snapped the photos for her.

      A moment later, she checked her phone and I asked, “How were they?”

      She gave me a thumbs up and posted #Manworthwaitingfor and attached the photo. She sent it and put her phone away.

      My neck tingled but I didn’t say a word. Instead I took a step to go, but she put her hand on my hip and her lips quickly met mine.

      Her kiss burned through me fast and my body grew hard as she said, “I want you. I thought that was part of the deal.”

      I tugged her closer and let her realize how she turned me on and said, “Fuck, yes.”

      Her eyes batted closed and her lips puckered. “Good.”

      I kissed her and didn’t want this to stop.

      If it weren’t for the cold evening winds smacking against our skin, I’d have groped her publicly.

      However the air stung our faces, so I ended the kiss and instead directed her home.

      In our bedrooms, we could be naked and play, all night.

      We made it down the street quickly, and through the gates of the castle. However as we passed the guards, Gio met us and bowed. “Your highness. Miss Steel. His majesty wishes a meeting.”

      And it was important enough to send Gio. I lingered for one moment near the door and wished I could ignore the summons, but instead, I said, “At once.”

      The life of a prince meant I didn’t have a choice.

      Nicole’s eyes widened as we both went toward my father’s office. Once we were clear of Gio, she asked, “What’s going on?”

      Whatever it was, this was likely what made my shoulders tight, but I only said, “Probably nothing.”

      Once we reached the door, royal staff shuffled us into the side office where my father sat at his desk. As we entered his royal presence, my father tucked his tie into his jacket as he stood and said, “Ms. Steel. Ryder, please sit.”

      Right. We sat across from my father and, once we were settled, I asked, “What’s this about, Father?”

      He snapped his desk drawer open and handed Nicole a manila folder with papers inside. “The lawyers have prepared the contract for Ms. Steel.”

      She flipped open the folder and saw the first page. Her face went white, but she flipped through the document. I saw her gaze at me, and her lips thinned.

      “I’ll need time to read it,” she said.

      My father stood, as this was the end of our audience. “Of course.”

      She took the folder under her arm and we headed out. Once in the corridor, she whispered to me, “Ryder, we have a problem.”

      I motioned with my finger not to talk here. So we headed back to the room where I’d intended to toss her on the bed earlier. Once the door closed, I crossed my arms and asked, “What’s going on?”

      She flipped open the contract and pointed to page three and said, “This says my blog, my social media, and everything I intend to publish needs royal approval first.”

      Our deal was over, then. She’d been adamant about controlling her own social media avenues that she earned a living from.

      Without that, I had nothing to offer her that she wanted. I rubbed my temple and said, “I will speak to him.”

      She reached out and grabbed my wrist. “I don’t want to walk away from you over this.”

      I kissed her cheek. She was sweet, but I understood this could be a deal-breaker. I said, “Right. We had a deal. Give me time to speak to my father.”

      “Of course.”

      I left our rooms and rushed back. Who knew what my father might do next? I squared my body to confront him.

      If he forced this, then he stopped our lives. I didn’t wait for his handlers to signal him I was coming, but headed straight back into his office. I caught my father on the phone and waited for him to finish discussing a trade deal for more rice and flowers. Once he hung up the phone, I leaned against his desk and said, “Father, the requirement for royal approval is overreaching.”

      He glanced up at me like I was still a thirteen-year-old boy he could order around. “We need to ensure our image is perfect.”

      I pressed my hand to my heart and said, “And you need to trust us.”

      He stood. “It’s not just me, Ryder.” He widened his stance and said, “There is nothing I can do.”

      Adrenaline coursed through me. I lifted my chin as my heart raced. “You never once considered my feelings over this.”

      He stared at me, and when I was a child, that piercing, blue-eyed gaze would have had me shaking in my shoes. He said coldly, “You’re a prince, Ryder, and I didn’t understand until my advisors explained the details of her work about the potential dangers to the throne. She needs to stop blogging and sharing pictures of her life once she becomes a royal.”

      I wasn’t a child anymore. I was about to marry to break free of all this. I waved my hand and turned toward the door. “No. I quit.”

      I reached for the door and my father said, “You can’t.”

      I shrugged and said only, “Goodbye, Father.”

      No more arguing.

      This was over. The only saving grace was the law that said if I married without royal approval, I was kicked out.

      Gio had stopped me from marrying a stripper, but if Nicole agreed, she’d save me and get the story of a lifetime for her blogs and online life.

      We’d have to talk, alone. I ignored the guards and stormed back to her room. Once I’d shut the doors in her bedroom, I said, “He refused. Nicole, let’s pack and get out of here.”

      She massaged her neck and stared at the contract she’d tossed on her bed. “He’s not budging?”

      I walked over and took her hands. “No, and I quit.”

      Her eyes widened. “You quit?”

      I headed to my room to grab a bag of necessities and said, “I … we had a deal and I won’t have my father controlling our lives forever. If I marry without royal approval, then I’m kicked out anyhow, and you get a story that helps your social media profile soar. So let’s get out of here.”

      Her face paled, but she started packing. I finished with my one bag of essentials and tossed it over my back. She filled her rolling bag and kicked it like she’d roll it as she said, “Let’s stay at a nearby hotel for the night. Tomorrow, let me have my lawyers talk to his lawyers.”

      She wasn’t ready to give up. Part of me wished I had her drive, but instead I took the handle of her bag to carry it, and asked, “You have hope this will change?”

      She nodded, then opened the door and held it for us. “I hate to see you walk away from your family.”

      I stopped and lowered my voice so the guards didn’t hear us. “Nicole, there is nothing we can do now, but if you want to try, I won’t stop you.”

      She patted my cheek. “Have faith, Ryder.”

      “Sounds nice, coming from you,” I said, and followed behind her.

      Tonight, we were leaving the royal palace. Tomorrow, my father would call me back, but it would be too late. I’d marry Nicole if she’d have me, and while we wouldn’t get what we’d planned anymore, we would still help each other.

      And hopefully, this was good enough—as losing her might be worse than losing my title.
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      Nicole

      

      The best part of this morning held me tight. Ryder and I had shared one room and one bed. My heart whispered that he was everything I’d ever want.

      However, my regular life and routines came to mind. At home, I’d have posted something about a healthy breakfast, shared a photo of the morning and jumped into my shared yoga routine that I always did with the live camera.

      Since I’d met Ryder, though, my life was off-center. And our deal had fundamentally changed for me when we went to bed.

      His touch wasn’t just a cold-hearted business deal, and his kiss made me ache for more.

      I slipped my arm off his bare, muscular chest and stared at the white ceiling of the hotel room. Then, I jumped up and went to get our breakfast, which should have been delivered by now.

      A royal missive was on top of the food platter that I brought in from the hall and put on the small table. Adrenaline in my veins had my brain overreacting. I tried some deep-breathing exercises to calm down.

      I returned to the bed and stared at Ryder, who slept only in his royal, blue boxer briefs that had his family crest embroidered on one leg. He was even more handsome without the worry of the day on him.

      I swallowed. I had intended to go do some of my morning yoga routine when a strong hand squeezed mine and that sexy voice of his said, “Good morning.”

      I batted my eyes and stared into those magnetic embers of his, with the twinkle that had me believing in fairy tales where we lived happily ever after, forever.

      But I needed to get my feet on the ground, so I pulled away and stood up as I said, “Morning.”

      He covered his eyes like he wasn’t ready to get up and asked, “It’s day already?”

      I trotted over to the table and grabbed the letter with the palace stamp on it. I tossed it in his hand and said, “Yes, and we had a royal decree delivered with our breakfast.”

      He opened it like this was a normal bill that came all the time. Once he’d read it, he massaged his temples then tossed the letter onto the bed behind him. “I expected my father to say something. Guess it’s time to talk.”

      “Yes.” My heart ached and whispered that we needed to stay here, together. I lowered my head like that might stop the doubts in my mind.

      “Last night was wonderful,” I said. I took his hand in mine and gazed up at him. The words were all true, but we needed to be serious. “You’re amazing, Ryder, but I agreed to marry you, in part, so I can boost my social media traffic, which will let me take more breaks so I can write my book.”

      He motioned for us to sit at the table, and I let him go to sit across from him. “If I quit, I’ll help you cash in on the story,” he said. “Then you’re still free to do whatever you want and use your social media all you want. I have job offers if I quit being a royal. I won’t be poor for long.”

      Yet, this plan wouldn’t give me the chance for a private life. I needed to figure out what would be best for me, but wouldn’t destroy Ryder in the process. I took the lid off the tray and found a plate of small sandwiches. I offered him one and poured the coffee. “It’s not the same thing.”

      He took the coffee and sipped it black. He then put it down and folded his hands. “I know it’s not. If you don’t want to marry me, I understand.”

      My heart twisted. I wanted Ryder, but like this? I’d tear him away from his family. And, yes, he said he could live without them, but I wasn’t sure. His sister clearly loved him and enjoyed his company, and I couldn’t live without having my sisters in my life. I swallowed and my skin radiated my indecision as I nibbled on my sandwich. Once I finished, I said, “Let me try to send my lawyers to see your father’s team.”

      His eyes widened. “You actually have lawyers?”

      Last night, after he’d fallen asleep, I’d texted my sister and she had already set this up for me. I picked up my coffee and said, “I’ve talked to Indigo. Frank’s a lawyer who works for her husband. He helped my sister Ridley with a major problem, and now he’s on his way to Norden and will represent my side in the negotiations.”

      The black brew was delicious. Better than what I made at home. He rested his head on his palms and asked, “If Father doesn’t agree?”

      I wasn’t sure. Did I marry him? My heart whispered “yes”, but my brain screamed that I needed to be smart. Once he’d been stripped of his title and duties, like he wanted, we’d easily be short term. After all, he’d never said he loved me. The thought burned into me like that was the biggest question of all, and the one that I refused to ask. I shrugged, without an answer right now. “Then we don’t have a place to retire to.”

      He squared his shoulders like we were negotiating. “I have my own savings. I’m not destitute and I have every intention of taking seats on boards of companies that will make a difference. This was why I thought it would be fine to marry Darla.”

      I didn’t want short term with him. I finished another sip of my coffee and my thoughts became clear. There were still benefits to the plan, but this wasn’t the same. I needed to hold out hope right now, so I said, “You’re right. If we become the runaway royals, there is money to earn.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “So you’re in?”

      Don’t make promises you can’t keep. My father’s voice rang loud and clear in my mind, even though he’d died years ago. I glanced down and picked up my coffee to drink, and said, “I … we’ll see. I’m open to the idea and my sisters are already on their way for a wedding.”

      His face darkened. I wasn’t sure what else to say. Did he want me to say “I love you” when he hadn’t said it, and I … wasn’t sure? I finished my coffee as he said, “You don’t have to marry me out of a sense of obligation, or because we had sex.”

      Heat rose in my cheeks. Being with Ryder was the paramount reason to stay—and it wasn’t because I had guilt. I shook my head. “I … wasn’t.”

      He scooted closer and his voice went down. “Then why would you go through with this?”

      Was he asking me how I felt about him? I didn’t know that answer. My heart thundered right now, but I tugged my ear and said, “I told you, I want a nest egg and a place to retire from public life.”

      The brightness in his eyes dulled and the loss of color made me wiggle in my chair as he said, “I can get us a home anywhere in the world you want to hole up in, so you can write your book. I’ll even take some of the pictures for you and write the posts.”

      Right. I’d said I’d marry him for that reason—the book I intended to write, but kept putting off because blogging and photographing my life and yoga classes always took priority. For now, I stood up and said, “Let’s just get my sister from the airport and settle her in a room at the hotel while the lawyers talk.”

      He finished his coffee quickly and asked, “When does she land?”

      I glanced at my phone and felt myself calm down a little. Stephanie was always one to believe in following her heart. I needed her positivity today. “In an hour.”

      He picked up his pants from the floor, and asked, “Do you want me to go with you or wait here?”

      I didn’t want to lose him over technicalities. I bounced on my feet and said with more force, “I want you with me, unless you’re needed at the palace?”

      He tossed his clothes into the bathroom then picked up the letter on the bed as he said, “Let me read you my father’s note.”

      He coughed, then spoke in his father’s more bass voice, “Ryder, you and your fiancée were missed this morning. I have set aside 4 pm today for us to discuss this contract, in person. His Royal Majesty, King Sven Kristoff.”

      “That’s it?” I asked and my heart raced.

      My own parents hadn’t been royals, but I couldn’t imagine them ever speaking to us so formally and coldly.

      He tossed the letter back down then held my waist. “If we marry without permission, it’s as I said. I’m out of the family. But he wants me to come, so maybe he’s willing to negotiate. Don’t get your hopes up, though.”

      Yet, Frank and the royal lawyers had a meeting at ten, so hopefully everything would work out. I closed my eyes and wished the drama would dissipate into the day as I said, “The lawyers will have already spoken by then.”

      He kissed my cheek then let me go as he headed to the bathroom. His muscular ass caught my attention and my body radiated desire as I called out, “Ryder?”

      “Yes?” he asked, and stood at the doorway.

      I licked my lips and decided we needed to forget this conversation. My nipples were already hardening at the vision of his body when I asked, “How long does it take to get to the airport?”

      He didn’t seem to get my meaning as he said, “A half hour. We can rent a car downstairs.”

      I walked over and pressed his hands to my heart as I led him back into the room. “We have time then. I … want you … I want us.”

      He followed me, but as I neared the bed, he asked, “Why, Nicole?”

      My pulse zipped but I swallowed and tilted my head. “Because I’ve never felt like this before. And it’s not the title or the money. It’s you and me I like.”

      He reached inside my t-shirt and lifted it as he said, “I wish there was more I could offer you. I know this isn’t what we planned.”

      Without a bra, he saw my nipples were already pebbles for him. My entire body heated as I said, “No, it’s not. But do you want me, or is it all just one-sided?”

      His lips burned mine and fire grew in me. “I want you, Nicole. I want you more than I ever wanted anyone, but I can’t change my father.”

      My fingers clung to his thick hair as I closed my eyes and said, “Then we’ll have to figure out what happens tonight. Can we get married without his permission while my sisters are here?”

      His lips burned my skin and I wanted nothing more than to be his right now. As the kiss ended, he said, “Yes. I will call the priests. My father has no say in marriages in this country. There is a constitution.”

      His mouth went lower and found my girls, who stood at attention for him, as he smacked his lips. I asked breathlessly, “Even if you’re his son?”

      He captured my breast in his mouth and suckled. My entire body tingled. As he went for the second one, he said, “Yes. Now let’s not talk about him anymore.”

      “Sounds like the perfect plan,” I said and slid off my underwear.

      We had time, and I knew for a fact I wanted him. This was all that mattered. We were together.
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      Ryder

      

      Nicole spent most of her day talking to her sister Stephanie. I’d waited in our room and checked on my bank account. Soon, I’d not have to ask permission for my investments.

      Freedom would be sweet. If Nicole married me, I had everything I wanted. I shut my computer screen. The problem was that I wouldn’t be giving Nicole what I’d promised. And living with restrictions wasn’t something Nicole was used to.

      My father’s demands were just the tip of the iceberg on what royal life required.

      For the four o’clock appointment, we walked together to the palace. The air around her smelled like her essential oils. As we left the hotel, Nicole crossed her arms and said, “The lawyers are still talking.”

      As the guards opened the gates, I put my hands in my pockets and said, “I can meet with my father alone. If I think he’s willing to make concessions, I’ll come and get you.”

      “Okay.” She gave me two thumbs up, like we were on the same page. The tension in my shoulders made me hope that was true.

      “That’s a good plan,” she said. “Frank thinks if I meet with your father, then I’d change the nature of any contract negotiation.”

      I kissed her cheek and saluted her as I stepped back. “I will let him know that he has no control over your social media accounts.”

      Her lips curved into a smile. “Thank you, Ryder.”

      I stopped again before I headed out and said, “It’s what I promised when we agreed to get married.”

      She sashayed to my side and my heart lifted in my chest like she gave oxygen to my lungs. Then, she said, “I did agree to limit your family’s exposure, and I will take down the photo of me and your sister, as that seems to be a sticking point in the contracts.”

      Right. She hoped the negotiations with my father would work out. This had nothing to do with me or us. I lowered my head and ignored the sinking feeling in my gut. “I understand.”

      She kissed my cheek and said, “Good luck.”

      I spun on my heels like I was still in the military and headed toward my father’s private offices.

      No one stopped me to correct me on his whereabouts or insist I follow protocol to request an audience. My feet tapped, so he knew I approached, but I still waited for my summons near the door.

      My father’s secretary announced my name a moment later then opened the doors, granting me access.

      I stepped inside and the secretary left, leaving us alone.

      My father wore his royal, blue jacket with the family crest in gold thread on the sleeves, so I knew this was all business with him.

      I stilled as I’d been taught. The only person in my life who’d ever greeted me with a hug had been my mother. She’d died years ago, and I still missed her warmth.

      So I stood like I was still an army captain while my commanding officer stared at me, and I didn’t blink as I said, “Your Majesty.”

      He pointed to the visitors’ chairs like this was an ordinary meeting and said, “Ryder, sit.” As the good son, I did as ordered. Once I was sitting down, he asked me, “Where is your fiancée?”

      I widened my feet under my chair but otherwise let my muscles tighten. “She’s outside. It’s not wise for her to be here as her lawyer is negotiating on her behalf right now.”

      My father sat back and studied me. “Very well. I hope you will be reasonable on this.”

      I refused to let my muscles twitch, and asked, “Define reasonable, please.”

      He leaned closer and said, “Your Nicole overshares her life. As royals, we must be reserved and above having opinions on frivolous matters because we’re needed for bigger crises.”

      She loved her life. One of the reasons she’d agreed to marry me was to give herself some distance, but still keep her fans waiting for her. My heart beat a little faster. I didn’t want to lose her, but my father had control at this moment. I gripped my seat and said, “She’s authentic, and she’s promoting her belief systems. She’d not consider her opinion on yoga as being frivolous.”

      He folded his hands on the table. “No one should have even known about her virginity. It’s not a topic for discussion.”

      A scoff came out of my lips and I shook my head. “Yet, you selected her on that basis, and then demanded she be tested. I was ready to walk away from your decree then and marry her.”

      His gaze narrowed like he was testing me. “Because you’re in love, and think duty to family and country doesn’t matter?”

      Love and duty. I’d been trained since birth that country comes first, but this was the first time the obligation had stung. I blinked and ignored the sensation as I asked, “What state secrets has she divulged?”

      This time he didn’t blink, but took out photos from her social media posts, and others of the outside of the palace with red lines drawn on it. “Where you both sleep at night can be triangulated from the angles of her photos.”

      “I see,” I said, and my heart sped up. He was going to use this evidence to stop me from getting the life I wanted. A life with Nicole, away from my duties.

      My father then showed me another folder with social media commentary and said, “And, your sister shouldn’t be used to promote books and exercise.”

      This was nonsense. I closed the folder on my sister, though my skin now had pins and needles. I said, “You knew who Nicole was before I did, and yet you set us up.”

      “I don’t understand why this is a hardship for her.” He gave one nod, which was all he’d ever do to acknowledge me. “I figured if you offered this woman a tiara, then she’d stop this sharing.”

      “Her name is Nicole, and your own matchmaker said she was perfect for me.” One of the best things about Nicole was that she wasn’t like any other woman I’d ever met. I pressed my ankles together and said, “So I need to be what she wants, and I can’t ask her to give up doing what she loves and believes in. I won’t.”

      His eyes widened. “You won’t?”

      I stood and didn’t wait for permission. “I will marry her, if she’ll have me.”

      He jumped up and said, “Because you’re so in love you can’t see reason? We need to protect our family, and we have a royal duty to our country. You swore to do both.”

      “I have done what I can, but let’s be honest now. I haven’t seen much of you since we were told Mom was hospitalized after she collapsed on stage giving a speech. This time, though, I refuse to back down.”

      “You must.”

      “No. I’ve not been your concern since Mother died.”

      He placed his hand on my shoulder. “That’s not true, son.”

      For one moment, I didn’t move. I wished we were closer, but we hadn’t spent any alone time since Mom’s pneumonia that had ended her life too soon.

      If I had my way, I’d hold on to Nicole. She was the one bright light I had in my life, even if we’d been set up. I reached for the door. “It is. Nicole makes me happy, Father, and I’ve not been that in years. Now, I must go.”

      As I opened the door, his secretary bounded toward us, clearly intending to see my father, but my dad said, “Ryder, don’t do this. Don’t walk away from your king.”

      I widened the door. It was time. I didn’t fit in here. I stepped into the hall. “I’m walking away from my father.”

      He took a few steps, like he’d follow me out. “It’s the same thing.”

      “No, it’s not,” I said, and for the first time in my life I showed him my back.

      Proper etiquette wasn’t my concern any longer. Soon, I’d find a way to leave this family, forever.

      I stormed through the castle and only slowed when I locked eyes with Nicole. She stood with her phone in her hand, though she put it away as she asked, “What happened?”

      I reached for her hand and said, “We’ll talk outside of the castle.”

      “Okay.” She trotted outside with me. Beside her, I was calmer, but as we made it onto the street to return to the hotel in town, she bumped into me and said, “We’re alone now. What happened?”

      I glanced at my side. Nicole was vibrant and alive in a way I’d never been. I knew better than to believe we had a love-filled future, but her nearness sent hope in my veins and butterflies in my belly. I wasn’t sure what this meant, but she deserved the truth. “He believes the photos you took in your room violate castle security as the tower can be figured out from the angles of your photos.”

      She reached in her phone and swiped and hit buttons fast as she said, “Oh, wow. I’ll take them down, but I don’t know if anyone might have downloaded them already, or taken a screen shot.”

      I put my hand in front of her to stop her. “I told him he didn’t get control of your blog or social media. He disagreed.”

      She put her phone back in her pocket and asked, “So what do we do?”

      I stopped. I didn’t care that we were about to enter the small fishing town where people might see us. “I’m hoping you’ll marry me without my father’s approval.”

      She stepped back, took out her phone, and stared at the street and not at me. “I don’t know right now.”

      Fuck. I knew better than to believe in love. I’d been rejected for years, so this wasn’t anything new. I stared back at the palace and said, “I asked for too much.”

      She patted my arm and her touch sent a thrill through me like we were the only people in the world. “That’s not it. I need time. I’ve texted Frank. I’ll take the photos down, and give the crown the right to censor me while I’m in the castle, or any military place, or with your family.”

      She hadn’t wanted me to know her plan. The chill in my body lessened. I hadn’t expected this switch and I rubbed my forehead. “That’s okay with you?”

      She let out a sigh and said, “It’s what we agreed originally. Remember? I agreed to not use your family without permission. I should have thought that it would include your family’s private quarters in the palace. I’ll stop taking photos in the castle. I’m hoping it’s enough.”

      Once I gave in to whatever my father demanded, he usually steered the ship. I pressed my forehead to hers and said, “He’s stubborn.”

      She laughed. “Like you?”

      A chill rushed through my spine, but I didn’t let go of her as she held me closer. “I hope I’m nothing like him.”

      Her phone beeped. She didn’t look at it, but she held my arm and took a step, tugging me along with her. “Come. I think you should sit with my family for dinner. Let’s go back to the hotel and change. We’ll figure out what’s next tonight.”

      Then, I was at her mercy. I went with her and said, “I’ll do as you want, Nicole. Just don’t expect my father to change.”

      However, my heartbeat was off. I knew it. I needed to protect myself because my father was going to ask for more than she offered. He’d never been reasonable when it came to me. Nothing would change and I could lose her fast.
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      Nicole

      

      My sisters being with me, at least some of them, was like I’d been thrown an anchor in the chaos of today.

      Stephanie’s sensible brown eyes and Olivia’s bright blues had helped me follow my own path since we were little.

      Nothing had changed. I needed them in my life.

      The walk from the castle had my stomach twisted. Ryder was so sure his father would refuse.

      If he did, though, then I had to stop this. If I signed over rights to my social media, then there was no way I’d ever be able to start over.

      I’d started writing my blog before I graduated high school. This life was part of me. And all my messaging was my own.

      My parents hadn’t been able to stop me. They’d trusted me. The concessions I offered should be fine. I deleted the photos to prove I meant what I’d said.

      Ryder’s tension was palpable in his every step, so we didn’t talk much on the short walk.

      Even more important than my life, though, was Ryder’s. He might not realize it, but he loved his family. The loss of his mother was hard, but he’d be happier if he had the rest of his family in his life, even if he didn’t see that right now.

      As we joined Stephanie and Olivia at the private table that overlooked the wharf, Stephanie poured us both glasses of wine. Ryder held my chair for me, then joined us.

      Olivia slid closer to us in her seat and asked immediately, “How did the meeting go? Is everything okay?”

      I glanced at Ryder and wished he was more positive. For now, I folded my napkin on my lap, though I wasn’t hungry, and took a sip of my wine.

      I glanced at his eyes and wished he had more faith. Marrying Ryder was a chance of a lifetime, but I’d never lived my life without my social media outlets. I didn’t think I could. So my skin buzzed with my own fears as I finished my sip and said, “I’ll let you know tomorrow, once Ryder and I have a chance to talk.”

      The waiters brought us salmon dishes, and the lemony smell normally would have made my mouth water. Today, my lips were dry, and I wasn’t sure what I’d do. I ignored the plate.

      “That bad, then,” my little sister, Olivia, said. “I was hoping you’d get what you wanted. I still do.”

      “Thanks, Olivia.” My lips curved in a faint smile. I needed hope. It was the missing jewel to my world at the moment. I let out a sigh and said, “I’m just happy Frank could come on short notice. He’s still negotiating with them.”

      Stephanie brushed against my arm and motioned for me to eat as she said, “See? So there is hope. Ridley said Frank set her up wonderfully.”

      Ryder finished his bite. His face was white. “My father is a king. Negotiation isn’t his style.”

      There it was. His negative energy was like a weight of bricks that made me think “no”.

      Olivia finished her salmon quickly. She must have loved it, as her face was brighter as she said, “Well, you and my sister seem happy and in love.”

      My entire body grew hot and I glanced at Ryder. But his stoic face gave me no hints about his feelings and my heart thumped. Love? It couldn’t possibly be true for us. I sighed.

      Stephanie said, “Tomorrow you’ll meet Indigo, Ridley and Georgie and their husbands. They are all great guys, like you, your highness.”

      This time Ryder blinked, and he shook his head. “Ryder is fine,” he said. “I’m not a great guy, but please, call me by my name.”

      They smiled, but Stephanie took Olivia’s hand and jumped up from the table. “We will,” she said, “We’ll see you tomorrow. Olivia and I need to check into our room.”

      Olivia bounced but hugged me as Ryder and I said, “Bye Olivia, bye Stephanie.”

      They left and I forced myself to bite into my food. This fish was fresh and practically melted off the fork. I wished my taste buds were in alignment, but it was as if nothing mattered.

      I took a few bites anyway, and the sustenance helped settle me. The moment I put my fork down, Ryder folded his hands on the table and said, “Your family loves you.”

      I washed down the fish with wine that also didn’t do anything. Once I put my glass down, I smiled. Ryder made me ache in ways I hadn’t known possible. I let out a deep breath and said, “And, I love my sisters and my cousins. When my parents died, all we had was each other. It brought us closer than ever.”

      He finished his glass. Then, he said, “That’s clear.”

      I crossed my legs under my seat. We needed to be smart. I needed to be, anyhow. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I didn’t have my life work. I nursed the last bit of my own wine and said, “It’s comforting.”

      His shoulders slumped and, for a moment, his eyes glistened. He shut that down, though, as he said, “I can’t imagine. My sister and brother … we weren’t close after my mom died.”

      I reached for his hand and a spark rushed in my veins as I said, “Emily seems interested in being close to you.”

      That small laugh of his made my veins race a little more and I ached to hug him. “She was good to you, which was nice to see.”

      I bit my lower lip. I didn’t want to ask the next question, but then the words came spilling out of me. “What happened with you and your brother?”

      He sat back and let my hand go. His muscles seemed hard, like he was holding back his anger. “He’s been an asshole. I didn’t like how he spoke to you.”

      I tugged my ear and refilled our glasses with the remnants of the bottle. There wasn’t much for either of us, but it gave me time to think. I said, “Yeah, I saw that. Any reason he’s like that with you?”

      He shook his head. “Not that I know of. I’ve never even blinked at any of his girlfriends.”

      Good. The last thing I needed in my brain was some sort of jealous streak to complicate how I felt. I was already confused. I sipped my wine, then my phone rang. I grabbed it and showed him my screen. “Frank is calling.”

      Ryder picked up his own glass. “I’ll let you talk.”

      I put the phone to my ear and glanced at the clouds in the distance over the water as Frank said, “The talks have been shut down. No progress, and I’m told not to expect any more meetings tomorrow.”

      My stomach turned to stone. Ryder had predicted this. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to understand. I had given up so much already. I rocked in my seat a little as I asked, “Seriously? He won’t budge?”

      Ryder finished his wine and looked at me as if he was ready to drive the last nail in my coffin. My mind raced and I wasn’t sure what to do.

      “I’ll try in the morning to see if I can fix this before your ceremony,” Frank said, but he didn’t sound hopeful.

      Oh, goodness. Now it was time to be completely honest. My blog was a part of me. A chill ran through me as I said, “Thanks, Frank.”

      I ended the call and tucked my phone in my pocket. Food wasn’t going to fix me. I pushed my plate away and Ryder signed the bill that must have come when I was on the phone. He put the pen down and asked, “My father’s playing hardball?”

      I nodded. I had no idea what to do. My skin buzzed with energy, as I said, “He refused any more talks.”

      He folded his hands on the table like this was a contract negotiation, too. “So it comes down to you and me. If you want to call off our plans for tomorrow’s wedding, I’ll call the priest.”

      I shivered but forced myself to speak. I needed to express myself, and couldn’t imagine my life under supervision. I scooted away from him. “Yeah. I don’t want this, as it is now.”

      His face drained of color, but he turned away like he didn’t want me to see him. “I figured. I’ll go, Nicole.”

      My gut had no answers. All I knew was that I didn’t want to hurt him. He moved to get up, but I reached out and held his wrist. “Wait.”

      “Why?” He turned toward me and as he spoke, my heart pounded. I’d just fucked everything up.

      “You don’t want to marry me. I have to find another way to escape my father.”

      Boom. Right. This wasn’t about love. My feelings for him, or whether he loved me, didn’t matter. I wasn’t stupid. I felt the sting of almost-tears and forced them to freeze in place. I asked, “That’s all this is to you?”

      He stood up and tightened his tie. “What did you expect? I said I could help you cash in on being a runaway royal, but you refused that. And I get it. You don’t need me.”

      He turned to go, and I let my arms collapse on the table as I said, “Ryder, I’m sorry.”

      He stared at me and I stood up to face him.

      “Me too, Nicole. I’m sorry I let it get this far. I should have just stuck to my original plan with the stripper.”

      If words were like bullets shot from a gun, I’d be dead right now. I’d been so stupid about everything. I glanced at his polished shoes. Honesty, even when it hurt, had always been a life model for me, so I ignored my chills and said, “For what it’s worth, you were the best man I’ve ever been with.”

      He came over. For a moment I thought he’d kiss me, but his lips met my cheek. “I’m the first. I hope you find whoever it is you want as your husband.”

      Tears streamed from my eyes now. I held him like this was the last time I’d ever see him, and I sniffled a little but said, “That’s just it. I never wanted a husband. I never saw myself as a bride or a princess. And, I’m afraid I’m not cut out for your life. It’s too constraining and I need to express myself.”

      He backed away, but the way his blue eyes stared at me it was like he saw straight through me and realized he and I were wrong for each other. He pressed his hand to his heart. “I’ll buy your book when it comes out.”

      I wiped my face and said, “You’re wonderful, Ryder.”

      He turned away, massaging the space between his eyes. “You don’t have to lie to me. That’s what staff is for. Good night.”

      His steps echoed as he walked away. My heart was on the ground and shattered. I needed to be honest, so I ran after him and didn’t care if anyone saw me. I rushed onto the sidewalk and called out to him, “Wait!”

      He turned and his muscles twitched. But he stared at me and asked, “What?”

      This felt wrong. I didn’t want to lose him. I shuffled and said, “I’m sorry.”

      That sigh of his made my body ache with need but he said, “Me, too. I wanted to marry you.”

      I reached out like I needed him to hold me, but I said, “I wanted that, too, just not like this. Not now.”

      His face went white then he said, “Right. So this is me walking away, as you wished.”

      The moon was out and I watched him as he rushed toward the wharf. My legs were locked in place until he disappeared. He hadn’t loved me. If he had, wouldn’t he have told me? If I hadn’t stopped us now, then I’d have neither love in my life nor my work. Marriage would be impossible.

      When I had finally lost sight of him, I pressed my hand on the wall of the building like that might give me enough strength. But breaking up with Ryder left a hole in my soul. I wasn’t sure I’d ever recover.
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      Ryder

      

      The crescent moon was bright over the water. And the gentle waves under my yacht normally lulled me to sleep when I was upset, or angry, or drank too much and needed to crash.

      Tonight, though, the gentle rocking did nothing for me. I’d spent hours on my workout, and then tried to rest. But every time I closed my eyes, I saw Nicole’s face staring at me.

      It was like she haunted me.

      I kept the lights off, but staring at the stars tonight wasn’t making me peaceful.

      Nicole had never cared about me. I should have realized that from the start. We were a contract deal and nothing more. And I was the one who couldn’t hold up my end.

      It was my fault she’d ended the engagement.

      Footsteps echoed above me and I jumped out of my berth. I tugged on my pajama bottoms and my heart ached for Nicole.

      I squashed that idea right away. She didn’t even know I had a boat in port. But I rushed out of my quarters and onto the deck. My sister in her high heels and my brother, still in his blue, royal vest with the embroidery over his heart, stood waiting for me. Emily placed her hand on her hip and asked, “Ryder, what are you doing on your yacht?”

      I shook my head. My sister and brother and I hadn’t been close in years. I massaged the back of my neck and wondered how to get them to go away. I said, “Emily … I wasn’t expecting company.”

      She looked at my bare chest and her nose wiggled like she was disgusted by my muscles. To humor her, I reached into my quarters and grabbed a t-shirt as she said, “Clearly. Harry’s here and he has something he wants to say.”

      I tugged the shirt over my head and once I was covered, so as not to offend Emily, I glanced at my brother and asked, “What’s that?”

      Harry had his hands folded in front of him, like he was a little boy and Mom was going to punish him for taking an extra dessert. He said, “I was rude to you and your bride, and I’m sorry.”

      Emily crossed her arms and I understood. She’d taken Mom’s place today. She said, “Tell him why, Harry.”

      Harry’s face went bright red. I don’t remember him ever being embarrassed about anything, but he asked, “Do you remember Kaitlyn Munroe?”

      My mind raced. Kaitlyn … no … Kate was a common enough name, but no face came to mind. I didn’t blink, but I said, “No.”

      His shoulders dropped. Had he been in love? Did I screw up his life? He avoided eye contact as he said, “When Mom died, I was after Kaitlyn. But she said Mom preferred you over me because you were the handsome one.”

      Whoever she was, she must have been important to Harry. I shrugged and said, “Sorry. I don’t know who she is.”

      He gritted his teeth like this was the hardest moment of his life—when, as a soldier, he commanded men in his unit without blinking. “I was jealous … that Mom took more of an interest in your life. But I want you to be happy in your wedding tomorrow. Sorry I was an ass.”

      Words I’d never heard him say in all the years I’d known him. I let out a long sigh. I wasn’t sure this mattered now, but I nodded and said, “You’ve been father’s favorite since we were born, Harry.”

      His lips thinned and his head went up like I’d offended him. “I’m not. I’m the heir. Emily’s the favorite.”

      She rolled her eyes and stood between us, but then she pivoted toward me and tilted her head. “This is silly. So why are you on the boat tonight? Is Nicole this old-fashioned?”

      I turned away. None of this mattered. I’d lost the only person who mattered. I pushed on my forehead between my eyes and told them the truth. “Father refused to negotiate with Nicole’s lawyers. Once again, he doesn’t care about me or what I want.”

      Harry widened his stance. “Do you want me to speak to him, Ryder?”

      Nicole’s family had been there for her, but until this moment, neither of my siblings had asked what they could do for me. I met Emily’s blue-eyed gaze, unsure, as she said, “You know how he is. Stubborn to the core.”

      My shoulders dropped a little.

      “I will work on this, as a way to make it up to you and Nicole,” Harry said.

      My heart raced and adrenaline pumped in my veins. But I held my head up and held my ground for incoming fire when I said, “Don’t bother. There is no wedding.”

      Emily’s face went white. It was a reaction I wasn’t prepared for. My shoulders dropped. Emily said quickly, “Go, Harry. Fix things with Father. I’ll stay here with Ryder.”

      My brother gave her a curt nod and the yacht wobbled as he jumped off. I didn’t waver, but my sister held on to a rail until we stabilized. I let out a long sigh and said, “I don’t need a babysitter, Emily.”

      She motioned toward the cabin and I realized that her arms had goosebumps. I waved her in and, as she crossed, into the main room she asked, “What happened with Nicole?”

      She sat on the bench and patted the seat beside her. I joined her and tapped my fingers on my knees. “She sees her blog as part of who she is.”

      Emily took my hand like Mom used to and said, “It’s been her life since she was a girl.”

      When had my sister turned so sweet? I swallowed and said, “I never wanted her to give it up. Father had other opinions.”

      Emily hugged me. A slight pain pulsed through me, like I’d missed my sister for too long. And Nicole, too. I wished she was here. I swallowed. Emily resettled in her seat, smoothed her pants like they had a wrinkle, and said, “I thought you wanted out of our family and that’s why you married the stripper. I was so happy that Gio stopped you, and that you brought Nicole home. I thought you were both in love.”

      There was a huge, hollow cave in my heart. I’d had this feeling of emptiness ever since the day my mom didn’t come home from a speech. I glanced at the porthole and said, “I don’t know what love is.”

      I turned away and faced toward the empty room. “It’s not like our family are experts at that.”

      She bumped into my shoulder. “You and Mom were close.”

      True. Mom was the best to me. “She watched out for me as no one else did.”

      Emily let out a small sigh and folded her hands in front of her. “We’re the only people who ever challenge Dad’s word. I mean, normally, people just go along and follow whatever he says without question.”

      Yet, Father was charmed by Emily when she laughed at his rules, while he derided me for everything I did wrong, down to how I’d tied my shoes as a boy. I let my head rest against the wall and said, “Doesn’t matter. I’m not meant for love.”

      Emily turned toward me and crossed her legs as she asked, “Seriously, what happened with Nicole?”

      I glanced down my nose at her. Emily had grown up these past two years, while I’d been avoiding home. My pulse was calmer now, and I told her the truth. “She won’t marry me without father’s approval.”

      She squeezed my palm. “Wow. I thought she was in love with you.”

      Love. That word again. My head pounded like I’d missed an answer, but I sucked in my breath and wished Nicole was here as I said, “We … never discussed our feelings.”

      Emily’s phone rang. She reached for it, but she said, “So you’re the idiot here. If you love her, then you need to tell her.”

      Probably true. Nicole had gotten under my skin, and losing her opened a gaping wound and uncovered the hole in my heart. I stood and paced as I said, “Go, Emily.”

      She jumped up and stood in my way. “I’m the annoying sister who doesn’t budge. Do you love her?”

      “Maybe,” I said quickly. If love meant there was a space in my heart where the only person who could fill it was Nicole, then, yeah.

      The thought almost evaporated out of my skin like water, but for the first time in hours calmness also fell over me, like I had a mission.

      Emily tapped her foot and it echoed on the metal floor as she said, “That’s the wrong answer. No wonder she left.”

      I crossed my arms, as this wasn’t the time to argue. I needed to be sure, though. I said, “I’ve avoided feelings since Mom died.”

      She waved her hand in the air like she needed space. “I hope I’m never like you.”

      Huh? I tilted my head and asked, “What did I do?”

      She crossed her arms and widened her stance. “You treated Nicole like she was the only one you cared about. I think that scared Father, and that’s why he came up with a list of demands.”

      My mind whirled with what she said. My father, for once, wasn’t my priority. But I said, “I don’t follow.”

      My sister said, “In his soul, our father is afraid of losing us. He knows we’ve not been close since Mom died. He saw how happy you and Nicole were … she seemed to make you happier than I’ve seen you in years. And Father still wants us in his life, despite his hard-headedness.

      “I know he’s trying to protect us, but that picture Nicole and I took … I voluntarily took it with her. She didn’t surprise me.”

      My head was stuck on how happy I’d been with Nicole. Having her next to me at a formal dinner had been sweet. She made the most boring events interesting, but my lips thinned. “I’m never happy.”

      She threw her hands in the air. “You were, though. With Nicole.”

      If I was in love like I thought, then I needed a plan. However, my sister didn’t need to know how I felt. So I said, “Maybe I was calmer with Nicole around, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

      She rolled her eyes at me like she was sixteen and had just been told she needed to attend Father’s cotillion in the rose gardens instead of her school dance. Then she said, “Or it means you found your other half.”

      I needed to lay my cards on the table and tell Nicole, then, and not my sister. No one else needed to hear it until I was sure. I said, “That’s a fairy tale.”

      She rubbed her temples like I’d infuriated her, just as I had when I tossed her favorite doll out the turret window when we were little. “Is telling yourself that making you feel better?”

      I walked her to the door and said, “Let me go to sleep. It’s late, Emily.”

      Sleep wasn’t on my plate, but I couldn’t wake Nicole in the middle of the night without a plan, either.

      Emily went with me, but said, “I’ll be back in the morning with Harry, and hopefully, we’ll have good news. Though you really should just go and tell her how you feel.”

      She’d read my mind, but I just helped her off the ship and said, “Goodbye.”

      She jumped to the dock, then turned back. “You’re only sending me away because I’m right.”

      I waved and waited for her to leave my dock. Then, I decided the first thing I needed to do was shower. If I was going to make a fool of myself, and on the off chance she said yes, she’d not want to kiss me until I was cleaned up from my evening workout and then roaming around the ship. At least no flights to America happened till the morning, and I only needed ten minutes. If she didn’t love me, then I’d have to accept that. So perhaps the shower was to wash away that thought, too.
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      Nicole

      

      The crescent moon and my evening yoga and meditation hadn’t cleared my thoughts. Not entirely. I sat at my computer, where I usually poured my heart out to people I had never met in my life, but no words came out. My fingers just sat on the keyboard. I couldn’t press a button to make words that made sense.

      So I closed the screen, and closed my eyes to wish that, somehow, I could relax.

      However, my mind’s eye kept conjuring the image of Ryder and how he’d walked away.

      I’d created that scene, and the pain was mine to bear as my reality took shape out of my crazy thoughts.

      I had pushed the best man I’d ever met in my life out the door … because of my laptop and the years I’d spent taking solace in the crowd.

      A knock at the door jolted me out of my skin and I jumped up, wishing Ryder was here. When I opened it, however, my sister’s floral perfume hit me and popped that thought balloon. I waved Stephanie in and she said, “You’re still unresponsive and sulking, Sis.”

      I popped my head out. Olivia wasn’t there, so I closed the door and said, “I’m not sulking.”

      She stepped over my blue yoga mat and sat on the couch as she said, “Right, so you can talk about what happened with you and Ryder?”

      I crouched down and rolled up the mat as I said, “What can I say?”

      She crossed her legs. “How about why you called off your wedding?”

      I took my mat and tucked it back in my bag. I avoided looking at my sister as I fastened it, and said, “I … the king wants control over my blog.”

      She let out a small laugh. “Let me get this straight. You said ‘no’ to the love of your life because you love blogging your every thought?”

      I stood up and met her gaze. Ryder was the best man I’d ever met on the planet. I’d had countless offers from men through the years, but he was the only one that made my knees melt like that. He didn’t love me, though. I was just a convenient way for him to gain his independence. I ignored the goosebumps on my arms and took the seat beside her.

      “I … that sounds really bad.”

      She pivoted toward me and her eyes were full of doubt as she asked, “And you enjoy taking pictures of your life from sunup till sundown?”

      I massaged the back of my head. “I get paid well.”

      She shook her head like she knew I wasn’t answering her fully. “But you’ve been lackluster lately, and just trying to ignore your need for a change. You’ve talked about writing a book, but you haven’t done anything about it. And I’ve never seen you happy like you are with Ryder.”

      Maybe that was true, but Stephanie hadn’t seen me in almost a year. I ignored how my hair stood on end and asked, “How do you know that?”

      She gently elbowed me. “We’re sisters. I know you.”

      I let out a small sigh and then a question that had been swimming in my thoughts for hours now came out. “How do you know you’re in love?”

      Stephanie shrugged. “I don’t know. I know what falling for the wrong guy is like.”

      I pressed my lips together. She’d been in pain, but she came to support my wedding because she was my sister. I glanced down at my hands and hoped I hadn’t upset her. I asked, “How’s that?”

      She shrugged and said, “I was always making excuses for why things didn’t go according to plan, and always pretending things were fine—but I knew in my gut I was full of shit.”

      My eyes widened. Stephanie never swore. I asked, “Yeah?”

      She played with her bracelet, the one our grandmother had given her, and said, “So, when I’m ready to get out there again, I have to honor myself first. But you … you and Ryder were different.”

      I snapped my fingers in the air like she’d just proved that what I’d done to Ryder was right, and I hadn’t stabbed him in the gut. “Right. And my blog is part of me and honoring myself.”

      She tilted her head and stared at me like I was a fool. “No … it’s not. Nicole, you are far more than a blog post. You’re a wonderful woman and the best roommate I ever had. And with Ryder, you seemed to blossom into someone who was happy.”

      Maybe, but I’d never been good with rules. My stomach twisted, like she saw straight through my bull, and I needed to head her off. I said, “We had no choice on that. But the ‘dreams come true’ sign that used to hang in our bedroom was perfect.”

      Rather than take my “let’s change the topic” bait, she patted my back. “Other than Ryder’s father wanting to control your blog, what’s wrong with Ryder?”

      My heart did a little flutter. “Nothing. If I’m honest, we misunderstood each other at first, but upon getting to see the real him … He’s pretty awesome. And my toes curled when he kissed me.”

      She let out a small sigh and said, “Mine never did with Edward.”

      Now I was glad I’d never met the guy, because then I’d be able picture the face of the jerk who had hurt my sister. My fingers clenched like I might do something violent, and I said, “I remember that Edward hated being called Eddie or Ed. It should have been a warning sign when he went off on Olivia for shortening his name.”

      Stephanie shrugged, but her face was red. “I … was stupid. I thought he’d be my Mr. Darcy, but it turns out he was my Mr. Wickham instead.”

      Once again, Jane Austen was her life. I had read Pride and Prejudice just to understand Stephanie. So I asked under my breath, “He cheated on you?”

      She covered her face but nodded. “With my flatmate.”

      A zap rushed through me that made me want to run the guy over with my car. I’d never actually do it, of course, but the anger inside burned like hot embers. I shook my head. “You didn’t tell me that on the phone.”

      She lowered her hand with a sigh. “I was embarrassed. I don’t know your Ryder well, but he seemed to be absolutely in love with you.”

      Seemed to be, yeah. But he hadn’t ever told me he cared. Our deal was just to find an escape. “He’s sweet. And wonderful. And he made everything better when he was around.”

      Her voice was low as she asked, “And your blog is more wonderful?”

      Pins and needles grew on my arms and legs. Damn. Now that was direct hit.

      I’d made the deal because I wanted to stop blogging so much. And Ryder’s arms holding me were the best moments I’d ever experienced.

      Love was something to hold onto, and as I blinked at Stephanie, I realized the truth. Ryder was the best man I’d ever met, and would ever meet, because I was in love with him. And I’d never told him.

      Love was all that mattered in life and I’d tossed it away. I’d lost sight of my rule to be honest with myself and him. I was waiting for him to say it, but what if he needed to hear it from me first? Adrenaline rushed through me now and told me to act fast. I grabbed my phone, and my hand shook as I typed to my lawyer: Frank, sign the contract.

      Done. My sister looked up and I stopped and shivered, but I showed her the screen and asked, “Are you satisfied?”

      Her eyes widened as she asked me, “Are you?”

      No. I took my phone back and ignored my own trembling. If I knew where Ryder was, I’d run to him. I quickly typed out: Emily where is Ryder? I need to talk to him.

      I ran my hand through my hair and said, “I hope he can forgive me.”

      Stephanie’s lips curved up, but I paced. She took my phone from me like she was taking charge of me but said nothing. My skin vibrated now and I realized how idiotic I had been to let Ryder walk away.

      I should have run into his arms and wrapped myself in them and never let go.

      Now my heart raced and I prayed I wasn’t too late.

      My phone beeped and Stephanie showed me the screen as she said, “Emily sent an address.”

      I grabbed it from her hands and pressed the phone to my heart.

      Now I needed to go and tell Ryder the truth. I loved him and I’d accept the consequences, or just close my blog. Online life meant less to me than being with Ryder. Love was the most sacred of feelings and I’d ignored the feeling that he was my other half.

      Adrenaline rushed in my veins and I grabbed my hotel key and opened my phone for the map app as I said, “I have to go. Thank you.”

      The blue dot was walkable. Stephanie tossed me my blue sweater and I caught it and gave her a thumbs up. I tugged it on over my yoga shirt and stretch pants and took the stairs down.

      The blue dot was easy to follow, even in the dark. The howling night wind over the ocean had my hair standing on its ends, but the sound of the water lapping against the wharf as the tide came in made it easy to hear where the edge was.

      Boats were tied up along the pier and my blue dot stopped in front of a small white yacht named “Queen Elsa”. The lights were off, but I tucked my phone into the pocket on the thigh of my yoga pants and ignored how my heart raced.

      If this was Ryder’s place, then I needed to knock. My mind raced with one question: how do you knock on a ship? I glanced around at the other boats tied nearby. If I called out loudly, I’d wake everyone.

      My body trembled, but I pressed my hand to my heart and decided to climb aboard to knock on the cabin door.

      I saw no ladder or plank, so I reached for the side of the boat and jumped.

      I made a thump when I landed and a light turned on.

      I hoped this was the right place. My hands shook as I knocked on the door, and called out, “Ryder? Are you here?”

      For a moment, no one answered. Then, I heard footsteps.

      The air smelled of the ocean and the forest meeting—Ryder’s special scent. And then the door opened. He was wearing jeans but no shirt, and his hair was wet.

      “Nicole?”

      My lips tingled to kiss him. I needed to tell him. But I didn’t want the world to see us, so I pushed past him, into his sitting room.

      The yacht was much nicer than the one I’d given a class on for the rich ladies in Seattle a few years ago. He closed the door, and I shifted my weight back and forth on my feet as I said, “I told my lawyer to sign the contract.”

      He stepped away from me, but his eyes widened. “You didn’t have to.”

      My heart pounded so loudly in my chest, it was all I heard in my ears. His blue eyes were exactly what I wanted to see when I woke up in the morning and when I went to bed at night. I moved closer to him and ignored how my skin had zaps of electricity in it as I said, “If I have to choose between you and the blog, it’s so clear now. I love you. I want to marry you because you’re the best man I’ve ever met, and I can’t imagine spending my life without you.”

      His lips curved into a smile as he asked, “You love me?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, and realized tears had escaped my eyes. Did he want me? Did he love me, too?

      He handed me a tissue and I dabbed my eyes. He was the only man I’d ever met who always had tissues to hand out like this. He said, “Then, marry me and we’ll leave together.”

      More water streamed out of my eyes and I took his hands and nodded. “If that’s what you want. Or we can stay here. I don’t care. I want you more than I want my blog or anything else.”

      He wrapped his muscular arms around me and held me tight. I relaxed and was at peace now as he asked, “You’re willing to give everything up for me?”

      “Yes,” I said, without hesitation. This choice was so simple. I loved him and needed to follow my heart.

      He eased his hug and said, “Sweetheart, you don’t have to give up your blog. I love you too, and I won’t let you sacrifice for me.”

      I placed my hands on his cheeks. The blog wasn’t a huge sacrifice, not if he loved his family and wanted to be with them. I met his gaze as I said, “If you love your family, and me, and want to stay here, I can accept limits. I just want you.”

      Finally, his lips claimed mine and his kiss burned into my soul. I’d met the love of my life and he loved me back. Together we had everything, and I didn’t need more. We were enough.
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      Ryder

      

      Sleeping next to Nicole in my berth on the yacht was tighter than the bed, but waking up with her bare leg sprawled on mine already made me hard.

      I wanted to ravage her body and bury myself inside her, again.

      However, the birds chirping outside the window meant it was daytime—and our wedding day.

      So I ignored my base urges and untangled myself from her and the sheets. I tugged on my pants and headed upstairs to ensure our wedding was still happening today.

      All we needed was the priest. Though, I might have to find alternatives if our spot had been filled in the past few hours.

      I paced, but the priest answered my call with a yawn and admitted he’d not listened to his messages yet. Perfect. The wedding was still on.

      I hung up as I saw through the window that Nicole was stirring and I rushed back into the room. She was sitting up and stretching when I came in and I tossed my phone on the bed beside her as I said, “The priest hadn’t heard my message last night, so we’re still on for our wedding at one.”

      Her lips met mine and my heart leapt out of my chest. She was mine forever now. I’d never let her go.

      But, as the kiss ended, she jerked back and grabbed her clothes from the floor and pointed to the door. “Who’s that?”

      A flash of bright blue and gold fleurs-de-lis was the one thing I saw. I waited for her to dress and then turned on my heels and said, “My father’s messenger, dressed in his livery. Be right back. He must have sent a missive.”

      I went out and accepted the paper. Without care, I ripped open the royal seal and glanced inside. Nicole would want to hear this immediately. I headed inside and held the paper in front of me as I read her the words, “His Royal Majesty requests the presence of his son, Prince Ryder Kristoff, and his bride-to-be, Miss Nicole Steel, at the palace for breakfast. All wedding festivities will be held at the royal palace.”

      She kissed my cheek and grabbed her phone like this was Christmas morning. “Good. Let’s go there now. I’ll text my sisters to meet me. This means we can get the dress I picked out there with Emily.”

      My mind sharpened. Of course. I dropped the letter on the built-in table. She wanted a wedding dress. In my bag, I’d packed my tuxedo, but wedding dresses were different entirely. I hugged her waist and said, “Emily can bring it to you, and I can send a note back telling him to fuck off.”

      She laughed, kissed my cheek, and let me go as her phone beeped with messages. Then she said, “Don’t. You love your country and your family. Let’s head over right away and straighten everything out.”

      She texted her replies and went to the bathroom to freshen up. I cleaned up once she was finished and put my clothes on. As we put our shoes on together, I listened to the zip in my heart and said, “Let me talk to my father first, and decide then.”

      She headed out to the deck with me but said quickly, “Yes, he’s your father, so it’s your decision—as long as we end the day married.”

      I helped her off the ship then jumped off after her. On the dock, I said, “While I speak to him, get your dress, and have your hair and makeup done.”

      We walked the path together and she took my hand and said, “I’d rather be with you.”

      I raised my right hand and said, “I will come for you right away. I swear it.”

      She bumped into me and smiled as she said, “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” My heart was hers, and today was about us, not my father or his crown.

      The rest of the way, we walked in silence, but it was the calming kind. I was with Nicole. She loved me and nothing else mattered.

      We sailed past the guards and I dropped Nicole off in the tailors’ atelier.

      She kissed my cheek and I headed toward my father’s throne room and office with a whistle on my lips.

      As I breezed into his office and past his secretary, I announced myself. “Father, I’m here.”

      His secretary bowed out of the room. My father waited for the door to close and his shoulders dropped as he said, “I have your fiancée’s contract that she authorized her lawyer to sign.”

      I steeled my spine as I met his cold blue eyes and said, “I promised her she could post about herself and her thoughts without a filter, Father. I want this honored.”

      He took off his formal jacket and leaned on the desk. His hands gripped the sides and he said, “When you left the palace, I was sure you’d never return.”

      I widened my stance and nodded. “That was the plan.”

      He tapped the desk with the wedding ring he still wore, and said, “Ryder, your mother always said you were the most like me. When I saw you leave, it was like history repeating for me.”

      My shoulders loosened. I’d not heard my father’s tone so … familial, and not formal, in years. I stepped closer and asked, “What?”

      He reached behind him and showed me the picture of my mom he kept on his bookcase. “Your grandfather refused to allow me to marry Elsa, your mother.”

      I came beside him and said, “I didn’t know that.”

      He gave me the picture. It was from before I was born, and Mom was young and vibrant. Emily had her smile. My father spoke slowly, which was a sign he was sad. “It was a long time ago. He thought she’d distract me from my duties.”

      I reached behind my head and massaged my neck. “I’m not the heir, father. I have no interest in being Harry.”

      He bumped shoulders with me and met my gaze. “You’re still my son, and I pushed you away when … I started acting like my own father. I promised your mother I’d never stand in the way of your happiness.”

      I hadn’t realized how much Emily, Harry and my father cared about me. We hadn’t acted like a family since Mom died, and I thought all I wanted was to get away from them and this life. Now, I wanted Nicole to know that the royal family were also good people.

      I lowered my voice and said, “Father, I wanted to retire to the North Castle and only do occasional public events. But I will leave here forever, if I need to. Nicole leads an independent lifestyle, and people look to her and her Modern Life blog for advice. I won’t stop that.”

      My father picked up the contract and showed me a draft of an amendment to it. “Look, we’ll set up a twenty-four-hour window and the only filter will be from the security team. If they think something strategically important will be leaked, then we inform you and your wife. Otherwise, she can post her opinions on spiritual living and yoga all she wants.”

      “Good.” I relaxed and smiled as I said, “Thank you.”

      He reached over and hugged me. I patted his back. This wasn’t what I’d expected, ever. I’d wanted to be part of my father’s life for years. As the hug ended, he said, “Thank you for giving your father a second chance.”

      I straightened my shirt and said, “We’re still planning to get married today.”

      He raised his eyebrows as he asked, “Is it okay to move the festivities here and let palace security handle precautions?”

      This time, I brushed into him and said, “I’d like that father, after the church ceremony.”

      He stood stiffly, like he’d be serious again, and said, “Then my chefs will officially get to work.”

      I waved to him and headed to the door. “I have to go see Nicole.”

      “I understand,” he said, and returned to his desk.

      Growing up in this house had been strange, but good. I headed out of the office with a bounce in my step as I returned to my bride—who, I knew, would want to hear everything.

      The halls were empty, and I made it to the other side of the palace quickly. As I neared the door of Nicole’s room, I stilled and wondered if she would answer. I rapped on the door. A minute later, it flew open and Nicole jumped into my arms. Behind her, I saw her sisters and mine, but they were all fuzzy in my mind. Only Nicole shone bright in my eyes.

      Her hug held me in place as she said, “There you are! What happened?”

      I stepped back to stare at her, holding her hand in mine as I asked, “You don’t want to talk through the door so I don’t see you before the wedding?”

      She shrugged and squeezed my hands as she said, “I’m not superstitious. What happened?”

      “Exactly what we wanted,” I said. But then my gaze narrowed and I decided to tell her exactly what the terms were, in case she wasn’t okay with them. “He will limit the restriction to security matters only, and all reviews will be done in twenty-four hours or less by the security team. They will be instructed that you can write whatever you want on yoga and your lifestyle choices.”

      She gave me a thumbs-up, and said, “Sounds perfect.”

      I let out an audible sigh. We had gotten what we’d agreed on, and she didn’t seem to blink. We probably should have discussed it all before we returned to the palace, but last night I’d only wanted her. And when I was near her, everything else in the world faded away. I held her hands and asked, “Is having the wedding reception here okay with you?”

      She jumped like she wanted to fly but then landed back in my arms as she said, “That’s amazing. All my sisters are here! And this palace is beautiful.”

      My family had lived here for almost a thousand years. I tugged her closer, as I didn’t want her to disappear from me, and said, “Then, I will see you at the wedding.”

      Her lips opened and her eyes fluttered closed, so I took the opportunity to kiss her. She tasted better than cream puffs and chocolate. She was perfect for me.

      A hand pressed on my elbow and tugged as a voice said, “Hey! No more kissing. You can do that after the wedding.”

      I laughed, but we separated, and I said, “I see Emily is here.”

      Nicole slipped away, but winked at me from the door. “See you soon. Look for me. I’ll be the one in the white dress.”

      I gave her a once over. Everything about Nicole was amazing. I’m sure my eyes glimmered with happiness as I said, “I’ve been looking for you my whole life.”

      She winked at me. “That’s why I’ll say yes.”

      My sister slammed the door on me, and I headed to my old room. Gio would have a fresh tuxedo laid out for me, and soon I’d be with love of my life, forever.
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      Nicole

      

      My wedding was a blur, though I’d remember it forever as TV cameras were set up inside the church. I’d been taken there in a horse-drawn carriage. And the flawless day made my feet feel like I floated on air.

      It was Ryder who broke through to me when he said, “It was nice that you asked my father to walk you down the aisle.”

      I met his blue eyes and curled closer to him as our names were called in the hall. The doors flew open, and as we stepped into the roaring crowd, I said, “I don’t have a father anymore, and my cousins were all seated. And, since it was being televised, it made sense to have someone tell me what was proper.”

      His lips thinned as people took our picture. “I hope he didn’t say anything to annoy you.”

      I bumped into his muscular chest and pushed his cheeks up with my fingers. He kissed my fingers as I said, “Not at all. He talked about how much he loves his son, and that he wants you to be happy.”

      My new husband hugged me and smiled for the cameras now as he said, “I wouldn’t have believed that, before you came into my life.”

      Finally, the cameras stopped flashing and we made it to the table next to ours. I stopped and squealed when I saw that my oldest sister was here with her family. I said, “Ryder, this is Georgie and her husband Michael, and their son Jeremy.”

      He shook their hands and said, “Lovely to meet you.”

      As I dragged him to the next group, I pointed to a cluster of people behind us, near the bar and said, “You already met Olivia and Stephanie, who are with Emily and Harry, over there.”

      “Yes.” He nodded in their direction.

      “And this is Indigo and Jacob.”

      He shook hands with them, and as they stepped back, Jacob said, “Happy to have you on my board of directors.”

      Ryder quickly said, “Happy to be there.”

      My brows went together as I pointed at the two of them. “You already know each other?”

      He patted Jacob’s back and, as we moved along to the next sister, he said, “We have the same interests.”

      Interesting. The world is smaller than it seems. I grew up eating pizza with my sisters in Pittsburgh, and he grew up in a palace, but somehow, our lives meshed.

      “This is Ridley,” I said, hugging her, “And her husband Carter, and their daughter Chelsea.”

      “Nice to see you again.” Carter tipped his cowboy hat.

      Ryder said, “You, too.”

      My eyes widened. Wow. We were closer than I could have imagined. I looped arms with him as we continued to our designated seats and I asked, “You’ve met him, too?”

      He pressed his hand on my back and we stopped for more pictures as he said, “We’ve gone to a few of the same benefits and met in passing.”

      I kissed his cheek and he turned red, clearly not expecting it. I said, “You were already entwined in my life and we didn’t know.”

      He held me and gazed at me like we were the only people in the world. Then, he held up his hand and showed me his gold ring. “Now we’re permanently entwined.”

      I laughed and held mine up, as that would be a pretty picture. Once the flashes stopped again, the first notes of a slow song played. I motioned with my head. “Perfect. Let’s dance.”

      “Forever, with you.”

      Thank you so much for reading. Having your attention this long is an honor and I hope you find time to leave your review for this book. You can get the epilogue for Ryder and Nicole now. Then Book six of the series, Cocky M.D., will be out soon and you can meet arrogant doctor with an adorable son in Olivia’s class in this single dad opposites attract romance. She’s not sure if she can trust her attraction to the bad boy that could break her heart. Get Cocky M.D. now.

      Or, if you’re into freebies and reading a completed series, start with “Secret Crush” as the Morgans always have a special place in my heart and more are coming soon.

      And if you sign up for my newsletter, you and I can stay in touch. Sign up and get a FREE novella.

      Have an amazing day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cocky MD UNEDITED Preview

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia Steel

      

      I nodded at the builders though everything in my inner courtyard was soaking wet. The plants might not mind but broken balloons were everywhere.

      Whoever thought water balloon fights were funny never had to step in the mud to pick up the remaining plastics. The not fun life of a teacher, but seriously maintenance wouldn’t get all this, and the principal sent us out.

      As I passed the ladder of miniatous there to fix the hole in the wall, one of the builders shouted and then powder fell on me.

      I blocked my nose and mouth. Who knew what that was, but the builders screamed at me in language I didn’t recognize? My coworker, the art teacher, Mrs. Nunes, waved for me at the door. I tugged on my pants and asked, “What is wrong with my jeans?”

      My coworker tugged on my hand and said, “Better go, the principal is looking for you.”

      My clothes itched and my skin was raw. The powder must have something allergic, but I rushed down the hall and at the door of the principal’s office, he said, “Miss Steel, please come in.”

      I patted on my clothes, but it was like I was stuck but I said, “Sorry about the mess in the courtyard.”

      He closed the door behind me and said, “That’s not what this is about.”

      I stood as I wasn’t sure I should sit right now and needed a shower as I asked, “It’s not?”

      He stood beside me and crossed his arms, “No. I have to tell you that you’re surplussed.”

      I backed up. Did this mean I was fired? His head went down and said, “With social distancing our number of students went down which means our school cannot afford as many teachers and your seniority is low.”

      Oh fuck. How did I pay for my life? I wasn’t lucky like my sisters. I’d made do on a teacher’s salary. My heart raced and asked, “What does this mean?”

      He nodded and said, “It means any school in the district who needs a teacher will first hire from the surplus list, but as many families moved, numbers might be down at all schools.”

      No. No. No. I tugged at my clothes and it was like I was glued. My skin burned so I lowered my head and let out a sigh. “Okay.”

      He opened the door for me and said, “Well thanks for coming in. None of us will know more until the fall, but if I could, I’d hire you back.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Williams.” I said as I wasn’t sure what else I’d say. Then I raced to my classroom to grab my pocketbook with my phone and cards, but honestly it was like I was attacked by a swarm of bees and I was starting to lose it.

      As I made it back to the hallway to head to my faithful car, my heart began to race.

      Barbara Nunez came out and asked me, “Are you okay Olivia?”

      My entire body was on fire. I shook my head. “Look, I need to go.”

      Her gaze narrowed but she sped up to walk with me. “Why?”

      Adrenaline rushed through me and I swear my neck started to swell but I said, “I can’t get my shirt and pants off and I’m itching and sticky, everywhere.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      I jiggled and said, “My skin doesn’t feel right. Maybe soap will work.”

      She snapped her finger and said, “Wait. The builders fixing the walls are using some powder glues and your pants were wet from the water fight.”

      I breathed fast and asked, “That was glue?”

      She opened the door for me at the parking lot and said, “Go to the nearest hospital sweetie.”

      I went up and down on my toes and shook her head. “I’ve been surplused.”

      “You still have health insurance, and this was a work accident.” She said like she understood everything, which she probably did. She’d worked as a teacher for thirty years. She stayed still and “Go. I’ll fill out an incident report, but text me so I know you’re okay.”

      I jumped in my car and heard Ms. Nunez’s voice in my head. Nearest hospital. I drove on auto pilot, but soon I was inside a not busy ER in the middle of the day.

      Nurses guided me inside a room, checked my temperature, throat and wrote down my symptoms.

      One squeezed my hand but then she left. A minute later, a man with sexy short hair, wearing a white jacket and a killer smile that sent a zip in my veins came in with a clipboard and asked, “Care to tell me how this happened?”

      I couldn’t look at his sexy brown eyes. “Powder glue was tossed at me and then there was a water balloon fight in the courtyard.”

      He came closer and my tingled like he checked me out though he said, “Well our nurses are going to cut your pants and scrub the skin.”

      He then went to the sink and prepared a bowl of something.

      I sniffled and said,” Okay.”

      He came back and then took scissors to my short shirt sleeve and the scrub. He washed my skin and cut more.

      Tears came out of my eyes as he asked, “Are you crying?”

      I swear he glanced at my shirt. My bra must have protected my breasts as he cut, and it came off easier.

      However I couldn’t stop my reaction and I said, “I had a bad day.”

      His fingers on my skin somehow made me tingle which was crazy as my body itched. He motioned for me to lay down and I complied as he asked, “Don’t you have anyone?”

      His scissor neared my bra and I glanced at the door. No one was there and I ignored how my body craved his touch. I swallowed as he cut my shirt all the way down, but I tried to answer him. I was breathy when I said, “Not really. I’m sorry.”

      His gaze narrowed like he thought about more of me as he started on my jeans with those scissors. He even licked those sexy lips of his and then asked, “Are you the Miss Steel from Oakwood Elementary?”

      My eyes fluttered. Seriously. This wasn’t me but I nodded. “Yes.”

      His hand near my underwear as he cut my clothes off sent a thrill through me. “My son was in your class.”

      This was all business for him. I needed to get my reaction to his sexiness under grip. However as his hand slid on my skin, I imagined myself bare naked and under him. I’m sure my hair stood higher which wasn’t good as my clothes really did need to come off. I sucked on my bottom lip as he went lower on my thigh and asked, “Who’s your son?”

      “Bradley.” He said and continued to cut my pants.

      Wow. He’d tried to be a punk at first but in the end, he’d been one of my favorites. I curled my lips higher and said, “Bradley Dawes. His grandmother that picks him up was always nice.”

      His nose wrinkled, “She’s not his grandmother, but the nanny and she quit today.”

      ” Quit?” I’d seen her an hour ago and she apologized to me for me being wet. Damn. He finished cutting my outer leg, but then started at the bottom of my inner sides. If he went near my girly parts, I’d burst into an inferno. I’d worn my old cotton panties today that had a few strings on the ends. But my body tingled in anticipation, though I ignored the heat and asked, “So where is Bradley?”

      He continued cutting my pants. My heart beat faster as he neared the apex of my thighs.

      Fuck, if he took me here and now, I’d write a letter of recommendation. I was that turned on right now.

      Common sense clearly deserted me. He didn’t say a word about my blue frayed underwear and continued to cut the pants as he said, “In my office.”

      I swear he brushed my girly parts, but the sensation was so light I wasn’t sure.

      I sucked my lip and wished his son stayed in the office, so he’d not see us if we were bad.

      Damn. Once I basically lost my job, I suddenly go all achy with need.

      One he finished cutting, he had the nurses come into scrub. Her hands were cold, but I watched him leave. I called out, completely unlike me and said, “If you lend me some scrubs, I’ll happily go for ice cream with him.”

      He turned backwards and my chest stilled as I saw the twinkle in his eye and then he nodded and said, “He’d like that. Let the nurses take care of you.”

      Whatever the nurse told me went in one ear and out the other. I imagined what I’d have done if I’d ever met Bradley’s father before now, at least until she said, “You and Doctor Dawes seem close.”

      “We are.” The words tumbled out of my mouth and my cheeks heated. I hadn’t even caught his name. My head was in the clouds and those words were meant for my dream diary.

      She patted my hand and said, “I thought so.”

      What the fuck was wrong with me? We weren’t anything, but I kept my mouth shut the rest of the time and soon enough I had some hospital scrubs to wear and a prescription for my skin.

      As I left the office, a warm hand grabbed my wrist and spun me backwards.

      For one second I thought he’d ask what just happened, but my chest heaved into sexy muscles and my eyes fluttered shut.

      A second later, hard lips met mine. No questions. I curled my hands around his neck and let the moment happen.

      For once the world went black and I was hot and bothered and achy for more.

      Then his lips left mine and my sexy doctor squeezed my hand.

      I followed him out of the closet he’d directed me in, and I saw his wide shoulders.

      I’d never been kissed like he’d just done, forbidden and wanton. If anyone saw us, my lie was now sealed. As we entered the room, I saw the short haired eight-year-old that made me laugh as he waved at me. I quickly said, “Hey Bradley.”

      He glanced up and down my green scrubs and put his video game down. “Miss Steel. Dad said you were a patient.”

      Right which meant my words weren’t totally a lie. We were close through his son, but my hair still stood on its ends. I met the dark gaze with the huge pupils of his father and then said, “After the water balloon fight, the builders dropped some glue on me.”

      He rushed over and hugged me. I went to my knee to let him. As he let me go, he said, “Glad my dad fixed you then.”

      I stood and he slipped his hand in mine when I said, “Me too. Let’s go for ice cream.”

      “I’m excited.” He said.

      His father put his hand on my back. My skin was alive because of him and he asked, “Can I join you both?”

      “Sure.” I said though part of me wanted to offer myself to him as desert.

      Damn, where did that thought come from? I really needed to let the fantasy play out in my mind when I get home and then maybe I’d be more at ease. For now I let out my breathe and we headed toward signs that read cafeteria.

      I picked out my favorite sandwich, though his father picked out a melted chocolate covered ice cream and Bradley went for a premade hot fudge. At the register, his father paid for all three and then we headed outside. Once we found a metal table, his father, Mr. Great Kisser, asked, “Miss Steel what are you summer plans?”

      I unwrapped the vanilla ice cream with chocolate cookie sandwich and avoided his gaze, “Olivia, and I guess I’m looking for another job.”

      Bradley’s voice was high pitched and fast. “What. Why?”

      I shrugged and pretended I was fine when I said, “Not enough students next year.”

      His father stared at me and I sweat he could see right through my clothes as he asked, “Olivia, have you ever thought about being a personal nanny and tutor?”

      The ice cream dripped down to the table, but I didn’t move as I said, “Wait. What?”

      He bit in his chocolate covering ice cream that never ever tasted like real chocolate to me. Once he finished his bite he said, “Bradley needs someone to stay with him when I’m working, and I never liked day care facilities.”

      Yet many people choose that option and it was always on the table. I took a napkin to clean and another to hold my ice cream with and bite. The day was warm, and the ice cream helped cool my crazy day. As I finished my bite, I asked, “What about his mother?”

      Bradley interrupted when he said, “My mom died when I was born.”

      “I’m sorry.” I said fast and my gut twisted. I read all my students’ profiles and a quick memory that fell out of my mind now flashed with paperwork that said exactly that. I ignored how my heart twisted and said, “I think I knew that, but it’s been a trying day and I’m not thinking straight.”

      “It’s okay.” He finished his ice cream and then cleaned up the wrappers. Then he said, “Look you need a job and I need a nanny/tutor. One that can make learning fun and Bradley likes you.”

      Work for him? Seriously? Did this include the bed? And why did that question make me cross my legs and wish. I finished my own ice cream and said, “I don’t even know what to call you Doctor Dawes.”

      He reached out and squeezed my hand like we were friends and said, “Johnny, please. The job pays 100K and all expenses are paid for group travel.”

      Woah. That was double what I made as a teacher. I tugged my ear and asked, “What travel?”

      Johnny then said, “I get two weeks off soon and I wanted to take my son somewhere. If you take the job, you get a say in where we go, and your living expenses go down as it’s a live-in position.”

      No. I wasn’t about to go crazy and make a decision based on lust. I jumped out of my seat and pretended I’d just throw away the trash. When I returned to the table a moment later, I knew I’d absolutely not accept the job. However I only said, “I don’t know. It’s time I go home. Bye Bradley.”

      Johnny took out his wallet and handed me a card and said, “Here is my business card Miss Steel and that’s my cell phone. Please let me know soon.”

      Just never call him. I hugged Bradley and then said, “Goodbye. Thank you for helping me today.”

      And then I flipped around and headed out fast.

      There was no way I’d ever take the job, but Johnny now had a starring role in my dreams. I’d probably write about him many times in my morning diary from now on, but that was all he’d ever be.

      I promise before release day this will be edited and ready to go! You can order Cocky M.D. now.
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