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Chapter One

“I’m going to die a virgin.”

Olivia pulled a stool up to the stainless steel workspace that filled the center of the small industrial kitchen. Without missing a beat, she dismissed her best friend’s prediction. “You can’t die a virgin. You’ve already had sex.”

“Well it’s been so long, I’m sure I’m re-virginized.”

Olivia snorted. “That’s not a word. Or a condition.”

“It should be. I can be the first documented case.”

“Cassandra Miller, patient zero.” Olivia cocked her head to the side. “You need a man.”

Cassie glanced up from the clipboard where she’d been ticking off the items in the afternoon delivery and blew a stray auburn curl out of her eyes. “No time.”

“Call me crazy but I’m fairly sure your sex life won’t improve until you actually start spending a little more time around humans and less around convection ovens and stand mixers.” She picked up a dough prickler and spun the wheel. “Although this looks promising.”

Cassie reached across the counter and snatched the gadget out of Olivia’s hands. “You know I’ve been pouring every spare minute into this bakery.” She tucked the small pastry wheel into the front pocket of a neon pink apron with SUGAR RUSH printed across the front. “The grand opening is less than two months away and there’s still so much to do.”

“Your business partner must be a real slacker,” Olivia said with a laugh.

“Yeah, total nightmare. Runs off and elopes with a gazillionaire, and next thing you know she decides that she needs to invest in a cupcake shop.”

“You know, when I offered to be your silent partner, I didn’t envision you working eighteen-hour days.”

“First, when have you been silent about anything? And second, you’ve made my dream come true, Livvy. I just want to do you proud. I wouldn’t even be taking this weekend off if it wasn’t my brother’s wedding.”

“And even in Podunksville you’ll be spending more than half your time in an apron.”

“The town is called Madison and it’s not podunk. It’s charming and quaint.”

“Uh, hel-lo, farm girl here,” Olivia said, aiming her thumb at her chest. “I know podunk when I see it. But a weekend away is still a weekend away and while it might not be Vegas, I for one, plan to make the most of it.”

Cassie lifted a brow. “Need I remind you that you got completely sloshed in Vegas and ended up sleeping with the enemy?”

The smile that lit Olivia’s face was the perfect combination of sentiment and smut. Cassie would tease her best friend—covering her ears and shouting “TMI!” when Olivia would wax nostalgic about the wild night she’d spent with her now-husband, at least the parts she could remember—but the truth of the matter was, Cassie couldn’t have been happier for her. There’d been a time when Olivia had given up on romance. Seeing her so happy renewed Cassie’s hope that maybe someday she’d find a love like that as well. Of course, that day was a long way off. Right now, she had a shop to open. There were invoices to check and shelves to stock and vendors to meet with and ads to place. The list went on and on, which meant Cassie had absolutely no time whatsoever for men.

“Letting my hair down in Vegas ended up being the best decision of my life.”

“Don’t you mean letting your top down?” Cassie asked, referring to Olivia’s bold decision to go topless at the hotel’s adult-only pool.

Olivia laughed. “Well if I can untie my bikini top, least you can do is untie those apron strings.”

She had a point, but it was moot. “I promised Matthew and Emily that I would make their wedding cake. It’s my gift to them.”

“And that’s sweet and all but it’s not like Prince Charming is going to stroll into the bakery to sample your sweets and sweep you off your feet.”

It had been so long since anyone had sampled Cassie’s sweets, as her friend so eloquently put it, there might as well have been a permanent CLOSED sign in the window. And with the way things were going, that was going to be the case for the foreseeable future. Not that she was complaining. Three years ago—when she’d quit her job as a CPA at one of Chicago’s top accounting firms to pursue her true passion—Cassie would have never envisioned opening a pastry shop anywhere, much less in the heart of Millennium Park. The entire venture was the opportunity of a lifetime, and she was darn sure going to make the most of it.

“I don’t have time to be swept off my feet.” Cassie opened the recipe book that was sitting on the counter next to her and began flipping through the pages. “Maybe just pressed up against the fridge,” she added with a giggle.

“Well you won’t find a cure for re-virginization in one of those cookbooks,” Olivia said. “What you need is a little adventure. Put some spice in your life.”

Cassie rolled her eyes. “So says the woman who spent last weekend crawling over rocks looking for snotty-nosed vermin.”

“Hey, those little vermin brought Cole into my life.”

Indeed they had. Although there were times when Cassie still found their entire relationship hard to believe. For three months Olivia had made it her life’s work to lobby—or harass, depending on which one of them you asked—Cole into moving his latest venture to an area that wouldn’t threaten a long-eared bat that looked to have a serious sinus issue. Then a night in Vegas led to a marriage of convenience and the rest, as they say, was history.

“We can’t all protest our way into the perfect marriage. Besides, I don’t have time for a love life.” She waved a hand at the boxes stacked in the corner. “I literally have piles of work to do.”

“I’m not talking about having a relationship, just a little fling.” Olivia wiggled her eyebrows. “And this weekend is the perfect opportunity. Weddings are always a good place for a hook-up.”

Cassie’s green eyes grew wide. “You want me to have a weekend fling at my brother’s wedding?”

“Sure, why not? He and Emily will be the center of attention anyways. All you have to do is wear some hideous bridesmaid’s dress and smile.”

“And decorate the wedding cake.”

“You could do that in your sleep. There will be plenty of time to get busy with non-frosting-related ventures. Then again . . .” Olivia reached for a small test batch of frosting and dragged her finger through the fluffy cream. “I can think of a few places I might like to spread this on Cole.”

Cassie snatched the bowl out of her hands. “TMI,” she said. Oversharing aside, Olivia did have a point. While Sugar Rush was definitely Cassie’s top priority, there wasn’t much she could do from Georgia. Maybe she should try to cut loose a bit this weekend? After all, once she was back in Chicago it was going to be crunch time. Cassie could easily see herself working eighteen-hour days indefinitely, something she was more than prepared to do. But that certainly wasn’t going to do much for her current dry spell. Hell, who was she kidding? It was an all-out drought.

“Give it some thought,” Olivia said. “You, a hot groomsman, a secluded hayloft . . . his fingers winding through your windblown hair as you tug his bow tie free and rip open his shirt. His hard . . .”

Cassie held up her hands. “Stop! I get the idea.” She laughed. “You know it’s times like these I suspect you have dozens of dog-eared romance novels hidden under your bed.”

“I do not.” Olivia feigned shock but then added, “They’re all on my Kindle.” She smiled. “That way I can word search the smutty parts.”

“Well right now I don’t even have time to read about somebody else’s sex life, let alone have one of my own.”

“Maybe not, but this weekend you will. For the next three days you don’t have to be Cassandra Miller, overstressed entrepreneur. You can be Cassie Miller, hot single girl without a care in the world.” Olivia shot her friend a knowing grin. “Just be sure Mr. Weekend Fling doesn’t nail you against the refrigerator too hard.” She winked. “You still need to walk down the aisle.”

* * *

Henry ran the clippers over his chin until nothing remained but a fine stubble. His father was a fan of shaving foam and a straight razor, but after years of sporting a beard, he wasn’t about to go all in.

His hair was next. Henry turned on the small faucet and scooped some of the water into his hands. Once he was satisfied he’d washed away most of the gel, he reached for a towel and rubbed his head into a perfectly disheveled mess. He studied himself in the mirror. Not too bad, if he did say so himself. All that was left was a wardrobe adjustment and he’d be ready to roll.

He’d just finished with the last button on his shirt when a female voice called to him over the plane’s intercom.

“Pardon me, sir, but the captain has informed me that we are preparing for our descent. If you would please return to your seat and fasten your seat belt.”

He hit a small button on the wall. “Thank you, Natasha. Will you ask Clayton to join me in the main cabin?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Here goes nothing,” he mumbled to himself. After one last look in the mirror Henry returned to the leather captain’s chair he’d occupied for most of the transatlantic flight. As requested, the head of his security detail was now seated next to him. His eyes flared ever so slightly at the sight of Henry’s bathroom makeover, but he said nothing.

Henry buckled his seat belt then reached for his cocktail, swirling the scotch that still filled his glass. The amber liquid was doing nothing to quell the sense of dread that had been building over the course of the flight. Then again, it would have helped if he’d actually drunk some of it. He’d poured himself three fingers’ worth, not from a fear of flying—he’d been doing that on the regular since birth—but from the unease that coiled in the pit of his gut. Fuck, he was acting like a teenager getting ready to ask his father for the keys to his new car, not a grown man with a direct order for his security team.

Still, he knew his decision was going to go over like the proverbial lead balloon. Change of any kind was historically met with a litany of objections. A change of this magnitude might very well cause an international incident. Because what Henry was about to propose was not only unprecedented, it went against all acceptable procedure. Which was why he waited until the plane had safely landed before divulging his plan to the head of his detail. The last thing he wanted was to give the poor man a heart attack at thirty-five thousand feet.

“I want you to call me Hank,” he said just after the wheels touched the ground.

“Excuse me, sir?”

Henry had lost count of how many times he’d asked him to drop the “sir,” especially when they were alone. But Clayton Hill was old school. He’d been protecting members of the royal family since before Henry was born, and according to him there was an order to such matters that should never alter.

All the more reason to fear the worst.

“For the duration of this trip, I’d like you to call me Hank.” Henry watched for any sign of an impending medical emergency. So far so good.

Clayton cleared his throat. “That’s hardly protocol, Your Highness.”

“Your Highness” was even worse than “sir,” and definitely not the direction Henry was headed.

“I understand. But this weekend I am not Prince Henry. I’m simply Hank . . .” He looked around for inspiration until his gaze fell on a toss pillow at the far end of the leather sofa that stretched along one side of the plane. “Hank Green.”

“Sir, I could never—”

Henry took a deep breath. No sense wading in slowly. The only way to do this was to jump right into the deep end. “And I think it best if the rest of the detail remains here in Atlanta.” Their flight plan had been based on the assumption that a private jet of that size would attract less attention at an international airport than at a smaller airstrip. The decision had meshed perfectly with Henry’s plan. “You and I can continue on to Madison alone.”

“Still, I’d feel more comfortable if the advance team—”

“You mean the team that was already here last month?”

Clayton stiffened in his seat. “You know about that, sir?”

Henry laughed. “All appearances to the contrary, there’s not much that gets past me.”

Henry and his grandmother had gone round and round on the topic of his travel. Official visits were one thing. On those occasions the hype and subsequent coverage from the press was to be expected, but when Henry traveled on leisure, he tried to keep the details of his whereabouts on a strictly need-to-know basis. But his grandmother, while being Her Majesty Queen Eleanor, was, after all, still just a grandmother—and an overprotective one at that. In her opinion, there was no such thing as too much security, regardless of the cramp it put in Henry’s lifestyle.

His father, Crown Prince Edgar, on the other hand, was a bit more understanding. When his grandmother was out of earshot, his father would wax nostalgic about his wilder days spent traveling with the Formal One team he’d sponsored in his younger years. Henry suspected his father would have become a driver if it hadn’t been for family obligations. But since racing around a track at over two hundred miles per hour was frowned upon when you were next in line for the throne, he’d had to settle for team ownership, although even that had to be relinquished as his royal duties increased. Now he indulged his love of motor sports by hosting one of Formula One’s most prestigious races. Winding through the city and along the waterfront, the track his father had helped design was considered one of the toughest on the circuit. Hosting the annual event was the highlight of Edgar’s year, although judging by the look in his eyes when he visited the pits, waving the green flag was a poor substitute for gripping the wheel.

Bottom line, a royal bloodline came with many perks but it also came with a price, one Henry would pay when the time came for him to take his place on the throne. Which frankly, was all the more reason to make the most of the time he had when his responsibilities were less. For the most part, his father backed him on that. Edgar understood the need to blow off steam while you could. So as long as Henry showed up when expected and played the part he was born to play, then his father was happy to run interference. But like any other man wanting to avoid the wrath of a worried woman, he tended to side with the queen when it came to matters of security, especially when traveling abroad. Problem was, not only was an advance team a dead giveaway, more often than not it only made things worse. And although he would never admit it to the queen, Clayton agreed with Henry on this one. Which was why he went to great lengths to conduct his recon under the radar, even going so far as to keep it from Henry if he thought it meant peace in the palace.

“Advance reconnaissance is standard protocol when a member of the royal family is traveling abroad. But I can assure you, we managed to do so without alerting the press.”

There was little doubt about that. Not only because Clayton was arguably one of the best in the world when it came to protection detail, but because Henry hadn’t seen a single mention of his trip to the United States in any of the rags that devoted half their pages to the minute details of his life.

“Good,” he said. “Let’s keep it that way.” Leaning back in his seat, Henry crossed one leg over the other, ankle to knee. That wasn’t so bad, he thought. In fact, Clayton had actually taken the news much better than he’d expected.

“Keeping your movements out of the press is always a priority, sir, as is maintaining a safe perimeter.” A muscle in Clayton’s jaw ticked, and all at once Henry knew the relief he’d felt was premature. “Both of which require the resources of my full team.”

Henry stared out the window of the plane, watching the lush Georgia landscape pass by as they made their way to the private hangar. While it was true that other trips had resulted in run-ins with aggressive paparazzi or a few over-eager fans operating under the mistaken impression that they were contestants on some royal version of The Bachelor, that wouldn’t be the case this weekend. Not if they followed the plan he had in mind.

“Clayton, one of my best mates from uni is getting married this weekend. I don’t want to draw attention away from the happy couple. As it is, I’m sure the bride’s family feels as though their lovely town is being invaded.”

The plane rolled to a stop, and both men unbuckled their seat belts.

“Thanks to your efforts the press is unaware of this trip,” Henry said as they stood. “And aside from the bride and groom, none of the other guests will even know who I am.”

“You’re not exactly an unknown, sir. Your face is on the cover of half the magazines in Europe.”

“Maybe so, but as Prince Henry. Dressed like this”—he glanced down at his faded jeans and button down shirt—“I’m just your average Hank.” He cracked a lopsided grin as he pulled a rolled-up University of Georgia cap out of the back pocket of his jeans and tugged it low over his head.

“What about Her Majesty?”

And there it was, the fear that outweighed all the others. While to Henry his grandmother was the woman who kept a stash of butterscotch candies for him in her desk drawer—never mind that for several years now he’d have preferred the “scotch” of a different variety she kept in the cabinet behind her—to the rest of the world she was Queen Eleanor, the woman who had ruled their kingdom with a sharp eye and a tight grip for nearly fifty years. She was loved by her subjects, but those who sat across from her knew better than to be fooled by the sweet granny exterior. She could be hell on wheels when she wanted to, a fact Clayton knew all too well. But Henry had anticipated the inevitable and was ready with his reply.

“What the queen doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Or any of us,” he added with a laugh. “I mean, there’s always the possibility of a beheading, but that would be extreme even for her.”

The attempt at levity was lost on Clayton. “I could never lie to her Majesty,” he said with a straight face.

Henry matched his serious tone. “Nor would I ask you to. But as long as everything goes smoothly, there’s no reason for my grandmother to be told that the trip was anything but typical.”

“And if there are any glitches?”

“Then I will take full responsibility.” Clayton might have been the queen’s favorite when it came to matters of security, but Henry was her favorite when it came to most everything else. As long as he didn’t create an incident worthy of being splashed across the tabloids, he’d eventually have Grandmum grinning in spite of herself. Of course she’d give it to him with both barrels first, then blame him for adding a few more gray hairs to her royal coif, but eventually she’d come around.

Prince Edgar would be on his side as well. Over the years his father had done his best to let Henry have as many “normal” experiences as possible. He’d even gone so far as to convince the queen to break tradition by allowing Henry to attend a university outside of their borders. Instead he’d sent his son to England, a country where they were far too busy tracking the every move of their own royalty to pay him too much notice. The result was a university experience most like any other bloke as long as you didn’t count the undercover agents—but even they went to great lengths to go unnoticed. Surely a man who’d wanted his son to experience university without a cumbersome crown wouldn’t begrudge him a weekend without one as well?

Clayton ran a quick hand over his gray crew cut. It was a gesture Henry had come to know well over the years, one that meant he was recalculating. Mission accomplished.

“Don’t worry so much.” Henry clapped a hand on Clayton’s shoulder. “Everything will be fine. I just want a normal American experience, and to do that I need to keep as low a profile as possible.”

The stairs of the plane unfolded to reveal a black stretch limo with tinted windows waiting alongside a caravan of black SUVs. “Fuck,” Henry mumbled. All that was missing was the royal crest and a few billowing flags.

“My apologies, sir,” Clayton said dryly. “I wasn’t aware we were going for low profile this weekend.” He gave the cuffs of his shirt a sharp tug beneath the sleeves of his dark suit.

Henry nodded. “No, my bad. I should have said something sooner.” He trotted down the stairs of the plane to greet the members of his detail. One by one he shook their hands with Clayton one step behind him the entire time.

“I’ll wait for you in the car,” he told him once they’d reached the end of the line. With that, Henry made his way across the tarmac, bypassing the stretch limo and climbing into one of the SUVs instead. He watched as Clayton updated his team on the change of plans, noting the frown that knit his brow when he saw Henry waiting in the front seat.

When the briefing was complete, Clayton joined him. He didn’t say a word about the seating arrangements as he climbed into the car and started the engine. In fact, he didn’t say a word about anything. Not that he usually had much to say when he was behind the wheel, or really ever for that matter. But for some reason the deafening quiet felt uncomfortable. Maybe it was being in the front seat, or maybe it was knowing that Clayton was grinding his molars as he drove. For whatever the reason, the silence that stretched out between them made the trip seem twice as long.

Forty-five minutes later they reached the small town where Matthew Miller would be the next of Henry’s friends to take a bride. While in theory Henry was quite chuffed for him, their union was just one more reminder of the ticking clock. As the eventual heir to his country’s throne, marriage was a foregone conclusion. But despite the not-so-subtle reminders from his grandmother about wanting great-grandchildren before she was too old and senile to know who they were, a royal wedding was nowhere on the horizon. His father was young and in excellent health, which meant Henry had plenty of time to enjoy the spoils of youth before settling down under the weight of the crown. And while it was inevitable that day would eventually come, it was still a long way off and, for now at least, Henry had no desire to do anything but enjoy life.

He waited until Clayton had turned onto the main street, then told him to stop the car.

Clayton pulled over and put the SUV in park. “Is everything all right?” Concern was etched in the hard lines of his face. “Should I notify medical?” The small microphone he wore at his wrist was in front of his mouth before Henry even had a chance to reply.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just thought you could drop me off here. That way I can do a bit of sightseeing while you trade this in for something a little . . . less.”

“Sir, I—”

Henry tilted his head to the side.

“Hank.”

Henry smiled, but the brief sense of triumph faded as Clayton continued.

“I’m not comfortable with you wandering the streets without protection. Maybe if you’d allowed the entire team to accompany us, if I could have done a proper sweep of the area, set up a perimeter . . .”

“Clayton, relax. We’re in the middle of nowhere in a town that according to the sign we just passed has a population of less than three thousand.” He looked out the window at the cobblestone street that led two blocks to the center of town. “I’ll just take a look around and meet you later.”

“But sir.” Clayton paused at the sight of Henry’s raised brow. “I mean Hank, you don’t even know the location of the house I rented.”

“That’s the other thing. I don’t want to be staying at some fortified mansion on the outskirts of town.”

Clayton’s grip on the wheel tightened. “The location we secured was chosen for—”

“For a prince,” Henry said, finishing his thought. “But I’m simply another member of the wedding party, remember? It’s bad enough I missed the bachelor party in Vegas, I’m not missing out on everything here as well. We’re staying at a local bed and breakfast.”

The last line was said with resolute conviction, his tone making it clear that the discussion was over. Standard protocol was one thing, but Henry was still the prince after all, and in the end his commands were to be followed. It wasn’t a card he played often, but if push came to shove, he would.

“A bed and breakfast, sir?” Clayton looked as though he’d swallowed something foul.

“Quite a charming place from the looks of the web site.” Hank opened the door. “Both rooms are under your name.” He smirked. “Hope you don’t mind I used your credit card?”

“Sir—”

Hank flashed the grin he knew never failed to get him out of trouble. Or into panties, for that matter. “Meet you there in an hour.” He shut the door of the SUV, effectively ending the conversation, then turned to face the small town that would offer him anonymity for the next three days. With his hands on his hips, he drew a deep breath. For the next three days, he wouldn’t be His Royal Highness Prince Henry William Arthur George, third in line for the throne of a European nation best known as the playground of the rich and famous. He was simply Hank Green, just another wedding guest without a care in the world.



Chapter Two

Cassie poured the last of the batter into the tin, then swapped the tray for the one that had just finished baking. Over the course of the afternoon she’d made nearly three hundred miniature cupcakes. She’d covered the basics with chocolate fudge and Madagascar vanilla, but had also made a few batches of red velvet and lemon chiffon to shake things up a bit. It was overkill for a rehearsal dinner that would seat no more than fifty people, but Cassie wanted everything to be perfect for her older brother’s big weekend. And besides, who wouldn’t want an extra treat to take back to their hotel room?

“Smells great,” Sue said, peeking her head over Cassie’s shoulder.

“Help yourself.” Cassie smiled. “There’s certainly plenty to spare. I tend to over bake.” Even if she hadn’t, Cassie would have been more than happy to share a dessert or two with the woman who’d graciously agreed to sublet her bakery for the weekend.

Sue reached for one of the cupcakes from an earlier batch and pulled back the paper wrapper. She took a bite and made a sound of pure bliss. “Lordy,” she said with her mouth still full of red velvet cake. “These are amazing.”

A sense of pride welled up inside her as Cassie stood a bit taller. “Really?” A compliment from someone with as many years of experience as Sue meant a lot to a newbie like her.

“Absolutely.” Sue nodded. “The mini chocolate chips are a nice touch. Any chance I can hire you?”

Cassie laughed. “Would be one heck of a commute.” The drive from Chicago to the outskirts of Atlanta hadn’t been too terrible, but certainly not an option when it came to daily employment. Besides, Cassie had a shop of her own, or at least she would in a matter of weeks. Ten to be exact. That realization was still hard to fathom at times, despite the fact that every passing day brought it one step closer to becoming a reality.

“Well, if you ever change your mind,” Sue said, popping the last crumb into her mouth, “consider it a standing invitation.”

“Thanks, and thanks again for letting me use your kitchen.” For the next two days Sue’s Sweets & Treats was Cassie’s home away from home. Or in this case, bakery. Set in a remodeled general store in the center of town, Sue’s bakery looked as though it had been plucked straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Known statewide for its award-winning moonshine cake, the charming bakery had everything Cassie could ask for, all wrapped up in a red gingham bow. It was warm and homey, the sort of place you’d come for pecan pie on a Thursday afternoon or coffee and biscuits after church on a Sunday, and it was the perfect place to bake rehearsal dinner treats. Of course, the miniature cupcakes were just the beginning. Tomorrow would be spent making the groom’s cake her brother had requested—devil’s food layered with chocolate ganache and topped with hand-dipped chocolate strawberries—then decorating the three layers of almond flavored wedding cake that were currently cooling on wire racks.

Sue waved her hand through the air. “Pish-posh, happy to help out. Any woman willing to spend her entire weekend away baking for a family member is my kind of gal.” She opened the bottom drawer of the small desk she kept in the back corner of the room and pulled out her purse. “Plus, it forced me to take a few days off. First vacation I’ll have had in years.”

It was only two days. That was hardly a vacation. Still, Cassie could imagine herself keeping the exact same schedule. It was how she’d approached nearly everything in her life. She’d become a CPA at only twenty-two thanks to AP credits and an aggressive schedule that allowed her to graduate with a combined bachelor’s and master’s degree. After that it was on to one of the city’s top accounting firms where she burned the midnight oil at least six days a week. And while quitting her job to pursue her dream of becoming a pastry chef was the single best decision she’d ever made, it had done nothing to balance work and leisure. Between classes and test batches and apprenticeships, she still spent more time with inanimate objects than actual human beings, but at least she was happy. Relatively. There was still the matter of her re-virginization, but that was a topic for another day.

“Big plans?” she asked, the lift in her voice expressing her hope that Sue had packed plenty of adventure into those forty-eight hours.

“If by that you mean a weekend at home with my feet up and nothing but wine, takeout food, and mindless TV, then absolutely.” She laughed as she slung her purse strap over her shoulder. “Weekends are the busiest time, taking one off means a lot of lost revenue. Just wait till your shop opens, you’ll never want to switch that sign to closed.” She started for the back door. “Oh, speaking of, will you double-check I remembered to turn the sign over out front?”

“Sure thing.” Cassie put the last two trays of cupcakes into the commercial-grade oven, then wiped her hands on a towel and headed to the retail area of the bakery. She was pushing through the swinging stainless steel door when she heard the front door’s telltale chime.

“Oh, hey,” she said, startled by the man in the University of Georgia baseball cap. “Um, we’re actually closed.” She would have thought the empty display cases would have been his first clue, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead his eyes were glued to the crumpled map he held in his hands.

“Sorry to bother, luv,” he said in an accent that was far from Southern. It was unlike any Cassie had ever heard before, part British and part something she couldn’t quite place. “I’ve circled the same four blocks at least a dozen times but no matter which way I turn, I seem to end up right back here.”

He lifted his head and when his gaze met hers, he smiled. Shy and sexy all at once, Cassie knew without question it was the sort of smile that meant nothing but trouble. The kind that got him whatever he wanted. The kind that was absolutely irresistible. “Might you have a look?”

Oh, she was having a look all right. Although to be fair, it was more like a shameless gawk. The man standing in front of Cassie had warm brown eyes that seemed to actually sparkle when he smiled, like he was straight out of some Disney animation. From the bit curling around the band of the baseball cap, she could see that his hair was what some would call “dirty blond.” She’d always envied people with that hair color. In her opinion it was the genetic jackpot, nature’s very own version of highlights. He was tall, at least half a foot taller than her, and while he was lean there was an undeniable bulge of a bicep pushing against the sleeve of his shirt. There was an undeniable bulge a bit lower as well but Cassie did her best to keep her hungry gaze above the waist of the faded jeans that were definitely doing crazy things to her tired and overstressed brain. How else could she explain the sudden urge she had to let her fingers trace the sizable ridge outlined against the worn denim?

“Want a peek?”

Cassie blinked hard. “What?”

“At the map.” He held out the crinkled paper.

“Oh yeah, sure.”

He handed her the map, but Cassie was so dazed and confused, it took her a moment to even realize she was looking at it upside down. Smooth Cass, real smooth. As casually as possible, she turned it right-side up, stealing a glance at the handsome stranger as she did. Mercifully, he seemed unaware of her map faux pas. He was far too busy rattling on about having forgotten his “mobile” and “How did we ever survived without GPS?” and “Was it always this humid in the South?” to take much notice of her flustered state. She used the short reprieve to compose herself, but it was difficult with all that perfection in such close proximity. Seriously, how could someone be that good looking? And as if that wasn’t enough, he had the whole sexy accent thing going for him. Even mundane words sounded like something any girl would want whispered in her ear.

She cleared her throat. “What are you trying to find?”

“My home.” He smiled that lopsided grin again and her stomach did a little flip. This guy was too good to be true. In her wildest dreams she couldn’t have conjured anyone more delicious, even after a night binging on rom-coms and cookie dough ice cream.

“Your home?”

He nodded. “At least for the next three nights. A cozy little B&B.” His brow knit together. “Oh bloody hell, now I’ve forgotten the name.”

Cassie laughed as realization hit her. “The reason you keep ending up back in the same spot is because this is exactly where you need to be.”

Now the stranger was the one who was taken aback. “Come again?”

For a moment Cassie was tempted to break out of her mold and hit him with the type of snappy comeback Olivia would have no doubt used as a follow-up to such obvious innuendo. But true to form, she merely smiled sweetly as she explained, “The B&B is above the bakery.” She pointed to the spot on the map that was right where they were currently standing. “Here.”

The stranger leaned closer, close enough for her to smell the faint scent of his soap. It was clean and yet a little spicy and made her want to lick his neck. Because yeah, that was something a perfectly sane woman would do. Cassie had no idea what had gotten into her but one thing was certain, her level of hard-up was even worse than she thought.

His eyes narrowed on the map and he rubbed the shadow of stubble that covered his jaw. On some guys a bit of scruff made them just look like they needed a shave, but in this case it made him seem rugged and, if possible, even more mysterious. Whether or not that was intentional on his part, or just a few lazy days off from the razor, it was totally working. As Cassie watched him scrutinize the map, she couldn’t help but wonder how that prickly stubble would feel beneath her fingertips, against her cheek, or maybe between her thighs . . .

“What do you know?” he said, interrupting her seriously depraved and deprived mind. “After all that, I am right where I need to be.”

If only, she thought as she handed him back the map. When he reached for it, his fingers lingered on hers. His hands were soft, softer than she’d ever felt on a man.

And then his eyes met hers and all at once she wanted those hands touching her in places she’d never considered letting a man touch on a first date. First date? Whoa, where the heck did that come from? This wasn’t a first date. In fact it wasn’t a date at all. It was simply a stranger stopping in for directions. Yet there was something about him, something irresistibly seductive that drew her to him like a moth to a flame.

He stared at her for what felt like an eternity, his eyes seeming to take in every detail from the tousled curls pinned haphazardly atop of her head, to her lips and flushed cheeks. And dear God, the way he looked at her neck, like he wanted to sink his teeth into that sensitive spot that never failed to turn her on and yet still make her giggle. The energy between them crackled with anticipation. Then again, maybe it was all in her head. Maybe she’d finally read one too many romance novels and her brain was permanently rewired to think every handsome stranger had the potential to be Mr. Right. Or at the very least, Mr. Right Now.

“Shame really.”

“What is?” Her voice sounded all breathy, as though the air in the shop was suddenly too thick.

“Shame you’re closed because whatever you’re baking smells delicious.”

“Would you like a taste?” Her tongue darted out to wet her dry lips, and the stranger’s eyes widened ever so slightly before darkening into a look that quite frankly could have torched a perfect creme brûlée.

“I’d like that very much,” he breathed as he moved closer.

Oh Lord, did he think she meant . . .

Cassie took a step back and felt the cool glass of the refrigerated display case press against her overheated skin. Her handsome stranger leaned in, bracing one hand against the glass beside her head, and a devilish smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. The look on his face would have been almost predatory if he weren’t so damn cute. And sweet Jesus, was that a dimple on the left side?

A beat of silence ticked between them offering her the perfect opportunity to play it safe, to explain what she actually meant and end the whole matter with an awkward laugh. But this handsome stranger had awakened something deep inside her and for once in her life Cassandra Miller didn’t feel like playing it safe. Instead she felt wild and reckless, and the last thing she wanted was to end the moment in any way at all. In fact, she wanted to prolong it, to suspend it in time like something from The Matrix. Then maybe she could even step back and watch from all angles because holy hell, this gorgeous stranger was going to kiss her. Right there. In the shop. With her hair up in a messy bun and flour and dough all over her hands. And what’s more, she was going to let him. So instead of playing it safe, Cassie lifted her chin just as he dipped his head and then. . . .

. . . and then the smoke alarm began to screech in the next room.

“The cupcakes!” she gasped. Her stranger stepped aside as Cassie hurried through the swinging steel door. Smoke billowed from the convection oven and all at once she knew that the last batch of cupcakes was ruined. Just like their moment.



Chapter Three

Hank closed the door to the shop behind him and ran a hand back through his hair. Had he really almost pressed that girl up against a refrigerator and kissed her? Yes, he had. And who was he kidding, he would have fucked her up against that fridge if she’d have let him. Way to live up to the stereotype. But Christ, she was sweet and kind and smelled like vanilla—granted, maybe that was the shop—but when her fingers brushed against his the sensation shot straight to his cock. And when she offered him a taste and her delicate pink tongue darted out to wet her lips he’d nearly come in his pants.

He turned around, unable to resist stealing once last glance through the shop’s glass storefront. His beautiful pastry chef was back to work, but he could still see her through the kitchen door’s portal-like window. As he watched her, he couldn’t help but wonder what it was about this girl that had him so instantly enamored. In her apron and trainers she was far from his usual type. Then again, he usually met women in one of two scenarios: public events designed to see and be seen by royalty, or nightclubs designed to see and be seen by anyone willing to pop for bottle service. Both were decidedly stiletto events. For all he knew, this was how all women dressed when they weren’t on the hunt. Still, it wasn’t just the way her faded jeans hugged her generous curves that had caught his attention. It was more than that, although for the life of him he couldn’t put his finger on what.

A wisp of an auburn curl slipped in front of her green eyes. He watched as she reached up to brush it back with her wrist, leaving a smudge of flour just above her delicate brow, and all at once he pictured those curls fanned out across a pillow, those wrists held together above her head, and those eyes clouded with the haze of an orgasm. The thought had an audible groan vibrating in the back of his throat. He knew he should keep walking, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. And despite the small, yet rational part of his brain that told him he was on the verge of being a right proper creeper, he stood his ground, taking in the sight of her as if his very life depended on committing every detail to memory.

She turned toward the door and he jerked back, drawing a sharp breath as he flattened himself against the brick wall of the shop. For a moment he feared he’d been seen, but when he risked a peek around the window frame he was relieved to find her still working and, more important, blissfully unaware of her audience of one. She was facing away from him this time, and although being discovered would make him look like the town pervert, he lingered for a moment more, letting himself enjoy the sight of her very fine, denim-clad ass. His vantage point didn’t afford a full view, not that it mattered. What he couldn’t see his memory was more than happy to fill in, although at the moment his mind was busy conjuring images of her wearing nothing but that red apron—her flawless pale skin a sharp contrast to the bright fabric—and a pair of matching stilettos that would make her the perfect height for bending over the counter . . .

Fuck me, he thought. His mind was staging a full-on bakery porn. While lurking outside a storefront. He chuckled to himself as he stepped into the street. Not exactly low profile. Adjusting the front of his button fly jeans, Hank squinted into the setting sun. It had to be close to six, which meant Clayton was probably on the verge of launching an international search party. The responsible thing would be to head on up to the B&B and put the poor man out of his misery, but at the moment his brain was taking a number behind his cock.

He was just about to make a U-turn back to the bakery when a familiar voice called his name.

“Henry?” Matthew said. “It is you. Christ, I barely recognized you without the beard.” He clapped a hand on Hank’s shoulder and pulled him into a man hug. “Was worried you’d missed your flight, but then I remembered you don’t fly commercial like the rest of us peasants.”

“Landed a while ago actually. Just been getting to know this charming town a bit better.” His gaze instinctively shifted over Matthew’s shoulder to the bakery’s red-and-white awning. Sue’s Sweets & Treats was printed across it in intricate scroll. Sue . . . his beautiful stranger didn’t seem like a Sue to him, not that he knew exactly what a Sue looked like or that it mattered. The important thing was he now had a name to go with the angelic face. Not to mention the naughty fantasies.

Matthew glanced at his watch. “Well, you better get a move on.”

Hank frowned. “Am I late?”

It should have been a rhetorical question. Despite having a team of what he sarcastically referred to as his caretakers, Hank was late to almost every event, personal or public. In most cases it was of little consequence. After all, they couldn’t very well launch a new ship until he smashed the champagne across the bow, now could they? But in this instance he was flying solo. Last thing he wanted was to crash and burn on takeoff.

“Dinner? The pub? All the dicks, none of the chicks?” Matthew rattled off prompts. “Any of this ringing a bell?”

“Right, right, the stag night that’s not really a stag night.”

“It was Em’s idea, for the guys who couldn’t make it to Vegas. Mostly older family members—our dads, her uncles, a few cousins and family friends.”

“And yours truly.” Hank shook his head. “Bloody shame that was.”

“Consider yourself lucky. One of the guys ended up hitched that weekend.”

“No shit? I thought that only happened in the movies.”

“Long story. But you’ll meet him this weekend so you can ask him yourself. Makes for good entertainment. He and his bride tell very different versions of the same story. After a few drinks you can really wind them up.”

“I look forward to it. Not as much as I was looking forward to those lap dances though. Still gutted over that one.”

“Well you’ll have to spend your singles at the juke box because sadly there aren’t any lap dances in your future tonight.”

“Singles?” Hank tsked. “Didn’t I teach you anything in Monte Carlo?”

“We can’t all pull out a roll of hundreds.”

A knowing smirk tugged at the corner of Hank’s mouth. “Ah, but if you do, you get a far better grind.”

Matthew laughed. “No happy endings tonight I’m afraid. Just dinner and drinks with the guys, then as much pool as we can play before we pass out.”

“Sounds like far too many balls for this bloke.”

Matthew’s smile faded as he looked left, then right. “Shouldn’t there be some really scary looking Secret Service types lurking around?”

Hank rolled his eyes. “Secret Service is a yank term.”

“Oh, excuse me,” Matthew corrected himself. “Shouldn’t there be someone from Her Majesty’s Royal Babysitting Club lurking around?”

“You’re an arse,” Hank groused, but truth be told he’d miss this. His flatmates from uni were the only people who ever gave him shit about anything, let alone busted his balls. It was a nice change of pace from the constant ass-kissing he was subjected to back home. “Contrary to what you may think, I am quite capable of taking a stroll through town without causing an international incident.” Just don’t ask me to find my way with nothing but a crumpled map, he thought. Almost instantly images of his beautiful stranger flooded his mind.

“So long as they don’t send out a royal search party. The dogs and horses will trash the gardens.”

Hank snorted. “More like tanks and Humvees.”

“Right, as if you’re that important. Isn’t there a cousin or someone who could take your place?’

Hank’s eyes narrowed. “Fair point. There is one in nappies. But then poor Clayton would be sent to the tower, and as much as the man annoys me, I’d hate to see his head on the block on my account. Speaking of, I better check in before we really do have the military invading this sweet little town.” A few hours MIA was about as far as Hank wanted to push poor Clayton.

“Fuck, yeah, Emily will kill me if the tulips are trampled. And my dad will kill me if he doesn’t get to make his toast before dinner—something about a bottle of scotch he’s been saving since I was born—so put a move on.”

“I’ll grab my mobile and be ready to go.”

Matthew looked at Hank as though he had two heads. “Don’t you want to change?”

“Casual night at the pub, yeah?”

“Yeah, I just assumed you’d be wearing some designer shit.” He smirked. “Or the bat suit,” he added, no doubt referring to the full dress regalia Hank wore to formal events. Then his eyes narrowed as he took a closer look at his friend. “Since when are you a Bulldogs fan?”

Hank adjusted his cap. “Trying to blend in, mate. So can we cool it on the royal ballbusting?”

Matthew tried his best to look offended. “Would I do that?”

“Yes, you would. Thoroughly and repeatedly. But aside from you, none of these chaps have a clue about my alter ego and I’d like to keep it that way if you don’t mind.”

“Right.” Matthew chuckled.

Hank gazed at him nonplussed.

“You’re serious?”

Hank nodded. “If it’s all the same, I’d like to just be one of the guys this weekend.”

“So that explains the shave and the longer hair,” he said, putting the pieces of the puzzle together. “But you really don’t think anyone will recognize you? I mean, I can’t even run to the store for milk without seeing your face in the checkout line.”

“My supermarket notoriety notwithstanding, you said yourself you barely recognized me. And besides, no one will be expecting European royalty at your wedding. No offense.”

“None taken. But introducing yourself as Prince Henry will sort of be a dead giveaway.”

“Which is why this weekend I’m simply Hank Green, in from the East Coast.”

Matthew chuckled. “That accent is nowhere close to New England.”

Hank shrugged. “Tell them I bummed around Europe after uni.”

“At least that part’s true.” Matthew eyed him as though he still needed convincing. “So you really don’t plan to flash the royal crest in a pathetic attempt to get free drinks and more pussy than one man could ever need?”

“First of all, there’s no such thing as too much pussy. Second, I reference the ballbusting comment from two minutes ago. And third . . .” He let out a breath and fixed his mate with a sincere gaze. “I’m completely and utterly serious.”

“Fine,” Matthew said after several excruciating beats. “But if you think this gets you out of buying a round of drinks, you’re sadly mistaken.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, mate. I have a whole stack of your ridiculous same-shaped currency ready to go.”

* * *

The location Matthew’s family had chosen to host his “stag night that wasn’t really a stag night” was an Irish pub on Main Street. The name didn’t inspire much hope, but despite sounding more like a place for ribs than pints, Bub’s Irish Pub was actually quite authentic. The wood-paneled walls were as dark as the beer, and the bartender who greeted them upon arrival had a brogue thick enough to rival those on the Emerald Isle’s western coast. The generous pours of Jameson weren’t too bad either, but it was the view that topped Hank’s list. Their group had a private room above the bar that overlooked the center of town, and if he positioned his chair just right, Hank had a clear shot of the small bakery at the end of the street. He was ashamed to say, his chair had been at that angle most of the night.

Christ, he was a right tosser for acting this way. This was a boys’ night: drinking and debauchery and then another round of drinking. And while the odds of a literal roll in the hay with an overserved, overly sentimental bridesmaid were definitely in his favor, that wasn’t what this trip was about. Chasing tail, as the Americans so eloquently put it, was something he could do any day at home, or pretty much anywhere else for that matter. The next few days were about reconnecting with an old friend. It had been years since he’d seen Matthew. Life after uni had taken them in different directions: Matthew to Harvard to study international business and Henry back home to study the family business. They’d kept in touch, but despite their best intentions, something—usually Henry’s obligations—kept them from following through on their plans to get together. Which was why this weekend was so important. This was a time for Hank to be one of Matthew’s mates, just another bloke in town for the festivities, not a playboy prince on the prowl.

But no matter how hard he focused on the evening at hand, he couldn’t get his beautiful stranger out of his mind. He tried his best to engage in the various conversations, chatting with Emily’s Uncle Bob about the future of peanut oil or Matthew’s father about the merits of scotch over bourbon. He even attempted to feign interest in sports when a group of Emily’s cousins began talking about their fantasy baseball teams, but when the largest one hijacked the conversation to the topic of the NFL draft, he was done. After years in the public eye, Hank could bullshit his way through any number of mind-numbing conversations, but even he couldn’t pretend to give a flying fuck about American football.

Not that it really mattered. All he could think about was her.

For a moment he indulged his fantasy, letting his mind wander to what might have been had Matthew not surfaced when he did. No doubt he would have gone back into the bakery, but the question was, would his sweet and sexy stranger have welcomed the second interruption? She’d seemed just as keen as he was to explore a few possibilities, or at the very least to let him explore her panties. But the smoke billowing in from the kitchen had looked bad and smelled even worse. Fuck, what had he been thinking? He should have offered to stay and help her clean up the mess. Not that he had much experience with such matters, but a few of his married mates had told him that nothing turned their wives on more than a man willing to roll up his sleeves. According to them, hoovering the rug was a lock for having her hoover their cock. Hank couldn’t imagine having to work so hard for a blow job, but then again, he’d been born with a bit of an advantage.

Blue balls aside, it was probably just as well. If he’d gone back into the shop, he would have surely been late to the pub and just as surely given Clayton a coronary. His head of security had been waiting in the lobby of the bed and breakfast when he arrived. He’d looked a bit conspicuous, sitting in an upright chair with his eyes trained on the entrance, but to his credit he’d at least made an attempt to blend in, trading his usual dark suit for a pair of charcoal dress pants and a button-down shirt. The tiny microphone and earpiece were still in place—Hank suspected he slept with them—although barely visibly unless you knew what you were looking for, but other than that he could have been just another tourist enjoying a cup of coffee.

When Hank came through the door Clayton had fixed him with a look not unlike those he’d received when he was a teenager who snuck out of boarding school for a night of debauchery with his mates. It was a look of relief mixed with anger that made Hank feel like he was suddenly fourteen again, though mercifully without the acne. Although to be fair, the man charged with ensuring the safety of the royal family was relatively calm all things considered, leaving Hank to assume he’d swept the town during his absence and decided there wasn’t anyone of great concern, at least no one from the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. That, or he had used the time to strategically place undercover agents in various parts of town. He’d done that after the first boarding school incident, placing a few undercover security guards in pubs throughout the small city.

Another round of drinks was brought to the table and Hank took a moment to scrutinize the waitress for any sign of being in Her Majesty’s royal service. If she was, he had certainly never seen her before. Then again, Clayton didn’t really staff Hank’s detail with beautiful women, probably because he was too afraid of sexual harassment claims which, if his personal bodyguards looked like the pretty barmaid serving his beer, was a distinct possibility.

She leaned over to place the pint on the table in front of him, letting her generous breasts brush his arm as she did. Hank smiled, partly at the obvious attempt to get his attention and partly at the realization that perhaps it wasn’t just the crown that attracted women ready to write their number on a cocktail napkin or even their knickers. Not that it mattered. On most any other night he would have made plans to meet her at the end of her shift, most likely for a quickie in the alley given the time difference. But let’s face it, no amount of jet lag could keep a man from enjoying a good blow job in the back seat of a car. Hell, even the front seat would do. He’d known more than a few birds who could straddle a gear shift while sucking cock like a midnight ninja. But for some reason he wasn’t interested, and despite the sizable cleavage swaying in front of him—and the indisputable fact that those enormous tits would look absolutely smashing with his cock sliding between them—at the moment all Hank could think about was a redhead in an apron not a hundred yards away.

Hank stretched back in his seat, taking in the sight of the darkened street below for what felt like the hundredth time. It wasn’t much of a view, just the faint glow the light from the front window of the shop cast across the sidewalk. But it was enough to tell him his stranger was still hard at work. It was ridiculous really. They’d shared nothing but a brief encounter—he didn’t know anything about her aside from her occupation and first name—but those few moments had left him wanting more, and as long as that light was on, it was as if their connection was still in place.

If only he could see her again.

Slipping his mobile out of the pocket of his jeans, Hank launched the web browser. He held the phone discreetly under the table and typed “Sue’s Sweets and Treats Georgia” into the search bar. Hundreds of images filled the screen, but they were all photos of various pastries and cakes. Not a single shot of his beautiful stranger anywhere, despite how far he scrolled. No matter. If he closed his eyes, he could picture her perfectly—soft auburn curls that fell free from their messy knot, full lips that were quick to curve into a welcoming smile, and wide green eyes, that while looking as innocent as the day was long, had a sparkle that hinted at a vixen hidden beneath all that sweet charm. And it wasn’t just her physical attributes that were etched into his mind, but her expressions and how she moved. Everything about her had enchanted him, from the way she bit her lower lip as she studied the map, to the way her eyes crinkled when she smiled, to the way she gasped ever so softly when his fingers brushed against hers.

“Nodding off on us?” Matthew asked from across the table.

Hank opened his eyes just in time to see a peanut shell splash into his pint of Guinness.

“Nice shot,” he said, plucking the shell out of his ale. “And you’re one to talk. Don’t think I haven’t noticed all the texts you’ve been sending Emily when you thought no one was watching.”

Matthew’s ears reddened. It had been his tell for as long as Hank had known him. In this case it revealed his friend was a pussy-whipped nob. But as much as it pained him to admit it, the fact that Matthew wanted to text his fiancée while out with the boys was rather sweet. Like the syrupy Christmas treats that gave you a belly ache when you were a kid, but still.

The reaction wasn’t lost on the soon-to-be in-laws either. Two of Emily’s cousins picked up on it right away, and thanks to their ribbing, more than just Matthew’s ears turned red.

“So what are the ladies doing tonight?” Hank asked in an attempt to let his friend off the hook. “It better be a quilting bee or something equally droll because so help me God, if you tell me they’re all gathering for a Georgia version of Magic Mike . . .”

The larger cousin laughed so hard, Hank was fairly sure he saw a bit of beer leak from the man’s nostrils. “Are you shitting me?” he asked, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his denim jacket. “We don’t have nothing like that down here. Closer to Atlanta maybe.”

“Jackson has a titty bar,” the younger cousin said just as Hank lifted his beer to his lips. He couldn’t help but smile over the rim of the glass. It was always the ones you least suspected.

“They’re open till three.” The young man shifted in his seat then added a quiet, “Or so I heard.” He lifted his baseball cap off his head and ran a hand through his hair as he waited for a response. Normally Hank would have been the first one to suggest just such an outing. But the look on Matthew’s face was far beyond unease. The man was in a full-blown panic.

“Tempting,” Hank said, “but I think our boy here used his one and only hall pass in Vegas.”

“Hell yeah, he’d be limping down the aisle,” the larger cousin agreed. This one wasn’t wearing a hat but his jacket had the same logo as his cousin’s cap. It was the letter A formed partially with a tomahawk. Hank made a mental note to do a quick Google search before the next event. At least then he’d have a way to redirect the conversation should someone started asking too many questions about his life.

A wide grin spread across the younger cousin’s red face. “Can’t have that now, can we?” he said, no doubt thrilled to have the spotlight back on the groom as opposed to shining a light on what appeared to be his extensive knowledge of strip clubs within a ninety-kilometer radius. “Gonna need his legs for carrying Em across the threshold.”

Matthew breathed an audible sigh of relief just as his future father-in-law rose from his chair at the far end of the table.

“I’d like to propose a toast to the newest member of the Ford clan.” He picked up a pint that was only half full. “To Matthew, may you make a better husband than pool shark.” The man’s face spilt into a wide grin as he raised the glass into the air.

“That sounds like a challenge if I ever heard one,” Emily’s brother said over the low rumble of laughter.

“Looks like my future in-laws want to take my last two dollars.” Matthew dug into the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out a rumpled bill and few coins. “Make that my last buck seventy-five.”

Hank shook his head. “Seems you’ve forgotten everything I taught you.”

“Care to help me win back my cash?”

“Don’t you mean your dignity?”

Matthew chuckled. “That too.”

“I’m afraid you’re on your own. Jet lag seems to have caught up with me. I’m bloody knackered.” He drained the rest of his beer. “What’s the plan for tomorrow then?”

“For me? Not a damn thing until the rehearsal. Thought we could get some lunch and maybe nine holes.”

Hank groaned. If there was anything he hated more than American football it was golf. Chasing a little ball around for hours was about as thrilling as watching paint dry. He much preferred to whack the fuck out of a ball while riding full steam ahead on a horse. But seeing as how this was Matthew’s weekend, and considering it was unlikely there was a polo club anywhere close by . . .

“Sounds great,” he said. “Text me the details in the morning.” Hank thanked their host and said his goodbyes, and while it was true that the six-hour time difference was beginning to take its toll, at the moment jet lag wasn’t his main concern. The more pressing ailment was the unfamiliar anxiousness that bubbled up from his gut. Because as Hank made his way down the back staircase of the pub, the only thought weighing on his mind was whether or not the light would still be on in that bakery.



Chapter Four

Cassie tucked the cell phone between her shoulder and her ear as she scooped the last of the cream cheese frosting into a pastry bag. Multitasking was a necessity when it came to her tenth straight hour in the kitchen. Not to mention it was Olivia’s third phone call of the day. Honestly, she worried about Cassie more than her own mother did and that was saying something. Then again, maybe she was just secretly hoping one of the calls would find her basking in a post-coital glow, powdered sugar hand prints pressed firmly into her thigh and a satisfied smile plastered across her face. Yeah, fat chance of that. The only basking Cassie was going to be doing was in a hot bath, and even that was severely behind schedule. But icing the tray of replacement cupcakes was the last thing on the day’s list. With any luck she’d be in the tub before midnight.

“Have you eaten anything today?” her best friend asked. Olivia knew her better than anyone else in the world, which meant she already knew the answer to that question. Asking was just her way of showing concern. Cassie was just about to answer when Olivia added, “And no, frosting does not count as a food group.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“Hardly.” Olivia laughed. “How is old Judy doing?”

“Good, I guess.” One by one Cassie squeezed intricate swirls onto the rows of miniature cupcakes. “I’ve barely seen her.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Jude we know and love,” Olivia said, hitting the nail on the head. Growing up, Cassie’s mom had been what some would call a helicopter parent. And while part of her understood her mother’s need to “hover” and protect, another part of her wanted to break free and live her own life. Which was why when it came to choosing a college, and then later a job, she’d focused on options that had offered at least a fifty-mile buffer zone.

“No kidding. But she’s been pretty much glued at the hip with Emily’s mom.”

“Full schedule of hat events?”

Cassie frowned. “Hat events?”

“You know, teas, brunches, that sort of thing.”

“Exactly.” She gave a small laugh. “Plus, she probably figures she’ll never be the mother-of-the-bride so might as well make the most of the mother-of-the-groom thing while she’s got the chance.”

“Will you stop it? And stop changing the subject too. Back to the food. Tell me you’ve at least had a sandwich or something?”

Cassie piped a spiral pattern onto the last cupcake. “I haven’t even left the building and there’s not much here that isn’t sugar based.” She set the pastry bag on the counter and dipped her finger through a streak of frosting that remained on the side of the bowl. At least it was cream cheese, she thought as she tasted it. A bit of dairy had to count for something.

“I should have ordered you a pizza. I could have requested they send their hottest delivery guy. Maybe he could have helped get your weekend started.”

Cassie rolled her eyes even though she knew the reaction would be lost over the phone. Didn’t matter really, Olivia was only joking about a fling with a pizza delivery guy—at least she hoped she was only joking. Although to be fair, there had been a hot stranger in Cassie’s kitchen, he just hadn’t stuck around long enough for there to be action against the refrigerator or anywhere else for that matter. Although not from a lack of invitation.

What in the world had she been thinking? They’d exchanged what, maybe four or five lines of conversation? And all of them had been directions. Well, except for the part where she’d inadvertently gone all sex kitten and offered him a taste. Cassie cringed. She didn’t know which was worse, her cheesy pick-up line or the fact that it had worked. Scratch that, the worst part was how pleased she’d been when it did. She had no idea where all that had come from. The words just sort of bubbled up and out of her mouth before she’d even had time to consider them. But the fact remained that when they had, Cassie’d felt more alive than she had in months. Years, maybe. Suggesting a casual encounter with a handsome stranger was a page out of someone else’s life, not hers. Yet there was no denying the fact that it had been downright liberating. She’d felt sexy and wanton and totally free. Perhaps there’d been a floozy trapped inside her all along and she’d been suffocating the poor thing beneath turtleneck sweaters.

“Nothing wrong with pepperoni and mushroom served with a side of—”

“How is it you can make every situation sound like a setup for a porno?” Cassie asked. Her words were laced with laughter but in reality it was taking everything she had to block out the image of Mr. Georgia Baseball Cap holding a pizza while wearing nothing but a smile.

“And how many porns have you watched exactly?”

“One.”

Olivia snorted. “Fifty Shades of Grey was not porn.”

“Well it sure wasn’t PG-13.”

“Okay, grandma.”

Cassie sighed. Olivia was right. And more than sounding like she was eighty years old, she felt like it too. How in the world had her life become so boring? It wasn’t always like this. In college she’d had fun. Granted, not as much as some of the other kids, but then again they weren’t all pursuing a combined degree on an accelerated schedule. Still, she used to be more fun than she was now. Even hard-working college Cassie, who was the only twenty-one year old with an IRA, cut loose from time to time. But aside from the bachelorette party weekend she’d spent in Vegas with Olivia, she’d become a droll version of even her former self, something she hadn’t thought possible. Her professional life might have taken a definite turn for the better, but her personal life was in desperate need of resuscitation.

For a brief moment there had been a tiny flicker of a spark. When her handsome stranger had dropped his gaze to her mouth, she’d felt her heart begin to race; and when he’d dipped his head and she’d felt his warm breath against her lips, her knees had nearly buckled. But instead of claiming her mouth with a kiss that would have no doubt left her reeling, he’d waited, his eyes searching hers as if asking a question. Yes. Yes was the answer. Whatever the question.

But then the stupid fire alarm went off and, just like the last batch of cupcakes, Cassie’s fantasy went up in smoke. Even the memory shot a pang of disappointment through her belly.

She’d have thought a little distance would have brought a little clarity, but instead of coming to her senses and being relieved at narrowly dodging the walk-of-shame express, Cassie found herself filled with nothing but regret. If only she could somehow rewind time . . .

“How much more do you have to do?”

“Hmm?” Cassie asked. She’d been so distracted by her salacious thoughts, she hadn’t heard a word Olivia had said.

“You were thinking about sex.”

Cassie’s face flamed as though she’d been caught in the act. “Was not.”

Olivia laughed. “Don’t bother denying it, that little squeak in your voice was a dead giveaway.”

Damn. Cassie could never keep anything from Olivia. She could read her like a book. Although to be fair she wasn’t thinking about sex per se, more the lack there of, something that seemed to occupy her thoughts far too often lately.

“So how much longer?”

“Till I have sex? Not looking good. But I could go for that pizza.” Her stomach rumbled in agreement.

“No, how much longer till I can spring you from jail?”

“Oh, um, well I just finished the last of the cupcakes so—”

“Wait, I thought you said you were wrapping those up the last time we talked?”

Cassie braced for an overreaction, then confessed. “Had a bit of a fire.”

“What?!”

“Long story, but it doesn’t matter because everything’s fine and I’m all caught up now.” She spoke quickly, in the hopes of preventing Amateur Detective Ramsey-Grant from digging any deeper. “Tomorrow I just have to finish up Matthew’s cake and put the finishing touches on the wedding cake.” The fondant adornments were already made, which meant all she had to do was frost and assemble the three-tier cake. “So I should be good to go long before the rehearsal.”

“Great, because I was hoping to steal you away for a mani-pedi.”

“That might be cutting it close, but let me see how much I can get done. What time are you getting here?”

“Sometime late tomorrow morning. Cole keeps insisting we take the private jet but I think it’s a colossal waste of fuel. I mean, what is it, like an hour-long flight?”

“Not sure. I drove.” Cassie washed and rinsed the pastry bag, turning it inside out to dry. “But since when do you give up that easily?” Olivia and Cole took arguing to a whole new level, an art form really. It was what brought them together in the first place and it was definitely what kept them in a state of constant attraction. Cassie couldn’t imagine a fight being such a turn on, but for her best friend and her husband, a good argument was the ultimate foreplay. Most of the time the topic was inconsequential—to them it was about the thrill of battle—but in this case the subject at hand was the environment, something close to Olivia’s heart. Cole must have made one hell of a case to get her to go along with him on this one. Cassie smiled to herself. That, or it was one hell of an orgasm.

“It’s our anniversary,” Olivia explained. “And he wants to celebrate this one at thirty-five thousand feet.”

So it was the promise of an orgasm. Or many. “Another anniversary, already?” Cassie didn’t even bother to hold back on the teasing tone, although truth be told, the transformation in her friend, not to mention her stuffed-shirt husband, was downright . . . inspiring. Olivia Ramsey had gone from a jaded, all - work - and - no - play anti-romantic to a lovey-dovey let’s-celebrate-every-monthly-milestone sap. As for Cole, he’d been all work and all play, although in Cassie’s opinion it was the wrong kind. But all that changed after a walk down the aisle with Elvis and Angus Young. Complete with a Priscilla Presley / Bride of Frankenstein makeover for the bride, Cole and Olivia’s wedding had been outrageous even for Vegas. Cassie wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t seen the photos Cole had snapped with his phone, but it was all true. As was the fact that the two love birds were dangerously close to being sickeningly sweet, even for a romantic pastry chef such as herself.

“Mmm-hmm, nine months.” The smile in Olivia’s voice was impossible to miss.

“You should have told him you wanted to recreate the day it all began,” Cassie said, referencing the commercial flight where Olivia literally fell into Cole’s lap. “Isn’t it only the mile-high club if you do it in a cramped airline lavatory?”

“As hot as that sounds . . . not! I think he’s a bit more interested in passing the time in his jet’s master cabin.” She lowered her voice. “He told me he bought these soft restraints that run under the mattress. Sort of a step up from tying me to the bedpost with my panties.” Olivia giggled, a sound Cassie still wasn’t quite used to hearing from her previously subdued friend. “Guess you could say he’s raising the bar. Oh! Speaking of bars . . . last week he brought home this spreader bar and—”

“TMI!” Cassie shouted.

Olivia laughed. Sometimes Cassie wondered if the stories she recounted were true or if she embellished them for effect. Either way, she certainly elicited a reaction. “All right, get some sleep and I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Night-night,” Cassie said, before ending the call and tucking her cell phone into the pocket of her jeans. She’d just picked up the tray of cupcakes and was headed toward the refrigerated case when a shadow in the doorway stopped her dead in her tracks. She stumbled and swayed and for the second time in as many hours nearly had to restart the last batch.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” her handsome stranger said. “The front door was open and I could see the light was still on so . . .”

She’d left the front door unlocked? That wasn’t like her. Then again, she hadn’t exactly acted much like herself all night. And she had been quite distracted by the near fire, not to mention the near kiss.

“No, it’s fine. I mean, I shouldn’t have left the door unlocked, but I’m glad that I did. Not that I would have wanted someone to break in, but then you wouldn’t have been able to get in and then you wouldn’t be here, standing in the kitchen with me.” Good grief she was a babbling fool. Cassie took a calming breath in an attempt to stop her motormouth, but there wasn’t much she could do about her racing heart. There was just something about him, something magnetic and dangerous and irresistible all at once. It was a devastating combination that made her feel jittery and excited and more turned-on than she could ever remember feeling in her entire life, even counting the time Robert Pattinson appeared at her local mall to promote the release of Twilight. That had been so intense she’d nearly fainted, something she was embarrassingly close to doing again.

“I’m glad you came back,” she finally said in a softer, calmer voice.

In the shadows her stranger looked even more mysterious than he had before, a fact she wouldn’t have thought possible. But when he stepped forward and the light caught his eyes, all thoughts left her but one: their unfinished kiss.

His gaze fell upon her face before taking in the rest of her in a long sweeping glance. Nothing seemed to go unnoticed, from the stray curls of hair that brushed against her neck to the way the apron pulled across her breasts to the way her jeans hugged her hips. There was so much heat behind those brown eyes, her body sprang to life in a tingling warmth in their wake. “Burning the midnight oil I see.” His voice was rough, betraying the effect his once-over had had on him as well.

“Have a large order to fill for the weekend.” She smiled, then nodded down at the tray she still held in her hands. “Plus, I had a few cupcakes to remake.”

Her handsome stranger ran a hand back through his hair and when it fell forward in a perfectly tousled mess, she wanted to reach out and touch it, to see if it felt as soft as it looked, and to imagine what it would feel like clutched between her fingers in a moment of unbridled lust. Cheese and rice, she was a hot mess.

“Yes,” he said, somewhat sheepishly. “My fault really. I was, after all . . . distracting you.” The expression on her stranger’s face was contrite and yet at the same time not the least bit sorry. Although to be fair, neither was she. In fact if she was honest with herself what she was most sorry about was that their moment had been interrupted.

“Which is why I’m here actually.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “It is?”

“Indeed. Least I can do is offer my services. Hank Green,” he said, bowing with a flourish. “Your humble servant, mademoiselle. Ready to work.”

Despite the fact that a part of her had hoped he’d been referring to the distraction and that what he’d actually meant was that he was there to finish the kiss he’d nearly started, there was no denying the charm of a man willing to roll up his sleeves in the kitchen. For Cassie it was almost better than foreplay. Add to that the infectious grin, and she was dangerously close to becoming a puddle on the bakery floor.

“I might look like a bloke who doesn’t know his way around a kitchen, aside from making a mean bowl of cereal. But I’m a fast study.”

Fast. Fast and furious. Fast and furious against the refrigerator. Or maybe he could just spread her out on the stainless steel counter, lower his head to her—

“What’s next on the list?”

Jeez Louise. Forget cooking foreplay, she was halfway to the finish line all on her own. But instead of taking him up on his offer and seeing if one thing might lead to another, Cassie opened her mouth and words came out as if on autopilot. “Umm, actually, I’m done for the night,” she said. “This is the last batch of replacement cupcakes.”

It was official, she had zero moves. That or she’d spent so much time with inanimate objects she was actually starting to lose her mind. An unbelievably hot stranger was at her doorstep offering to help her in the kitchen. What sane woman would tell him she was just about to lock up? No wonder she hadn’t had sex in nearly two years.

To her relief, Hank Green wasn’t giving up so easily.

“There has to be something else on the list.” He glanced around the nearly spotless kitchen until his gaze fell on the bowl of oversized strawberries visible through the refrigerator’s glass door. “What about those, are they good to go as you say, or do they need to be dipped and drizzled?”

A small giggle bubbled up from deep inside her. “Dipped and drizzled?”

“Covered with chocolate and then decorated with little zigzags or sprinkles of some sort?”

“Fan of decorating confections are you?”

“Actually more a fan of eating them.”

“So more consumer than manufacturer?”

“Precisely.” His face darkened with sensual promise. “Although I do consider myself somewhat of an expert when it comes to consuming delicacies.”

Cassie couldn’t help but wonder if they were still talking about frosted fruit. A delicious tingle ran down her spine at the realization that, lack of modesty aside, her handsome stranger was probably quite proficient in many areas, none of which involved stand mixers and convection ovens.

“So, am I hired?”

The word “yes” blinked in front of her eyes like an old-fashioned movie marquee but before she could answer he sweetened the deal. “I’m a very hard worker and I require no pay.”

That darn dimple made another appearance along with the smile from earlier in the day, the one that Cassie was quite sure got him out of trouble or into it, depending on his mood.

“Well,” he said, “other than perhaps a kiss.”

“A kiss?” she squeaked. Honestly, she sounded like Peter Brady going through puberty.

He nodded. “Mmm-hmm, to finish the one we started earlier.”

The bulbs on the mental marquee flashed so quickly, one of them popped.

Cassie swallowed to find her voice then placed the tray of cupcakes on the counter and gave him her sweetest, most indulgent smile. “So let me get this straight. A near kiss resulted in a batch of burned bakery items, which you are now offering to help replace in exchange for completion of said kiss?”

He grinned. “Has a nice symmetry to it, don’t you think?”

She straightened her shoulders. “You’re assuming I was going to allow you to kiss me in the first place.” She might have been about to spontaneously combust, but she didn’t have to come off as a totally sure thing. Oh, who was she kidding? Pheromones were probably rolling off her in waves.

Her stranger’s eyes glimmered. “I do like a challenge.” He reached for an apron that hung on a hook by the door. “Give me an hour.”

“To seduce me?”

“No, the hour is for dipping the strawberries. I only need five minutes for the seduction,” he said matter-of-factly.

On other men such a declaration would have come off as cocky. But on him the confidence he exuded not only worked, it worked well. Despite his casual attire, another button-down—a pale green and white stripe—paired with a darker denim and no baseball cap, there was an air of authority about him. This was a man who wasn’t used to hearing the word “no,” and if the hum vibrating deep within her was any indication, he wasn’t likely to hear it tonight either.

“So do we have a deal?” he asked, holding out his hand.

Cassie placed her hand in his and the same spark from earlier passed between them once again. “Deal.”

“Excellent.” Her stranger brought her hand to his lips, pressing them ever so softly against her skin. Then he looked up and flashed a grin that made her want to forget all about the strawberries and go straight to the unfinished kiss. “Where do we begin?”

He slipped the top loop of the apron over his neck and began to tie the strings behind his back. The image of Mr. Sexy Confidence in a red gingham apron was too much and although she tried her best to stifle it, another giggle escaped her lips.

Hank looked up at her from beneath the soft brown hair that had fallen across his brow. “Mocking the help?” He tsked in disapproval but his face was lit with a warm smile.

“Sorry,” Cassie said, trying her best to regain her composure. “It’s just . . . well, red is a good color on you.”

“Just trying to protect my clothes.” A playful gleam filled his eyes. “I could take them all off if you prefer? Although I imagine that might break a few of your health codes.”

“No, no,” she stammered. “The apron will do just fine.”

“Good, because I am rather partial to the little ruffles,” he said, flicking his finger at the eyelet that trimmed the top of the apron. “Okay, now that I’m properly suited up, where do you want me?”

Dear Lord, were there five more loaded words? Where did she want him? On his knees in front of her, hovering over her, looming behind her . . . and those were just the positions that popped into her mind. Something told her that her stranger could conjure a few she’d never even thought of, and at the moment she was game to try them all. “Where did she want him?” wasn’t the question. More like where didn’t she.

“Right there is fine,” she said, pointing to the large sink against the wall as she made her way to the refrigerator. She pulled out the bowl of oversized strawberries, and brought them to the sink along with a colander. “You can wash these while I get the chocolate sauce ready. Just be sure to pat them dry.” She handed him a roll of paper towels. “If there’s any water left on them it will make the chocolate get all bumpy.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Hank said with a tiny salute.

Cassie left him to his chore and went about the kitchen gathering the items she needed for—what was it he called it? Ah yes, dipping and drizzling. It wasn’t lost on her that Hank, while taking his job very seriously, never took his eyes off her. At least not for very long. She did her best to give him a show worth watching, letting her hips sway a little more than necessary as she walked by or arching her back a little more than normal as she reached for something on a high shelf.

Mutual appreciation aside, they made a good team, and within just a few minutes they had a colander of washed and dried strawberries and two bowls of perfectly melted chocolate.

“I usually like to get the fruit to room temperature before I coat it,” she said as she assembled everything on the large stainless steel island in the center of the room. “But I think they will be fine.”

Hank joined her, watching with great fascination as Cassie placed two trays on the counter, one in front of each of them, then lined them with parchment paper. “Do I sense a bit of competition?” he said, eyeing the two workstations she had created.

She laughed. “No, I just thought it would be easier if we each had our own space.”

“Afraid I’ll distract you again?” The look he gave her was almost identical to when he’d been about to kiss her. Only this time the glimmer in his eyes told her he wanted a lot more than just one kiss.

“Perhaps.” She set the bowl of milk chocolate in front of him. “I’ll use the white chocolate and then we can switch for the drizzle.”

Hank stretched his arms out in front of him, cracking his fingers as though he was about to sit down at a piano. “So how does this go then?” he asked.

Cassie picked up a strawberry and leaned closer as she held the fruit over his bowl of melted chocolate.

“It’s quite simple,” she said, dunking the strawberry into the bowl then giving it a quick twist as she drew it back out. “All in the wrist really.” The lump in her throat made her voice sound husky and deep and more like a phone sex operator than a pastry chef. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she had to go and tell him it was best with a little wrist action.

It was unlikely her comment went unnoticed, but mercifully her stranger said nothing. Instead he merely picked up a strawberry and mimicked her actions. “Like this?” he asked, dipping it ever so slightly into the warm chocolate.

“Yes, but deeper. Don’t be afraid to get your fingers wet.” Crap, she did it again. She’d been trying out a little subtle flirtation with the swaying hips, but now it seemed as though she’d gone all porn star, at least the audio portion.

Beside her Hank stilled, but once again said nothing. Cassie tried her best to focus her attention on the task at hand but she couldn’t resist a sideways glance at her handsome stranger. She watched as he dipped the fruit deeper into the chocolate before lifting the dripping mess out of the bowl.

“Just be careful of the dangly bits,” she said.

He cut his eyes at her and she felt a warm blush spread across her face.

“I meant the excess chocolate.” She was basking in her quick recovery when she stuck her foot so far into her mouth it was amazing she could still speak. “If you swirl the end you get a nice finish.” Christ on a cracker, forget the Barefoot Contessa, she could star in a new show called the Slutty Gourmet. What in the world had gotten into her? She couldn’t have made this stuff up if she tried, and yet for some inexplicable reason double entendre had become second nature.

A low groan rumbled deep within Hank’s chest. “It’s possible you’ll be the death of me, Little Vixen.”

Cassie had to bite her lip to hide her smile. B-list audio porn star or not, whatever she was doing was working. Still, there were a lot of strawberries to dip in chocolate that wouldn’t stay melted for very much longer. Her spontaneous combustion would have to wait until after the work was done, which meant it was probably best to change the subject. Quickly.

“So, what do you do for a living?”

Hank dropped the next strawberry completely into the bowl. “Um, I help run our family business.” He stole a glance at her as he rescued the drowning fruit. He shook the excess chocolate off before placing it next to the others on the parchment. “Why do you ask?”

“Just making conversation.” Cassie smiled. “Obviously you know my profession.” She nodded to the trays of food. “And truth be told I was half afraid of what was going to come out of my mouth next if we kept going the way we were.”

“So you weren’t trying to drive me crazy with naughty innuendo?”

She laughed. “Not intentionally, no.”

“Too bad.” He winked. “I was quite enjoying it.”

“Good to know. But for the sake of these desserts I thought maybe I should switch topics.” Cassie swirled her last strawberry through the creamy chocolate, causing Hank to do a double take.

“You’re done?” he asked. It was a rhetorical question seeing as her half of the strawberries had all been dipped and placed in neat rows to dry.

“Occupational advantage,” she said. She leaned her hip against the counter and settled in to watch him work. “What sort of business?”

Hank cleared his throat. “Imports and exports.”

“So you move things in and out?”

His eyes flared. “I thought you were done with innuendo?”

She felt a rush of heat spread across her cheeks. “Oh, I didn’t mean . . . I only meant . . .”

“You’re beautiful when you blush.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “And you’re correct. I move things in and out. Sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly, but I’ve found it’s more about the angle, I mean route.” His gaze dropped to her lips. “Finding just the right spot makes it all the more rewarding.”

A moment passed before Cassie’s head cleared enough to form a complete thought. “You’re not so bad yourself,” she whispered. “At the innuendo I mean.” And wasn’t that the understatement of the century? Hank’s description had made every nerve in Cassie’s body come alive. And the way his gaze had shifted from her eyes to her lips? Finished assignment or not, she’d been sure he was about to claim his payment. But instead of kissing her, he merely reached for the next strawberry and began rolling it through what was left of the milk chocolate.

“There, task completed.” He placed the last of his strawberries on the tray and turned to face her. She assumed he’d be ready for his reward, but the expression on his face was more amusement than lust.

“You have a little . . .” He gestured toward his brow.

Cassie ran her fingers across her forehead until they caught on a gooey clump of chocolate. For the love of God, it was like she was living some middle school nightmare. What was next, toilet paper stuck to her shoe?

“Here, allow me,” Hank said. He reached for the towel she’d left on the counter and gently brushed it across her forehead. But instead of clean, dry cotton on her skin, all Cassie felt was more moist goo. “This was the towel you wiped your hands on, wasn’t it?” he asked, realizing a moment too late that he’d only made things worse.

One thing was certain, this was most definitely a game two could play. Cassie lifted a brow but said nothing. Instead she merely dipped her fingertips into the chocolate that remained in her bowl. Hank’s eyes narrowed as he realized her intent.

“You wouldn’t dare . . .”

But before he could finish his sentence she had dotted his nose with a dollop of chocolate. “Cute.” He reached up to wipe it, then popped his finger into his mouth. “And delicious.”

“Maybe I should try some,” she said. Her voice was husky and once again sounded nothing like her own. But instead of sampling what remained on her own fingers, inspiration struck her and she reached for his. Without taking her eyes off his, she slowly dipped his index finger into the chocolate before bringing it to her mouth. His lips parted as hers did, his eyes darkening as she slipped his finger into her mouth and gently sucked the chocolate from the tip. “Mmmm,” she hummed. “Delicious.”

He drew a sharp intake of air. “You’re full of surprises, Little Vixen.”

To him and her both. In all her twenty-eight years Cassie had never been so bold with a man. Then again, she’d never felt so uninhibited before either. Maybe it was the anonymity or the fact that she was so far from home. This temporary environment not only afforded her the opportunity to step into someone else’s bakery, it allowed her to step into another life. She could be someone else entirely. Someone who wasn’t a nerdy, overachieving, overworked and overstressed Chicago pastry chef with no time for men. Tonight she could be a carefree woman in a small town, enjoying a flirtatious banter with an impossibly handsome stranger.

Still, as exhilarating as it was, this was a role she was unaccustomed to and although she was enjoying their game, its effect was heady. Her stomach fluttered and her skin tingled, and if she’d been wearing heels her legs would have no doubt wobbled. As it was she was finding herself a bit unsteady in her Keds. So as much as she wanted to lean in closer, for a moment at least, she needed to retreat.

“I better put these away,” she said. She picked up the tray of strawberries and headed toward the fridge. She was quite sure her stranger was tracking her every move, but when she closed the door and turned around she realized he was right behind her.

She met his dark eyes and all at once she was transfixed, unable to look away even if she wanted to. It was as though he could see right through her, past the uncertain exterior to the woman who deep down had always wanted more, even if she’d been too afraid to admit it. Her protective shell had far more than cracked, it had completely crumbled under the sheer weight of his stare.

“I believe you have proved me a liar,” he said.

“I have?”

“Mmm, I told you I only need five minutes to seduce you, but our work has been done for nearly ten.”

That was where he was wrong. It might have only taken ten minutes to close the deal, but the seduction of Cassandra Miller had started the instant he’d walked through the door. And more than that, it was working. Because in that moment Cassie was ready for anything. Judging by the look on his face, her stranger knew it too.

His gaze dropped to her mouth and a fission of exhilaration ran through her. Never in her life had she felt so alive, so completely sure of what she wanted. This, this was exactly what she wanted, but more than that, it was exactly what she needed.

Hank dipped his head and touched his lips to hers, softly at first, as if she might break or run or just vanish into thin air. But then his lips parted and she felt the warm, wet stroke of his tongue as he deepened the kiss.

His fingers rested on her hips, barely touching her, and yet she felt as though she were melting into his hands. Without thinking, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. She wanted to feel the weight of him against her, to know he was as affected by her as she was him. He pressed against her and she felt the shape of him, hard against her softness, and she couldn’t help but wonder how long he’d been that way, if this perfect man had wanted her this whole time as badly as she’d wanted him.

When he broke their kiss, she was more than ready for whatever came next.

“Come up to my room,” Hank breathed. His lips moved over her jaw and down her throat, leaving a trail of featherlight kisses that left her aching for more. “I have a lovely four-poster bed that’s far too big for one.”

His room, his bed. Sex in his bed. She couldn’t pretend she didn’t want one wild night with this handsome stranger, but sex in a bed was so . . . so . . . normal. She’d done normal. And although normal sex was better than no sex, something told her that the man in front of her was offering good sex, and that was something that was long overdue.

Cassie blinked hard. She took a moment to gather her composure, but like her resistance it was currently scattered all over the bakery floor. Hmm, the floor would work just fine.

When she didn’t answer he pulled back, slipping a finger under her chin and lifting her eyes to his once again. “Shall I take that as a yes?”

“Why can’t we just stay here?” Her voice sounded as shaky as the rest of her. But it wasn’t from intimidation or nerves. On the contrary, for the first time in her life Cassie felt strong and fearless and brave. Still, something about this man made her tremble in the most delicious way.

His eyes glowed with a mixture of amusement and lust. “Believe me, luv, I’d like nothing better than to take you right here, against this door.”

Her heart hammered inside her chest. Did he really just say that? And in an accent that was nearly enough to finish her off? Who was this man who had come into her life as if a direct answer to Olivia’s outrageous suggestion? The images her friend had conjured two days prior flooded her senses. Oh yes, that was exactly what she wanted. Right then and there.

Lucky for her, Hank was a bit more aware of their surroundings. “But those windows don’t have any curtains,” he said, nodding over his shoulder. “And I would hate for some random pub-goer to get an eyeful of your beautiful curves as he stumbled home.”

Sex god and a gentleman? This guy was too good to be true.

“Ask me again,” she said.

A momentary frown drifted across his face until realization took hold. He leaned closer and whispered roughly against her ear. “Let’s go up to my room, so I can make you come all night.”

Holy hell, that he didn’t have to offer twice. Cassie took his hand as she pushed away from the glass. In seconds she’d grabbed her keys and had them moving toward the door. She hit the light switch and quickly fumbled with the lock, a task that wasn’t made any easier by the fact that Hank’s lips were leaving a trail of wet kisses down her neck. “Done,” she said as the bolt clicked into place. She turned quickly, too quickly, and stepped right out of her shoe.

Hank glanced down at her footwear, smiling as he took in the sight of a pair of denim Keds embroidered with tiny hearts.

“They were a gift,” Cassie offered. No matter the holiday, her mother never failed to send her shoes. This particular pair was for Valentine’s Day. It hadn’t been lost on her that other women were getting heart-shaped boxes of candy or long-stem roses while she was marking the occasion with a pair of shoes from her mother. But at the moment none of that mattered because the man beside her was Valentine’s Day, Christmas, and the Fourth of July all rolled into one.

“They suit you,” Hank said. He dropped to one knee to retrieve the errant footwear. “Seems the princess has lost her slipper. May I?” And if that wasn’t enough to make her feel like Cinderella, in the distance the clock on the town hall struck twelve.

“You’re not going to turn into a pumpkin are you?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer. Instead he simply slipped the shoe onto her foot, then stood to kiss her again. Only this time he wasn’t soft and gentle. This time his kiss was raw and searing. Like he was starving and she was the only thing that could satisfy his hunger. She followed his lead, their tongues moving together until the heat that pulsed low in her belly turned into a desperate need.

“Let’s go,” he said. His voice was tight with a barely leashed restraint. “Before I have you naked on this staircase.”

Cassie stepped forward, but when she put weight on her foot she winced.

“Did you twist your ankle when you lost your shoe?”

She gave a quick nod. “Just a bit. It will be fine. Nothing that requires medical attention.” Or postponing the sex.

“Well, I’m not taking any chances,” he said. Bending at the waste, he scooped Cassie up into his arms.

“What are you doing?” she squeaked.

“I believe that should be quite obvious,” he said as he carried her up the wooden staircase.

Cassie wrapped her arms around his neck. The absurdity of the situation registered somewhere in the back of her mind—the chiming clock, the lost shoe, and literally being swept her off her feet—but she’d think more about that tomorrow. At the moment she had far more salacious thoughts on her mind. Because while her handsome stranger wasn’t Prince Charming, and she sure as hell wasn’t Cinderella, something told Cassie what lay ahead was a night fit for a queen.



Chapter Five

The new persona must have been wreaking havoc on his mind. How else could Hank explain inviting the sexy pastry chef up to his room? Henry would have never done that. A fast and furious fuck where he could slink away in the night without any awkward chatter or cuddling would have been his usual MO. The life of a Prince wasn’t as charmed as one might think, but there were definite perks, one of which was the ability to have casual encounters that were buffered by Her Majesty’s most highly trained officers. Lately though, it felt as though he was just going through the motions. Rather like washing his hair. Fuck, rinse, repeat. But this was different. He wasn’t His Royal Highness, he was Hank Green, import-export guy in town for a wedding. This version would have to work for it. Maybe it was the challenge that had adrenaline pumping through his veins, or maybe it was the sight of his sexy chef standing at the counter with her hip cocked to one side, but for some reason he hadn’t been ready to say goodbye. Not yet.

So instead of a quick shag followed by an even quicker getaway, he’d propositioned her. Come up to my room. He had no idea what made him do it. The words seemed to spill out of his mouth almost involuntarily, and as they did he realized how much they sounded like a cheesy pick-up line. Might as well have said “Your place or mine.” Even after their banter of sexy innuendo, a part of him had still half expected a swift decline. But while his beautiful stranger hesitated, her teeth nipping her lower lip in a way that had his cock begging to play, the look in her eyes told him she was ready for anything. Her bright green gaze had held his for a few beats then softened as she implored him to ask her again, a request he was more than happy to honor. So I can make you come all night. Christ, he’d sounded like a total wanker. But he meant every word and judging by her reaction, she was more than keen on the offer. So much so that in her haste she’d twisted her ankle, which is how he found himself carrying her up the staircase.

Hank reached the door to his room and all at once the realization that he was about to carry this woman across the threshold hit him. Not enough to quell the raging hard-on beating against the fly of his jeans, but enough to make him rethink their arrival. No sense putting any unnecessary ideas in her head. In his daily life such a gesture would have had a young woman picking out royal china patterns in her head, but his beautiful stranger seemed to be as uncomfortable as he was with the overly romantic, honeymoon-implying gesture.

“Um, you probably need to get your key out,” she said, stiffening in his arms.

Gently, Hank set her on her feet. “Good?” he asked.

She put pressure on her foot and smiled. “Perfect.”

Hank unlocked the door to his room and pushed it open. “After you.” He watched as she stepped inside, a look of astonishment crossing her face as she took in her surroundings. According to the portly woman who had given him the key to his room that afternoon, the James Madison suite was the pride of the establishment. Not only was it the largest suite in town, but everything from the canopy bed to the antique dresser complete with wash basin to the oil painting of an antebellum home that hung above the fireplace was designed to reflect the unique heritage and history of the inn.

“Nice room.”

Indeed it was. Hank had booked a standard room, but his head of security had apparently upgraded him on check-in. Something about affording a better view for surveillance. At first he had complained about the change, noting for the hundredth time his desire to keep a low profile. But now that he had his beautiful stranger in his room he was suddenly very grateful for Clayton’s last minute switch. Because as Hank followed her gaze around the room it wasn’t high-end decor he saw, but possibilities. His cock throbbed as he pictured his sexy pastry chef spread out across the oversized featherbed, then perhaps bent over the tufted chaise. Of course there was always the en suite where a double-head shower and claw-foot soaking tub waited as options as well.

“Were you expecting a crowd?” she asked with a delicate laugh. The room was a bit over the top for an “average Hank” to have booked for the weekend, but nothing compared to the suite of rooms he kept in the castle. Back home an entire wing of Ogmore was designated as his private apartment. On one hand it was a convenient commute being the length of a carpeted hallway from the “office.” But on the other, privacy was at a minimum. Acoustics in a stone castle were shit for having even so much as a discreet conversation, and with servants lurking in most passageways there was little chance of anything going unnoticed. Add to that the fact that his father and grandmum lived on the other side of the courtyard and essentially Hank was just another millennial living at home.

“There was some confusions with my reservation and I ended up with an upgrade. Although I can assure you, I’m not into an audience,” he said, his lips curving into a grin. Most of his life was spent on display in one form or another, either by design or thanks to intrusive paparazzi. But here in this quaint town, with his sexy little chef, everything was different. It was like they were in their own little bubble.

“So you said, downstairs.” The most beautiful rose color crept over her cheeks, giving Hank the distinct impression she was thinking about something else he’d said downstairs as well.

He tossed the room key on a small table by the door. “And while I wasn’t expecting anyone, I must say I’m rather glad not to be coming back to this big empty room alone. Not to mention the big empty bed.”

“Who says we need a bed?” Her wide innocent eyes were a direct contrast to the words that came out of her mouth.

He raised a brow. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

“Actually I’m not. My life is quite boring.” She turned toward the dresser, affording him a perfect view of her face in the reflection of the mirror. “In and out of the bedroom,” she said. The last part was barely a whisper, as if he wasn’t meant to hear.

“I find that hard to believe.”

She looked over her shoulder and smiled. It was the most devastating combination of sexy and sweet he’d ever seen. Part of him wanted to go to her, to hold her and kiss her and pleasure her slowly until the sun came up. But another part—a darker, more primal being—wanted to see those beautiful eyes glancing back at him as he took her from behind, his hands gripping her curves as he drove into her with a punishing rhythm until she came hard around his cock. For the moment at least, he held the dark side at bay.

“Guess I’ve just never had the nerve,” she said on a coy shrug.

“Beneath the surface of the saint beats the heart of a sinner.”

She nodded and her teeth nipped her bottom lip in a way that had him longing to feel them on his cock. “Something like that.”

“I like that,” he said. “A lot.” His voice dropped to an almost guttural growl. “It makes me want to corrupt you in so many ways.”

The claw-foot tub and the velvet chaise and even the oversized bed would have to wait. Looking into her eyes and hearing the delicate gasp that escaped her lips, Hank knew with all certainty that taking time to worship his vixen would have to wait. She knew it too.

They moved at the same time, coming together in two quick strides, all hands and lips and breathless lust. She locked her pale arms around his neck and raked her fingers into his hair, clutching him to her with a greedy intensity as they lost themselves in a searing kiss.

“I want to take this slow,” he rasped as he dragged his open mouth down her throat. “But I’m not sure I can.”

Her fingers tightened in his hair. “I don’t want slow.”

He reared back to look at her and found his vixen lost in the same salacious haze that had taken hold of him. Her skin was flushed and alive, her entire body radiating a need he was more than ready to fulfill.

His hands gripped her waist, lifting her so that she was perched atop the dresser. He slipped her shoes off, using all his restraint to take special care of the injured ankle. With a snap and a tug he eased her jeans and panties over her hips then swept them down her legs in one smooth movement. At the same time she reached for the edge of her shirt, pulling it up and over her head before tossing it to the side. He started to yank his shirttails free, but the sight of his vixen’s ample breasts covered in nothing but white lace brought him to halt. Fucking hell, she was perfect. All soft and pale and innocent. Except that was just the exterior, underneath beat the heart of a woman just as crazed with lust as he was.

“Get naked. Like, now,” she said.

She didn’t have to tell him twice. Although he couldn’t help the small laugh that rumbled through his chest. One minute held a breathless plea and the next a sassy command. The mixture of sweet and sexy was an intoxicating combination that had his cock throbbing against the button fly of his jeans. He made quick work of his clothing, chucking them to who - the - fuck - cares - where.

Her eyes widened at the sight of his straining erection. “Cheese and rice, I’m not sure if you’ll fit.”

This time there was nothing small about the laugh that vibrated through him. “That might be the best dirty talk I’ve ever heard.”

A blush crept over her cheeks. Fuck. He hadn’t meant to make her self-conscious. It was the honest to God truth. “Don’t go shy on me now, luv. I was being serious.” He glanced at his glistening erection. “I thought that would be rather obvious.”

Her gaze flicked down and then her tongue darted out to wet her lips. Christ. If he’d been wearing pants, he would have been dangerously close to coming in them.

With a sound that was more growl than groan, he surged forward, claiming her in a possessive kiss. His hand palmed one of her breasts, his fingers tracing the edges of the lace before yanking it down to free a rosy nipple that was just begging for his mouth. Lowering his head, he covered the taut peak with his lips, sucking hard before tugging it sharply between his teeth.

“Oh God,” she said on a shuddering sigh. Her head fell back against the mirror and her body arched as he slid his hand between her legs to where she was slick and hot. Sinking a finger inside her, he felt her body clench. She was as ready as he was, but so fucking tight. He eased out then back in with a second finger, keeping a steady rhythm until her hips began to circle in a silent plea for more. “Please,” she whispered. In twenty-nine years he didn’t think he’d ever been more relieved to hear a single word.

But then her head lifted and her eyes cleared. “Wait.” She was breathing hard, her chest rising and falling with each gasp of air. “Do you have . . .”

Fuck. What the bloody hell was wrong with him? Condoms were a rule, not an option. And one he never forgot. Ever. “Yes, yes, one second.” Thank fuck one of them had their head on straight.

He dug through his jeans until he found the condom, then tore the foil packet with his teeth before rolling the latex down his length. When he looked up he found her watching him with a look of eager anticipation.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered. Her voice might have been quiet, but he heard her desperate need loud and clear. It was the only green light he needed.

He stepped forward, thrusting into her on a solid stroke, then stilled. She felt so good. Too good. If he moved quickly he was going to be royally fucked.

His sweet vixen sucked in a sharp breath. “You’re so deep.” Her green eyes met his and then she spoke the words that nearly undid him. “Make me come.”

With that, the last vestige of his self-control snapped. He pulled out, then powered into her again.

“Yes,” she gasped. Her voice was stronger, more demanding. “More.”

This woman would be the death of him. But it didn’t matter. Because at the moment he’d fuck himself to death if that’s what she wanted. The mirror rattled behind them as he took her over and over. Harder, faster, deeper. Her eyes drifted shut and her lips parted on a moan as he fucked her like a man possessed.

“Look at me,” he grunted between sharp thrusts. “I want to watch you come.”

Her eyes flew open and her core tightened around him. She cried out, no longer giving two fucks about who heard her. He loved seeing her like that, lost in her orgasm, lost in him. He stayed with her, thrusting into her with slick, relentless strokes until her body began to quake. Only then did he give himself over to the sensations, driving to the hilt one last time before burying his face in her neck as he found his own release.

They leaned against each other, all harsh breath and damp skin, until the tremors began to subside.

“That was . . .”

Hank straightened and brushed a stray curl off her face. “Only the beginning.”

“It was?” There wasn’t a trace of lethargy in her voice.

“Oh yes.” Still buried inside her, he brushed his lips softly against hers. “There are so many possibilities in this room.”

She swallowed hard but there was an undeniable glint of intrigue in her eyes. “Is that so?”

“Hmmm,” he hummed. “And I intend to fully explore each and every one.”



Chapter Six

It was the chill in the air that woke him, but it was the vacant spot next to him that, had Hank bolting upright in bed. He’d been up most of the night with his little vixen—jet lag be damned—and even when they’d finally drifted off in the wee hours of the morning, he’d kept her close at his side.

Usually he preferred to sleep alone. Not that he couldn’t spare the room. His bed back home was fit for a king. Literally. Hand carved from the wood of Viking ships, his four-post bed stood nearly ten feet tall. Not that the height posed a problem for the castle’s vaulted ceilings, but the width was another story. The epitome of American mattress luxury was something they referred to as a California King, but when you were an actual king, or would be one day, nothing was standard issue. As a result, his mattress back home had to be custom made. It was large enough to accommodate not only one guest, but two or three, something he might have known from experience, although as a gentleman would never publicly admit. Yet no matter what his evenings held, his mornings were mostly solitary, which was just the way he liked it.

Until now.

He hadn’t invited her to spend the night per se. It just sort of evolved as they worked their way across most every surface in the room. After a soak in the claw-foot tub they’d wrapped themselves in a towel built for two and collapsed in a tangled mess on top of the down mattress. That was the last thing he remembered before sleep claimed him, although he had fuzzy memories of reaching for her several times during the night, her warm, soft curves molding to his hard planes as if they were two pieces of a puzzle.

But now she was gone and an unfamiliar emptiness beat inside his chest. While overnight guests were a rarity, waking up in a bed that wasn’t intentionally empty was unprecedented. Hank ran a hand back through his unruly hair as his sleep-deprived brain ran through the events of the last few hours. She’d enjoyed herself no doubt, something the people in the next room could likely attest to, and had seemed keen to stay, so why did she take off without so much as a simple goodbye?

Hank looked around the room. There wasn’t a trace of her to be found. No clothes, no jewelry, not even a smudge of chocolate. It was if she had never been there. In fact, if it wasn’t for the mirror above the dresser hanging slightly askew, Hank might have wondered if the whole thing had been an alcohol-inspired hallucination. But while his sexy pastry chef might have been a dream come true, she was most certainly not a figment of his imagination.

He reached for his phone to check the time. There were several texts from Clayton and one from his father, all of which would have to wait. At the moment all that mattered was finding his sweet vixen.

His hand dropped to the mattress beside him. It was still warm, which meant she hadn’t been gone long. If he hurried maybe he could catch her.

Quick as a shot, he threw back the duvet, grabbed his jeans off the floor, and yanked them up his legs. There was no time to hunt for his shoes but since his T-shirt hung conveniently from the bedside lampshade, he snagged it on the way. It was still in his hand as he swung the door open to find his sexy pastry chef in the hallway just outside his room. She looked even lovelier than he remembered. Her hair was down, cascading to her shoulders in unruly waves, and her cheeks were a rosy shade of pink, still flushed no doubt from the night before. If she was tired she hid it well, because her bright green eyes showed no trace of their late night. Her lips however were a different story—full and slightly swollen, she had the look of a woman who had been well kissed, something he was anxious to do again. There was only one problem. At the moment his vixen was deep in conversation. With another man.

White-hot jealousy pulsed through his veins. Who the fuck was this arsehole and why was he standing so close to her? Hank clenched his hands at his sides to keep from wrapping them around the man’s throat. “There you are, luv,” he said as his vixen glanced up. And just to make sure the bloke knew he should sod off, added a quick, “The bed was getting cold without you.”

But then the arsehole turned around and all at once Hank knew the worst part of what had just happened wasn’t that he was acting like some sort of crazed lovesick pup, it was that he’d done it in front of his mate.

Matthew’s mouth gaped open as his eyes shot back and forth between the two of them. “You two know each other?”

“You know Matthew?” Hank and his vixen said at the same time.

She laughed. “I’m his sister.”

Sister? Fuck me, Hank thought, realizing that acing like a love-sick pup in front of his mate was now the least of his concerns. “College roommate,” he offered before poking his head through the neck of the T-shirt he’d had locked in a death grip.

Matthew refocused his attention solely on Hank as he pulled the cotton down over his torso. His steely gaze took in every detail from his freshly fucked hair to his unbuttoned jeans and bare feet. “How do you know Cassie?” he asked through a smile that was in direct contrast to his clenched teeth.

“Cassie? Wait, I thought your name was Sue?”

His mysterious pastry chef’s green eyes grew wide. “You thought my name was Sue?”

Fucking hell. It was bad enough he’d just announced that his mate’s sister had spent the night in his bed, but now he’d revealed that she’d done so without him even knowing her name. Although to be fair, he thought he did, a distinction that at the moment seemed to matter very little to Matthew.

“At the shop last night,” Hank offered in a feeble attempt to look like less of a manwhore than he apparently was. “It was written on the apron you were wearing.” Surely he’d said her name at some point, if not in the bakery then most certainly in the heat of the moment. Why hadn’t she corrected him?

Little Vixen.

He’d no sooner thought the words when a sheepish grin spread across his stranger’s blushing face and all at once he realized he’d never said her actual name out loud.

“It’s not my bakery,” she explained. “I’ve just rented it for the weekend.” Which would explain why a few wedding themed baked goods were the only items in the shop. There were no pies or Danishes, not even a few random muffins. Why hadn’t he realized there wasn’t any stock in the glass cases? Because you were too busy acting like a manwhore.

Matthew glanced between him and Cassie so quickly Hank thought he might be having some sort of seizure. When he finally spoke actual words, they weren’t the one’s Hank had been expecting. “What were you doing at the bakery?”

That was what he wanted to know? Why Hank had been at the bakery below the inn? Seemed as though there were a lot more pressing questions, but at least this was one he could easily answer. “I was lost.”

“He stopped in looking for directions,” Cassie said, picking up the conversation and running with it at warp speed. “Obviously I don’t really know my way around town, but he had this crumpled map, so I figured I could take a look. You know, to try and help him out. But then we got to talking and before I knew it the last batch of cupcakes was burning—oh, but don’t worry, I made a new batch so they’re all set for the dinner tonight—and I was just cleaning up when he stopped back in to see if he could offer some assistance and even though I’d already baked and frosted the new batch Hank insisted on helping me get a jump on today’s list, you know, so I wouldn’t be behind.”

Matthew stared at her for a moment. If he was thinking the same thing Hank was, then he was most likely wondering how she’d said all that without taking a breath. “Is that so?”

Cassie nodded so quickly she reminded Hank of one of those little bobbly head toys people loved to put on the car dash. “I would have probably been up all night if it wasn’t for Hank.”

Judging by the look on Matthew’s face, he was damn sure Cassie had been up all night anyways. And if his scowl was any indication, he would have much rather it had been due to baking,

“Well, Hank,” Matthew said, putting extra emphasis on his name. “Sounds like you’re a real knight in shining armor.”

“Oh, he absolutely is,” Cassie agreed. The glimmer in her eyes told him exactly what she was about to say next, but the train was too far down the tracks for him to stop it. “I twisted my ankle and he was such a gentleman, he insisted on carrying me up the stairs.”

And there it was. Not the best story to tell her big brother, but at least she didn’t add “then he put me on the dresser and fucked me senseless.”

“Carried you up to his room, eh? Wow, forget knight in shining armor. Hank, you’re a real life Prince Charming.”

Fuck.

The color drained from Hank’s face as he braced himself for what would come next. But whatever Matthew was about to say, he never had the chance.

“I better get going,” Cassie said as she started to back away. “Need to put the drizzle on the strawberries. We never got to that last night . . . I mean, the chocolate hadn’t set well enough before we . . . You know what, I’m going to just stop talking now and go take care of that,” she said, putting an end to her nervous ramblings. With that she turned and dashed down the back staircase, leaving the two men alone.

Hank opened his mouth, to say what he wasn’t exactly sure, but it didn’t matter because Matthew was already in motion. He took the front stairs two at a time, never breaking stride as he made his way across the parlor and through the double doors.

Hank was tight on his heels as he tried his best to keep up. Matthew bounded down the porch steps without so much as a word to anyone, his head down and his pace quick. They’d gone a full block before he finally spoke.

“Does she know?” Matthew asked as they reached the center of town. He didn’t say what, but he didn’t have to.

Hank shook his head.

“That’s pretty low.” Matthew bit down so hard on his molars, a vein in his temple bulged. Never a good sign. “You said you wanted to keep a low profile so you could have an average weekend, not so you could run around town lying your ass off.”

“To be fair, I haven’t lied. Well aside from the name. But isn’t Hank sometimes a nickname for Henry? So even that’s not really a lie.”

Matthew shot him the same look he’d given him back at uni when he’d tried to justify sneaking a peek at the final exam questions after a nooner with their professor. Henry had insisted it wasn’t cheating seeing as how she’d just left them lying about for anyone to see. Well, anyone who happened to be in her office when she’d been so detracted by amorous pursuits that she’d forgotten to put them in her briefcase. But Matthew had been equally insistent and in the end Henry had done the honorable thing and told the young professor of her accidental gaff. She’d been so appreciative of the honesty he’d shown, not to mention the three orgasms he’d given her that day, that she’d awarded him an “A” in the class anyways. Matthew had mumbled something about a golden horseshoe stuck up Henry’s ass, but in the end all had been well. No permanent harm was done and everyone left with a smile on their face. With any luck, the same fate would apply here.

“Look,” Hank said. “I didn’t mean to deceive anyone when I came up with this whole idea. I just wanted a weekend where I could be ‘one of the guys’ as you Yanks like to say.” He ran a hand back through his hair. “I had no intentions of trying to pull the wool over anyone’s eyes.”

Matthew stomped up the stairs of the gazebo, sending a flock of small birds into flight. Not that Hank could blame them. He’d fly off too if he could. Lucky bastards.

“You said you were okay with it,” Hank reminded him.

Matthew spun around to face him. “When I agreed to go along with this, I had no idea you would drag my sister into the whole mess.”

Hank held his hands up in innocence. “I swear on my grandmum’s life, I didn’t know she was your sister. It’s like she said, I was lost so I stopped at the bakery for directions, she was the only one there and when she came out of the back wearing that apron I just assumed . . .” The thought of his beautiful pastry chef wearing nothing but that red gingham apron popped unbidden into Hank’s mind and he felt his cock begin to stir. Fucking hell, he’d shagged his mate’s sister, under false pretenses no less, and even when he was supposed to be begging forgiveness all he could think about was doing it again. Disgusted with himself, he sank down onto the nearest park bench. “Christ, I’m a prick,” he admitted on a heavy exhale.

Matthew stared him down. “Damn right you are. A fucking royal prick.”

Hank lifted his head. “I swear I didn’t know. I would never have fu . . .”

Matthew winced.

“I mean I would have never made lo—”

“Just spare me the details okay?”

Hank nodded. After a few tense beats he added, “I really like her, mate.”

Matthew regarded him for a moment then came to sit next to him on the bench. “You have to tell her the truth.”

“I know,” he said, dropping his head into his hands.

“The sooner the better. She hasn’t had the best track record with men. Seems to be some sort of homing device for lying assholes. No offense.”

Hank looked up. “None taken.”

“And fair warning, she might look all sweet and innocent but that sister of mine has a temper. You’ll be lucky to head back to Europe with both your balls. Well, you might still have them, but they’ll be in your carry-on bag.”

Now it was Hank’s turn to wince. “All due respect, and at the risk of losing both my nuts, I’d like to wait until after the ceremony tomorrow.” Matthew tried to speak but Hank held up his hand. “I know it makes me a selfish bastard, but I can’t help it. I want more time with her as Hank.”

“Hank doesn’t exist.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, mate. Hank is the guy you’ve always known. Henry”—he sighed—“Henry is the one who isn’t real. He’s the one who puts on the sword and rides around like a dandy, nodding and waving at ceremonies. Don’t you remember what it was like at uni, when nobody knew who I was?”

“People knew who you were.”

“A few maybe. But even they didn’t really care.”

“That was before you became . . . what did that tabloid call you? Ah yes, the poster boy for overindulgence.”

“You can’t believe those rags. C’mon, mate, you know me. I mean really know me. Hank is the guy you lived with all those years, the one who helped you cram for exams and then took you out for drinks when they were done and you were absolutely certain you’d failed even though I knew damn well you’d have the highest marks in the class. Hell, Hank’s the one who taught you how to play pool at that little pub near campus.”

“You mean the one where I had to bribe the owner not to sell the photos of you doing tequila shots off that barmaid’s stomach? You still owe me for that by the way.”

“Perhaps,” Hanks said, glossing over the incident as he continued to recount examples of when his real persona rang true. “But I’m also the one who got you her best friend’s phone number.” His face lit up as another memory came to mind. “And the one who pulled your head out of the toilet before you drowned in your own vomit.”

“After you challenged me to see who could reach the worm first. I still think your bottle had water in it.”

“Bullocks. And who was the one who cut you free the next morning after your hungover ass woke up shrink-wrapped to the sofa?”

Matthew lifted a brow. “Who was the one who bought the plastic wrap?”

“Okay, not the best example. The point is, Hank is me. And he’s the one your sister met last night. I just want to spend a bit more time getting to know her before the proverbial shit hits the fan.” Hank grew more serious. “Everyone thinks being born of a royal bloodline is like hitting the lottery, but you know the downsides, mate. You saw it firsthand that weekend we spent in Paris. Once the truth comes out, so will all the baggage; and that’s a lot for anyone to take in, let alone someone you just met.”

“But she’s not just someone. She’s my sister.”

“And I swear, I will tell her everything tomorrow night. Then she can decide for herself if she wants to be part of the circus I call my life.”

Matthew pinched the bridge of his nose, and Hank knew he was considering it.

“And besides, if this blows up before the wedding, my balls won’t be the only ones in the to-go container.”

Matthew dropped his hand and narrowed his eyes. “How do you figure?”

“You think sweet Emily will be very happy about having her wedding crashed by TMZ?”

Matthew groaned. “How is it after all these years you still manage to drag me into your mess?”

Hank cracked a lopsided grin. “My boyish charm? Or maybe my rugged good looks?”

“Rugged? You are such a pansy. I could take your ass right here but there’s probably a SWAT team lurking somewhere.”

“Good point.” Hank squinted down the street. He hadn’t seen Clayton since the night before ,but if he had to guess, there were at least three members of his team within earshot.

“Where are your shoes?” Matthew asked.

Hank glanced down at his bare feet and wiggled his toes. “Didn’t have a chance to put any on.”

“Your grandmother would be so proud.” Matthew said dryly.

Hank chuckled. “I think my bare feet are the least of Her Majesty’s concerns.”

“Still not sure why she hasn’t demanded a DNA test. There is no way you could actually be related to her.”

“Bugger.”

“Wanker.” A hint of a smile formed on Matthew’s lips. “This doesn’t mean I forgive you for sleeping with my sister.”

Hank grew serious. “I know.”

“But she’s a big girl and as much as it pains me to admit it, needs to make her own choices. Just promise me you’ll tell her the whole story as soon as the ceremony is over.”

“You have my word.”

“Oh, and so you know, if you hurt her I’m going to pay Clayton to smother you in your sleep.”

“Something tells me if I hurt Cassie, he will do it all on his own.” It was the first time he’d said her name out loud. Cassie.

Hank stood and slung his arm around Matthew’s neck. “C’mon, let’s go check out the breakfast half of the B&B. I’m starved. Must be all the—”

Matthew stopped short and shot him a look.

“Fresh air.” Hank laughed. “Was going to say it must be all the fresh country air.”



Chapter Seven

Cassie was certain she was about to die. And not a death by orgasm either, although last night that had seemed like a distinct possibility. But at the moment that suspended sense of heightened pleasure seemed a million miles away. Her lungs burned and her legs shook and she was quite sure whoever the first person was who’d decided to run when they weren’t being chased was some kind of masochist hell-bent on destroying their body one joint a time.

The sun was inching its way toward high noon as she rounded the turn onto Main Street. To the north there was a small square with a white gazebo surrounded by more tulips than she’d ever seen in one place. Yellow, red, pink, and plum, they swayed in the late-morning breeze like a tourism ad for Holland. An elderly couple sat on a bench in the center of the white octagon, holding hands as they watched a finch peck at the seeds they’d scattered on the ground. At the end of the cobblestone road she could see her weekend work zone where inside her brother’s groom’s cake sat fully decorated. With only the final touches on the wedding cake left, she was in the homestretch of more than just her half-hearted attempt at a run. Her wedding duties were nearly done, at least the ones that required her to be trapped in the kitchen, which left forty-eight hours of wild wedding fun. Oh, who she was she kidding? The only fun she was interested in, wild or otherwise, was with Hank.

Immediately her mind went to the images of the previous night. The look in Hank’s eyes just before they collided; the urgency of his movements as he lifted her onto the dresser; the sound he made when he pressed inside her, like he’d died and gone to heaven. It was all so clear but yet still felt like it had happened to someone else, almost as though she was remembering the dizzying rush through a haze of alcohol. Cassie snorted. More like a haze of lust. Just the thought was enough to get her blood pumping all over again, but that wasn’t going to do anything to work off the cupcakes she’d “tasted” the day before. While being a pastry chef might have been good for her soul, it was taking a serious toll on her ass. Hank, on the other hand, was . . . perfect.

The image of Hank’s naked body flashed though her mind. There was no doubt she’d been admiring him in the bakery, but as hot as he’d looked in a pair of faded jeans, it was nothing compared to the sight of the man au naturel. Clearly he spent a lot of time at the gym, and not just at the smoothie bar like she sometimes did. No, this guy went for the workout. He was a solid slab of honed muscle. And she would know, seeing as how she’d given him a thorough, hands-on inspection. From his broad shoulders to his washboard abs to the sexy V between his hips, the man was a flipping Greek god. Maybe he was. After all, his thighs did look like they’d been carved out of stone. And don’t even get her started on the ass . . .

She groaned with what little air was left in her lungs. What in the world was a guy like that doing with a girl like her? It was a question that had haunted her all morning as she’d finished up her brother’s cake and was the reason she’d decided to get her booty moving before finishing the last project. Of course the odds that she would drop two dress sizes before the rehearsal dinner were a million to one no matter how much she tortured herself on the streets of Madison. Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe he was one of those guys who liked girls with a little meat on their bones. What was that cheesy expression? Ah yes, the bigger the cushion, the better the pushin’. Yeah right. Hank Green was hot. Like seriously hot. And on top of that he had a hot accent. There was no way he ever had to settle for less than perfect, which is absolutely what she was. And not just in terms of the size of her jeans but in personality too. To put it bluntly, she was a nerd, a number-crunching Netflix-binging dork who was just as content talking about the latest tax code reform as she was the most recent episode of The Mindy Project.

Then again, she hadn’t been her normal “Cassie self” with Hank. She’d been wild and uninhibited. She had hovered between wallflower and spunky best friend her entire life. But last night she was a just a woman in a strange town, in a stranger’s shop. Hank didn’t know anything about her, and the anonymity was liberating. How else could she explain her “Who needs a bed?” line? Two days ago the mere thought of those words coming out of her mouth would have made her cringe. But with Hank, nothing felt awkward or forced. It was like she was another woman when she was with the guy. The feeling was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She didn’t have to be Cassandra Miller, the sensible girl who makes all the safe choices. To him she was an unknown, and when he’d called her his Little Vixen she’d felt sexy and wanton and like the most desirable woman in the world.

But all of that came crashing down when Hank stepped into the hallway and right into the middle of her family reunion. Leave it to her to take a walk on the wild side with a guy who turned out to be her brother’s friend. She’d sworn she’d caught a glimpse of some impressive morning wood when Hank stepped into the hallway. But instead of a little morning glory, all she got was a mortifying encounter right out of her worst nightmare. Scratch that, her worst nightmare would have involved nudity, but still, that had to rank fairly high on the list of embarrassing ways to start the day. And while she didn’t know for sure what had gone through Hank’s mind in those few awkward moments, it probably wasn’t good. He’d gone to bed with a mysterious vixen and woken up to an annoying kid sister. And if her babbling nonsense hadn’t completely deflated his libido, whatever Matthew said after she left would have no doubt finished him off. Nothing like a dose of early morning reality, not to mention an angry big brother, to completely kill a hard-on.

Cassie sighed as her pace slowed to nothing more than a stroll. She’d been so focused on how her ass would look in the clothes she would wear over the next two days that she hadn’t stopped to consider the fact that maybe Hank wasn’t interested in a repeat of last night. He’d seemed quite into her, but she’d been known to read guys wrong on more than one occasion. Who was she kidding, she got it wrong more than she got it right. It was like they were on different frequencies. Regardless of the encounter with Matthew, to Hank she might have been nothing more than a one-night stand.

It was a question that would remain unanswered—at least for the next few hours—and in the meantime there was one last cake to finish, which meant it was time to grab a shower and get back to work.

She’d no sooner pulled out her ear buds when she heard a familiar voice behind her.

“See, doesn’t it feel better to support a local coffee shop instead of a chain?”

Cassie turned to find Olivia pushing through the doors of an adorable little coffee shop called The Roasted Bean. Her blonde waves were pulled back into a ponytail and she was wearing her favorite faded jeans, the ones with the Bonnaroo patch that, according to her, turned her husband into a “horny bastard.” Funny, but no matter how Olivia described her husband, “bastard” always seemed to follow. Depending on the day, Cole was anything from a “gorgeous bastard” who could bring her to the brink of orgasm with a smoldering glance to a “depraved megalomaniac bastard” who would destroy the earth if it weren’t for her intervention.

Speaking of . . .

Just beyond her best friend was the bastard himself. He was tight on Olivia’s heels and from the look on his face, he was not a happy camper.

“Hey guys,” Cassie said, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “When did you get in?”

The curve of Olivia’s lips shifted from a broad smile to a shocked O as she took in the sight of her friend dressed in shorts and gym shoes, not to mention covered with a light sheen of sweat. “Better question, when did you start jogging?”

“What? I exercise,” she said, which roughly translated as “I walk to the kitchen while Netflix is loading the next episode.”

Olivia wasn’t buying it, which meant it was time to change the subject.

“How was the umm, flight?” Normally the thought of Olivia and Cole and their high-flying sex-ventures would have made Cassie blush, but at the moment what she was really feeling was intrigued. Not that she could ever see herself having sex at thirty-five thousand feet, but then again, she would have never pictured herself soaking in a claw-foot tub with a handsome stranger either.

A furrow formed between Cole’s dark brows. “Uneventful,” he said.

Cassie’s questioning eyes darted to Olivia, who was fighting back a smile. “Conor ended up hitching a ride with us.”

So that explained Cole’s dour expression. A pair of ass-hugging jeans that didn’t end up on the bedroom floor would put a frown on any man’s face. But on a man who’d made extensive plans that involved new toys? Conor was lucky he hadn’t been shown the door . . . mid-flight.

As if on cue, Conor Lynch strolled out of the coffee shop. He was wearing a pair of tan cargo pants with a black Henley tee, and as he drew closer Cassie could see the cord of a shark tooth necklace peeking out at the neck. When they’d first met Conor he was wearing nothing but that necklace, a pair of swim trunks, and a devious smile. He’d been the one to invite Cassie and Olivia to join the party in the poolside cabana Cole had rented in Las Vegas. If it wasn’t for his superhero power of locating available ladies, not to mention his cheesy pick-up lines and offers of an open bar, Cole and Olivia would have never ended up together. Something Conor was quick to take credit for at every available opportunity. Although to be fair, Conor’s invitation only put Cole and Olivia in the same place. It was really more the alcohol and Olivia’s decision to “let the girls out to play” that flipped their contentious world upside down. Turns out a topless pool and a Jell-O shot in every color of the rainbow could turn even the staunchest of enemies into lovers. Of course the fact that they’d been secretly lusting after each other over the three months they’d claimed to hate each other’s guts hadn’t hurt either. Still, stubborn pride would have kept them apart, something Conor had actually helped Cole navigate. So in the end, Conor really had played a role in their happily ever after, he just liked taking credit for the naked ta-tas more than the heartfelt chats.

“Did someone call?” he asked before taking a sip from a blended concoction that looked to have more calories than Cassie had just burned.

“No,” Cole deadpanned. “We did not call. Nor did we invite you to be a third wheel on our flight.”

Cassie couldn’t help but grin. She knew from experience that this grousing was just part of the two men’s dynamic. Conor was Cole’s oldest and, according to him, dearest friend. Cole would of course argue that their friendship was based primarily on Conor’s need to spend Cole’s money. And while it was true that Conor did have a knack for being more cruise director than check payer, he would argue that he was the perfect yin to Cole’s “stick up the butt” yang.

“Hey, Conor,” she said. “Nice to see you again.”

His answering smile spread across his entire face. “Hey there, Red. See,” he said to Cole, “some people actually appreciate the finer aspects of my charm.”

Cole rolled his eyes. “That’s because she hasn’t been subjected to one of your cock blocks.”

“Dude, how was I supposed to know you had some sort of mile-high kink fest planned?

Cassie’s eyes grew wide. “Have you met them?”

Conor chuckled. “True, but they’re an old married couple now.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she said, turning back to the sexually frustrated couple. “Happy anniversary.”

“Still celebrating each month?” Conor asked his best friend. “What the fuck, are you in middle school?” He pulled the straw out of his blended drink and sucked the whip cream from the end. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.

True to form, Cole flipped his friend a middle-finger salute. Olivia on the other hand remained uncharacteristically quiet. No laugh, no snort, not even a smile. Normally she would have rolled her eyes and hit the two of them with a witty barb that put them in their place. But at the moment she was far too busy scrutinizing Cassie to chastise her husband and his friend for their childish behavior.

“So what are you all up to this afternoon?” Cassie asked in an attempt to shift Olivia’s focus.

“Hitting the links for nine holes,” Conor said, teeing off with an imaginary club. “At least I am. This one,” he said, elbowing Cole in the ribs, “claims to have too much to do.”

Cole was busy typing away on his smartphone, his brow furrowed. He answered Conor without taking his eyes off the screen. “Some of us actually work for a living.”

Cassie wondered, not for the first time, what it was Conor actually did. He seemed to move through life without a care in the world, let alone an obligation, yet ran with a crowd of players with more money than free time.

“Buzz kill, dude. It’s a wild wedding weekend. No place for a conference call.”

“A fact that means very little to this company in Sao Paolo,” Cole said. He looked up as he tucked his phone back into his pocket. “Don’t worry, I’ll be done in time to meet you for a beer at the clubhouse.” He smirked. “And pick up the tab.”

“Just a quickie, eh?” Conor grinned. “And here I thought you were only speedy in the bedroom.”

“Asshole.”

“Dickhead.”

“Oh,” Olivia said, finally distracted from her case study of Cassie, “does that mean we’ll have time for a quickie too?”

A wicked gleam lit Cole’s eyes as he snaked his arm around his wife’s waist and pulled her close. “Nothing quick about what I have in mind for you, Mrs. Grant.”

And just like that Olivia was a goner. So much so that she didn’t even balk at the fact that Cole had un-hyphenated her name. It was the perfect chance to make a clean getaway.

“Well, I better get showered,” Cassie said. “Still have a few last-minute things to do before the festivities begin.”

“So no spa day then?” Olivia asked, her attention back on Cassie. She pushed her lip out in an exaggerated pout. “I booked a few appointments just in case I could convince you.”

“I wish. But I still have the main event to decorate before the rehearsal,” Cassie said backing away from their little group. But Olivia wasn’t giving up so easily.

“You guys go on and get checked in,” she said. “I’m going to see if I can at least talk this one into a manipedi.”

So much for the distraction.

Olivia grabbed Cassie by the elbow and, after a quick wave over her shoulder to the guys, hurried her down the sidewalk. They’d barely cleared the corner when she dragged her onto the side street.

“Liv, honestly I can’t spare the time for a day of—”

“You had sex!” she whispered much too loudly.

“What? No!”

“Oh yes you did!”

There was really no use in denying it—the woman had a freaking sex radar—but Cassie was still going to try. “Don’t be ridiculous. I mean, who would I have had sex with? I don’t even know anyone in this town,” she said, talking as fast as she had in the hallway with Matthew and Hank. “And like you said, it’s not like Prince Charming was going to waltz in and sweep me off my feet. Although to be fair, I did twist my ankle a bit, but it feels fine now and—”

“Give it up, cupcake. It’s written all over your face.”

Cassie pressed her hands to her cheeks. “That’s from running.”

“Another dead giveaway. You hate to exercise, which means . . .” Olivia gasped. “You’re going to do it again!”

“Maybe. I mean, I hope so.” Cassie’s shoulders sagged. “Oh, I don’t know. Last night it seemed so simple, but today . . .”

Olivia threw her arm around Cassie’s shoulders. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“The spa.”

“But—”

“I’ll have you back in plenty of time to put the little bride and groom on top of the cake.”

“How did you—”

“Know that you really didn’t have much left to do?”

Cassie nodded.

“Because I know you and there is no way you would cut a deadline like that close, super-sexy night or not. And you should know me well enough to know that I’m not letting this go. I’ll torture it out of you if I have to, but I’m getting this scoop.”

“I think waterboarding is frowned upon at most spas,” Cassie said with a laugh.

“That might be true, but a few mimosas after a nice seaweed body wrap can be just as effective.” She flashed a devious grin. “Now, let’s get you buffed and pampered and ready for another romp.”



Chapter Eight

Cassie had never been to a spa. Mostly because it was an indulgence she could never quite fit into her budget, but also because the idea of a stranger touching her squishy bits wasn’t the first thing that came to mind when she imagined ways to relax and unwind. She suspected her unease was the reason Olivia had booked them into a double room. That, and so she could interrogate her between treatments. She’d braced herself for a barrage of questions the moment they’d walked into the rose-scented room. But after a manicure and pedicure followed by a facial and a hot stone massage, she hadn’t asked so much as a single one. And by the time they were finishing their Ayurvedic scalp massage, Cassie was actually starting to think Olivia was going to let it be.

Yeah, right. Who was she kidding? This was a woman who lobbied a man on the sidewalk for three months.

They’d just been led into what the spa called their relaxation room when she went for it.

“All right,” Olivia said, after they were each settled in oversized leather chairs. “Tell me about last night.”

Tranquil music wafted over the sounds of a babbling brook . . . and Olivia’s tapping nails.

“You’re relentless, do you know that?”

“Part of my charm. Ask Cole. It’s what made him fall in love with me.”

Cassie laughed. “I believe Cole would tell me that watching your ass as you walked down the sidewalk is what made him fall in love with you.”

“Well, that too.” Olivia giggled. An honest-to-goodness giggle. The love fairy had not only sprinkled pixie dust all over her, she’d apparently knocked her on the head with the wand a few times as well. “And stop trying to change the subject.”

“You’re ruining my Zen,” Cassie said, pulling her fluffy white robe a bit tighter. Her words were accompanied by a teasing grin, although she was only half joking. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to tell Olivia all the juicy details of last night, but how could she explain something she didn’t really understand herself?

“Listen to the music.” She took a sip of water and then closed her eyes as she settled back against the soft leather. “It’s an adagio pattern.”

“A what?”

“An adagio pattern, which is sixty beats per minute, the same rate as a resting heart. If you let it, your body will match the rhythm and you’ll relax more quickly.”

“Your freaky math brain aside, I’ve been relaxing for the last two hours. Now it’s time to dish.”

Cassie snorted softly. “I think the point of this room is to be calm and serene.”

“Okay, well, calmly and serenely give me the 411. And don’t leave out a single detail. I want it all—height, hair color, dick size.”

Cassie’s eyes popped open. “Olivia!” she said in a hushed shout.

Olivia leaned forward in her seat, her lips curving into a predatory grin. Despite the room’s dim lighting there was little hope she’d missed the blush that rushed to Cassie’s cheeks. She knew this had to be one hell of a story and there was no way she was letting her off the hook.

“Fine,” Cassie said, giving in and telling her best friend the details of the previous night—everything from the crumpled map to the awkward conversation with her brother. When she was done, Olivia sat back against her seat and blew a low whistle between her teeth. She managed a quiet “wow” but other than that she was speechless, something Cassie never thought she’d see.

“You know I was only kidding about the refrigerator,” she finally said.

“To be fair we didn’t actually do it against the fridge.”

Olivia met her friend’s gaze with wide eyes. “Um, no, but it sounds like you did it everywhere else. I’m impressed. Didn’t think you had it in you.” Her words were laced with awe and disbelief and, if Cassie wasn’t mistaken, a hint of pride as well.

“Neither did I,” Cassie said. To say her sex life had been boring was an understatement. For starters, she’d been what most would call a late bloomer. Saving herself for Mr. Right had started innocently enough when she was in high school, but as more time passed it started to take on a life of its own and at that point she was kind of stuck. After waiting so long she couldn’t very well give the big V to just any guy, which made the selection process damn near impossible. Then one Saturday night after a few too many shots of peach schnapps she decided to take the plunge with her study group partner. It had been quick and tidy and over with enough time to order a pizza and get a jump on Monday’s homework. Not that she’d been expecting fireworks necessarily, but she’d at least expected it to be worth the wait.

To be honest, the entire experience left her wondering what all the fuss was about. Sure it was nice, but a lot of things in life were nice. Chocolate soufflés were nice. Chocolate cupcakes were nice. Chocolate brownies were nice. Come to think of it, just about everything chocolate was nice, just higher in calories. But being with Hank was so much more. Sex with him was a chocolate fountain, and not a small one either, but the big three-tiered kind that came with all sorts of items to dip: marshmallows and pretzel sticks and graham crackers and pound cake. Oh, and strawberries. Mmm, she thought, strawberries dipped in chocolate . . .

Images filtered through her mind. Hank’s body pinning hers against cool glass, his warm breath fanning out across her skin, his tongue darting out to lick the sweet chocolate off his lips, teasing and taunting her before finally claiming her mouth in a warm lush kiss.

The door opened, interrupting memories that had Cassie pressing her thighs together in search of relief. An attendant entered the room with a tray of pineapple-infused waters. Olivia took two flutes and passed one to Cassie. “To wild weekends with handsome strangers,” she said, clinking their glasses.

Cassie snorted. “Yeah, except it turns out he wasn’t a total stranger.” The expression on her brother’s shocked face flashed before her eyes like the proverbial bucket of cold water, and a shiver rushed across her overheated skin.

“He was when you met him,” Olivia pointed out. “So technically it still counts.” She paused before taking a sip. “Either way, one thing’s for certain.”

“What’s that?”

Olivia shot her a knowing grin over the rim of her crystal flute. “At least you don’t have to worry about dying a virgin.”

* * *

The problem with going by a different name, Hank decided, was remembering to turn around when it was called. Otherwise you risked offending the person waving to you from across the car park, which would be very bad form indeed. Particularly if the person in question was the lovely pastry chef from the previous night. Lucky for him, Matthew caught his attention. Not so lucky for him, he did it with a sharp elbow to the ribs.

“Sod off.” Hank rubbed his side. “What was that for?”

“You,” Matthew grunted under his breath. “For coming up with this ridiculous idea and then forgetting your own name.” He nodded and Hank followed his gaze to find his sister headed their way. Cassie had occupied his every thought since they’d parted ways that morning. Seeing her now was like a shot of adrenaline straight to his heart, not to mention his cock.

Her hair was once again pulled up in a messy bun, much as it had been when he’d first met her the night before. But this time, instead of her face being covered with a streak of flour or a dab of chocolate, it was clean and bright and positively glowing. She looked gorgeous. Although truth be told, he preferred the post-orgasmic glow of the night before. When she’d gazed up at him, her cheeks pink, her eyes hazy, and her face covered with a light sheen of sweat, she’d nearly taken his breath away.

“Hey Squirt,” Matthew said, invoking what Hank could only assume was a childhood nickname designed to remind him of her status as his little sister. Only problem was, Cassie didn’t look like a little sister. She looked like a beautiful, sexy woman who’d been well fucked the night before, and with any luck, was game for more.

She rolled her eyes at his greeting but her smile was warm and inviting.

“What are you doing here?” Matthew asked. He leaned forward to give his sister a kiss on the cheek. Hank would have loved to have kissed her there and a million other places as well, but Matthew had barely survived the thought of his mate shagging his sister. Best not to push his luck with a public display of affection, at least not yet. So instead of hauling Cassie into his arms and kissing her senseless, he simply greeted her with a smile.

Cassie poked her thumb over her shoulder to the spa adjoining the country club. “Olivia dragged me off for some forced pampering.” She stood a little taller. “I’ve been properly buffed and polished.”

So that would explain the glow. And here Hank had been selfishly hoping he was somehow responsible.

“How was the golf game?” she asked, nodding to the bag of clubs slung over her brother’s shoulder. Seemed some Americans were so taken with the sport they had custom clubs fitted then topped them with covers shaped like team mascots or woodland creatures. Matthew’s driver was topped with the vermin who taunted Bill Murray in Caddyshack. Not that Hank would have ever been caught dead with such a club cover—let alone care enough about the sport to own his own set to begin with—but the choice seemed like a suitable one for his friend as the game seemed to bring him as much aggravation as joy.

“Game was great,” Matthew replied.

“He’s only saying that because he won,” Hank said. They were the first words he’d spoken and they’d no sooner left his mouth when he regretted not addressing her in a more proper fashion. It was as if all sense of manners had left him. Not that pressing her up against the refrigerator had been the height of decorum, but still. Nonetheless, he’d started down this conversational path, might as well finish it. “Not a fair fight if you ask me,” he said. “Picking the one game I can’t be arsked to play.”

Of course Hank had played golf before, several times in Asia and even once in the Middle East, but it had never been at his request. He’d even played a round at St. Andrew’s back in his uni days. That outing had proven particularly gruesome thanks to a torrential rain, prompting him to question who first thought golf in Scotland was a good idea. Then again, in warmer locations he could think of much better ways to pass the time. Most involved far less clothing and none included a club.

Matthew laughed. “Not my fault you don’t have the patience to appreciate the sport.”

“On the contrary, chess is a game that requires patience. Golf is merely chasing a tiny ball around a very large field. He even rents a buggy, so there’s not a lick of exercise to be gained either. Utterly useless.” Hank shook his head but then he looked up and his gaze met Cassie’s and for a moment her wide green eyes rendered him speechless. She was smiling at their adversarial banter, but in her eyes Hank saw far more than casual amusement. She was a puzzle that one, a conundrum really. Because somehow his beautiful stranger managed to be innocent and seductive all at once. It was a heady combination, one that stirred emotions inside Hank unlike any he’d ever felt before. He wanted to protect this woman, to hold her close and keep the world at bay. But at the same time he wanted to strip away the last vestiges of her inhibitions and take her places she’d never dreamed possible. His Little Vixen was naive and wholesome but she was also ripe and curious and ready to explore her sexuality. And Hank was more than ready to serve as her guide.

Several beats of silence passed as he held her gaze, until a hard slap on Hank’s shoulder broke their connection.

“Drinks in the clubhouse?” Conor asked, grinning from ear to ear. “I’m buying.”

“With my money,” Hank said dryly.

Conor laughed. “A bet’s a bet my new friend.” Even after spending nine holes with the man, Hank still hadn’t grown accustomed to the ensemble he’d chosen. He wore a lime green golf shirt and a pair of plaid pants that could be seen from outer space. Seemed the game itself wasn’t the only annoying aspect of golf. The wardrobe selections left a lot to be desired as well. “Don’t take this personally, but your golf game is for shit. Or is it shite?” He laughed again. “But never fear, Conor is here to let you drink it all back.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to take a rain check,” Hank said. “The rehearsal’s not far off and after my pathetic attempt at golf”—he winced at the words—“I believe a long hot shower is in order, perhaps even a soak in the tub.” His gaze once again met Cassie’s and in that moment he knew he wasn’t the only one thinking of the hot bath they’d shared the night before.

“Fine.” Conor turned his attention to Matthew. “Then the spoils of victory shall be bestowed upon the fair groom,” he said in some indecipherable accent. Hank wasn’t quite sure what dialect he was attempting, but whatever it was he’d been butchering it since about the third hole, also known as the start of the second six pack.

“Afraid you’ll have to count me out as well,” Matthew said, gesturing toward the clubhouse. “Em and her mom are inside meeting with the caterer to go over the last-minute details. I was told my presence wasn’t required but I’m close enough to being a married man to know that’s code for I should be there anyways.”

Cassie smiled at her brother. “Looks like there’s hope for you yet.”

“Speaking of pussy-whipped men,” Conor said, his eyes darting across the parking lot. “Didn’t Cole say he’d be here in time for drinks?”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t hold out much hope of that. Olivia got a text from him as we were leaving the spa, something about his call being done and the wax almost ready.” Her cheeks turned pink as she spoke, but whereas the average bystander might have thought it was from pure embarrassment, Hank suspected his sweet little vixen was blushing from her own naughty thoughts as well. Not that he could blame her really. The thought of her perfect pale skin marked with drizzles of candle wax was causing a reaction in him as well, just not one so easily seen. At least so far. A few more thoughts like those and his erection would soon be hard to miss.

“Well that’s great. You guys have the rehearsal, Cole and Olivia have their kinky anniversary, which leaves Conor . . .” His words trailed off as he noticed a group of young women headed to the outdoor pool. “ . . . in desperate need of a swim.” A glimmer lit his eyes. It was one Hank knew all too well from his own experience.

“I’ll leave you to it then.” Hank chuckled. “Catch you later, Cassie,” he said, nodding as he turned and headed back to his rental car.



Chapter Nine

“Catch me later?” Cassie squeaked into the phone. “He actually said he would catch me later. Like we were bowling partners or something.”

“Have you ever even been bowling?” Olivia asked.

The question halted Cassie in her tracks. She’d been pacing the vestibule of the church for the last five minutes, but her friend’s tangent left her momentarily confused. “No. But what does that have to do with anything?”

“Nothing. Just thought it was an odd reference. I mean, tennis partners would have been a more obvious choice seeing as how you were at the country club.”

“Liv, focus! I swear I think Cole fried a few of your brain cells with that hot wax.”

She lowered her voice. “No, but it felt amazing on my—”

“TMI,” Cassie whisper-shouted. She glanced over her shoulder and was relieved to find the passageway behind her still empty.

Olivia laughed. “You’re the one who brought it up.”

“Let’s try to stay on topic: me, at church, waiting for the rehearsal to begin and for my handsome stranger to arrive and blow me off.”

“Except as you pointed out earlier, he’s not such a stranger after all.”

“Don’t remind me.” Cassie’s shoulders sagged. “That’s probably why he went all buddy-buddy on me. ‘Catch you later’ is the sort of thing you’d say to your friend’s kid sister as you pat her head on the way out the door.”

“It doesn’t sound like he saw you as anyone’s kid sister last night.”

She sighed. “That was before he knew.”

“Maybe he just felt like anything more than a quick goodbye would embarrass you.”

“It’s not like I expected him to take me on the hood of a car, but a kiss on the cheek, a hug maybe? Would that have been too much to ask for?”

“Well, to be fair, you were the one who ran out on him.”

“What?”

“You were the one who snuck out of his bed, not the other way around, am I right?”

“Yes.” Cassie’s voice was small. That detail hadn’t seemed too significant compared to the rest of the night, but now that Olivia mentioned it, was it possible Hank took her departure as a blow-off? She certainly hadn’t meant it that way. And to be honest, it was rather hard to imagine a guy like Hank being too broken up over a one night stand that didn’t end with an awkward morning. Guys didn’t learn how to “do it” like that without lots and lots of practice, and something told her it wasn’t with the same girl for very long. Didn’t guys like that prefer a clean getaway? Then again, he had looked quite frantic when he came through the door, shirt in hand and feet still bare.

“I only ‘snuck’ so as not to wake him,” Cassie offered in her defense. “And besides, my plan was to be back before he even knew I was gone.”

“Why in the world did you leave in the first place? If this guy’s half as good looking as you say he is then you should have kept your ass right where it was.”

“I just wanted to freshen up a bit in my room. My hair was sticking out all over the place and my face was doing that smooshy thing it does when it gets all creasy from the pillow and you know how I feel about brushing my teeth first thing in the morning. What if he’d wanted to kiss me?”

Olivia gasped in feigned horror. “God forbid.”

“I’m serious, Liv.”

“So am I. And I’ve got a newsflash for you. From what you’ve told me, he was going to do a lot more than kiss you.”

“Which is all the more reason to have a few private bathroom moments.”

“You’re killing me. Sometimes you just have to roll with it, you know? And how exactly were you going to explain the minty fresh breath anyways?”

“My point is,” Cassie said, ignoring her question, “I wasn’t trying to avoid him.” In fact, to say she’d been looking forward to seeing him again was the understatement of the century. Hank had occupied her thoughts from the moment she’d left him standing in the hallway of the bed and breakfast. Spending the afternoon at the spa hadn’t helped matters. In fact, it seemed to make the day drag on forever. Who knew being pampered could actually slow the passage of time? At least that’s how it had felt to her, because every time she glanced at a clock it was as though the hands had barely moved.

She’d been counting the minutes until she could slip into her dress and head to the church, but after seeing Hank in the parking lot, she had the distinct impression she was about to be moved into the “just friends” category. At least she was properly buffed and polished for the occasion of being dumped. Then again, was it technically a breakup, seeing is how they’d only spent one night together? This wild fling stuff was turning out to be a lot more complicated than she had imagined. She’d no sooner had the thought when a sinking feeling formed in the pit of Cassie’s stomach.

“Is this what having a one night stand feels like?” she asked. “If so, I think I prefer the drought.”

“You don’t really mean that.”

No, she didn’t. Even if Hank never wanted to see her again, much less have sex with her again, Cassie would never regret the night they’d spent together. Their time together was unlike anything Cassie had ever experienced in her orderly, predictable, boring-as-hell life. It was spontaneous and reckless and mother of god, more passionate than half the novels she’d read—and that was saying something considering the size of her Kindle library. And while there were countless emotions associated with the experience—most of which she probably wouldn’t fully sort out until weeks if not months later—not a one of them was regret. Truth be told, at the moment the only thing she was regretting was that it might not happen again.

“Look, try to relax and just go with it,” Olivia said. “You’ve been running on fumes for months now. Hell, as long as I’ve known you you’ve been putting in sixteen-hour days, first in school, then at the firm, and now the shop. It’s time for Cassandra Miller to let her hair down and just . . . chill.”

“I wish you were going to be here tonight.”

“Me too. If for no other reason than I’m dying to see this guy. You should have taken a picture of the two of you last night.”

Cassie snorted. “That might have been a little awkward since we were naked for most of it.”

“Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

Cassie sucked in a sharp breath. “You didn’t!” Oh, who was she kidding, of course they did. “Aren’t you worried about accidentally posting them to Snapchat or something?” With Cassie’s luck she would do just that, only she’d probably end up putting the shots on Facebook so her mother and all her friends would see.

“That’s why God created Polaroids.” She could hear the smile in Olivia’s voice. “Do me a favor and thank him for me while you’re there, will ya?”

“Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

“Any sign of him?”

“God? Isn’t he sort of everywhere?”

“I don’t mean that God.” Even over the phone Cassie knew her friend was rolling her eyes. “I mean the sex god.”

“Not yet.” Cassie walked over to the stained-glass windows. Someone had cranked one open and through the opening she could see that more of the wedding party was arriving. “Looks like Judy’s here though,” she said, spotting her mother chatting with Mrs. Ford and the minister. She’d hardly seen her mom since arriving in Georgia, which was absolutely fine as far as Cassie was concerned. In fact, with any luck her mother-of-the groom duties would continue to occupy most of her time, allowing for a sizable buffer.

“Has she started ticking yet?”

Cassie forced a laugh. “No, but that’s only because she’s distracted. I expect it will start at the reception, probably around the time Emily tosses the bouquet. Earlier if they keep the bar open during dinner.” Her mom had more of a biological clock than Cassie did. According to her timeline, she should already have at least one grandchild on the way, something she was fond of mentioning. Often. Then again, now that Matthew was tying the knot, maybe he’d be the one subjected to clock noises. Speaking of Matthew . . .

Cassie scanned the manicured lawn in search of her brother. She found him standing on the walkway that led to the church. It was only the rehearsal but he already looked nervous, adjusting and readjusting his tie as Emily’s father and cousins gathered around him. Judging by the smiles on their faces, they were no doubt teasing her brother by telling him it wasn’t too late to escape.

“You could always gnaw your leg out of the trap,” one of them said, loud enough to confirm her suspicions. A moment later a black SUV rolled to a stop on the gravel drive. The door swung open and Emily stepped out of the back. She was wearing a white chiffon sundress that made her look like an angel in the glow of the late afternoon sun. But it wasn’t her ethereal future sister-in-law who drew Cassie’s attention. It was the expression on her brother’s face. Because despite having looked as though he might puke not two minutes before, when Emily turned to face him all the tension in his frame eased and he smiled like he’d won the lottery, the Super Bowl, and the World Series all at once. What she wouldn’t give to have a man look at her like that.

Cassie let out a frustrated groan. “Maybe you could just crash the rehearsal anyways? I’ll tell Matthew to make you a flower girl or something.”

“Relax. My money says your handsome stranger will come looking for you the minute he gets there.”

“Might not want to wager all of it. You’re ridiculously wealthy now, remember?”

“I consider it a safe bet.” She paused then asked, “What are you wearing?”

“You sound like a phone sex operator.”

Olivia laughed. “And how many of those have you spoken to?”

“You’re impossible.”

“And yet you love me anyways. Now clothes, something tight and low cut?”

“That’s what worked for you,” Cassie said, referencing the little black dress that ended up on Cole’s hotel room floor that fateful night in Vegas. “But this is barnyard casual, so no, nothing tight and low cut.”

“Barnyard casual?” Olivia laughed. “Is that a thing?”

“Beats me. All I know is Emily said to be dressy enough for church but casual enough for a hoe down.” Cassie glanced down at her outfit. “I wore that off-the-shoulder peasant top we found at that festival last year and this cool skirt I got on sale at TJ Maxx.” She gathered a handful of the fabric in her hands and swooshed it from side to side. “It will be perfect if I have a partner to spin me round and round.”

“Or to dive beneath the layers.”

“Do you ever think of anything besides sex?” But instead of a reply Cassie heard a noise in the background that sounded like leather smacking a mattress or maybe a pillow, then a deep voice said something she couldn’t quite make out.

“Umm, gotta go,” Olivia said after a sharp inhale. “Cole has another anniversary surprise.”

There was a muffled giggle follow by a low groan. For the love of—

“Call me after the dinner and let me know how it went?”

Cassie shook her head and smiled. “I think you might be a little tied up.”

“Who knows, maybe you will be too,” Olivia said before the line went dead.

Yeah, fat chance of that , Cassie thought as she tucked her phone into her purse. If Hank wasn’t interested in a simple kiss goodbye, he sure as heck wasn’t going to be thinking about tying her up. Dear Lord, did she really just go there? Cassie had always considered herself about as vanilla as they come. She would have never thought it a turn on to surrender control of any sort to a man, but there was something about Hank that made her want to do all manner of things she had never considered.

“I know that look,” a man said from the shadows of the vestibule.

Cassie froze. She knew that voice, intimately. It was the same one that had whispered roughly in her ear the night before, telling her all the naughty ways he was going to make her come, again and again.

His footsteps moved across the stone floor and every nerve in her body sprung to life.

“Do you?” she asked as he wrapped his arms around her from behind. The warmth of his body spread through her, melting her against his hard frame in a wave of overwhelming relief. Clearly she’d read him wrong earlier when she’d feared he wanted to just be friends.

“Mmmm,” he hummed into her hair. “It’s the look of a woman in the mood for sex. Filthy, dirty, depraved sex if I’m not mistaken.”

She giggled as his breath tickled her neck. “You could tell all that from one look?”

“Most definitely. But don’t be embarrassed, luv. I’ve been fantasizing about the exact same thing.”

“You’re playing.”

“Bollocks. I couldn’t stop thinking of you all day. In fact, it took all of my self-control not to come looking for you at the shop.” Hank leaned closer so his lips were at her ear and whispered, “I haven’t been able to get an image out of my head—you wearing nothing but that frilly red apron, bent over the counter . . .”

Cassie’s mouth popped open in surprise. “We’re in church!” She did her best to act outraged, but the ridiculous smile on her face said otherwise. And there was no denying the excitement that pulsed between her legs as she reveled in his imagery.

“Hmm. It seemed as though you were crying out to God quite often last night.”

He was incorrigible and impossible and. . . . unbelievably sexy. She knew she shouldn’t encourage him but she couldn’t help herself. “Might be in need of a few more prayers,” she said in a soft voice that hardly sounded like her own. “You know, for repentance.”

Hank growled as his teeth nipped her ear, but before he could reply, Matthew appeared.

“Cool it you two. This whole thing is freaking me out.” He shivered and shook like he had a bad case of the heebie-jeebies. “At this rate I won’t even be able to get it up on my wedding night.”

“Oh no, don’t blame your inadequacies on us.” Hank chuckled. He stepped back, allowing Cassie a chance to drink in the total package. He was wearing gray pants and loafers paired with a black shirt that made him look every bit the handsome devil she knew he was. “And besides,” he said, “I was merely explaining to your sister how thoughts of her delectables had me preoccupied all day.”

Her brother began to sputter and cough.

Hank clapped his hand over Matthew’s shoulder and laughed in that way one friend does when he knows he’s pulled something over on the other. “Relax mate, I was only talking about baked goods and how thoughts of what she might be whipping up in that apron today had me so distracted.”

Matthew shot him a look. “Is that why your golf game was total shit?” he deadpanned.

“Touché,” Hank said, then he turned and winked at Cassie. “I’d love to blame you for my abysmal performance on the golf course today, but I’m afraid that’s all on me. Although I’d like to see how much money Mr. Plaid Pants would lose on the polo field.”

The door behind them creaked open and Emily walked into the church. She was holding a bouquet fashioned from various pastel bows that had been arranged on a paper plate.

“What the devil is that?” Hank asked.

“Her rehearsal bouquet,” Matthew said. The same dopey look that he’d sported outside made a return.

“It’s a tradition we have here,” Cassie explained to a confused looking Hank. “The maid of honor makes it with the bows from the gifts at her bridal shower.”

“Sounds a bit absurd if you ask me.”

“You’ll learn when your day comes,” Matthew said. “Best to just go with it. The less questions asked the better.”

“Oh, but there’s more,” Cassie added. “They only use the bows that were removed intact. Any that are ripped or torn go into a different pile.”

Hank smiled. “Dare I ask what happens to them?”

“Well,” she began, enjoying the look of horror that had replaced the bliss on her brother’s face. Apparently this was one question he had dared to ask. “As the old wives tale goes, each broken ribbon equals one child.” A wide grin spread across Cassie’s face. “Which, if they’re right, means I should be an aunt six times over.”

“Fuck me,” Hank said on a dramatic exhale. “That’s a lot of nappies.”

“What do old wives know anyways?” Matthew grumbled.

“More than old husbands,” Cassie teased.

The minister approached Emily and whispered a few words in a hushed voice. Within seconds all the color drained from her face.

“This can’t be good,” Matthew said. “I better go see what’s going on.” He excused himself to join the huddle that had now formed around the bride-to-be. After a few tense moments the minister made a brief announcement.

“Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen, if I can have your attention please.” His request was hardly necessary as all eyes were already on him. “I’m afraid there’s going to be a slight delay. It appears our soloist has come down with a rather nasty case of the stomach flu and won’t be able to perform as scheduled. The musical director has generously offered the services of the choir, so if you will beg our pardon while they work out a few numbers with the organist and the bride and groom”—the man pulled a white handkerchief out of his breast pocket and wiped his brow—“we should be underway in plenty of time to get you to dinner.”

A low rumble spread through the small crowd.

“Does this mean we’re missing happy hour?” one of Emily’s cousin asked. She shot him a look that had the poor boy mimicking a zipper across his lips, then headed toward the choir loft with Matthew and their mothers in tow.

A random thought popped into Cassie’s head. “You know what would be an amazing solution to this problem?”

“What’s that, luv?”

“If my brother arranged for a recreation of the wedding scene in Love Actually.”

Hank groaned. “What is it with birds and that film?”

“It’s a holiday classic. Scratch that, it’s just a classic in general. I watch it every year. Have you never seen it?”

“Of course I’ve seen it,” he said. “I’d imagine most men on the planet have seen it, although very few of them by choice. Come to think of it though, you might be on to something. A Billy Mack performance would certainly liven this place up, especially the naked one.”

Cassie gave him a playful swat just as the organ roared to life above them. The notes reverberated off the vestibule’s stone walls making it feel as though she was standing inside a very large stereo speaker. Nearly everyone around her covered their ears with the palms of their hands.

“Might I invite you to take a seat in one of the pews?” the minister nearly shouted in suggestion. “The acoustics are a bit better there.”

“Quite loud when you’re right below it,” Cassie said as they made their way down one of the side aisles.

“Hmm,” Hank agreed. A moment later a fiendish look filled his eyes. It was the same look he’d given her right before smearing chocolate on her lips.

“Wait here,” he said. “I’ve got an idea.” With no further explanation, he turned and headed back toward the rear of the church.

Cassie took a seat in one of the pews. Around her the murmur of voices ebbed and flowed, giving her bits and pieces of conversations covering virtually every topic possible. From what she could hear, the members of Matthew and Emily’s wedding party were spending the unexpected break discussing everything from the odds on whether the Cubs or Braves would win the division to whether the caterer would be serving chicken or beef. Two women were particularly animated as they discussed the pros and cons of wearing white shoes to the ceremony the next day. According to one it was perfectly acceptable as it was after Memorial Day, but according to the other it was unacceptable should there be rain, which spun them into an entirely different direction as they began to debate the theory that rain on a wedding day was considered good luck.

“This sucks, huh?”

Cassie looked up to see one of Emily’s cousins sliding into the pew next to her. She’d met him briefly when she arrived on Thursday, but for the life of her she couldn’t recall his name.

“Oh, I mean, um, this stinks.” His cheeks turned a bright shade of pink. “Shouldn’t be swearing in front of a lady. Or in church.” He pulled a weathered baseball cap out of his pocket and started to put it on. “Shit, can’t wear a hat in here either.” A horrified look crossed his face. “Aww hell, I did it again.”

Cassie gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m sure God will understand.”

The young man laughed nervously. “He might, but no way my mama will.” He squeezed the brim of the hat into a deep curve. Hat. Pat with a hat. Of course, Cassie thought. For years she’d used mnemonics devices to help her not only with names, but important facts she had to remember for work or school. The technique had never let her down, although truth be told she sometimes worried she would repeat the rhymes out loud.

“Think they’ll be getting this going anytime soon?” Pat asked, looking over his shoulder. Cassie followed his gaze to the choir loft where Matthew and Emily were flipping through a songbook as the organist rolled from one song to another. Behind them the choir members began to take their place on risers.

“I’m sure no one’s more anxious to get this underway than they are.” Cassie’s phone vibrated in her hand. When she looked down she was surprised to find a text from an unknown number. With a swipe of her thumb she expanded the message.

Meet me in the back. Right side.

It had to be from Hank, at least she assumed it was him, although it wasn’t signed and she hadn’t given him her cell number. She smiled at the realization that he must have convinced Matthew to give it to him. Quite an accomplishment given the way the day had started.

She closed the screen and glanced over her shoulder. Nothing. She looked to the other corner. Still noting. Did he mean the right as you were leaving or as you were coming in? Only one way to find out.

“Excuse me,” she said to her seatmate. “I’m going to see if I can find the little girls room.”

“Oh, sure, right.” Pat stood to let her slip past him out of the pew. He looked so embarrassed you’d have thought she told him she needed to find a tampon. “See you later then.”

She gave him a smile and a nod before making her way to the back of the church as quickly as she could without attracting the attention of the other members of the wedding party. Lucky for her most were too engrossed in their own conversations to pay much attention to a woman in three-inch heels trying to discreetly make a fast getaway.

The echo of the organ grew louder the closer she got, mercifully masking the click-clack of her heels. When she reached the right side of the vestibule, she looked around, but all she saw was the baptismal font and the velvet curtains of two confessionals.

Gah, what was it about men and directions? Maybe he meant the right as you were coming in. She started to cross the stone floor when an arm shot out from between two of the curtains. In one swift move, Hank pulled her into the confessional and pushed her up against the wall of the small, dark box.

“What are you—”

“Shhh.” Both hands framed her face as he sealed his lips over hers, taking her mouth in a long, deep kiss. “I couldn’t go another minute without kissing you,” he murmured as he pulled away.

Her hands found their way into his hair, bringing his mouth back to hers. If a kiss was what he wanted, then who was she to deprive him? She tugged his bottom lip between her teeth before sliding her tongue over his in slow, savoring strokes. They were both breathing hard when she finally released him. “Feel better now?” she asked with a satisfied grin.

He gathered the fabric of her skirt in his hand and began slowly inching it up her bare thigh. “That’s not where I wanted to kiss you.”

“In church?” she gasped. Holy mother of God. Literally. And yet there was no denying the effect his words had on her. A surge of heat coursed through her veins before settling low in her belly.

A devilish grin curved his lips as he sank down to the padded kneeler in front of her. “What better place to worship you?”

It was hard to believe that just a few minutes ago she was questioning his desire to continue whatever it was they’d started the night before. Because there he was, looking up at her from beneath impossibly long lashes as his lips left a trail of open-mouth kisses along her inner thigh, and all she could think about was how badly she wanted more. That, and how somewhere deep inside, a part of her was already dreading saying goodbye.



Chapter Ten

Hank had to admit it, the Americans, at least the ones in Georgia, knew how to throw one hell of a wedding rehearsal. After the various family members were assigned their roles and the minister was satisfied with everyone’s ability to correctly march up and down the aisle, the rather large group was taken to dinner via an actual hayride. Although cousin Pat had apparently offered the use of his tractor, the bride and groom had opted to have a team of horses pull a wagon that could best be described as a wooden flatbed. Bales of hay formed rows of seats while a lone fiddle player serenaded the group from beside the driver on the front bench. The entire scene was like something out of a film, right down to the sun setting in the distance. Golden rays fanned out across the horizon and when a gentle breeze blew across the field, Hank knew it was exactly what the lyricist had meant by “amber waves of grain.”

Cassie sat next to him, her eyes bright and her cheeks pink. And while to the rest of the group her auburn curls might have looked merely windblown, Hank knew the truth of her flushed and slightly disheveled appearance. She was a woman who’d been thoroughly pleased, not only once, but twice, and in that moment Hank was quite certain he’d never seen anyone look more beautiful. Except maybe how she’d looked not thirty minutes before—her head thrown back against the wood partition, her thighs trembling, and her fingers clutching his hair. Just the thought of his little vixen writhing against his mouth had him covertly adjusting his cock. Of course it didn’t help matters that he hadn’t come, a decision the ache in his balls had him regretting. Hank could never be described as a selfish lover. He gave as good as he got. But make no mistake, he always got. Yet behind that velvet curtain, kneeling before his sweet and sexy chef, all he could think about was how badly he wanted to please her, how drunk he felt off the mere taste of her, and how he could quite possibly die a happy man for no other reason than having heard his name like a prayer upon her lips.

Except it wasn’t his name. Not really. And while the fingers, lips, and tongue that drove her mad might have been one in the same, the man was not. The suspended reality he’d created had an expiration date, but Hank still had at least thirty-six hours before the weekend officially ended. He intended to make the most of the time he had left with her, time he would have rather spent just the two of them. Preferably naked.

But there was a dinner to attend and a team of horses waiting to transport them, so instead of whisking Cassie back to the room with the oversized bed and the claw-foot tub, Hank had to settle for sitting next to her on a bale of hay. It was its own unique brand of torture. Because although he wanted nothing more than to hold her close, he also wanted to spare her any speculation or gossip among the closely seated crowd. The cramped conditions did have one benefit however, in that they allowed him to sit close enough for their thighs to touch. Even from that one point of contact Hank felt the undeniable attraction that seemed to pulse inside him whenever this woman was near.

He glanced at his watch. With any luck dinner would be quick and they’d be on their way in no more than an hour, maybe two.

But he’d no sooner had the thought when the wagon rounded a bend, bringing a small rustic barn into view. Copper lanterns lined the path leading to the open doors and as they drew closer Hank could see dozens of tables and a small dance floor waiting inside.

“Looks more like a wedding than a rehearsal,” he murmured.

“Tomorrow is a traditional event at the country club,” Cassie explained. “This was the compromise for not having a square-dance theme at the reception.”

His brows shot up. “Square dance?”

She nodded. “Oh yes. One of Emily’s uncles is a caller. Tonight is his gift to them.”

Fuck me, Hank thought. So much for a fast getaway. He didn’t know which was causing him more pain, the idea of a do-si-do in his near future or the case of blue balls taking hold in his trousers. Either way, one thing was certain. It was going to be a damn long night.

* * *

It was official. Cassie was going to Hell. She’d told Olivia as much in a text, but her best friend hadn’t been much help. Instead of consoling her she’d merely replied with something to the effect of “Don’t worry, I’ll be driving the bus.”

What in the world had she been thinking? Seemed that was a question she’d been asking herself nonstop over the last twenty-four hours, but this was an all-time low. In a church. In the confessional. It was like every single Catholic school girl taboo all rolled into one, and to say it was out of character for her was like saying the Titanic was a fairly good-sized boat. This wasn’t at all like her, something she reminded herself throughout dinner: as the best man and maid of honor made their toasts, as baby pictures of the bride and groom were flashed across a screen in a slide show meant to evoke tears from their mothers and laughter from their friends, and as Hank met her eyes from across the room in glances that told her he’d not only enjoyed their tryst behind the velvet curtain, but he was more than ready to do it again.

It was all his fault really. She was a good girl. A boring girl. She knew better. But for some inexplicable reason all sense, not to mention sensibility, left her when she was around Hank Green. And when he’d dropped to his knees in front of her, his lips drifting up her inner thigh as he worked his way toward . . .

“Cassandra,” a voice called out, jolting Cassie from her delicious daydream and spilling her drink in the process. And it wasn’t just the interruption that sent Pinot Grigio dribbling down the front of her peasant top, it was the realization of what was about to happen. There was only one person who called Cassie by her full name . . .

“Mom,” she said as she turned to find her mother headed her way. She was wearing a form-fitting, charcoal gray cocktail dress and carrying a mason jar filled to the brim with what Cassie hoped was merely lemonade. Her mother was a bit of a challenge sober, but a tipsy Judy was a little more than she could handle at the moment.

“There you are. I’ve barely seen you since I got here.” Her mother greeted her with a warm smile and a hug. “I’d hoped maybe we could catch up on the way over, but then Emily’s father asked me to ride with them in their car and—”

“It’s no problem.” Really, it wasn’t. Being the focus of her mother’s nonstop attention was exhausting even on a good day, but considering the fact that her radar might have picked up on the glow Cassie was sporting that had nothing to do with an afternoon at the spa and everything to do with the express train to Hell, the less time for scrutiny the better. “I know you’ve been busy with the Fords, and that’s cool. It’s Matthew and Emily’s big weekend.”

“Well a chat with my daughter would have been nice too. Although I’m not sure I could have managed the hayride in this dress.” She laughed a bit as she smoothed a hand over her backside. “Still can’t figure out how I let the sales girl talk me into this one.”

“You look great, and it’s about time you started showing off all your hard work.” Cassie’s mom had discovered spin classes about the time Cassie moved to Chicago. She’d gotten in great shape although she usually hid it under matronly clothes that made her look far older than her actual age. It was good to see her dressing up a bit more.

“So what have you been doing all this time?” her mother asked after a healthy sip of whatever was in the jar.

As if on cue a waiter in jeans and a flannel shirt passed by with a long shallow basket. Cassie nodded to the miniature cupcakes lined up neatly inside. “Well, making those for starters.”

Her mother stopped the young man and helped herself to a lemon chiffon. She took a bite and her eyes grew wide. “These are fabulous!” A few crumbs flew as she spoke, leading Cassie to believe there was probably a bit of vodka in that jar of lemonade. “The pay might be less but I think the switch to baking is going to do wonders for your social life compared to all those late nights crunching numbers.”

Cassie was about to remind her mom that the bakery was actually taking up more of her time than the firm had, but that was beside the point. What mattered was that she was doing something that made her happy. But before she had the chance, her mother finished her thought.

“I mean, imagine the man you could catch with these?” She popped the rest of the cupcake into her mouth. “Just be sure not to sample too many or your ass will get as big as this barn.”

Oh yeah, definitely vodka. Lots and lots of vodka. Ironically, Judy didn’t know how close to the truth she actually was, at least about catching a man. Although to be fair, snagging a hot stranger for a one night stand probably wasn’t what she meant. Not that the cupcakes brought Hank into Cassie’s life per se, more the bakery itself, although their subsequent burning certainly helped. Or was it the strawberries? Or the innuendos? And while their afternoon at confession had put the one night stand question to rest, was there such a thing as a one weekend stand? Gah, she was rambling now even when she wasn’t talking! Time to change the subject.

“Speaking of barns,” Cassie said in a less than smooth transition, “this one looks great, huh?” It was an awkward attempt at diverting the conversation, but the truth was the small one-hundred-year-old barn had been transformed into something quite spectacular. Wooden wagon wheels had been converted into glass-top tables, and bouquets of white tulips had been tied with raffia and placed in the center of each one. On the walls copper lanterns hung from iron hooks casting the room with a soft amber glow, and above them tiny lights stretched from one hayloft to the other like stars twinkling across the night sky. It was personal and romantic and absolutely perfect.

“It’s a bit rustic don’t you think?” her mother asked in a hushed voice.

“I think it’s just right.” For a moment Cassie wondered if this was the type of reception Matthew and Emily would have actually preferred. Her gaze shifted to her brother and the bride-to-be, slow dancing on a wood-plank floor as if there was nowhere in the word they would rather be. Tomorrow’s extravaganza would be more for extended family and friends, half of whom they probably didn’t even know, but tonight was truly just about them. Shame really, how a wedding took on a life of its own. Guests lists and seating charts and all the things the couple should and shouldn’t do. If Cassie ever got married she wanted it to be a simple affair. Just close family and friends wearing whatever they wanted and eating food they actually enjoyed. Not standing around in shoes that killed their feet eating whatever the caterer could serve to the masses.

“Well Aunt Maeve sure does seem to be enjoying herself.”

Cassie followed her mother’s nod to where her great aunt was dancing with Hank. As if feeling the weight of her stare he glanced up and a mischievous glimmer lit his eyes. He held her gaze for a few long, electrically charged beats, then a smile tugged at the corner of his lips. A warmth spread through her body and without even meaning to she smiled back at him.

“Do you know who that young man is?” her mother asked.

“Um, not really,” Cassie stammered. Had her mother picked up on the secret they shared or was she merely asking because Aunt Maeve seemed completely enthralled with her mysterious partner? “I just met him this weekend,” she added, which was technically true. After all, her mother didn’t ask how well she knew him. Another smile formed on Cassie’s lips as she imagined answering her mother with full disclosure. Why, yes I do actually. We had crazy monkey sex all night long.

Hank cocked his head to one side in question, then his eyes darkened as though he’d realized exactly the direction her thoughts had taken.

Judy took a healthy sip from her mason jar. “Well, he looks awfully familiar.”

“One of Matthew’s friends from college,” Cassie said, hiding what was surely a goofy grin behind her wine glass. “You probably met him at graduation or something.”

Mrs. Ford approached just as the song came to an end. “There you are, Judy,” she said, slightly out of breath. “I want the photographer to get a picture of the two of us.” She turned toward Cassie and smiled. “Mind if I steal your mom away for a bit?”

“Not at all.”

“The desserts were delicious by the way. I think Mr. Ford ate at least a half dozen and I bet if you check his jacket pocket there’s one wrapped up for later.”

Cassie beamed. “Tell him I’ll fix him up a box to take home.”

“That’s very sweet, dear.” She gave a delicate laugh. “And a savior to our dry cleaning bill. Thank you.”

The two women set off in search of the photographer leaving Cassie alone with what was left of her wine. She took a sip as she scanned the dance floor but there was no sign of Aunt Maeve or her handsome dance partner. She was about to turn away when she saw him standing just beyond the crowd in the shadow cast by one of the haylofts. He was sipping a beer, watching her, and when their eyes met there wasn’t even a hint of remorse at being caught staring. He enjoyed watching her and more than that, he wanted her to know it.

The scrutiny was intense, exhilarating, and more than a bit unnerving. Cassie’s gaze dropped as heat flushed her cheeks. She took another sip of her wine but when she looked up, she saw only darkness in the shadows. Her handsome stranger was gone.

* * *

Hank could have watched her all night. And if it wasn’t for an overwhelming urge to touch her, he just might have. But as much as he loved the sight of his sexy chef, he liked the feel of her even more. Which is why he found himself crossing the wooden floor within minutes of catching her eye.

Perfect, he thought, as the band began to play a slower song. It was still up-tempo but something that would allow him to hold her rather than swing her. He stepped to the side, allowing a few couples to pass in front of him as they made their way onto the dance floor, then skirted the edge of the barn until he came up behind her.

Hank tapped her bare shoulder and she turned around. “Have I told you how lovely you look tonight?”

She smiled over the rim of her glass. “You may have mentioned it.”

“Well it bears repeating.”

She took a sip of white wine then her tongue darted out to lick her lower lip. The tiny gesture had him wanting to suggest they make a fast getaway, someplace secluded where that tongue could be put to better use. But he was a man on a different kind of mission, at least temporarily, so instead of whisking her away Hank straightened his shoulders and stayed the course.

“Might I have a dance?” He stepped closer and let his fingertips drift down her arm until he reached her hand, taking satisfaction at the tiny shiver elicited by his touch.

“I’d love to,” she said in a sultry voice that shot straight to his cock. Down boy, we owe this pretty lady a dance. He let his fingers entwine with hers then lifted Cassie’s arm over her head and spun her into the middle of the dance floor. She was near breathless when they came to a stop.

“You sure know how to make an entrance.”

He chuckled as he pulled her into his arms. “Years of practice.”

One eyebrow quirked up. “Square dancing?”

“Something like that.” More like walking into a room to a trumpet fanfare, but the distinction was irrelevant. Hank was used to having all eyes on him, but at the moment he only had eyes for her.

“Well I bet you never thought you’d be dancing in a hundred-year-old barn.”

“Ah yes, a long time in the scheme of U.S. history, but barely a blip to those of us across the ocean.”

She reared back to look at him. “You’re not some elitist snob are you?”

“Not at all.” Hank tried his best to laugh off a question that was clearly meant as a joke, although in reality his family had been called exactly that, and far worse. “But I once heard someone say that a hundred years was nothing to Europeans, while a hundred miles was nothing to Americans.”

“That’s actually quite true.” She glanced to where her brother and his fiancée were swaying in what was more dopey canoodling than an actual dance.

“So I know you went to college with Matthew in the UK—”

“Uni,” he corrected.

She narrowed her eyes. “What was that about not being an elitist snob?”

“Point taken,” he said with a self-deprecating laugh. “You were saying?”

“I was just curious where you’re from? I never asked and your accent is a bit hard to place.”

Definitely not the direction he wanted the conversation to take. “I’m afraid my accent is something of a hybrid.” That part at least was true. “Product of not spending much time in any one place growing up.”

She nodded. “It’s hard on kids when their parents relocate for work. I had a friend who’d gone to four different schools before she was twelve.”

To a certain extent, she was right on the mark. While technically Prince Edgar never relocated for work, he traveled on official business nearly every week. For the most part he took Henry with him. And while he was traveling with a private tutor rather than transferring schools, the effect was quite similar.

“Have you been to the states before this trip?”

“Mmm, a few times. But all on the east coast. Never to the south.” Hank guided them effortlessly around the plank floor all the while debating how best to divert the conversation from the topic of his past. A giggle from above drew his eye to the hayloft where several of the happy couple’s nieces and nephews had gathered to no doubt make fun of their elders.

“Truth be told,” he said, “when I found out Matthew was marrying in the south, I had visions of a tryst with a bridesmaid in a hayloft.” He glanced around at the barnful of guests. Nearly a dozen couples had joined them on the dance floor while others stood in small groups around the various bars, engrossed in animated conversations while drinking beer from long-neck bottles or cocktails served in mason jars. “I must admit I envisioned it to be a tad more private. Although to be fair, if there weren’t currently a gaggle of children in said hayloft, I’d be game to give it a go.” A wicked grin lit his face. “Assuming of course we could find a way to keep you quiet.”

A rosy blush spread across Cassie’s face causing Hank to wonder if perhaps he wasn’t the only one who had imagined a proverbial roll in the hay.

“Are you all right, luv?” he teased. “Your face is a bit red.”

She blinked up at him and a look crossed her face that he was beginning to know quite well. It was one that said she was game for anything. “Rather warm in here, don’t you think?”

“You’ve read my mind, Little Vixen.” He slid his hand to the small of her back and eased her against him. Her sharp intake of air told him she felt the effect she had on him pressing insistently into her soft curves. “Shall we take a walk?

She looked up at him, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip as she gave an almost shy nod. The sight of her, so seemingly innocent and yet so utterly open, was nearly enough to make him lose it right then and there. The hayloft might not have been available but he was sure as hell going to find someplace to bury himself inside this beautiful woman. Sooner rather than later.



Chapter Eleven

The scene couldn’t have been more perfect had Hank designed it himself. Behind the barn was a narrow path, lit with more of the same copper lanterns they had seen when they arrived. Only instead of welcoming them to the hoe down, these flickering lights beckoned them away from the crowd toward a small pond flanked by a curtain of weeping willow trees.

“Beautiful,” Cassie said when they reached the water’s edge.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Hank said, never taking his eyes off her.

She turned to face him and that shy smile returned. Goddamn, she was the perfect combination of sexy and sweet. What he wouldn’t give to be alone with her, miles and miles from anyone else. Just the two of them, snowed in at a chalet or in a cabana on a private island. Hell, he’d even settle for a log cabin in the woods. But while stumbling across an empty cabin was about as unlikely as actually finding one owned by three porridge-eating bears, surely there was a nice patch of grass somewhere close by? Perhaps if they walked along the water’s edge.

“Shall we?” he said, gesturing toward the winding path.

She stepped forward then stopped. “Did you hear something?”

Hank cocked his head to one side, focusing on the sounds coming from the darkness, but all he heard was the distant chirp of crickets mingled with the lapping of the water against the shore. “You mean the crickets?”

“No, it sounded more like a clicking noise.” Cassie hesitated a second before joining him, but when they reached the path, she stilled. “There it was again.”

“Maybe it was my mobile.” Or Clayton, he thought. “The bloody thing has had a mind of its own since I landed.” And so did the head of his security detail. “Give me two secs to turn it off.” Hank pulled his phone out of the pocket of his trousers and fired off a quick text to the man who was supposed to be keeping his distance, not following him around a lake. They were on the outskirts of a small town and he was in the company of a lovely woman. The only danger he was in was dying from a case of blue balls. Clayton, on the other hand, was in considerably more.

PRIVACY was all Hank typed, but he knew it would be enough for him to get the message.

“At least it’s not the paparazzi,” Cassie said with a laugh.

Hank nearly dropped his phone. “Pardon?”

“Hadn’t you heard? There was a celebrity on the guest list.”

“Is that so?” As far as Hank was aware, none of the other wedding guests even knew he’d been invited. From the very beginning he’d suggested that Matthew and Emily keep his possible attendance a secret. They’d agreed, even going so far as to keep the information from their families.

“Yep. But I guess he couldn’t make it. Schedule conflict or something. Good thing, could you imagine what a circus this would have been with the press camped out all over this sweet little town?”

“Mmm.” Hank hummed his agreement, but the fact of the matter was he could absolutely imagine the level of insanity that would have ensued. For him it was the norm, but Matthew and Emily hadn’t been born into his world and the last thing Hank wanted was to thrust it upon them by mere association. The members of the so-called press who tracked his every move would have descended on this quaint town like locusts if they got even a whiff of a planned trip to the United States. Which was why he’d convinced the bride and groom to keep his invite and R.S.V.P. under wraps. Taking it a step further by going incognito for the weekend might have been all his idea, but either way, his possible attendance was top secret. So how in the world had Cassie heard that a celebrity might be there?

“Although to me that’s using the term ‘celebrity’ a bit loosely,” she said, accenting the word with air quotes. “He’s really more of a boy behaving badly, but the press seems to love him.”

Nothing like a dose of reality right between the eyes. Although to be fair, it was a pretty accurate description. At least the bad behavior part. At twenty-nine, he was far from a boy. “Moves their papers I suppose.” Did it ever. Sales of those daily rags doubled whenever Hank graced the cover. Tripled if the photo in question featured a scantily clad woman or a bottle of booze.

“Well I find the whole thing ridiculous. I mean, I get that he’s some sort of football phenom but—”

“Wait.” Hank’s head snapped up. “He’s a what?”

“Sorry, my bad. American football, not soccer,” she clarified. “Brody Dixon. Have you heard of him?”

“Indeed.” You didn’t have to follow American football to know Brody Dixon. He was one of those celebrities known as much for his activities off the field as on it. Supermodels, fast cars, and a love of blackjack. Safe to say, Hank could relate. The two men had met several times at various events and had actually become friends.

“My brother handles his investments and I guess they hang out. But like, just on the golf course and stuff,” she was quick to clarify. “Em would have a stroke if Matthew hopped on a private jet for a weekend in Monte Carlo.”

“For the life of me I can’t picture your brother doing that either way.” Which would explain why they’d never crossed paths. Separate worlds really, day and night quite literally. Hank had no idea that Matthew and Brody knew each other, let alone that Brody had been a potential wedding guest, but he breathed a sigh of relief over whatever conflict prevented him from attending. Brody would have surely recognized him, and even if he’d persuaded him to keep silent, the media attention that followed his entourage would have definitely blown Hank’s cover.

Cassie shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t really see what the big deal is. Everyone is good at something, why does society elevate someone to a deity just because their particular talent involves a ball?”

Or birthright , Hank thought. He picked up a rock and skipped it across the tranquil water. The moon reflected off the ripples, giving them the look of liquid silver.

“Were you the sporty sort growing up?” She flashed him a teasing grin. “Aside from golf.”

“Careful, luv, or you might end up in that pond.” He cut his eyes at her then matched her grin with one of his own. “But to answer your question, I guess so. No more or no less than the rest of my mates though. A bit of what you call soccer when I was younger, some rugby at boarding school, but mostly polo.”

“You mentioned that before. Are you any good?”

“Depends on the mood of my horse. She can be a bit temperamental.” He chuckled. “Let’s just say it’s an ongoing relationship.”

“I bet you have no problem sweet-talking her into doing your bidding.”

“Sometimes. But you know women, they often have a mind of their own.”

Cassie raised a brow. “Careful luv, or you’ll end up in that pond,” she said, mimicking his earlier threat.

“Ah, but if I go, you go.” All at once thoughts of a naked swim filled Hank’s mind. He could almost feel Cassie’s slick, wet skin sliding against his as they sank into the water, cool at first but the chill soon forgotten as she wrapped herself around him. He could almost see her with her arms clasped around his neck and her head thrown back, the moonlight reflecting off her pale skin as his teeth grazed the tender spot just below her ear. And he could almost hear the soft moans of pleasure that would escape her sweet lips when he brought them together in a slow, unhurried rhythm that perfectly matched the lapping waves. Hank couldn’t imagine a more perfect way to spend the evening. He was about to suggest they find a private spot to do just that, when she spoke again.

“I was never one for organized sports,” she said.

He’d been hoping for a change in topic but the night was young and to his surprise, Hank found talking with her nearly as enjoyable as fucking her. He knew it made him sound like a royal douchebag, but he honestly never knew a woman could be so enthralling with her clothes on. To be fair, most of the women he spent time with chattered on about ridiculously inane subjects. Fashion Week was about as far down his list of interests as The X Factor, both of which seemed to occupy an exorbitant amount of brainpower among the twentysomething females in his social circle. But Cassie was different. He didn’t feel the need to shut her up with a cocktail or drown her out with loud music. On the contrary, he actually wanted to hear what she had to say. She was engaging and intriguing and made him think about the world in ways he never had before. So instead of letting his dick control the conversation, he let her.

“No softball or field hockey for young Cassandra?” he asked, following her closer to the water’s edge.

She wrinkled her nose then laughed. “Field hockey?”

“Or lacrosse?”

“None of the above.”

“Volleyball?”

She rolled her eyes. “At my height?”

“What about soccer?” He’d never get used to calling it by that name, but when in Rome . . .

“Nope.”

“Really? I thought it was a mandatory weekend activity for every child age four to twelve?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you basing that on a Will Ferrell movie?”

He laughed. “Perhaps.”

“Well not me. I was much more of an indoor girl.”

“Not even swim team?” he asked, setting up what he hoped was the perfect segue into the topic of skinny-dipping. He might have enjoyed speaking with her, but he was, after all, a red-blooded male and at the moment the majority of that blood was all headed in one direction.

But when Cassie replied all trace of humor was gone from her voice. “No, I wasn’t a swimmer.” Her voice grew quieter as she added, “That was more my sister’s thing.”

Sister? In all the years he’d known Matthew he’d never once mentioned having more than one sister. “Forgive me, but I thought it was just the two of you. You have a sister?”

She nodded. “Clare. She was the oldest.”

The use of past tense was impossible to miss.

“She died when I was seven.” Her eyes grew glassy as she stared out across the pond. When she finally spoke it was only one, somber word. “Cancer.”

“I’m sorry, Cassie.” And truly he was. Hank was all too aware of the toll that hideous disease could take on a family, not to mention the grief felt by those left behind.

“After that my mom sort of launched into hyperdrive. She went from your average overprotective mom to a micromanager.”

“Like keeping you in sight would keep you safe?”

“Exactly,” she said. “I mean, I get it, one daughter is taken from you . . . it’s sort of logical I guess that she would latch on to me. But—”

“It can be a bit smothering.” It was a feeling Hank knew all too well. His family just used bodyguards and high-tech security measures to get the job done, but the result was still the same: a teenager who felt as though he couldn’t breathe without someone watching.

“Sometimes I would lie in bed thinking about being as far away from there as possible. Like I could sprout wings or something and just fly right through the ceiling, weightless and carefree.” She turned to look at him. “Have you ever felt that way?”

“Like I wished I could just disappear?”

She nodded.

“All the time, luv. All the time.” The fantasy of blending into another life, hell even another world, was one Hank had entertained quite often when he was younger. In his mind he would imagine he was anyone else besides a future king. Someone able to take chances, to even make mistakes, far from a nation’s watchful eye.

“Did you ever do anything about it?” she asked.

“Aside from a few benders with serious lapses in judgment?” He flashed her a teasing grin. “All of which I will unapologetically blame on your brother. No, not really.” But even as he said the words, it occurred to him that in a way, disappearing was exactly what he’d done this weekend. While it was true that his elaborate ruse was designed in part to spare the bride and groom unwanted publicity while offering him a wild weekend of anonymity, to a certain extent it was also wish fulfillment of the lifelong kind. This weekend, this night, hell, Hank’s very existence, was what Henry had longed for since he was a young boy.

“Me neither,” she said. “Unless you count going to college ninety miles from home.”

“You wild woman,” he teased.

“Yeah, I know. Hardly a radical move.”

“It’s amazing you didn’t completely rebel.”

“True.” She gave a small laugh. “Just think, if I hadn’t thrown myself into my studies you could be taking a walk with someone with pink hair, tattoos and body piercings.”

“You just described how I looked in high school,” he said with a straight face.

She eyed him skeptically. “You’re playing with me aren’t you?”

Of course he was joking. Tattoos and hair coloring were strictly forbidden by the palace, although it would have been worth incurring his grandmother’s wrath just to see the look on her face when he showed up to an event with a streak of neon green hair.

“Yes, I am.” He thought about it for a moment then added, “Although I did manage to have my ear pierced one night at a pub.” He rubbed his lobe but felt no sign of the opening. “It’s closed up now but for a few alcohol fueled hours I sported a rather wicked silver cross.”

“Channeling a little Billy Idol were you?”

“Suffice to say it was an eighties theme night gone horribly wrong.”

Their quiet laughter subsided and Cassie grew distant. She was still in the past, reliving a time that had clearly marked her forever. He wanted to keep her engaged. She’d opened the door, which in his experience meant someone needed to talk. The last thing he wanted was for her to shut it before she’d said all she needed to say.

“Was your father the same way?” Hank asked. “Overprotective, I mean.”

A frown knit her delicate brow. “No, he had sort of the opposite reaction.” Her words trailed off to nothing more than a whisper. Clearly there was a lot more to the story, and judging by the expression on her face, it wasn’t all happy. An unfamiliar instinct to protect surged through him and he found himself wanting to wrap his arms around her and kiss the bad thoughts away. But despite the crown he sometimes wore, Hank knew all too well that life didn’t dole out fairy tale endings. While there might be crown jewels and royal balls and crystal-encrusted Louboutins that could put any glass slipper to shame, there certainly weren’t any fairy godmothers or magic wands to make everything okay. Clicking your heels together didn’t do a fucking thing when fate had other plans, a fact he’d learned the hard way when he was even younger than Cassie had been when she lost her sister.

Hank took a deep breath. “My mother died when I was a baby,” he said. “Same horrible disease that claimed your sister.” His voice sounded strange even to his own ears. Then again, these weren’t words he spoke. Ever. The topic of his mother was considered off-limits among the household staff, more than likely on order of his father in some misguided attempt to ease his pain. But out of sight, or in this case, out of earshot, wasn’t out of mind, and no amount of silence could change that. His mother’s memory was everywhere in that palace, and he wasn’t merely referring to the oil paintings that hung in the Grand Hall. On the contrary, that woman, dressed in beaded satin and wearing a diamond tiara, seemed more like a mythical creature than his mum. Then again, to many that’s exactly what she was. Princess Sophia was more than just a mother and a wife, she was also a beloved ruler, fashion icon, and staunch advocate of dozens of royal charities. When she died, the loss was felt by far more than just her family.

From the very beginning, the young princess had captured the hearts of the kingdom. They’d cheered at her wedding, waving flags as the glass carriage passed by the crowd-filled streets, but even that was nothing compared to the unprecedented outpouring at her untimely death. Candlelight vigils were held for days, flowers carpeted both the north and south lawn, and nearly every step of the mourning process was documented by film crews from across the globe. Such was the price of fame. Even in death you’re not afforded privacy. His mother’s illness, death, and subsequent funeral were marked not only by Hank and his family, but by most of the world. Millions had watched her white casket as it sat atop the altar of the Abbey and the image of a small boy in a dark suit had graced nearly every publication. But while the country had lost their princess, four-year-old Henry had lost his mum. There were times when he appreciated the tributes, but in other moments he wanted to shout that she was his to grieve, not theirs.

“I’m so sorry,” Cassie whispered.

“It was a long time ago.” He shrugged, his knee-jerk reaction when the topic of his mother was raised, but then Cassie reached up and gently turned his face to hers and the walls he constructed on autopilot began to crumble. A sadness filled her eyes, but it was more than just sympathy, it was understanding. She’d sustained a loss at a young age, and while different it was no less devastating. The depth of her emotion touched him somewhere deep inside and all at once Hank knew he’d made the right choice in telling her about his mother.

“It doesn’t matter how much time has passed,” she said. “There are some wounds that never fully heal.” She grasped his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “But our love for them remains. And so do they, in the memories of those of us who loved them.”

His memories of his mother were dim but there were moments, in the early break of dawn before he was even fully awake, when the sense of her was so clear, it was as if she were there with him. Sometimes he wondered if these images were real or if he’d just seen so much press footage of his early childhood that he’d somehow interjected that into his reality. But there were aspects no amount of video archive could conjure—her soothing touch stroking his hair as he drifted to sleep; her soft voice singing to him as he protested his porridge; the scent of her soap, jasmine and vanilla, that enveloped him as she snuggled him close. These memories were his alone and when they flooded his senses it was as if she’d never been taken from him. Those were the times when he wanted to speak of her with someone who really knew her, who really knew him, but that list was short and unrealistic.

His grandmother, although devoted to Henry and his father, was far from the warm and fuzzy type. And while the queen had respected her daughter-in-law and grieved her loss, she was the product of a different generation and had been raised in a time when royal obligations required an iron will. She liked to say the Brits weren’t the only ones with a stiff upper lip but still, his grandmum took stoicism to a new level.

His father was a different story, and a heartbreaking one at that. His devotion to his wife had been steadfast, as was his grief. Even after all these years, his father could barely manage to utter her name at official events and dedications. A full conversation reminiscing the small window of time their family had together was no doubt more than the man could bear. Which left Henry alone in his grief. His feelings had been his own. Until now. Because for some reason he found himself wanting to share them with the young woman standing beside him in the moonlight.

“She had breast cancer, which they tell me is quite rare for a woman her age.” He let out a sound that was half sigh and half sad laugh. “Like that’s supposed to make it better. ‘Sorry son, we know you lost your mum, but sleep better knowing that statistically it should have never happened.’”

“I can’t imagine losing my mother at all, let alone at such a young age. I mean, she drives me crazy, but still.”

“Was that her I saw you speaking with tonight?” he asked in an effort to change the subject. As happy as he was with his decision to tell Cassie about his mother, it wasn’t a path he wanted to continue, at least not at the moment.

Cassie nodded. “She was wondering who the handsome stranger was dancing with my Great Aunt Maeve. Nice move by the way, winning over the matriarch.”

In a way, placating matriarchs was part of his job description, whether it be his grandmother or the rulers of any number of foreign countries. Hank had learned from an early age that having the older members of a royal family on your side was undoubtedly a plus. Asking the oldest female in the barn to dance was almost second nature. “What can I say, I’m not above sucking up to Great Aunt Maeve if it earns me favor with her fair niece.”

Cassie cut her eyes at him and smiled. “I’d say you were doing just fine without it.” She walked up a small berm and ran her fingers through a curtain of weeping willow branches. “More than fine actually.” She turned to look at him over her shoulder. The innocent, while at the same time decidedly come-hither, expression on her face had his cock twitching in his pants. Christ, what was he, fourteen?

He joined her on the grassy hill. “Still, can’t hurt to have a bit of credit stored up in case I put my foot in my mouth.”

“Well you’ve got credit with my mom now too.” She took a seat on the soft grass and winced.

Hank frowned. “All right, luv?”

“Just a bit sore. Overdid it on a run this morning.”

“And here I thought perhaps I was to blame for your aches and pains.” He flashed her a knowing grin. “Must not have been trying hard enough.”

“Oh, you were hard enough.”

It was difficult to tell in the moonlight, but if Hank had to wager he’d bet good money the rosy blush had returned to her cheeks. His little vixen was unguarded and open with him, but a part of her was still shy and somewhat demure when it came to expressing it. The combination was devastating.

“I just had the genius idea to start running today and did about double the distance I probably should have.”

“Not your usual routine then?”

Cassie laughed. “My usually routine involves moving very slowly until my coffee has had time to kick in.”

“So why the genius idea?” he asked, quoting her. “Most people wait until after their holiday to punish themselves.”

“Let’s just say it has something to do with my honky tonk badonkadonk.”

Hank’s laugh vibrated deep within his chest.

“You know that reference?” Judging by the look on her face she’d been banking on a lack of knowledge when it came to country music.

“Indeed. You can thank the local radio station for that one. Although fair play to Trace Adkins, it’s quite a catchy tune.”

The impish grin that had lit her face faded and all at once Cassie looked to be nervous and uncomfortable. She pulled her knees to her chest and rearranged the billowing skirt of her dress. The fabric was covering everything but her ankles by the time she was done.

Hank reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. “I think you have the perfect amount of honky tonk in your badonkadonk,” he said in his best attempt at a Southern drawl. He leaned closer and dropped his voice. “Or as we Europeans like to say, that’s a right fit arse.”

Cassie laughed out loud. It was a genuine, happy sound—nothing forced or contrived—and in that moment Hank realized he’d do just about anything to keep that smile on her face.

“Well, it’s been a struggle all my life,” she said. “Probably because I love to taste when I bake. Clare and I used to make these little cakes with our Easy Bake Oven and she was always getting after me about tasting the batter. ‘There won’t be any left to cook,’ she used to tease.” The tension in Cassie’s frame had eased and a wistful smile curved her lips. “But then we’d scrape every last drop into those tiny aluminum pans and sit in front of the little window, watching until they were done. Which, by the way, took forever. ” She rolled her eyes. “Whose bright idea was it to have kids cook a cake with a light bulb anyway?”

Hank smiled. “Probably a mum who wanted to have ten minutes of peace and quiet.”

“You might be right. All I know is I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to use the real oven.”

“So have you always wanted to be a pastry chef then?”

“Not really, although baking was something I always enjoyed. It was more of a stress release than anything, I never really considered it a career option.”

Hank picked up Cassie’s hand and fit it into the palm of his. “Then what did young Cassandra grow up to be?”

A sheepish grin formed on her lips. “An accountant.”

He groaned. “You’re killing me.”

“How so?”

“Little Vixen, you’re a walking talking wet dream.”

“Well, you’re a walking talking stereotype.” Cassie shoved him hard against his shoulder and he laughed as he fell back onto the soft grass.

“Sorry, luv, but the only thing hotter than you in nothing but heels and an apron is you in a pencil skirt and stockings.” He licked his lips. “And if you tell me you worked your way through uni as a librarian . . .”

She smiled. “No, but I do have the glasses.”

He placed his palm on his chest and sighed. “Be still my mortal heart.”

Another laugh, this one quieter but no less devastating. “Does every career choice come with a slutty scenario?”

“Mmm, you have no idea.” Hank sat up and ran his hand through his hair. “Although to be honest, I never got the chambermaid one. In all my life I’ve never seen a woman dust in a mini can-can dress, not even in Paris.”

A crease formed between Cassie’s brows. “You have servants?”

“Um, no, I mean on the telly,” he said, attempting a quick recovery. “Those women always look like my father’s cousin Sue.” That part at least wasn’t a lie. While “cousin Sue” was actually Dame Susan of Wentworth, she was still the most homely, not to mention portly, woman he’d ever laid eyes on.

“You never know, maybe cousin Sue would look great in a short ruffled skirt.”

“Sod off,” he said with a laugh. “I might be impotent for weeks after you put that image in my head. Trust me, the sight of that old bird in anything other than turn-of-the-century would be enough to kill any man’s buzz, not to mention his hard-on.”

“Is this where you tell me you’re a closet fan of Downton Abbey?”

“Hardly.” But it could be where he told her that he had a country estate that made Highclere Castle look like a cottage. Didn’t matter what country he was in, birds creamed themselves over castles and carriages and anything that made them feel like a cross between a Jane Austen novel and Princess Kate. But for some reason he didn’t feel the need try to impress Cassie. In fact, he didn’t even want to. But more than that, he didn’t need to. She seemed to quite fancy Hank the working class European, which meant Prince Henry and all his pick-up lines could take a much needed break.

“So why the change from calculators to rolling pins?” he asked, keeping the conversation and his attention focused on her.

Cassie stared out across the lake. “I guess what it really boils down to is I didn’t feel like I was living my life.”

“Then why go into accounting in the first place? I mean this in the nicest way possible, but your personality seems far from that of a number cruncher.”

She shrugged. “I was good at math so everyone said ‘you should be an accountant’ and I guess I just went along. But it wasn’t my life, not really, just some cookie-cutter path that seemed to make sense to everyone else. It’s like from the moment we’re born our whole life is planned out. Go to preschool to learn not to eat the paste, then kindergarten to learn how to play nice, then grade school to study hard so you get placed in all the top classes in high school so you can get into the right college so you can get a job at a high-profile firm.” She sighed. “There’s so many external factors. It’s like no one ever stops to ask themselves what it is they actually want. We just ride along on the conveyor belt.”

Hank was quiet for several long beats. In her own chatterbox way, Cassie had just described his life in a nutshell. The circumstances might have been different, but the result was the same: a pre-determined destiny.

She turned to look at him. “You must think that sounds sort of crazy, huh? I mean, I should be grateful for the opportunities I had, not complaining that they weren’t the ones I wanted.”

“On the contrary, I think what you’ve said is very insightful. And I find it quite remarkable that you found the fortitude to change your path. Most would simply stay the course. Far easier that way.”

“Well fortitude doesn’t pay the bills,” she said with a laugh. “I’d be seriously having to consider moving back to Wisconsin if my best friend hadn’t offered to back me in a cupcake shop.”

“Sounds like quite a friend.”

“Olivia’s one in a million. I’m not sure Cole ever saw himself adding a bakery to his portfolio,” she added with a knowing grin. “But my guess is he didn’t stand a chance in the negotiations.”

“Cole?”

“Olivia’s husband, Coleman Grant.”

“Of Grant Industries?”

Cassie nodded. “Do you know him?”

“Only by reputation.”

“Dr. Douchebag,” she said matter-of-factly.

Hank chuckled. “Now that’s one I haven’t heard before.”

“It was the name Olivia gave him on the flight to Vegas. Of course that was before fate, or alcohol, turned their hate into lust.”

“I see. So I’m guessing theirs were the nuptials that took place that weekend?”

“You heard about that?”

“Matthew told me one of the lads bit the dust in Sin City.” He laughed. “Said I should consider myself lucky to have been on another continent.”

“You make it sound like the angel of death swooped down the Strip.”

“Depends on your perspective.” Hank laughed at her shocked expression. “I’m taking the piss.”

Cassie’s eyes grew the size of a tea plate.

“It means I’m teasing you,” he explained.

“Well, whatever angel was at work, my best friend came back from Vegas married to a billionaire and now I’m the co-owner of a new cupcake shop.”

“And what is the name of this fine establishment?”

“Sugar Rush.

“Catchy.”

“Why thank you. Came up with it all on my own.” Her face glowed with a childlike enthusiasm. “We open in about ten weeks in this great location in the heart of Millennium Park, right next to The Bean. No telling what strings Cole had to pull to make that happen.”

“The Bean?”

“This enormous metal sculpture by Anish Kapoor. It’s actually called Cloud Gate but it looks more like a giant—”

“Bean?”

“Exactly.” Cassie smiled. “The whole park is like tourist central. In the winter there is an ice skating rink, so we’ll probably add hot chocolate to the menu then, but when the weather is nice the rink is an enormous patio were we can have tables for outside seating. We even ordered these cute pink-and-white-striped umbrellas. Oh, and you should see the adorable little cardboard boxes that just came in for to-go orders. They’re hot pink with a little cupcake logo printed in the corner. They will look so cute tied up with a neon green bow. All recyclable,” she added. “Olivia insisted on it, right down to the compostable forks made from plant starch.”

“I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

“Me either, but apparently being able to compost your plates and utensils right along with your food is the latest Earth-saving innovation.” She kicked off her shoes and curled her toes in the soft grass. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Olivia suggested he invest in that company too.”

“These cupcakes must be a bit larger than the ones you were making last night then?”

“Oh yes, definitely a size for sharing. Then again they sort of had to be to justify the five dollar price tag.”

“Five quid?”

“Yeah, at first I balked at the price but Cole assured me the location would support it. I wasn’t sold but I can sort of justify it with all the extras I have planned.” She tucked her feet under her, and Hank could have sworn she actually did a little bounce. “I’m going to make each one have either a special topping or filling. Like raspberry inside white chocolate or cookie crumbles on top of mint chocolate chip.”

Her enthusiasm was infectious and even though Hank didn’t know the first thing about cupcakes, aside from eating them, he couldn’t help but get caught up in her excitement. “It all sounds smashing.”

Cassie’s smile faded a bit as she grew more serious. “It’s a dream come true but it’s . . .” She seemed to search for the right word but in the end she just sighed and said, “It’s just a lot.”

“Rather ironic wouldn’t you say?”

“What is?”

“That your stress release is now your stress.”

“It’s a different though. This is ‘good stress,’ if there can be such a thing.”

A gentle breeze blew an auburn curl across her face. Hank reached up to tuck it behind her ear then let his fingers linger on her cheek. “Are you happy?” he asked in a quiet voice. The question surprised even him. Since when did happiness factor into life decisions? It certainly never had for him. Hank’s life was a story written long before his birth. From the moment of conception his fate was cast. His responsibilities were predetermined and non-negotiable. Aside from the pursuit of immediate gratification, happiness was irrelevant, an inconsequential emotion that he never gave much thought, not for himself and certainly not for others. But for some reason, Hank found himself hoping that the wide-eyed girl seated next to him was happy and that her new life would bring her joy.

Cassie opened her mouth to answer, then closed it again. A soft crease formed between her brows, but when she spoke it relaxed and a genuine smile curved her lips. “I am, actually. I didn’t even realize just how happy I was until you asked, but for the first time in my life I’m doing exactly what I want.”

Exactly what she wants. Hank couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy. The realization alone wasn’t so shocking. After all, his entire weekend persona was a revolt, however temporary, against the lack of control he felt in his own life. But the jealousy Hank felt went deeper than a fleeting envy of a self-controlled destiny and at the moment that wasn’t the thought that gave him pause. To his surprise, it was the image of Cassie, sharing her happy life with another man that caused a sharp pain to twist somewhere deep inside his gut.

“I just don’t want to let my friends down,” she said.

“From what I know of Coleman Grant, he doesn’t make risky investments. And he doesn’t strike me as the type of man who would part with his money as a favor either.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” she laughed. “Depends on what Olivia offered in the bedroom.”

“Sexual incentive aside, the venture is sound. He and Olivia believe in you.” He paused then added a quiet, “And so do I.”

“You hardly know me.”

That was partly true, but he knew enough. “You’re the perfect combination,” he said.

“You have the business experience to manage the ledger, and the taste of your sweets are enough to bring a man to his knees.”

“Are we still talking about baked goods?” Her voice had gone all breathy and seductive and he knew without a doubt that she was thinking about their time in the confessional. But as he looked at her, sitting on the banks of a small-town pond, with the her bare feet and her quick smile and her eyes shining in the moonlight putting all the stars to shame, thoughts of their time in the confessional were the farthest thing from his mind.

Because while that experience had been undeniably erotic, he found himself in the mood for something more. He knew his vixen still lay in wait for him to draw her out, and while he relished the thought and fully intended to take that journey with her, in that moment he simply wanted Cassie, all soft and sweet and wide-eyed innocence. He didn’t want a quick roll in the hay or anywhere else for that matter. He wanted to take his time, to enjoy every moment. He wanted to learn her body, to discover what made her shiver and what made her moan, and when he’d traced every contour and curve, come back for seconds and thirds until she was a quivering mess beneath his fingers, lips, and tongue.

Hank dipped his head, but instead of kissing her he hovered a breath away, studying her and memorizing every detail, because in all his life he didn’t think he’d seen anyone more beautiful. When he finally brushed his lips against hers he did it slowly, gently, taking just a taste before coming back for more. This was different than the night before. They’d barely known each other then, and even though on so many levels that was still true, there was an undeniable connection building between them that was so much more than a fling.

She reached up, cupping the back of his neck to draw him closer, but it wasn’t enough. He needed her skin touching his. Lowering them to the grass he rolled her beneath him, his erection pressing hard against her soft flesh and making her gasp.

“I thought you were going to be impotent for weeks?” she teased.

He smiled against her lips. “Seems I’ve found the inspiration to heal what ails me.” As he said the words, he knew in his heart that they were true, in more ways than one.



Chapter Twelve

Hank reached across the soft cotton sheets in search of something softer. But instead of finding warm curves, his hand found nothing but empty space.

What the . . .

He bolted upright, a sense of dread filling his gut. Surely she hadn’t vanished again? He blinked as he took in his surroundings. The door to the loo stood open, with no sounds of running water coming from inside. In fact, the room was completely silent except for the distant chirping of a few birds. Clothing was strewn across the room just as they’d left it the night before, but as the sleep cleared from his eyes Hank realized that the only items he saw belonged to him. Everything Cassie had been wearing was gone.

Fucking hell.

He flung the duvet back, sending a piece of paper fluttering into the air. He waited for it to float to the ground, then bent to pick it up.

“COULDN’T SLEEP. WENT TO THE BAKERY TO FINISH UP.”

So she hadn’t run off, at least not yet. Hank sat back down on the bed, exhaling on a heavy breath as a sense of relief washed over him. Deep down he knew it was only temporary. All bets would be off once Cassie knew the truth, something that would likely result in a resounding slap to the face; and, if Matthew was right, potential damage to the family jewels—and not the ones locked away in the palace. Then again, perhaps if she got to know him a bit better she’d understand why he’d been so keen to have a weekend away from his daily life. Perhaps she’d forgive his deception and allow him to reintroduce himself with no pretense. Of course there was always the chance that his real identity would be a negative. While it was true that most women would sell their soul for a chance to wear a diamond tiara, there were the rare exceptions who were not only unimpressed, but uninterested. The more he got to know Cassie, the more she seemed like the latter. Was it possible she’d see past the gilded baggage to the man beneath the crown? Was it too much to hope that she’d realize he was more Hank than Henry?

He didn’t have long to convince her. With each passing hour his day of reckoning grew closer. Hank glanced at the antique alarm clock on the bedside table. Six fifteen. Christ, that was early. For the life of him he couldn’t remember the last time he was up at that hour. Unless of course you counted nights he’d yet to be to bed, but that was a different story.

He pushed his hands through his hair. Time might have been running out, but for today at least, he was still Hank Green. And he intended to make the most of it.

Hank grabbed a pair of jeans and a plaid button-down shirt out of his bag. A shower would have to wait until he’d sorted things out with Cassie, which meant the University of Georgia baseball cap would be making another appearance. Once dressed, he hurried down the wooden stairs that hugged the back of the bed and breakfast, stopping short when he spotted Cassie in the kitchen of the bakery. The sight of her, leaning over the counter with her hair twisted into a cascade of curls and a smudge of flour on the tip of her nose, calmed and centered him, like her very presence meant all was right with the world. It was ridiculous really. She’d hardly been gone any time at all. And she’d left a note telling him exactly where she was. So why was he so damn relieved to find her?

As anxious as he was to go to her, he paused, taking a moment to let his mind catalog every detail of a scene he knew he would recall countless times in the days and weeks to come. She was wearing blue jeans again—this time paired with a white tank beneath the red eyelet-trimmed apron—and the same ridiculous shoes with the tiny hearts. But without a doubt, she looked even more beautiful than she had the first time he’d watched her through the shop’s windows. Because now he knew the woman behind the quick smile and sparkling eyes, intimately as a matter of fact. But instead of lessening the desire he’d felt that first night, his time with Cassie had only caused his need to grow, which was why he couldn’t spend even one more second on the opposite side of the door.

“Good morning,” he said as he stepped into the kitchen.

She looked up and smiled, and just like that he was gone.

“Good morning,” she said. “I take it you found my note?”

“Yes, although I’m beginning to wonder what it will take to properly wear you out. I’d have thought three orgasms would have ensured the sleep of the dead, but apparently nothing stands between a beautiful pastry chef and her rolling pin.” Hank glanced around the room where literally every inch of available counter space was covered with confections. “I thought you were just going to ‘finish up’?” he asked, quoting her note back to her.

“I did.” She smiled a sheepish grin. “But then I started a bit more.”

“You are the master of understatement, luv.”

“Nervous energy I guess. I get anxious before events.”

“Kitchen stage fright?”

“Something like that.”

“Hmm, that would explain the inventory,” he said.

“I’m afraid I got a bit carried away.

“Well there is a definite upside to waking to an empty bed.”

“There is?

“Thanks to your manic moonlight baking, you’re free to explore Georgia with me today.”

“I am?”

“Yes, you’ve spent far too much time with mixers and ovens, and from the sounds of it, not just this weekend. Today, Cassandra Miller, you will have a proper adventure courtesy of yours truly.”

“Are you asking me out on a date?” It seemed a rather ridiculous question from a woman he’d been intimate with in a variety of locations, not to mention positions, over the last thirty-six hours. But now that she mentioned it, the time they’d spent together had been spontaneous, not planned, and certainly not requested in any sort of formal manner. Come to think of it, Hank couldn’t actually recall the last time he’d asked any woman out on a date. Most of his encounters were either official events prearranged through his social secretary or casual encounters stemming from one too many at a club. But to actually ask a woman out on a date, that he planned and executed on his own? Now there was a novelty. The prospect was thrilling, but more than that, it was exactly the type of thing a normal man—say, someone like Hank Green—would do.

Hank straightened. All at once the reality of a normal man hit him. What if she said no? She seemed to be enjoying their impromptu rolls in the proverbial hay, but maybe that’s all he was to her, a few laughs and an orgasm. Okay several orgasms, but still. Then again, the previous night had been more than just a romp. They’d talked, longer than Hank had ever spoken to a woman who wasn’t employed by him or related to him. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why, but things were different with Cassie. He was different. He wasn’t Prince Henry, the self-centered prick who strolled about as though reality had been put on a permanent hold. He was Hank Green, a man who not only wanted to make this feisty vixen come like a freight train in the middle of a church, but who at the moment wanted nothing more than to spend the day making her smile. But Hank Green was, per his own design, just a normal bloke, and normal blokes were rejected on the regular, or so he’d been told. “It’s not you, it’s me.” “I think we should just be friends.” “I’m not looking for anything more right now.” These were all the excuses his friends heard time and time again. Hell, he’d been known to use a few of them himself. And now, as ordinary Hank, there was a chance one of those overused, insincere expressions would be his fate as well. The realization set off another round of the fizzies that seemed to appear whenever this woman was around. Still, he might not have been wearing a sash laden with medals, let alone a crown, but he still had a few moves. He cleared his throat. “Miss Miller,” he said, locking his gaze with hers and smiling just enough to release the dimple that drove women mad, “would you do me the honor of spending the day with me?”

Her teeth sank into her bottom lip, and not in the seductive way that made his cock twitch but in a hesitant way that made him worry. “I don’t know if—”

“If you can?”

She nodded.

He chuckled. “What else could you possibly have left to bake?”

“I think I’m good on the baking.” She gave a small laugh, then winced. “The cleaning is another story.”

Hank began to roll the sleeves of his plaid shirt. “Well it just so happens I am an expert when it comes to dishes.” That wasn’t exactly true. In fact, Hank had never done a single dish in his entire life. But how hard could it be to wash a few pots and pans? His gaze fell on the stack of bowls and baking sheets piled up next to the sink. Okay, perhaps it was more like a few dozen, but still.

“You’re going to help me clean up?” she asked. Surely this wasn’t a foreign concept? An average bloke washed dishes on the regular, didn’t he? Then again Matthew was a bit of a slob when they lived together so perhaps Hank wasn’t the only male who’d never washed a dirty dish. But that was about to change.

“It appears I am.” He placed his hands on his hips. “Although seeing as I wouldn’t know where to begin storing any of these items, perhaps I should wash while you dry?”

A smile stretched across her face. “Sounds like a plan.”

“But first, we need to see about some breakfast.” He reached for one of the sugar cookies piled high on a plate in front of him, taking a moment to admire the blue wedding bell design she’d stenciled on top. “As delicious as these look”—he took a bite and let out a groan—“and taste, you’ll need a bit more sustenance than this for what I have planned.”

She started to speak but he silenced her by pressing one finger to her lips. “And before you bother asking, I have no intention of divulging said plans.” While he liked the air of mystery he was creating, the truth of the matter was Hank had no idea what to do on their last day together. The thought of their time ending brought an unwelcome tightness to his chest, so he did what any man in his position would do. He pushed it out of his mind and focused on the task at hand.

“All you need to know is that I will have you back in plenty of time for the wedding, might even factor some time for a snooze for my little night owl.”

“I thought I was your little vixen?” she said with a fake pout.

A laugh vibrated deep within his chest. “Indeed you are my dear, which is why I doubt our afternoon between the sheets will result in much sleep.”

She gasped. “Sex in an actual bed?”

“Ah, good point.” His brows knit together. “I’ll have to come up with something better lest you tire of me and cast me aside for someone else.” While he knew she was merely taking the piss, she’d unknowingly made an excellent point. If this was in fact their last day together, he needed to make it memorable. And while he might have been wooing her as Hank Green, he still had access to a few of Prince Henry’s resources. Perhaps he could give her a glimpse into his world, without ever leaving Georgia? His frown gave way to a sly smile as an idea began to take shape. “I’ll put my depraved brain to work on that,” he said, already compiling a mental list of what he’d need. “But for now, let’s see about putting some food in that stomach of yours.”

“I don’t have anything here for breakfast.”

Hank shot her a disbelieving look. “This is a bakery, correct?”

She nodded.

“Then I assume there are eggs and bread and everything else I might need to make you a proper breakfast?”

Her eyes grew wide. “You?”

He placed a hand over his heart. “You wound me, but I accept the challenge.” He might have never washed a dish, but Hank had a few culinary tricks up his sleeve. They were limited no doubt, but one in particular was tried and true.

He pulled out a stool. “Sit, and I shall cook for you.”

Cassie took a seat and waited as Hank moved about the kitchen opening and closing nearly every cabinet and refrigerator door at least twice before he’d gathered the necessary ingredients.

“French toast?” she asked as she eyed the supplies.

He raised one brow. “You’re lucky cousin Sue isn’t here or she’d give you an earful about how this recipe has absolutely nothing to do with France. In fact it predates the country itself with a recipe going back as far as the Roman Empire.”

“So what’s the proper name for it then?”

“Well the Romans called it pan dulcis.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“No.” He hesitated for a moment, then fessed up. “I call it French toast.”

They both chuckled as he washed his hands and dried them on a clean towel before slicing two thick pieces of bread off the end of the loaf he’d found in the bread box. Cassie leaned forward, resting her elbows on the counter as she watched him with what appeared to be a curious fascination.

“Enjoying the show?”

“I was just thinking how the only thing that could make this better is if you were cooking in an apron.” A glimmer lit her green eyes as she added, “And nothing else.”

Hank laughed out loud. “Using my own lines against me?” He shot her a look as he cracked the first egg on the edge of a shallow mixing bowl. “Guess I should be grateful your version of the fantasy didn’t include heels.”

He added three more eggs and a dash of milk before whisking them into a froth. “Now,” he said, “I’m going to have to ask you to close your eyes for the next part. Trade secrets and all that.”

Cassie let out a sound that was half snort and half laugh. It was the most unladylike noise, but for some reason from her it seemed almost charming. “Are you serious?” she asked, when it became clear he was waiting for her to comply.

“Deadly. This recipe has been in my family for hundreds of years. If I divulge the secret ingredients I fear a team of highly trained assassins will descend upon us like a plague of locusts.”

“You’re taking the piss again, aren’t you?”

He smiled. “Yes, but the family recipe part is true.” So was the part about the team of assassins, although they weren’t in the habit of protecting family recipes, at least not that he was aware. “So if you don’t mind?”

Cassie spun herself around on the stool so that her back was to the counter. “You know,” she said, “I’m definitely going to have to add this to the list.”

Hank added a pinch of three different spices to the mixture along with a splash of vanilla, then lay the first slice of bread in the bowl. When he was satisfied with its condition he swapped it with the second one. “Which list is that?” he asked, moving to the stove where he proceeded to melt several tablespoons of butter in an iron skillet. “You can turn back around now.”

“The list of reasons I’d get down on my knees.”

Hank startled, dropping the first slice of bread into the hot butter a little harder than he’d intended and splattering his hand in the process. “In prayer?” he asked, wiping the butter off the back of his hand.

“If you mean the type of prayer you said last night in the confessional, then yes.”

Hank stilled, then his gaze lifted to meet hers. “Really?”

She slowly nodded her head. “Oh yes.”

Interesting , he thought. Seemed there were all sorts of menial tasks that resulted in sexual favor. Who knew? He flipped the slice of bread, taking pride in its perfectly golden brown color. “So does cooking a meal rank above or below hoovering?” he asked.

“Well that depends. Are we talking just straight-up hoovering or maybe a bit of light dusting too?”

He placed the toast on a plate and set it in front of her along with a fork and knife. “Just the hoovering.”

“Hmm that’s a tough one.” A crease formed between her brows as she began to cut the fried bread. “I mean, for me personally, it would probably be below since I like to cook but hate housework.” She took a bite and her eyes drifted closed in an expression he’d seen her make before, but always wearing fewer clothes. “Scratch that. No contest. This definitely ranks above a vacuum.”

Hank laughed. His agenda had been only to woo her with his charm and his great grandmum’s French toast, but far be it from him to stand in the way of a woman and her list. He’d no sooner had the thought when the clock on the wall chimed.

“What time do I need to have you back here to get ready for the wedding?”

She cocked her head ever so slightly to one side. “We have pictures beforehand so no later than three.”

Hank groaned. “Then I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but you’ll have to hold that thought. If we’re going to fit in everything I have in mind, we need to put a move on.”

She paused with a forkful of French toast in midair. “Did you just take a pass on a blow job?”

“Absolutely not. I’m merely taking a rain check for later this afternoon.” He flashed her a devilish grin. “Now eat up, we have a full day ahead.”



Chapter Thirteen

Cassie showered and changed in record time. Partly because Hank had told her he’d pick her up in front of the bakery in thirty minutes and partly because she couldn’t wait to see him again. True to his word, he’d given no hints as to what he had planned for the day. She’d even invoked the “How will I know what to wear?” clause but that only yielded a very cryptic “Dress for the outdoors” followed by “and wear jeans.”

She wasn’t sure if the second part was related to their outing or if he simply liked the way her ass looked in bluejeans. She’d never considered her ass an asset, covered in denim or anything else for that matter, but Hank had insisted it was the sight of her very fine denim-clad “arse” that had given him a raging hard-on the first night they met. Then again, he seemed to enjoy her in a billowing skirt the next night as well. She felt her face flush just thinking about the things he’d done to her in the soft cool grass, things she’d very much like him to do again.

Cassie dressed in a rush, pairing her favorite jeans with a vintage Springsteen T-shirt she’d scored at a second-hand shop the last time Olivia dragged her out for a day of “adventure shopping.” Her curls weren’t cooperating, so for the time being at least, she surrendered the fight and gathered them into a ponytail. She decided to save the glam-makeup routine for the wedding and instead kept it simple with a swipe of mascara and a dab of lip gloss.

The wedding.

Ever since Matthew and Emily had announced their engagement, she’d been counting down the months, weeks, and then days until the big event. But now that it was finally here she wanted to slow time. Because the wedding meant the end of the weekend, and that meant the end of her time with Hank.

Her shoulders sagged. Some femme fatale she turned out to be. First ever weekend fling and there she was already getting all mopey. She straightened in front of the mirror. No sense getting all weepy. At least not yet. There would be plenty of time for that once she was back in Chicago surrounded by baked goods. For now, she was off on a real-life version of Mystery Date.

* * *

Hank curbed the silver Porsche in front of Sue’s Sweets & Treats. He’d considered taking the SUV Clayton had been driving, but at the last minute opted for something a bit “more.” The open Georgia roads beckoned, and not for a four-cylinder with an automatic transmission. And besides, this was still “less” compared to the fleet of luxury sports cars waiting for him back home. Christ, he’d even seen a mum driving thru town in a four-door version with a toddler seat strapped in the back. The mere thought of a high-performance vehicle with Cheerios scattered about the seat made him cringe. These cars were works of art meant to be driven by someone who appreciated what was housed underneath, not merely the name that was written on the back.

But as he stepped out of the car, the look on Cassie’s face had him regretting his decision.

“You know, when you said you were renting a car I figured you’d roll up in a Hyundai, maybe a Chevy Malibu, but a Porsche?”

Hank found himself at a loss for words. From the moment he’d stepped off the plane, he’d tried to think and act like an “average Joe,” or in his case an “average Hank.” But didn’t these men grow up dreaming of an afternoon behind the wheel of a Porsche 911? And wasn’t that exactly why so many rental companies made them available for single day use? Of course, if she thought the car he’d chosen for the day was outlandish, there was no telling how she would react to the rest of what he had planned.

“What can I say,” he offered in his defense. “I’m a bit of a petrol head. And although purchasing one of these cars can be quite cost prohibitive, as a rental they are surprisingly affordable.”

“Boys and their toys.” Cassie shook her head as though admonishing him, but the smile that stretched across her face revealed the joy she felt at discovering his passion. He found himself wanting to tell her more, to explain how his love of motor sports stemmed from his father’s near obsession and to describe in excruciating detail not only the various races he’d attended as a young boy, but about the occasions when his father had brought him to the pit or to meet with the team engineers.

Of course that was only during his younger years. Once he was of driving age a mere visit to the track wasn’t enough. His father had protested at first but in the end relented and arranged for him to take high-performance driving lessons from some of the best coaches the circuit had to offer. He wanted to tell Cassie about all of that and more. Like how his grandmum had eventually found out and put an end to his lessons or how despite all that he still snuck off for the occasional open-road drag race.

The weight of that realization hit him as he reached to open Cassie’s car door. Discussing his family and now his hobbies was new territory when it came to members of the opposite sex. But Cassie was different than any woman he’d ever met, and perhaps more surprising was how different he was when he was around her. He wanted to share things with her and have her do the same, to tell her his inner most thoughts and hear hers in return. He could do that as Hank Green, but even though he spoke from his heart, he was painfully aware that he was telling partial stories and half truths. And as Cassie lowered herself onto the calfskin seat he realized what he hoped more than anything was that the day would come when he could share pieces of his true persona, all of it, and that she would still be as accepting.

“I really shouldn’t be doing this,” she said.

Hank paused with the key in the air. “I’d ask if there was anything left to bake but I’ve seen the answer to that firsthand.”

She blushed the most glorious shade of pink. “Guilty as charged.”

“And your main duty, the wedding cake, that’s all sorted, yes?”

She nodded. “The caterer is sending a truck to pick it up later this morning.”

“Then no more worrying.” He reached over, using the pad of his thumb to gently smooth the crease that seemed to be between her brows far too frequently. “Today is ours, so just relax and enjoy the adventure.”

Cassie leaned back against the soft leather seats and smiled. “I’m all yours.”

* * *

The Georgia landscape sped by in a color-streaked blur.

“You drive like this is NASCAR,” Cassie teased.

Hank turned to look at her and smirked. “More like Formula One, seeing as how we aren’t going round in circles.”

Race cars were race cars. Like she knew the difference? But clearly Hank did. And he apparently not only enjoyed the sport as a spectator, but as a wannabe participant. She had to hand it to him though, he was good. In fact, he made driving the high-performance vehicle seem effortless. She took a moment to admire his beautiful profile as he maneuvered the winding country roads. Everything from his strong, finely stubbled jaw to his full sensual lips to the way his tousled hair fell across his brow. Hank Green was too delicious for words. And the way he handled that car, his firm grip commanding and controlling every move while pushing the limits higher and higher, was an undeniable turn on. She squirmed in her seat as she imagined climbing into his lap as soon as he put the car into park and straddling his hips, her lips finding his as her questing fingers found his button fly.

The GPS dinged to announce their arrival, pulling Cassie from her salacious daydream. Hank shifted to a lower gear and turned onto a gravel drive that led to a bright red barn.

“A stable?” she asked.

Hank nodded as he eased the car to a stop in front of the building. “It’s beautiful day. I thought we could explore on horseback.”

“Hank, I don’t know how to ride a horse.” She pointed to her chest. “City girl.”

“I thought you grew up in Wisconsin?”

She laughed. “Yes, but not on a dairy farm. I grew up in Madison, the state capital and home of the university and about a million acres of lakefront. If you want to take a kayak out for a spin, then I’m your girl, but a horse . . .”

“It’s easy. Like riding a bike.” He grinned. “Without the pedals.”

“Um yeah, if the bike was like six feet tall and a living breathing being that could buck and send you flying.”

He turned to face her full on. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation. And she did. Despite the fact that she’d only known Hank a short time, she did trust him.

“Then come with me. I have an idea.” He took her hand, leading her into the barn.

“Don’t we have to check in at an office or something?”

Hank shook his head. “Everything’s been taken care of.” He walked the length of the stables, inspecting each and every horse before doubling back to the third stall. “This one.”

“For what?”

“For both of us.” His childlike grin had returned. “I’ll drive, you ride.”

There was no denying the fact that a morning with her arms wrapped around Hank’s torso sounded like the perfect way to spend an hour or two, but she could think of a few other ways to pass that time. “You know,” she said, trying her best to sound seductive, “if your goal is to have me pressed up against you, we can do that down here. . . . Naked.”

He drew her against him and let his hand glide over the curve of her ass. “Oh my Little Vixen, I plan to do just that.” He held her tight, his hips rolling against hers and sending a surge of heat racing through her core. He dipped his head and her eyes drifted closed. But instead of brushing his lips against her mouth, he touched them to the shell of her ear. “After the ride,” he whispered.

Cassie placed both hands on his chest and gave him a playful shove. “You’re impossible.”

“On the contrary,” he said, laughing at the expression on her face. “What I am is a horny bastard. But before I have my way with you in a hayloft, I’d like to share something with you.”

Well when he put it that way . . .

“Fine,” she said. “What’s first?”

“Brushing her down. Horses sweat when you run them, so if you don’t brush the loose hairs off first, and they get wet, she might try to shake them off.”

“And us?”

“Exactly.” He picked up two brushes and handed one to Cassie.

“You realize that little tidbit is not helping your case?” She looked down at the brush then glanced around the empty stable. “And shouldn’t this be done by people who work here? As in who actually know what they’re doing?”

Hank ignored her comment and instead placed his hand over hers. “Here, like this,” he said. “Imagine you’re sweeping a floor, and flick the dust and hair off her body.” He helped her and together they worked their way from the neck to the rear. When they finished, they repeated the process on the other side.

After rewarding the mare with a few words of softly spoken praise, Hank reached for what looked like a wool blanket. Cassie watched as he positioned it on the horse’s back then hoisted the leather saddle on top.

“So what made you choose this horse?” she asked.

“She reminds me of the first horse I ever rode. Marigold. She belonged to my mother, actually. My father bought her as a wedding gift.”

Hank had mentioned how statistically his mother had been too young to have breast cancer, and yet she was already a wife and mother? “They must have been quite young when they got married.”

Crap. She hadn’t intended to say that last part out loud, but Hank didn’t miss a beat. He answered matter-of-factly, keeping his eyes focused on the mare. “My father was twenty and my mum was only nineteen.”

“Shotgun wedding?” The words had no sooner left her mouth when she wished she could somehow shove them back in. For the love of God, what was wrong with her? She normally had more sense. Okay, granted not a lot, but she could at least manage a conversation without putting both her Keds so far into her mouth she could taste the laces. But around Hank it was like all inhibitions, not to mention her brain-to-mouth filter, went right out the window. With him she couldn’t seem to keep her thoughts to herself. She couldn’t keep her panties on either, but that was a different story. “Sorry,” she said. The heat in her cheeks told her that her face had turned bright red. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s like I just open my mouth and someone else starts talking.”

Hank laughed. “Don’t be, luv. Your unguarded moments are part of your charm.”

“Yeah,” she snorted. “Like a bull in a china shop.”

“Not at all. It’s actually quite refreshing.” Hank looked over his shoulder at her and smiled. “And endearing.”

“You’re just saying that because you want to get into my panties.”

Hank fed a thin black strap through a ring and pulled it tight. “Be that as it may, it’s still true. So few people ever speak their mind.” He tilted his head to one side as if a thought had just occurred to him. “Your brother does it too,” he said, before turning to give her a playful wink. “Perhaps it’s genetic.”

“It’s just not many people marry so young these days.”

“My dad’s family was very . . .” He paused, searching for the right word before finally settling on, “traditional. They insisted he marry if he wanted to live with my mum.”

“Seems a bit old fashioned.”

“You have no idea,” he murmured.

Her brows shot up. “Worse than that? What, did they insist he marry a virgin too? I mean, I thought that sort of stuff only happened in fairy tales. Or to Princess Di.” She cringed. “They don’t still do that, do they? I mean, Kate lived with Will before they got hitched.”

“I guess it depends on the country,” he said. “But I don’t think many invoke that rule anymore.”

She picked up a small tool with a brush on one side and a hook on the other. “Well that’s good. I mean, could you imagine anything worse?”

“Aside from having to wait until you were married to have sex?” He nodded to the item in her hand. “That’s a hoof pick. Be careful, it can be quite sharp.”

“Good to know. And good point about the no sex before marriage. Still, having an invasive procedure conducted by official medical staff, followed by the publication of the results on the national news, isn’t exactly part of most couples’ engagement. Plus, how many women are still a virgin after college?”

“Well Charles wasn’t most men. He was heir to the British throne.” He chuckled. “But yes, I imagine it would greatly curtail the dating pool.”

“No kidding. Guess it’s lucky for me I’m not in the market to marry a prince.”

Hank stilled.

“I mean seeing as how I’m not a virgin. And thanks to you, my potential re-virginization isn’t an issue anymore so . . .”

He raised a brow. “Your what?”

She placed the hoof cleaner back on the shelf and waved her hand through the air. “Long story that has to do with too much time in a kitchen.” She really just needed to stop talking before she ended up telling him she was a virgin until the age of twenty and how even then her foray into womanhood was an awkward, schnapps-inspired night where she learned the hard way that a blow job did not, it turns out, involve any blowing.

“You’re quite good at that,” she said, clumsily changing the subject.

A look of pride filled Hank’s face. “My riding instructor had a strict rule: You couldn’t ride the horse unless you first knew how to take care of her. And when we were done for the day he’d always have me brush her down and clean her hooves.” He glanced up at her from beneath a mane of his own unruly hair and smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll let you help with that too.”

“I’m not so sure I want to be that close to the back end.” She winced. “Don’t horses kick?”

“It will be fine. After a long ride you two will know each other much better.” When he was satisfied that all the straps were securely fastened, he went to work on the bridle, sweet-talking the mare the entire time. When he was done he turned his attention back to Cassie.

“I don’t know whether to be impressed or jealous,” she teased.

“Shall we?” he said, motioning toward the barn door.

She fell into step beside him as they made their way into the bright sunlight. Halfway to the door, he grabbed a ridding helmet that hung from a peg on the wall and handed it to her.

“Just a precaution,” he quickly reassured. “I’d never forgive myself if anything were to happen to you.”

Cassie took the helmet from him. She eyed it skeptically then tried rather unsuccessfully to wiggle it down on her head. She’d only made it about halfway when it stopped. “I don’t think it fits.”

“Here,” Hank said, He reached around, gently tugging the hair tie loose and letting her auburn curls fall freely around her face. “That will help.” He tucked a few stray strands behind her ears. When he was done he lingered, his knuckles brushing against her cheek. “You look beautiful.”

His touch ignited her skin. Cassie looked up at him from beneath her lashes, and all at once she wished they weren’t outside the barn but rather up in the hayloft, or in one of the stalls. Hell, if he wanted to take her on the hood of his car she probably wouldn’t have objected. But Hank was near giddy in his excitement to share something with her that was obviously so near to his heart. Cassie wondered if that was because it was a passion he knew his mother shared or if he merely developed his love of riding over time. Either way, it was important to him and he wanted her to share it will her. That alone had her pushing the thought of crazy car sex out of her mind and instead shoving a riding helmet onto her head.

“Like this?”

“Let me,” he said, straightening the helmet and buckling the strap under her chin. There was little doubt that she looked like a colossal dork. She couldn’t even pull off looking cute in a baseball cap. In a safety helmet she knew she didn’t stand a chance. But you would have never known it judging by the look on Hank’s face. His expression was not only excitement and joy, but something more, something darker and more intense that made a spot deep inside her spark to life. But as much as she wanted to explore not only the look he was giving her, but her reaction as well, she tucked those thoughts away for later. Right now there was the matter of a horse that needed riding.

She took a deep breath. “Okay, so how do I do this?”

“Quite simple,” he said. “Just put your foot in the stirrup and . . .” He did as he had just said and mounted the horse. “Get on.” He grinned as he held out his hand. “Your turn.”

Cassie took his offered hand as she slid her left foot into the metal stirrup. Here goes nothing , she thought as she boosted herself up. It took a pull from Henry and a swing of her leg, but somehow she found herself wedged into the saddle behind him. That wasn’t so bad. Just don’t look down.

“Hold on tight.”

She was way ahead of him on that one. Cassie had already wrapped her arms around Hank’s waist, molding herself against his back and resting her cheek against his shoulder.

With a tug of the reigns he turned the horse toward the trail at the far side of the lot. They started out slowly but once they reached the edge of the field he made a noise, and before Cassie even knew what was happening, the horse took off like a shot. She squealed, although to her surprise it wasn’t in fear as she would have thought, but in delight. The sheer power of the animal beneath her, moving almost as one with Hank, wasn’t terrifying, it was exhilarating. She tightened her grip, splaying her hands across Hank’s chest, while at the same time pressing her thighs against the sides of the horse. It was amazing how one seemed to be an extension of the other.

They followed the trail for a few miles before veering off into a field of wildflowers. Yellow and purple blooms surrounded them, swaying in the soft summer breeze like water flowing downstream.

“This is beautiful,” she murmured as Hank slowed the horse to a gentle trot.

“Are you enjoying the ride?” he asked, turning to look at her over his shoulder.

“Very much,” she said, meeting his smile with one of her own.

Hank glanced up at the sky. “We should start heading back.” His gaze met hers once again and this time a glimmer lit his eyes. “My second surprise should be ready by now.”

“There’s more?”

“Oh yes.” The rough timbre of his voice sent a shiver down her spine. But instead of elaborating, Hank simply turned and snapped the reigns. Cassie closed her eyes, titling her face toward the warm rays of the sun as they rode back to the barn. It didn’t matter what else Hank had planned, this day was already perfect. Despite her hesitation, she’d loved everything about their ride, from the fresh country air to the freedom of exploring off-road trails to the way Hank’s muscled flexed beneath her hands. But most of all she loved sharing something that obviously meant so much to him.

The late-morning sun was high in the sky by the time they made it back to the stable. Hank rode the mare into a shade-covered pen with a troth of water that looked to have been recently filled. “She can cool down here while we grab a bite to eat.” He held Cassie’s hand as she climbed down off the horse.

“Here?” she asked as he helped her down off the horse. While the facility appeared to be state of the art, there wasn’t a restaurant or snack bar anywhere in sight. Even if there had been, there certainly wasn’t anyone around to staff it. In fact, Cassie hadn’t seen a single soul the entire time they’d been there. Had Hank rented out the whole barn? Surely not.

“Mmm-hmm,” he hummed in agreement. “I asked the cook at the B&B to pack us some food. Nothing too heavy, I know how you women get when you have to wear a fancy dress.”

“Well I’d like to see how much you would eat if you knew you had to squeeze it all into a pair of Spanx.” She shook her head and laughed. “Men have it so easy. Hell, you don’t even have to shave if you don’t want to.”

Hank laughed. “I’ll have you know there’s a lot of effort that goes into looking so carefree.”

She rolled her eyes. “Right. Think they’d call it designer stubble if women stopped shaving their legs?”

“Well played.”

A smug grin spread across Cassie’s face as she started toward the car.

“Where are you headed, luv?”

“You said they packed a picnic.” She frowned. “Isn’t it in the car?”

That same glimmer was back in his eyes. “Come with me.” He took her by the hand and led her to a set of wooden stairs in the rear of the barn.

“What are you up to?” she asked as they began to climb. Realization hit her about halfway to the top. “Oh, is this about that hayloft fantasy you were telling me about last night?”

“It was inspired by that,” Hank said as they reached the landing at the top of the stairs. Cassie turned to face the hayloft and her breath caught in her throat. The entire place had been transformed into something straight out of a rustic fairy tale. Bales of hay had been stacked high along the edges of the loft, creating the feeling of a cozy private room. The windows had been draped with a gauzy white fabric that billowed in the warm breeze, and in the center of the makeshift bedroom lay an enormous featherbed covered in silky white linens and dotted with at least a half-dozen oversized pillows. A dark wicker tray rest at the foot and on it sat a platter of cheeses along with a loaf of French bread and a cluster of red and green grapes. There was even a small bale of hay set up as a side table next to the bed. A smaller tray sat on top, this one holding a vase with a single white rose.

“How in the world . . .”

“It was nothing really, just a few favors from the staff at the bed and breakfast.”

She looked at him. “Hank, setting up a bedroom in a barn is not a small favor.” She narrowed her eyes. “Is this where you tell me your family is some sort of European Rockefeller?”

He chuckled. “Not quite. I just thought perhaps we could go have sex in an actual bed.”

Cassie was at a loss for words. After several beats passed, Hank broke the silence with a quiet laugh.

“Terribly boring, I know.”

“Dreadful,” she agreed on a breathy voice. “Absolutely dreadful. Especially the silk sheets.”

“And here I promised to help you explore your more daring side. Failing you already it seems.”

“Miserably.” She met his amused grin with one of her own. “Although technically it’s not a bed, just the mattress.”

“So still somewhat adventurous then.”

“True. Although you do realize a roll in the hay isn’t meant to be quite so elegant?”

“Hmm, you might be right. But I imagine it’s rather like sex on the beach. It sounds good in the abstract but once you’re there with sand up in your bits, it’s not quite as romantic as first thought.”

Cassie had never had sex on a beach, unless you counted the drink Conor had ordered for her in Vegas, so she could only imagine how the real event would stack up to the fantasies conjured by movie clips. Burt Lancaster didn’t look too bothered, but for all she knew Deborah Kerr had a massive sand wedgie the entire time.

“Perhaps I could woo you with wine to make up for the lapse in creativity?”

Cassie’s eyes darted back to the romantic spread in front of her and for the first time she noticed a crystal ice bucket on the floor next to one side of the bed. Beside it stood two wine glasses.

“Yes, please.”

The game he was playing was beyond adorable. No telling how much effort he’d had to put into pulling all of this together. And when? She’d been with him the entire morning. Well, except for when she’d gone to her room to change. But could he have really put everything in motion that quickly? If so, he must have had a team of elves on a rather hefty retainer. That or he paid the bed and breakfast staff a small fortune.

She’d begun to suspect Hank came from a rather well-to-do family when he’d mentioned playing polo. That was hardly a sport for the weak of pocketbook. And a horse as a wedding gift was a far cry from a Tiffany bracelet. But even so, to spend so much money in an attempt to impress her? Was it because she’d told him about Cole and Olivia? Her best friend might have been married to a man who often seemed to have more money than sense, but it wasn’t why Olivia loved him. And it certainly wasn’t what attracted Cassie to Hank.

He poured two glasses of wine and handed her one.

“You know I don’t need all this,” she said. “I would have been fine with a ride in a pickup truck and a bag of McDonald’s to share on the flat bed.”

“Sounds like the makings of a fairly decent country music video. Or at the very least an advert. Although I’m afraid my hot-wiring skills aren’t quite on par with my horse grooming, so if we find a truck downstairs, we’ll just have to park.”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t enjoy this.” She smiled over the rim of her wine glass then took a small sip. “I’m just saying I would have been all yours either way.”

Hank’s eyes flared as she licked the wine from her lips. “Ah yes, I do believe there is the matter of a rain check.”

Cassie took Hank’s wine from him and set both glasses on the small tray next to the makeshift bed. One by one she began to unfasten the buttons of his shirt until his chest was bared to her greedy hands. Her palms smoothed over the hard ridges of his stomach then over his pecs before finally pushing the fabric off his shoulders. He watched as she reached for the fly of his jeans, popping the buttons one by one then tugging the jeans down his legs along with his boxer briefs. Once she had him fully undressed, she took a moment to admire the Greek god standing before her, her gaze drifting over every inch of honed muscle before settling on the impressive erection jutting out from his hips.

She licked her lips as she dropped to her knees, keeping her eyes locked on his as her fingers curled around the thick shaft. His breath hitched when she leaned forward and took him between her lips, but instead of thrusting into her mouth, he held himself back, gently cradling her head and letting her set the pace.

He gazed down at her, his eyes dark and unfocused, as she dragged her tongue up the length of him before swirling it round and round the tip.

“So fucking good.”

A warm ache spread between her thighs. She had no idea giving pleasure could be such a turn on, but hearing his uneven breath and his harshly spoken words was almost as arousing as the feel of his fingers and tongue. She mouthed the plush head of his cock, so firm and yet so velvety soft, until his hips began to flex in a silent plea for more. Only then did she pull him deeper, taking him to the back of her throat then sucking hard as she drew him out again and again in a steady rhythm.

“God yes,” he groaned. “Just like that.” His grip on her hair tightened and his muscles tensed. She knew he was dangerously close to the edge, but she didn’t let up. Instead she moaned around the fullness in her mouth, letting the vibrations of her throat take him to the brink.

“Stop,” he said, pulling her to her feet. “I want to be inside you when I come.” With that he scooped her into his arms and lay her in the middle of the white featherbed. Hank never took his eyes off her as he peeled her out of her clothes, his hungry gaze igniting her overheated skin.

When she was finally naked, he settled between her thighs. Her body trembled with anticipation as he kissed his way down her neck, nipping and licking his way closer to the taut peaks of her breasts. He flicked his tongue across the tips, then tugged a straining nipple between his teeth. A soft gasp escaped her mouth and her hands gripped his shoulders, pulling him closer as he savored one nipple and then the other—sucking, lapping, and biting until she thought she might lose her mind.

“I want you,” she whispered. She breathed a sigh of relief when he finally sheathed himself with a condom, only to then tease her slick entrance until she whimpered from a pleasure that was nearly pain.

“Please,” she panted on a stuttering breath.

With a noise that was more growl than groan, he surged forward, entering her on a single stroke, then stilled. He stayed like that, buried inside her, until she couldn’t take it any longer. She rocked up, desperately seeking the friction she craved.

“Don’t,” he ground out. The strain in his voice betrayed his barely leashed control. “Let me feel you.”

Her body pulsed around him as her breathing became more and more shallow. This was torture of the most exquisite kind. Then, just when she thought she might combust from sheer need, Hank gripped the back of her thigh and with a flex of his hips, pushed deeper. The fullness was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. Like every other moment they’d shared, she wanted to hold onto it, to prolong it while committing every detail to memory. But then his mouth covered hers and he began to move, thrusting into her in a deliberate, unhurried rhythm that perfectly matched the lush strokes of his tongue. The sensation overwhelmed and bombarded her senses and she knew it wouldn’t be long until she was coming apart beneath him.

Cassie’s back arched and her teeth sank into her lower lip. Feel it, remember it, make it last. Then he shifted, hitting a spot inside her she never even knew existed. She cried out, her nails sinking into his back as she rode a wave of pleasure so intense, she saw stars despite the midday sun. Hank didn’t let up. He stayed right with her, rolling into her with each stroke and prolonging the heightened sense until a second wave washed over, no less devastating than the first. Only then did he give himself over to his own release, letting out a low groan as an orgasm racked his large frame.

Aftershocks had her body shuddering against his for long moments. When she finally stilled, he lifted his head, bearing his weight on his elbows as he gazed down at her. “Not such a bad day after all?” he asked, brushing his lips softly across hers.

“I’ll give horseback riding a six.” She pushed his hair from his eyes and smiled. “But this picnic rates a definite ten.”

He laughed, a sound that was nearly as rough as his breathing. “Wait until you try the second course.”



Chapter Fourteen

A stream of sunlight woke Cassie from the most amazing dream. She was in the Georgia countryside with a handsome European, eating cheese and drinking wine in a hayloft that had been decorated to look like a rustic hotel. But as sunlight and consciousness seeped into her foggy brain, she began to realize it wasn’t a dream, it was her reality. She actually was tangled in silk sheets and she actually had spent the afternoon of her brother’s wedding in bed with God’s gift to accents.

Her brother’s wedding!

Cassie’s eyes flew open as she shot upright in bed. A strong arm circled her waist, urging her back to the pillow.

“Hank!” she shrieked.

He bolted up next to her. “What? What’s wrong?”

“The wedding!” The ceremony was set to begin at five o’clock and judging by the angle of the afternoon sun, that time was a lot closer than she wanted it to be.

He checked the watch strapped to his wrist. “It’s four fifteen. We can still make it.”

The two of them scrambled out of bed, bumping into each other as they gathered their clothes up off the floor. How could she be so stupid as to fall asleep? An all-nighter of sex and baking, that’s how. Combine that with midday wine and a bed that felt like a cloud that had floated down to Earth, and she never stood a chance.

“Sorry,” she said as she bent to pull her bra out from under the corner of the featherbed, knocking Hank with her ass in the process.

“I’m not,” he said in a voice totally at odds with the frantic feeling in the pit of her stomach. She turned to find him admiring her backside with an unabashed appreciation. Under most circumstances she would have been mortified to discover a man she liked had a full-on view of her uncovered ass. And in broad daylight no less! But for some reason Hank’s lingering gaze didn’t leave her feeling vulnerable or exposed, it left her feeling beautiful and desired. She took a moment to return the favor, letting her eyes drink in the sight of him. His hair was even more of a mess than usual and his beautiful face was creased from the pillow, but he was still the most handsome man she’d ever seen. If only they had more time . . .

Time. Crap, the time.

“Stop!”

“Stop what?” he asked. Gorgeous bastard, he knew exactly what.

“Stop distracting me with your . . .” She waved her hand through the air. “With all that!”

Hank chuckled as he pulled his boxer briefs up over his thighs. “Relax, love. The car is just downstairs. I’ll have you back to town in fifteen minutes which will give you plenty of time to change and get to the church.”

“Fifteen minutes?” she squeaked as she hooked her bra. “It took us over thirty to get here.”

They both yanked their jeans on at the same time. No telling where her panties were, but there was no time to waste searching. Commando would have to do, at least until she could make it back to her room.

“That’s because we were taking a leisurely drive,” he said, buttoning his shirt while she pulled her T-shirt over her head and stepped into her shoes.

Holy mother of God, if that was leisurely, then she shuddered to think what was in store for her once she climbed back into that flying torpedo. Not that she had much choice. Desperate times called for desperate measures and right now she was about as desperate as a woman could get. Her brother was going to kill her. Scratch that, her mother would kill her, Matthew would be too busy finishing off Hank. Bottom line: They were totally screwed.

* * *

Hank slipped into a pew near the back of the church just as the last bridesmaid finished her walk down the aisle.

“Little late for ushering duties,” the bride’s cousin Pat whispered a bit too loudly. “You might not be included in the next one.” He laughed at his own joke, then frowned as he realized what he’d just implied.

“Car trouble,” Hank said. Meaning the car wouldn’t drive as fast as the ones he had back home. Not that he could have really opened her up. As it was Cassie had squealed more on the ride back to the inn than she had on the horse. Amazing how one woman’s near-hysterical laughter could bring him so much joy.

A few gray-haired women in hats to rival any seen at the Kentucky Derby turned around to shush them. The two men had no sooner nodded in apology when the organ began to play Wagner’s “Bridal Chorus,” prompting everyone in the crowded church to stand as one. Hank buttoned the jacket of his black tuxedo and straightened his bow tie. All heads turned as the doors at the rear of the church opened and Emily and her father began their walk down the aisle. But while everyone else’s attention was on the woman in white, Hank’s gaze was locked on the front of the church where a beautiful woman in pale pink was doing her best to discreetly take her place on the altar.

It was a beautiful wedding, as far as weddings go. No one forgot their vows and the best man didn’t lose the rings. And although Hank had been to dozens of ceremonies, what struck him most about this one was the look on his mate’s face as the preacher said, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” It was like he’d been waiting his whole life to hear those words, which might have explained why he jumped the gun and kissed his bride before the poor man had even finished speaking. The entire church erupted in a quiet laughter as the normally reserved and level-headed Matthew Miller got swept up in the moment and swept his pretty wife off her feet. This was usually the point where Hank would start to hum the opening bars of “Another One Bites the Dust” but for some reason he found himself smiling and clapping like the group of mad hatters seated in front of him.

He watched as the wedding party followed the bride and groom down the aisle, catching Cassie’s eye and giving her a devilish wink that made her cheeks blush the color of her dress. After she passed he joined the ranks as the guests flowed down the steps of the church. The sun had dipped behind a thick row of pine trees and the first fireflies of the night had started to flicker across the lawn.

“Shotgun,” a voice behind him said.

Hank turned to find his golf partner from the day before. He wore a sport coat and tie instead of a lime green polo shirt and plaid pants, but his carefree demeanor was still the same.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I called shotgun,” Conor said. “It means I’m riding in the passenger seat.”

There wasn’t a back seat. Well, technically there was, although the only way he would fit would be to put half his body in the boot. But that was beside the point. Hank wasn’t aware that Conor was riding with him at all. “I’m familiar with the term but—”

“But you’ve got the sickest ride here,” he said, slapping Hank on the back and flashing him a wide grin. “So I’m all yours.”

Great, he thought, though not that it really mattered. It wasn’t likely that Cassie was going to ditch her family to ride with him, especially not after arriving late. Instinctively, he sought her out across the car park. She was bending down to speak to one of the flower girls who was apparently distraught after emptying her entire basket of rose petals. Hank watched as Cassie wiped tears from the young girl’s cheek, then smiled and gave her the pink-and-white bouquet she’d just carried up the aisle. The child’s face lit up and she scampered off to join her mum. As Cassie straightened, her eyes met his. When they did, her face lit up in a smile not unlike the one he’d just seen on the young flower girl. Only in this case the reaction wasn’t due to an upgrade in flower arrangements. No, the smile that spread across sweet Cassie’s face was all because of him.

An unfamiliar sensation gripped Hank’s chest but before he’d had time to even begin to think about what it meant, their connection was broken by the arrival of a long black limousine. Cassie gave him a small wave before ducking inside. He knew it would only be a matter of minutes until he saw her again, but that didn’t stop him from feeling the loss of her presence. It was ridiculous really, she was taking a car to a reception on the other side of town, not a flight across the ocean to a city on the other side of the globe. But come tomorrow, that would be exactly what he would do. The realization hit him like a brick wall.

And so did Conor.

“Let’s go,” he said, body-slamming into him from the side. “They might not keep the bar open during dinner, which means I’ll need to stock up.”

Hank opened the door to his rented Porsche and slid behind the wheel. Come dawn he was going to tell Cassie the truth, and while he didn’t know how she would react, one thing was certain: They still had tonight.

* * *

Cassie waited until dinner was over before excusing herself from the head table. After arriving late she didn’t think it would look too good if she was in the restroom when it came time for the toasts. So instead she’d stayed in her chair, smiling and clapping and clinking her butter knife against her champagne flute, until the bride and groom had shared their first dance. After that, all bets were off. She might have even cut line in front of a pregnant woman, something she wasn’t proud of, but again desperate times and all that.

She’d only made it halfway back to the table when Olivia grabbed her by the arm.

“There’s hay in your hair,” she whispered in her ear.

Cassie’s hand flew to the French twist she’d hastily thrown together on the drive to the church. “Oh,” was all she managed to say.

“Yeah, oh.” Olivia smiled and shook her head. She was wearing a jade green dress that did crazy things to her hazel eyes and had her blonde waves swept to one side. She looked like a million bucks. Or as Cole would have no doubt corrected, a billion.

Cassie opened her mouth to offer a feeble excuse but Olivia cut her off. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask for the details.” She smiled. “At least not right now. First, I want you to point out Mr. Sexy Accent.” Olivia glanced around the crowded ballroom. “Which one is he?”

Cassie searched the room until she found Hank standing near the bar. He was having a conversation with the priest who’d said the wedding mass, although from the looks of it, Hank wasn’t the one doing the talking. A ghost of a smile curved her lips as she imagined the padre giving Hank a lecture on his late arrival. If he only knew what had happened at church the day before.

“He’s over there,” she said. “Talking to the priest.”

“Damn, girl, you know how to pick ’em. No beer goggles needed for that hook-up.” Olivia snagged two glasses of white wine from a passing waiter and thrust one in Cassie’s direction. “Here,” she said. “Have a drink with me and as soon as Hank is done confessing all his sins you can take me over there and introduce me because I’m dying to meet the man who not only gave you that hickey,” she said, nodding to Cassie’s neck, “but who made you late to your own brother’s wedding.”

Her hand flew to her neck. “Are you serious?”

“About meeting this mystery hunk?” Olivia teased. “You betcha.”

“No, about the hickey?” she asked under her breath. Cassie had never even had a hickey as a teenager. Then again, it wasn’t like she’d had many boys interested in giving her one. None, actually. But to have one now, at twenty-eight? Jeez Louise, this day was a hot mess.

“Oh yeah.” Olivia narrowed her gaze and leaned in for a better look. “Nice work too. Also helps explain why you were late. Hickey on your neck, hay in your hair . . .” Olivia counted the evidence on the fingers of her free hand. “Holy shitballs!” she said as the light bulb turned on. “You did it in a hayloft.”

“Livvy!” Cassie checked to see if anyone was in earshot.

“I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Right about what?” Cassie’s mother asked.

Cassie startled. “Nothing,” she said a bit too quickly. Smooth, Cass, real smooth. From the way she was acting you’d have thought the two of them had just been busted smoking a cigarette in the school lunchroom. Olivia on the other hand was cool as a cucumber—if cucumbers were blonde troublemakers hell-bent on giving Cassie a coronary before the age of thirty.

“I was just telling Cassie how much I like her hair up like that.”

Her mother squinted her eyes, leaving Cassie to hope like hell there wasn’t another piece of hay tucked away somewhere.

“Beautiful ceremony, don’t you think?” her mother asked Olivia before turning her attention toward Cassie. “Glad you didn’t miss all of it.”

Here we go. Cassie shot Olivia a plea for help, but her best friend merely smiled over the top of her wine glass as she drifted away. Traitor. But it was just as well. She’d played, now it was time to pay. But like her mother pointed out, she didn’t miss all of it, just getting ready in the bridal suite, and the family pictures beforehand, and her walk down the aisle. Her shoulders sagged. Oh, who was she kidding? There was no way around it, she was a horrible sister. “I . . . I . . .” she searched for the words to somehow justify her rather late and disruptive entrance to her own brother’s wedding then decided the truth was the best option. “I met someone.”

“And you couldn’t wait until after the ceremony to have a chat?”

“No, mom, you don’t understand. I met someone.”

Realization dawned and her mother’s eyes grew wide. “You did?” she asked a bit louder than necessary. “When? Where?”

Not too bad. Her mother was appeased and she’d only hit her with two questions—and they weren’t even difficult ones to answer.

“I met him Thursday at the bakery,” she said. The words came so easily, she decided to offer a bit more. “He stopped in for directions.”

“How old is he? Where is he from? Does he want children?”

So much for easy. “You heard the part about only meeting him on Thursday, right?”

“Sorry, I’m just so happy for you. You’re always working. I can’t even remember the last time you had a date.”

Cassie stood a bit taller. “Well, I had one this afternoon,” she said. Even she could hear the joy in her voice. “He took me horseback riding.”

“Oh sweetie, that’s wonderful. Do you know when you’ll be seeing him again?”

Instinctively her eyes darted to where she’d last seen Hank. His conversation with the minster appeared to be over and now he was alone at the bar. “Actually, I think I’ll go and see him right now,” she said. It was impossible to stop the goofy smile that spread across her face.

“He’s here?” her mother squeaked.

“Yes,” she said before her mother had the chance to launch another round of rapid-fire inquiries. “But please don’t make me regret telling you.” Truth be told, she couldn’t have kept it a secret if she tried. Cassie was an open book when it came to her emotions. Happy or sad they bubbled right up to the surface and at the moment she was so full of happiness, she was ready to burst.

* * *

Hank never thought the preacher would leave. Normally he was a pro when it came to making small talk, but the clock was ticking and his time with Cassie was quickly running out. He’d endured the ceremony, the dinner, endless stream of toasts, and even the bride and groom’s first dance, watching and waiting for the time to come that he could whisk her away, or at the very least, sweep her across the dance floor. When she finally left the table, he’d made his move, only to be intercepted by the good minister. Halfway through their conversation inspiration struck, and by the time he’d finished his penance, he was well on his way to a full-blown idea.

He made it as far as the bar when a petite blonde strode up like a woman on a mission.

“So you’re the infamous Hank,” she said, extending her hand.

“Guilty as charged.”

“I’m Olivia Ramsey,” she said. When Hank didn’t catch the significance she added. “Cassie’s best friend.

“What she meant to say,” a dark haired man said as he approached, “is that she’s Olivia Grant.” He wrapped his arms around his wife from behind and whispered something in her ear. It was too quiet for Hank to hear but it caused a wicked smile to spread across Olivia’s face.

“Fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Olivia Ramsey-Grant.”

The man chuckled. “Well, now that we have that settled.” He released his wife to shake Hank’s hand. “Coleman Grant the Third.”

“Hank Green.”

“You can call him Cole,” Olivia said. “All his friends do and if you’re Cassie’s friend that makes you ours too.”

“Pleasure to meet you both,” he said. “Cole, I’m a huge fan of the green initiative you started last month.” Coleman Grant’s name was a regular on the finance page. But lately he’d taken Grant Industries in a new direction, one that was catching the attention of several European nations, including his.

“As much as I’d like to take the credit, I’m afraid my wife is responsible for that.”

Olivia laughed. “Credit, blame, same difference.” She cocked her head to one side. “You look really familiar, Hank.”

Hank stilled. “People tell me that all the time.” He forced himself to relax into a smile. “Guess I just have one of those faces.”

“No, she’s right.” Cole narrowed his gaze. “Are you sure we’ve never met before?”

“I don’t think so.” He didn’t like the direction this was headed. Not one bit.

“Weren’t you both classmates of Matthew’s?” Olivia asked.

“Yes, but university,” Hank said. “Cole, you know Matthew from grad school right?”

He nodded. “That’s right. Harvard MBA.”

“Of course.” Hank needed to cut their conversation short. There was far too great a chance one of them would put the pieces of the puzzle together. The less time he spent around the two of them the better. “Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to see if I can steal the sister of the groom away for a more intimate toast.”

* * *

Cassie managed to escape her mother’s questions with a promise that she’d answer each and every one after the weekend. It was a steep price to pay, but the night wasn’t getting any younger and she wanted to spend the rest of it with Hank. Problem was, once she finally made her way to the other side of the ballroom, he was nowhere to be found.

“Looking for someone,” he whispered in her ear.

She turned around and smiled. “You really shouldn’t keep sneaking up on a girl like that,” she teased. “Might end up with a face full of mace.”

He pushed his bottom lip out in the most adorable pout that had her wanting to drag him off to the nearest broom closet. Not the most romantic thought, but at the moment she’d take it.

“But I come bearing gifts,” he said, his mouth curving into a panty-dropping smile. He lifted his hands in the air. In one he held two empty champagne flutes, in the other a bottle of chilled champagne.

“How did you get those?”

“I may have persuaded a waiter to part with them.”

“So you’re not just smooth with the ladies.”

“I merely told him there was a beautiful maiden in need of wooing.”

“And champagne is how you woo?”

“Sometimes, although I find charring tiny cakes to bits is far more effective.”

Cassie laughed. “It wasn’t the burned cupcakes. It was the offer to help me afterwards.”

“Is that so? And here I thought it might’ve been my accent. Or maybe the dimple.”

She giggled. “Definite pluses, but in my opinion there’s nothing sexier than a man willing to roll up his sleeves.”

“Dipping fruit in chocolate earns favor?”

“Mmm-hmm.” She bit her bottom lip as she nodded her head. “That and flirting with eighty-five year old aunts.”

“Perhaps I should be writing these down.”

“And don’t forget the part about cleaning up.”

“Yes, I do believe I heard someone once say that hoovering is the way to a girl’s heart. Second only to making her French toast.”

“That and going down on her.”

Hank’s eyes darkened. “Now that one I knew.” He stepped closer and his voice dropped to a sexy tone she felt all the way to her toes. “If it’s all the same to you, let’s leave the dirty dishes to the caterer tonight and let me woo you with my tongue teasing that sweet pussy.”

Holy moly. The man had reduced her to a puddle and he hadn’t even touched her yet. “Okay,” she said on a stuttering breath. “What did you have in mind?”

“I thought we could take a walk and perhaps find somewhere a bit more private to toast the happy couple.”

Cassie knew he was referring to the bride and groom, but as far as she was concerned that label could apply to her and Hank as well. Happy couple. A tiny voice in the back of her head shouted at her to slow down. She might have been bursting at the seams, and while there was no denying he looked pretty damn happy at the moment, they were far from a couple. But could they be? Gah, why did everything have to be so complicated? The only way to know for sure was to put on her big girl panties and ask him if he wanted more than just a wild wedding weekend. But seeing as how she had the distinct impression she was about to be taking off her tiny slutty panties, she decided it was best to save the big girl version for morning. There would be plenty of time to have a more serious discussion then. For now at least she wanted to keep things light and fun and full of woo.

“Hmm,” she said. “Last time we went for a stroll I ended up with grass stains on my ass.”

He chuckled. “I didn’t hear any complaints. In fact, if I recall correctly I heard just the opposite.” His eyes were lit with amusement as he repeated the words she’d moaned that night. “‘Don’t stop, Hank. Oh god, please don’t stop.’”

Her face warmed at the thought of her wanton behavior but there was no denying the fact that the memory was affecting her in other ways as well. “I meant that was adventurous.” She gave him a playful shove then lifted a brow in invitation. “Any idea how you’re going to top that?”

A mischievous gleam lit his eyes. “I’m sure we could find something to suit your fancy.”

“Well, I saw a coat room in the lobby but seeing as how it’s June I’m guessing not many people checked coats, so not much cover. Maybe we could find an empty conference room or something? Then again the swimming pool looked rather inviting and with everyone busy in here and the loud music drowning out any noise . . .”

Hank laughed. “You’re quite a list maker. I’m starting to see why you were drawn to accounting.” He slung his arm around Cassie’s shoulders as they began to walk toward the exit. “Although something tells me I’ve only just begun to discover the vixen that lies beneath that proper exterior.” He dipped his head so that his lips brushed against her ear. “Tell me, naughty one, what’s your deep dark secret? What fantasy can I fulfill tonight?” As if his words weren’t enough to cause her to spontaneously combust, he teased the shell of her ear with is tongue before catching the lobe between his teeth.

“You’re a bad, bad man,” she said, giggling as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Oh, love, you have no idea. But you will.” His lips found hers as they pushed through the doors and into the warm night air.

Flashbulbs erupted the moment they stepped outside.

“Cassie, Cassie, what does your family think about the pictures?” a man shouted.

“Pictures? What pictures?” She lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the onslaught of light. Through the haze of white spots she could make out the silhouettes of at least a dozen men. Each had a camera poised in front of their faces, with spares slung over both shoulders. They pushed and shoved as they jockeyed for a better position, all the while shouting over one another in an effort to be heard.

“Henry, Henry, look this way!”

“Why all the secrecy surrounding this trip?”

“Does her brother know?”

“What’s going on, Hank?” Cassie asked. “Why are they calling you Henry?”

“Ignore them and stay close.” Hank tightened his grip around her shoulders, tucking her into his side. He tried to steer her back into the building but it was no use, the swarm of men had formed a circle. For the first time Cassie realized that a few of them held video recorders. These were the ones who seemed most determined to get an answer to their questions or at the very least a reaction of some sort. In the back of her mind she remembered hearing about this on some celebrity news show. How photographers would ask obnoxious questions in the hopes of getting a picture or sound bite that would fetch a higher price than a simple smile or a covered face. But knowing about the practice in the abstract was a far cry from actually experiencing it.

A man to her right shoved an eight-by-ten glossy in front of her face. It was grainy but she could still make out the two people in the photograph. Lovers, entwined in the grass along the banks of a pond. “Working on the next heir?” he asked.

“Where did you get that?” she rasped around the lump that had formed in her throat. But the words had no sooner left her mouth when she remembered a question she’d asked Hank the night before. Did you hear something? It sounded like a clicking noise.

A shiver ran across her skin. Someone had been there, lurking in the bushes or behind a tree, taking pictures of them. But before she could wrap her mind around why, one of the photographers asked a question she would have never expected.

“Does the palace know about your American girlfriend?”

Palace? The word was still ricocheting around her head when another reporter shouted something that stopped her cold.

“Prince Henry, over here!”

Cassie reared back to look at Hank, her mouth gaping. “Prince?”

Hank’s entire body tensed. “I can explain.” Someone sure as hell needed to, because at the moment nothing made any sense. But then she looked closer, past the anger and frustration that etched his face, to the bleak expression in his brown eyes. They weren’t warm and inviting, or sparkling with mischief. They were empty and ashamed, and in a rush of sudden clarity she knew with all certainty that everything about him had been a lie. The realization hit her like a physical blow and for a moment she felt as though she might be sick.

But then a man in a dark suit appeared at Hank’s side, speaking into a microphone barely visible at the end of his sleeve. “Extraction.”

Out of nowhere a fleet of SUVs appeared just as dozens of wedding guests burst through the entrance of the country club. Cassie hardly had time to process what was happening before Hank was hustled into one of the cars by three men in dark suits who looked just as intimidating as the first one.

A squeal of tires was followed by a cloud of dust and just like that he was gone.

Cassie stood frozen in place as she watched the red taillights of the black SUV disappear into the darkness. The flashes didn’t let up though. They popped one by one in front of her eyes until she felt as though she was standing in broad daylight with every feeling and emotion on display for all the world to see.

Emily’s cousins tried to form a human barrier between Cassie and the press, holding them back as the cameras surged closer and closer. A few photographers shouted her name, just as they’d done to Hank, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. It was the sight of her brother, standing at the door with his new bride by his side. His expression was one of anger and concern but the emotion she didn’t see written across his drawn features was shock or surprise. He knew . . . her brother knew all along.

Cassie’s heart raced and her face grew hot, too hot. The screaming questions and the whirling cameras began to fade as the sound of her own pulse began pounding in her ears.

Olivia was suddenly beside her. “Cole, get the car,” she shouted, although to Cassie the words sounded muffled. As if she was hearing them from underwater, which in a way was exactly how she felt.

Cole had his phone pressed to his ear. “Already on it.”

The next few minutes felt like they were happening to someone else. It was as if she was watching it all play out in slow motion on some television show. Cole’s driver steering the car up onto the sidewalk, blaring the horn as photographers dove out of the way. Cole opening the door for them and Olivia flipping the press the bird before following Cassie into the back seat.

“Should we take you back to the B and B?” Cole asked as he settled into the passenger seat. His voice was quiet and his tone grave.

Cassie looked over her shoulder as the mayhem in front of the country club grew more and more distant. How had this happened? One minute she was laughing and smiling and happier than she’d ever been in her life and then . . .

She squeezed her eyes shut but all she could see was the white flash of cameras. “No,” she finally said. If they’d been able to find her brother’s wedding reception then there was little doubt they’d found her hotel too. “Take me home.”

* * *

Hank shoved his bodyguard, but the man was a solid block of muscle and despite his best efforts he made little progress. “Get the fuck off me,” he grunted. Lack of bulletproof glass aside, the human shield was overkill. It was a pack of paparazzi, not an assassination attempt.

Clayton moved to the leather seat beside him. Hank righted himself then yanked hard on the end of his bow tie, freeing himself from its chokehold. “Turn the car around,” he barked at the driver. There was no way he was leaving Cassie to fend off those jackals alone.

“Keep driving,” Clayton said without missing a beat.

“What the bloody hell is going on?” Disregarding a direct order from a member of the royal family was unheard of, but to actually contradict one could be seen as treason. Unless of course it was a matter of life and death, which this was not. Clayton needed to stand the fuck down. Still, the man had covered for Hank, giving him the latitude and freedom he’d requested. The fact that the situation had exploded, and that there were pictures to prove it, meant they’d both catch hell from the queen upon their return. Only difference was, Hank was the prince. Worst that could happen to him was a lengthy lecture and a slap on the wrist. Clayton, on the other hand, faced consequences far worse. Hank would deal with that when the time came. Right now his only concern was Cassie. He couldn’t begin to imagine the anger and confusion she must have felt.

Hank took a deep breath through his nose in an attempt to reign in his temper. “Clayton, I realize I’ve put you in a terribly awkward position, but there was no need for all that.” He squared his shoulders. “Now turn the car around.”

“My apologies, Your Highness, but I can’t.”

“I can handle a few overzealous photographers, but I can’t leave her like that. They’ll eat her alive.” In the end she might still hate him for his deception, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do all he could to protect her.

“Your extraction had nothing to do with the press finding out about your trip.”

Hank’s fingers clenched into a fist. “So this is about Cassie?” If this was his grandmother’s latest attempt to control his life . . .

“No, sir,” Clayton said, “It’s not about Miss Miller.”

“Then what the fuck is going on?”

Clayton let out a heavy breath and for the first time Hank noticed that his eyes were red and his face was drawn. The realization made the hair on the back of Hank’s neck stand on end. He’d only seen that look one other time—when his father had given him the news that his mother had died.

“What is it, Clayton? What happened?”

“You’re needed at the palace immediately, Your Highness. There’s been an accident.”



Chapter Fifteen

Over two months had passed since Cassie had to be evacuated from her own brother’s wedding reception. Ten weeks to be exact, not that she was counting. At the time she swore she never wanted to see another reporter for as long as she lived, but when the Tribune asked if they could send someone from the Red Eye over to cover the newest addition to Millennium Park, she relented. And as her first day in business drew to a close, she was very happy with that decision because by all accounts, the grand opening of Sugar Rush was a smashing success. Even Cassie had to admit it, which given how much she’d been worrying about everything, was rather hard to accept. But despite a last-minute glitch with the computer system, a refrigerated case that conked out just as they opened the doors, and a young customer who decided it was best to lay on the floor and wail until his mother bought him the blue cupcake with the fondant teddy bear on top, things had gone remarkably well.

“That was amazing!” Olivia said, clearly riding the high of the day. That, or thanks to all the sampling she’d done, she was experiencing a literal sugar rush. “I think at one point there were about fifty people sitting under the umbrellas and they were all stuffing their faces with cake.” She sprayed the front of a display case with glass cleaner and wiped away the tiny fingerprints children had left as they’d pressed against the glass. Cassie had hired a small staff, but Olivia had insisted on pitching in for the opening. She’d been there all day and so had Cole, wearing a pink apron no less. Of course he wore a tie beneath his, but still.

“I think I should take my business partners out for a celebratory drink,” he said once the last table had been wiped down.

Olivia clapped her hands together. “Champagne, definitely champagne.”

“No rest for the weary, or the successful,” Cassie said, reaching behind her to untie her apron. “You should know that, Cole.”

“But we aren’t open tomorrow,” Olivia remind her. “It’s Sunday.” Originally Cassie had planned to be open seven days a week but Cole and Olivia had insisted on shutting the doors one day a week. Cassie worried about the loss of potential revenue from Sunday afternoon tourists but Olivia was more worried about her friend running herself into the ground. They’d argued about it for days until Cole had his marketing team gather statistics on Loop foot traffic. Only then did Cassie relent, at least until she felt comfortable turning her baby over to someone else for a day. Truth be told, a day off after the exhausting week they’d spent revving up for the opening—not to mention the sixteen hours they’d just spent on their feet—would have been a welcome respite. But on this particular Sunday at least, the day off was going to be spent catering a swanky event at the Palmer House.

“Ah yes, but I’ve got that massive order to deliver and set up so the champagne will have to wait.” She narrowed her eyes at Cole in a playful attempt to feign anger. “You ready to admit you’re behind that yet?”

He held up his hands in innocence. “I had nothing to do with it. I swear.”

“Uh-huh, so I just happened to land a massive order for the Meredith Vanderholden Grant Pediatric Cancer Institute by luck?” Not that Cassie was one to look a gift horse in the mouth, but she also wanted to succeed on her merits, not because Coleman Grant III pressured people into hiring her. An order of that size was unheard of for a shop that hadn’t even open yet. When she’d gotten the call four weeks ago, she wasn’t even sure she should accept it.

“As much as I’d like to take credit, my grandmother doesn’t consult me on anything to do with . . . well, anything.” Cole laughed. “In fact, I’d go so far as to say you got that contract not because of your association with me, but in spite of it.”

He had a point. While the battle for control of Grant Industries had ended, his relationship with his paternal grandmother was still as contentious as ever. Olivia had once told her Cole referred to her as a viper in pearls. The image alone was enough to make Cassie’s skin crawl. With any luck, she’d be in and out of the event long before the charity’s namesake arrived.

“You sure you want to help with this one?” she asked Olivia.

“No way I’m sending you off to your first catering event alone.”

“I’d be there myself if I wasn’t due in Beijing Monday morning.”

Cassie laughed. “Coleman Grant the Third setting up a cupcake tower while wearing that pink apron? Now that I’d pay money to see.”

He tried his best to act wounded. “Hey, I think I rocked this look quite well today, thank you very much.”

Olivia wrapped her arms around her husband’s waist. “I hate that you’re leaving.”

“Come with me,” he said. It wasn’t a request.

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t leave Cassie. Her assistant manager doesn’t start until next week, so right now I’m all she’s got.” That had been another point of contention. Cassie wanted to conserve the salary needed to hire an assistant manager by doing all of the work herself. Not only was it good for the bottom line, but Cassie wasn’t sure she was ready to delegate responsibility. For her it had always been a case of “If you want something done right, do it yourself.” But Olivia insisted she hire a second-in-command, even going so far as to threaten to take the job herself if Cassie didn’t fill the position. Faced with the choice of an environmental activist trying to pipe frosting and roll fondant versus someone who actually knew how to bake, she made the wise decision and began to hold interviews. She’d even found someone she actually liked but her procrastination cost her in terms of start date so for now at least, she was a one-woman show.

Cole let out a resigned breath. “Fine, but I can’t be held responsible for my actions after a week away from you.”

Olivia molded her body against his. “I’m counting on that. Might even hit La Perla before your return.”

“The slutty stuff in the back?”

“Oh yeah.” Olivia nipped Cole’s earlobe with her teeth and he groaned.

Cassie cleared her throat with an exaggerated cough. “Get a room,” she teased.

“Just any room?” Olivia asked. “Or did you mean that kind of room. You know, they don’t have to be red. That was just in—”

“And on that note . . . good night,” Cassie said with a laugh as she herded the two of them outside. With the door locked and the closed sign flipped over for the night, she turned to face her shop. Her shop. She’d been in constant motion since before the sun had come up, but there, in the peaceful tranquilly, the reality hit her. Her dream had come true. She had a cute little cupcake shop in the heart of one of the city’s most beautiful parks. It was exactly like she had envisioned as a child, right down to the pink awnings and the white chairs. In her head she knew she should be happy. If only her heart wasn’t somewhere on the other side of the Atlantic.

She’d done her best to push him out of her mind. Having the shop to concentrate on these last two months had been a godsend, but even that wasn’t enough. The first week was the worst. After flying home on Cole’s private jet, she’d gone into seclusion. The concern had been that paparazzi would be camped out at her apartment, but news of Prince Edgar’s accident kept the coverage of Henry’s American fling to a minimum. The international press was far more concerned with the fate of one of Europe’s most beloved rulers than they were about his son’s latest tryst. One benefit to having a wild weekend with a man who turned out to be the poster child for bad boy behavior, even the press knew you were a dime a dozen.

According to Olivia, the photos of her and Hank had barely survived one news cycle. Not that Cassie ever looked. But she’d asked Olivia to keep an eye on the internet, updating her on Prince Edgar’s condition. From what the news reported, Hank’s father had taken a nasty fall down a flight of stairs. It was a freak accident that left him in a coma for weeks. When he finally woke, the palace had assured the country, if not the world, that the prince’s doctors expected him to make a full recovery. In the meantime, his son Prince Henry was to assume all of his royal duties. Which is why Cassie avoided the internet like the plague. She didn’t search his name or set up Google alerts, and she certainly didn’t look at any paparazzi shots that would undoubtedly show him with a different girl each night. What would be the point of seeing photos of the man who broke your heart moving on as if you were nothing more than a weekend fling?

Weekend fling.

That was exactly what she’d planned on having in Georgia. But then she’d gone and fallen head over heels for the guy. Cassie knew she sucked at relationships, but it turned out she was even worse at casual sex.

Olivia had tried to convince her to call him, citing the dreaded c-word, “closure.” Honestly, was there a more annoying word in the entire English language? Closure didn’t fix anything. It didn’t dry your tears or fill the hollow ache inside your chest. When a relationship was over, it was over. All closure did was sign the death certificate.

And besides, it wasn’t exactly like Prince Henry William Arthur George was listed in the White Pages. And even if 1-800-Royalty was an option, what exactly was there to say? He basically took his own version of Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, except instead of taking a sick day, he took on a new identity. Cassie was merely collateral damage. Nothing about that needed to be explained.

* * *

The First Annual Meredith Vanderholden Grant Pediatric Cancer Symposium was an event designed to bring the world’s premier minds together with the world’s premier checkbooks. And what better way to thank researchers for their expertise and donors for the generosity than with a tower of cupcakes? Yeah, Cassie thought, Cole had absolutely pulled a few strings .

“When you talk to that husband of yours tell him thank you.”

Olivia set the last tray of cupcakes on the table. “For what?”

“For booking this gig. Even though it’s got nepotism written all over it.” She smiled. “I still appreciate the vote of confidence.” Not to mention the business. While the donors and doctors might be expecting more than cake when they wrapped up their afternoon of presentations, with any luck they’d enjoy the treat and maybe even take a business card or two home with them.

“First of all, it would only be nepotism if you were related to Cole.”

Cassie rolled her eyes. “I meant him and his grandmother.”

Olivia snorted. “That bitch wouldn’t lift a finger to help Cole or anyone he cared about. But I’m telling you, he had nothing to do with this.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious,” she said. “I swear on Cole’s cock neither of us did anything to get you this order.”

Whoa! On Cole’s cock? There wasn’t anyone in the world who loved Cole’s cock more than Olivia did, well, except maybe Cole. “Okay, okay,” she said, laughing. “I believe you.” And after that declaration she absolutely did. But it still didn’t explain how a brand-new business scored such a big order.

“Done.” Cassie stood back to admire her handiwork. “Now let’s go put our feet up. I have a bottle of Prosecco in the fridge and we can pick up Chinese on the way to my place.”

“Sounds perfect,” Olivia said, falling into step alongside her as they made their way back to the van. They were halfway through the lobby when she stopped short. “Umm, Cass?”

“Hmm?” Cassie turned to find her best friend staring at a sign mounted on a brass easel. She followed her gaze and froze.

THE MEREDITH VANDERHOLDEN GRANT PEDIATRIC SYMPOSIUM WELCOMES HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS PRINCE HENRY

Cassie’s pulse raced and her breath came in short, shallow gasps. He was there. Not just in the United States, but in Chicago. In that very hotel. Cassie had thought the security for the event had been a bit over the top for a bunch of eggheads talking about gene mutation and stem cells, but now the metal detectors and ID badges all made sense. It was all because of him.

Beneath the gilded lettering was a photograph of the prince himself. With a heavily adorned military uniform, slicked-back hair, and full beard, he looked nothing like the man she’d spent time with in Georgia. Still, there was something in his eyes that drew her to him and even though she knew she should just keep walking, Cassie found herself moving toward the photograph.

She stood, staring at it, lost in the memories of a time not so long ago, for what felt like an eternity.

“Are you going to talk to him?” Olivia whispered from beside her.

Cassie turned to meet her best friend’s gaze. Concern filled Olivia’s eyes. “What is there to say?”

“Obviously a lot according to him. Cass, the man flew halfway around the world to try to have a moment with you. Would it be so awful to hear him out?”

“He lied to me, Liv, not just about one thing, about everything. Nothing we shared was real, it was all some game to him. A double life with me as the punch line.”

For a moment Olivia’s shoulders sagged, but then she straightened and gave Cassie a look she knew all too well. It was the one that said she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“Listen to me. You were happier those few days than in the fifteen years I’ve known you. And believe me, I get why you want to cut and run, but I’ve also seen the tears in your eyes these last two months when you thought no one was watching. And I can see the battle you’re waging even now. You’re tense as hell but I bet your heart is racing too because part of you wants to go to him. Maybe to kiss him or maybe to slap him.” She gave her friend a small smile. “Lord knows that’s a reaction I’m familiar with,” she said, referencing the way she’d said she often felt about Cole. “But you can’t make that call looking at a picture. You owe it to yourself to see how you really feel.”

Olivia slipped her arm through Cassie’s and without another word pulled her toward the rear entrance of the ballroom. On the way they passed several men in dark suits with earpieces and microphones. Thanks to their credentials, the two women weren’t stopped or questioned, but the very presence of the imposing men was a reminder of how everything in Georgia had gone so horribly wrong.

“I can’t,” Cassie said, stopping a few feet shy of the ballroom. Behind the heavy doors she could hear the muffled voice of a speaker. “Besides, it’s already started. What if I open the door and everyone turns around to look at me?”

“Just a take a peek. Then if your gut still tells you to walk away, at least you’ll know for sure.”

Cassie took a deep breath, wiped her damp palms on the front of her apron, then eased the door open a tiny crack. All at once she knew she’d made a horrible mistake. She should have waited, prepared herself more, hell, even taken a deeper breath. After Georgia she had resigned herself to the fact that she’d never see him again. But there he was, on a stage at the far side of the ballroom. Like the rest of the men on the dais, he wore a simple dark suit. Cassie wasn’t sure why that surprised her. It’s not like she was expecting him to be in a crown and a fur-trimmed cape. But even without the benefit of royal accessories, Hank still stood out above the rest. There was almost an aura around him, a commanding presence she could feel from across the room. He looked so serious and self-composed, entirely unlike the man who had walked into the bakery with a crumpled map and a shy smile. His hair was a bit longer than it had been then, though he still wore it down, not slicked back like it was in the photo in the lobby. And while he hadn’t let his beard grow back, he had a bit of stubble on his jaw that made him appear dashing and mysterious at all once. The combination was devastating and too much for her already chaotic emotions.

The man at the microphone finished speaking and the auditorium erupted in a round of applause. A second man approached and shook his hand before addressing the crowd. He must have been one of the organizers of the event because his only order of business was to introduce the keynote speaker, Prince Henry William Arthur George.

Cassie pulled back, trying to make herself as inconspicuous as possible as she watched from behind the partially open door.

The prince took his time, entirely unaffected by the crowd that gave him a standing ovation for merely walking across a stage. When the clapping finally subsided, he began to speak. The sound of his voice cut through her like a double-edged sword.

“Ladies and gentleman, thank you so much for inviting me to what we all hope will be a world-changing event.” He stared down at the paper in front of him and his brow knit together as if considering his words. “As many of you know, cancer has had a profound effect on my life.” A deafening hush fell over the room as the prince paused. He waited a beat then cleared his throat before continuing. “My own mother was taken by this dreadful disease at a very young age, leaving a small lad without a mum and a grieving man without the love of his life.” His fingers curled around the edge of the podium. “This loss is not something I’ve ever talked about publicly, but I’ve spent a lot of time over the last few months thinking about something a friend told me. Cancer may take the ones we love, but they are never truly gone. Our love for them remains. And so do they, in the memories of those of us who loved them.”

Cassie’s mouth fell open. He was talking about her, quoting her, to a ballroom full of billionaires and brainiacs.

“Which is why I’ve established the Princess Sophia Grace Foundation,” he continued, “to work directly with cutting-edge cancer research centers, like this one, across the globe.”

Memories of the time they spent walking along the banks of a Georgia pond filled her mind. They’d shared a connection that night, bonding not only over a mutual loss, but in the comfort they found in sharing those emotions. At least she thought they had, but in hindsight she wasn’t so sure. Once back home, she’d replayed every moment they’d spent together through the eyes of someone who finally knew the whole story. Regardless of whatever name he’d called himself, Cassie hoped moments like those had been genuine and that the connection she’d felt was real. Judging by the story he’d just told the crowd, at least part of that was true.

Not that it mattered all that much. Everything they’d shared that night—all the emotions and intimacy—was tainted by the fact that someone else had been there, taking photographs of them that were then sold to the highest bidder. The sobering reality doused her like a bucket of cold water. She’d heard enough. Stepping back, she let the door close with a soft click.

“Mind if I take a rain check on that Prosecco?”

“Sure. We can do whatever you want.” The concern on Olivia’s face was visible even through the tears that now pooled in Cassie’s eyes.

“Right now I just want to be alone.” She untied her apron and handed it to Olivia along with her badge and the keys to the delivery van.

“Of course, but why don’t you let me come over? We don’t have to talk, we can just hang out. You can even make me watch Sixteen Candles for the hundredth time.”

As much as she appreciated the offer, not even Jake Ryan sitting in the middle of a dining room table could change the way Cassie was feeling. Because in real life a hot guy didn’t lean against a Porsche in front of your house. He rented one to take you out on the most romantic day of your life, only to rip the rug out from under you later that night.

“I’m fine Liv, I just need some air.” It was a lie and they both knew it, which is why Cassie didn’t wait to hear her friend’s reply. Instead she turned and headed toward the nearest door. She had no idea where she was going. All she knew is she had to put as much distance between her and Hank as possible.



Chapter Sixteen

The crowd erupted into a rousing applause far greater than any received by the previous speakers. Then again, the others hadn’t just pledged millions of dollars to both the Meredith Vanderholden Grant Pediatric Cancer Institute as well as the Lynn Sage Comprehensive Breast Center. Hank used the time to scan the room. Again. He’d been looking for her since the moment he’d been introduced to a group whose collective reaction could best be described as shock and awe.

Hank had insisted the foundation keep his attendance a secret until the day of the event. He blamed heightened security, but the truth of the matter was that part of him feared Cassie would send someone else if she knew he’d be there. Or worse, decline the job altogether. But Clayton assured him he’d seen the bakery truck in the loading dock. Surely she’d seen the sign in the lobby announcing his surprise appearance? There was no doubt she’d be done setting up by now. Cassie was nothing if not efficient. Hell, she’d probably had the van packed, checked, and rechecked hours before the scheduled delivery time.

A ghost of a smile curved his lips as he recalled finding her in the bakery just after dawn on her brother’s wedding day. She’d been so nervous, she’d baked enough sugar cookies to feed not only everyone attending the reception, but half the town as well. The way she’d looked, leaning over the counter with her hair in a sloppy twist and flour smudged on her crinkled nose, had been fucking adorable. But it was her smile that slayed him, lighting not only her face but her bright green eyes. Hank had never been a morning person, but he’d rise early every damn day if that was the look that would great him.

A now-familiar ache gripped his chest. He couldn’t even count the number of times he’d woken in the darkness and in his groggy state confused dreams with reality. Each time he’d reached across the mattress and each time his bed had been as empty as the rest of his life. But today, she was there. Granted, not in his bed, but at least in the same building. So if she was there, and she knew he was too, where the hell was she? Wasn’t she the least bit interested in seeing him, if for no other reason than to say her piece and maybe give him a well-deserved slap across the face? But as he searched the rows of faces in the crowded ballroom, the one he hoped to see above all others was nowhere to be found.

He wanted to think her absence wasn’t intentional. She’d seen the sign, and wanted to speak to him, but something had come up last minute that had caused a delay. But more likely she probably took off the moment she realized he was in the building. And could he blame her? That’s exactly what he’d done to her. It wasn’t what he’d wanted, but that didn’t change the reality. In a moment of utter chaos and confusion, she’d had the truth thrust at her along with a stack of photographs. It wasn’t just her trust that had been violated, but her privacy as well. He should have protected her, explained the situation and begged her forgiveness. Instead, he’d left her. What a fucking coward. While he had no choice but to fly home that night, ten weeks had passed since then. An explanation, not to mention an apology, was long overdue.

Meredith Grant crossed the stage with her hand outstretched. He knew the drill: fake smiles and empty compliments all for the sake of a donation and a photograph to share with the press and hang on the wall. Not today, Hank thought. The pomp and bullshit would have to wait.

He turned and hurried down the stairs on the opposite side of the stage. Clayton stepped forward the moment he saw him in motion.

“Your Highness?”

“Where is she?” He didn’t need to say more. Clayton knew exactly who he meant.

“Miss Miller and Mrs. Grant watched the start of your speech from the rear entrance.”

So she was there. And left. “And now?”

“Whereabouts unknown.” A muscle in Clayton’s jaw ticked. Whoever had been posted at that door had clearly dropped the ball, something Clayton would no doubt address after the event, but that didn’t help matters much now. “The van is still in the loading dock, however, so I have every reason to believe she’s still on site.”

Fuck. Hank ran a hand through his hair. He’d never find her running around the hotel, much less the city. But if the van was still there then she’d eventually be back. He just had to get there before she did, then he’d wait all night if that’s what it took.

“Which way?”

“Sir?”

“Which way is the van?”

“Through the kitchen is probably fastest.”. The words had no sooner left Clayton’s mouth when Hank caught sight of a waiter emerging through a set of doors with a carafe of coffee in each hand. Bingo.

“But, sir—”

Hank didn’t stick around long enough to hear the rest of what Clayton was going to say. In three long strides he was pushing through the double doors, much to the shock of not only his security detail, but the various waiters and kitchen staff as well. The place was a goddamn circus. No matter which way he looked, all he saw was a maze of stainless steel counters and metal frame dish racks that seemed to go on indefinitely. Did it really take all this to run a hotel? A woman in a tuxedo attempted an awkward curtsy while a man dressed in white bowed.

“Where is the loading dock?” he asked them. The woman stood completely still, her shock apparently rendering her not only motionless, but mute. The man managed to point his finger, but then recovered enough to ask for a photo. “Next time,” Hank said before dashing off in the direction the man had indicated. He could hear Clayton behind him, talking into the microphone at his wrist as he barked orders to the men stationed outside the hotel. When he turned the corner he nearly collided with a waiter carrying a tray of china teacups. The man leapt out of the way and although Hank cringed as he heard several cups crash to the ground, he didn’t slow down. He couldn’t, not if he had any hope of catching her.

His heart hammered inside his chest as he sprinted down the corridor, the illuminated exit sign leading the way, until he burst onto the loading dock. The Sugar Rush van was still there. The rear doors stood open, but when he rounded the back it wasn’t Cassie who was packing the last of the empty trays into the van.

“Olivia,” he said, out of breath.

She startled. “Hank.” At first she almost seemed happy to see him, but then her expression changed and her spine straightened. “I mean Henry.”

“Hank is fine.” Better than fine actually, it would be fucking perfect. If only it were true, then none of this would be happening. “Where is she?”

“She left.”

“Fuck,” he muttered, shoving his fingers though his hair and curling them into a fist. His eyes darted around the alley, searching blindly for an answer he knew deep down he wouldn’t find. Instead all he saw was brick and steel looming overhead, a few garbage bins lined up along the wall, and the head of his security detail standing motionless beside the exit door.

“So,” she said after a few uncomfortable moments of silence. “Twelve hundred cupcakes, huh? That’s a lot of baked goods just to break the ice. Not that I don’t appreciate the business, but maybe next time you could try sending roses like any other fuck-up?”

“I think it’s safe to say there won’t be a next time. She’s made her feelings abundantly clear.”

Olivia studied him for a beat, then relaxed her stance and softened her tone. “I’m sorry.”

Hank wasn’t sure if she was referring to her reaction to him or the fact that Cassie had bolted without so much as a “hello” or even a “fuck you,” but it really didn’t matter. Neither merited an apology. He sat down on the concrete steps and dropped his head into his hands. “No worse than I deserve,” he murmured. He was a bloody fool for thinking he stood a second chance with her. Maybe if he’d been able to explain things on his own terms, without being ambushed by the press and extracted by his security team, but certainly not after the way things went down.

“No, it’s not.”

His head snapped up. “You’re on my side?”

“I’m on Cassie’s side,” she clarified. She came to sit on the step beside him. “Something happened between the two of you down there. I know it was supposed to be a weekend fling, but I think we both know it turned into a hell of a lot more.”

He nodded. Part of him had known from the very first night that Cassie was different. That he was different than he was with her, and it had nothing to do with the name he went by. He should have told her the truth right then and there. But despite all the medals that hung from his military uniform, when it came to his emotions, Henry was far more of a coward than Hank. So instead of ending the pretense that might eventually destroy what they had, he hid behind it, living in the moment and pushing any unwelcome thoughts from his mind.

“For her sake,” she said, “I’d like to see you two have a chance.”

Hank realized that couldn’t have been easy for Cassie’s best friend to say. No doubt she’d heard quite a bit over the last ten weeks, the majority which was probably far from flattering. “I appreciate that, Olivia, more than you know.”

“Look, I’m not saying you’re not a total douchebag for letting her think you were just some bloke with a hot accent. Other people might be able to get past that and see it as just some sort of Prince and the Pauper crisis. But for Cassie it’s even worse than that. In her eyes you were leading a double life, which for her . . .” Olivia’s words trailed off. Her internal struggle was written all over her face. There was clearly more she wanted to say, but when she finally spoke it was a vague generality. “Let’s just say her family went through a rough time when she was growing up.”

“Yes, she told me about Clare.”

Olivia’s eyes grew wide. “She did?”

Hank nodded. Perhaps now that she knew Cassie had confided in him, she’d feel comfortable doing the same.

“That’s huge. And totally proves my point about the two of you. That’s not something she talks about. Like ever.”

Her gaze shifted briefly to where one of Clayton’s men was posted at the end of the driveway. “What else did she tell you about her family?”

“Mostly how her mum became extremely overprotective.”

“And her dad?”

“Not much really.” He thought back to their conversation. “All she said was that he’d had the opposite reaction.” She hadn’t explained what that meant exactly, and now that he mentioned it, Hank realized she’d changed the subject rather quickly after that.

Olivia took a deep breath and planted her hands on her knees. “After Clare died, Mrs. Miller started to really micromanage everything Cassie did. Big time. Her dad went the other direction. He disengaged. It was like one parent was so traumatized she had to hold on tight and the other was so afraid of loss he actually started to let go.”

Hank could understand that in the abstract. Protecting yourself from hurt by closing off was a standard defense mechanism. If he was honest, it was one he’d used himself at times. But for a father to behave that way toward his own child? “That must have been even worse than having her mum hovering about.”

“To be honest, I don’t think it really bothered her too much at first. I mean if one parent smothers you, it’s hard to be upset when the other gives you breathing room.” She turned to look at him and a profound sadness filled her hazel eyes. “But that detachment drove a wedge between her parents.”

“So they’re divorced now I take it?” The fact that Mr. Miller hadn’t been present at his son’s wedding wasn’t lost on Hank. Matthew had never said much about his dad when they were in school, but he never imagined they were on that poor of terms. Of course, there was also another explanation. “Or did he pass away?

“Oh no, he’s still very much alive and living with his new family.”

Hank’s lips pressed into a hard line. “I see.”

“It’s not just that he found someone else and had more kids. It’s that he did it while he was still married to Cassie’s mom.”

Fucking bastard.

“He’d been leading a double life for years by the time anyone found out about it.” Olivia lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Grief is different for everyone, and I guess that was how he dealt with his. But it left Cassie a mess.”

“I can’t even imagine.” Hank’s hands curled into fists at his sides. He wanted to hit something, but more than that he wanted to comfort the girl who’d suffered far too much loss and betrayal. Only problem was, he couldn’t ease her pain because in the end he’d only inflicted more of the same. “It’s a wonder she survived at all. Most people would have turned out a jaded pessimist.”

“Yeah, I know a few of those, even was one for a while. But Cassie is different. Her heart is so open and loving. That was her survival instinct. So instead of shutting down the way a lot of people would, she became obsessed with happy endings. Guess she needed the reassurance. She escaped into eighties rom-coms and started reading romance novels where she was guaranteed an HEA.”

Hank frowned. “HEA?”

“Happily Ever After,” Olivia explained. “Trust me, it’s a chick thing. You wouldn’t understand.” A wistful smile formed on her lips. “Hell, I didn’t either until recently.”

“No, I get it. Like a fairy tale. Except her prince turned out to be a frog, not the other way around.”

Olivia reached across the gap between them and placed her hand on his forearm. “The story doesn’t have to be over.”

The subtle lift in her voice sparked something deep inside his chest—hope. Was it possible their story wasn’t ending, but beginning? “Do you think?”

I think she’d be crazy not to at least hear you out. You’re all right.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “For a royal areshole.”

Clayton stood motionless behind her but Hank was fairly certain a hint of a smile tugged the corner of his lips.

Well-deserving insults aside, Olivia was right. Their story didn’t have be over. His father’s accident had kept him from going after Cassie at first, but he couldn’t hide behind that excuse anymore. If he wanted her, he had to grow a pair. Life was short—something he’d learned the hard way not once, but nearly twice. He’d lost his mother to a cruel disease, and he’d nearly lost his father as well. There was a bitter irony in the fact that he’d sacrificed his passion by giving up race cars, only to nearly die slipping down a flight of stairs, but there was a lesson there as well. He had to carpe the fuck out of that diem.

Hank straightened his spine. It was time to go get his girl.

He stood and brushed the dust from his hands. “Mind if I borrow the van?

“Um, yeah, sure.” A slight frown formed on her face. “Where are you going?”

He raised a brow.

“Right. Of course.” Olivia nodded. “Do you know how to get there?”

Hank grinned. “I’ve been lost for months, luv. But not anymore.” He snatched the keys out of her hand and winked. “And if I get turned around again, I know a lovely redhead I can ask for directions.”



Chapter Seventeen

Cassie flipped on the kitchen lights and began gathering the items required to make the perfect loaf of bread. Sugar Rush might have been a cupcake shop, but a miniature cake in need of intricate frosting wasn’t going to get her through the night. Neither was the bottle of Prosecco she’d planned to share with Olivia. No, this day called for something harder in both categories. She wanted a ball of dough to knead and pound accompanied by a drink that would make her forget the way she felt when she saw Hank. For that there was only one solution: bread and bourbon.

She was halfway through her second glass when she heard a knock on the front door of the shop. “Can’t people read?” she asked the empty kitchen. The sign out front clearly said CLOSED and if that wasn’t a big enough hint, the hours were posted on the door. Cassie could certainly sympathize with someone in need of a sugar fix, but did whomever it was really think that a light on in the back of the store meant the signs were all wrong? She pounded the heel of her hand into the stiff dough. Perhaps if she just ignored the knocking, whoever it was would take the hint and go away.

No such luck.

The knocking not only didn’t stop, it increased.

Fine. She wiped her hands on her apron then drained the squat glass of bourbon before making her way to the front of the shop.

“We’re closed,” she said, storming into the retail area fueled by aggravation and alcohol. She was ready to let the person have it, but when she rounded the display cases she came to an abrupt halt.

It was him. All the breath rushed from her lungs in one painful gust. He was there. At her new shop. Knocking on the door.

“May I please come in?” Even through the glass she could hear the thick tension in his voice.

Without thinking, she flipped the latch. It was almost exactly the same as the first time she’d met him, and yet completely different. Because while on the surface it might have appeared that the same man was walking into yet another bakery, he wasn’t the same at all.

He stepped inside and Cassie instinctively took a step back. She hadn’t been prepared for the sight of him at the hotel and she sure as hell wasn’t ready for him to be so close, standing right in front of her just as he did all those months ago. Up close he looked even more handsome than he had on the stage, but at the same time he looked absolutely awful.

“Hank,” she whispered. It was all she could manage. But then a spark of relief flashed through his eyes, reminding her that she’d misspoken. Squaring her shoulders she faced him head-on. “My bad. I guess I should call you Henry, or does it have to be Prince Henry? Should I curtsy or is a handshake okay?”

“I prefer Hank,” he said. A ghost of a smile played on his lips but it never reached his eyes. “And I’d rather a kiss, but even I know asking for one would make me a right cheeky bastard.”

They stared at each other in a heavy silence. Cassie didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even know what she hoped to hear. So instead she merely asked the first random question that popped into her mind. “How did you know I would be here?”

He shot her an indulgent look. “Where else would you be?”

She both loved and hated that he knew her so well.

“What do you want, Henry?” she asked, being sure to address him according to reality, and not the fantasy he’d conjured.

He blinked and his expression faltered. He studied her for a moment then gave a tight nod. “About the event . . .”

Panic filled her. “Was something wrong with the order?” Crap, perhaps she’d left too soon. “I checked and double-checked everything, but if there was a mistake—”

“No, no everything was fine,” he reassured her. “Perfect actually.” His brows lifted. “Oh, but here’s your keys,” he said, handing her a set of keys attached to a ring with a neon pink cupcake charm. When he did, his fingers brushed the palm of her hand, igniting a spark she’d been trying for two months to extinguish. “I parked the van in one of the spots that said the store name.”

She tucked the keys into the pocket of her apron. “What about the event then?”

“You didn’t stay.

“I had things to do back here.”

He glanced over her shoulder to the counter behind her. She followed his gaze knowing full well the bottle of bourbon and circle of dough didn’t look like the workings of a woman with a long to-do list. But he let it go.

“Did you watch any of the speeches?” he asked.

She wanted to tell him how amazing it was that he was funding cancer research, and more than that, how proud she was of him for opening up and sharing a bit of his emotions. After a lifetime of stoic silence, that couldn’t have been easy for him. But she was nothing if not stubborn, so instead she merely lifted her chin and said, “I saw enough.”

“But you left before I could speak to you, which sort of defeats the purpose of flying to Chicago. I tried to catch you in the loading dock, but Olivia said you’d already left.”

So that would explain the keys. “I thought you were here for the symposium?” she asked, not giving him an inch. If he had something to say then he was going to have to man up and say it, then be on his way.

“I didn’t need to fly five thousand miles to make a donation. Generally I just write a check. I’m here for you,” he said. “The whole thing was so we could have a chance to talk.” He had the decency to look ashamed. “So I could apologize.”

“You could have called.”

“I wanted to, believe me, but after the plane landed—”

“How’s your father doing?” she blurted out.

“Much better. Thank you for asking.”

In truth, she should have asked sooner. Her mother raised her better than that and asshole or not, his only remaining parent had nearly died. Only a heartless bitch would ignore that. Then again, she did have more bourbon in her body than food.

“It was touchy there for a bit, but they expect he’ll make a full recovery. In the meantime, I’ve assumed all of his official duties.”

This wasn’t new information thanks to Olivia’s updates, but there was no need for Hank to know that. So instead she merely gave a small nod. “Must keep you very busy.”

“It does. But that’s no excuse for not calling. It’s just . . .”

She waited, letting him dangle.

“Every time I picked up the phone I found myself at a loss for words.”

It was hard to imagine the man she’d seen commanding the ballroom at the Palmer House at a loss for words. And yet there was something utterly broken about him now. The light in his eyes was gone and in its place was something dull and flat. His jaw was tight and his lips were pale.

“I thought in person would be better,” he said.

“You know most men would just ask to see me, not place a catering order for twelve hundred cupcakes.”

“Right, right. But you see that’s the thing, I’m not like most men. The women I meet are all candidates, either bred to marry royalty or hoping to snag a tiara. I’m not trying to play the victim here, I know I’m extremely fortunate in many regards. Hell, nearly all. But underneath I’m—”

“Is this the part where you tell me you’re just a boy standing in front of a girl?”

Henry frowned. “What?”

Cassie dismissed his question with a shake of her head. “Never mind. Look, I get that you just wanted to take a break, have your own version of The Prince and Me,” she said, referencing what up until recently had been one of her favorite rom-coms. “But what was just a lark for you was real to me. I fell for you, in a way I didn’t think was possible in such a short time, and now I’m finally starting to feel like myself again and here you are looking all”—she waved her hand through the air, trying to pull the right adjective from her bourbon-buzzed mind—“all . . . you.”

He glanced down at his designer suit. “I don’t always dress like this.”

No, she thought, sometimes you wear medals and mantles and crowns covered in jewels.

“Do you think any of that matters to me?” she asked. “I don’t need sports cars and haylofts turned into bedrooms. I was just as happy sitting with you in the grass. For me it’s not about the clothes or the crown or anything else. It’s about the man who stopped to ask directions and quite literally swept me off my feet. It’s the way we talked for hours about everything and nothing and the way you kissed me that made my toes curl and the way I wanted to be more with you, do more. You made me want to do things I’d only read about in books, and not just the naughty stuff, but the adventures. I wanted all that with you. I trusted you with my body, Hank, but more important, with my heart.”

The sound of that name on her lips—the one she called him when he was in fact just a boy and she was the girl falling for him—caused a lump to form in her throat. She swallowed hard. “Maybe the joke’s on me for letting you in so quickly, but how does the expression go? ‘Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me’?” She inhaled through her nose, willing her voice to remain level. When she spoke, her tone was quiet but resolute. “I can’t be your fool again, Henry. I don’t think I would survive the next time.”

He took a small step forward, his eyes searching hers. But instead of giving him the reaction she knew he hoped for, Cassie looked down, blindly studying the pattern of black-and-white tiles that stretched across the floor.

After a long beat of silence, Hank let out a resigned breath. “Right, well, I guess there’s really nothing left to say except I’m sorry. And I am, Cassie, with all my heart.” She watched his shoes as he turned toward the door then stopped. “Actually there is one more thing. Don’t be mad at your brother. He didn’t have anything to do with my plan and once he found out about it he not only wanted my hide, he insisted that I tell you the truth immediately. He warned me that no matter how well intentioned, my deceit would play out badly, which is exactly what happened. I should have listened to him, but I was greedy and I wanted more time with you and now it’s cost me the only woman I have ever truly loved.”

She didn’t look up, she couldn’t. Because if she did, she knew she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from running into his arms. So instead she turned her back to hide the tears that stung her eyes.

The door closed on a soft click that echoed much louder inside her head. Enough, she thought. She was standing in her bakery. Her bakery. Opening day had been a success and so had their first catered event. No man was going to ruin that for her.

She needed a distraction. With a steely resolve Cassie marched back into the kitchen, yanked her favorite cookbook off one of the shelves, and slammed it down on the stainless steel workstation. It was time to refocus on what truly mattered, not some stupid boy with his stupid smile and his stupid dimples. But no matter how many times she flipped through the well-worn pages, she couldn’t get the look on his face out of her mind. She closed her eyes, but that only made it easier to picture his expression fading from hope to despair. What was wrong with her? He’d broken her heart, not the other way around. And then he had the nerve to fly halfway around the word to tell her she was the only woman he ever loved. Was that true or was it just another lie because for the first time in his privileged life the prince couldn’t have what he wanted? Finding out would put too much on the line. She couldn’t take the chance. But that didn’t make the ache inside her chest hurt any less.

Her shoulders sagged as she let herself imagine a reality where Hank actually existed. One where the two of them were able to explore what began on that steamy night in Georgia. The tears fell freely as she indulged the memories that could have been only the beginning, until a tap on the door behind her startled her back to reality.

Hank. Her heart raced, but when she turned around it wasn’t Hank standing at the back door of the bakery, but her brother.

She unlocked the door and swung it open. “If you’re looking for your partner in crime, he just left.” She and her brother had never really talked about what had happened in Georgia. Cassie had gone into hiding and Matthew had gone on his honeymoon. By the time he was back two weeks later, the last thing she wanted to do was revisit the topic. And besides, talking to your brother about how his college friend seduced you then broke your heart wasn’t exactly the kind of conversation Cassie wanted to have. Ever.

“I didn’t even know he was in town until he stopped by my place.”

Cassie found that hard to believe. Then again, for the trip to have remained a secret the inner circle had to have been pretty tight. “When?”

“Huh?”

“When did he stop by?”

“This afternoon. Between the airport and the hotel.” He shook his head. “The motorcade took up half the block. Our neighbors are going to be whispering about it for weeks.”

“A heads-up would’ve been nice.” She fixed her brother with a hard glare. “Guess he talked you into keeping another secret.”

Matthew took his Cubs hat off, ran a hand through his hair, then placed it back on his head. “It’s not like that. He fucked up and he knows it. All he wanted was a chance to apologize in person. You’re about as stubborn as they come, sis. If I’d have told you he was going to be there you probably wouldn’t have even gone.”

He was right about that, but still.

“It was a shit thing to do not telling you who he was. But to be fair, when he came up with the idea it wasn’t out of some desire to deceive people. He said he just wanted to keep a low profile.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you went along with it.”

“I know. When I found out, I was ready to throttle him,” he said, echoing what Hank had said not a half hour before. “But he really liked you. And he wasn’t just saying it to cover for having hooked up with my sister.” Matthew made a face like he tasted something foul. “I’ve known the guy for years and I’ve never seen him so whipped. He was smitten, like totally gone.”

A tiny bit of satisfaction seeped in between the layers of anger and hurt. “Wouldn’t that have been all the more reason to tell me who he really was?”

“That’s what I told him. But he kept going on about needing more time and wanting to get to know you better first.”

“Before he trusted me with the truth?”

“You’ve got it backwards. He wanted you to know him better before he blew it all up.” His mouth twisted and he shrugged. “Guess he thought telling you the truth would scare you off.”

“Yeah right.” She snorted. “As if revealing he’s a prince would have been a huge turn off.”

“No, but revealing his deception would have shut things down pretty fast. And I wouldn’t be so quick to assume that royalty is a walk in the park.”

“More like a ride through the park in a gold-tipped carriage.”

“All that pomp and circumstance comes with a price, you know? For starters, he always has to wonder if people like him or the crown. His entire life is up for public consumption and critique. I don’t know about you, but I sure as hell wouldn’t want my every move analyzed and discussed everywhere from Parliament to the local pubs. Paparazzi hound him for pictures, acquaintances ask him for favors. And the women?” Matthew shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe what some of them are willing to do to get the heir to the throne in their bed.”

“I don’t think I want to know.” The thought of Hank in bed with another woman caused a burning sensation in the pit of Cassie’s belly. Or maybe it was the bourbon. Whatever possessed her to shotgun that last glass?

“My point is, can you really blame the guy for wanting a weekend of normal?”

Cassie poked at the floor with the toe of her gym shoe. “He still should have told me.”

“Yes, he should have. But he didn’t and life goes on and now all that’s left is to determine if the punishment fits the crime. Only you can answer that. But Cass?” Her brother waited until she looked up. When she did his eyes were full of the kind of understanding only a sibling could share. “He’s not Dad.”

Her brother’s words hit her like a punch to the gut. Was that what she was doing, punishing Hank for her father’s crimes? A heavy silence hung in the air until Matthew finally spoke again. “Hank wasn’t trying to lead a double life. He just wanted a chance to be himself.”

“Don’t you mean Henry?”

Matthew smiled. “No, I mean Hank.” He glanced around as though realizing where he was for the first time. “The place looks great. Sorry we missed the opening.”

“Thanks. And it’s okay. Emily couldn’t very well have missed being a godmother. I’m pretty sure her sister would have disowned her for that one.”

He nodded. “True.”

“You two should come by on your lunch tomorrow.” She gave him a teasing grin. “But only she gets the family discount. I’m still mad at you.”

He chuckled. “Fair enough. And sounds like a plan.” His brows pulled together. “Oh wait, tomorrow’s no good,” he said as though he just remembered a conflict. Cassie had known her brother her entire life. He might have been a whiz when it came to finance but he was a terrible actor. “I’m taking a client to a polo match out in Oak Brook tomorrow morning. Rumor has it some royal tight-ass will be playing for charity before he jets back home, which means traffic will totally suck even worse than when Obama comes to town. Bet it’s sold out now too, thanks to all the hype.” He shook his head. “Good thing I already have my ticket.” Matthew reached onto the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a large, laminated ticket. He studied it for a few seconds, then looked at the row of leftover cupcakes in the glass refrigerator and asked, “Mind if a take a sample home for Em?”

“Um, sure,” Cassie said. “Take one for you too.” She packaged two of what she knew were their favorites in a pink cardboard box and handed them to her brother.

“Thanks, Squirt.” He leaned forward and planted a kiss on the crown of her head. “You’re not too bad as far as sisters go.”

He turned away and as he did, the paper he’d been holding slipped to the ground.

“Matty,” Cassie said, bending to pick it up. “You dropped your ticket.”

“Well ain’t that a shame,” he said, already digging into the cardboard box as he strolled out the door.



Chapter Eighteen

According to fairy tale lore, a princess was guaranteed a sleepless night if a pea was placed beneath twenty mattresses and twenty featherbeds. Well Hans Christian Anderson missed the mark as far as Cassie was concerned. That wimpy princess had it easy. A pea was nothing compared to trying to sleep with a ticket to a royal polo match sitting on the nightstand.

Cassie tossed and turned all night, replaying every conversation, every look, and every touch. Was it possible that what they’d felt was real? After a thorough review, she began to realize that the details Hank had shared with her could have all been seen as true, just taken out of context. After all, he was expected to go into the family business, and the country they ruled certainly did their fair share of importing and exporting. So technically speaking, that wasn’t a lie. Neither was what he told her about his parents or his mother’s illness.

As she stared at the ceiling, she kept hearing the announcer from the reruns of the cop show her grandpa used to watch when she was a little girl. “Ladies and gentlemen: the story you are about to hear is true. Only the names have been changed to protect the innocent.” Could the words spoken at the start of every Dragnet episode apply to their situation as well? Was her brother right, was Henry being his true self during the time he called himself Hank? And if he was, did that mean his feelings for her were genuine as well?

By the time the sun came up she’d reached the only logical conclusion. She was an idiot. Despite having the weight of a nation on his shoulders, the man she loved had flown halfway around the world to beg her forgiveness and she’d sent him away, hat in hand. Make that crown in hand. But the end result was the same.

The man she loved. The thought had come to her so naturally, it took a moment for it to actually sink in. Once it did, she bolted upright, throwing back the duvet before flying out of bed.

She had to talk to him before he left. She started left, then right, in a move Olivia would have described as a chicken with its head cut off. Think, Cassie. She looked at the clock on the nightstand, and when she did the ticket her brother had left on the floor of her shop caught her eye. Subtlety was never Matthew’s strong suit but his heart was in the right place and thank God for that because at the moment that shiny pass was her ticket to Hank. Or Henry. Whoever, she thought. All that mattered was getting to the polo field.

For that she’d need a car and since there wasn’t time to rent one, she had to settle for the Sugar Rush van. She showered and dressed, opting for a cap-sleeve A-line dress with wide pastel stripes. She had no idea what one wore to a polo match but she imagined it was a bit highbrow, rather like the Kentucky Derby minus the hats. Shit, did she need a hat? Either way, there wasn’t time to find one so she settled for loose curls with one side pulled back in a mother-of-pearl clip. A bit of mascara and a dab of lip glass and she was ready to roll. But when she slid behind the wheel of the van, she was overcome with the realization that the last person to drive it was Hank. She ran her fingers along the edge of the seat, picturing him there. A delivery van with SUGAR RUSH written in enormous pink letters was a far cry from a silver Porsche 911, and even that was probably a far cry from whatever he used to zip around town back home. The thought of him maneuvering Chicago traffic in this monster made her smile. He did it all for her, in the hopes that he could apologize and earn a second chance. And she’d sent him away without so much as a goodbye. Her smile faded. He must think her a heartless bitch.

Cassie pulled out into the gridlock of downtown Chicago and laid on the horn, urging a tourist in a rented Hyundai to switch lanes. After a few daredevil moves that earned her a few middle-finger salutes, she was on the five-lane highway that would take her to Hank. She was halfway to the suburbs before she realized she had one small problem. She might have had a ticket to the event, but how in the world was she going to get close enough to get the attention of a prince? If she could find that one security guard who always seemed to be at his side then maybe, but that was a long shot. She needed a back-up plan.

Inspiration hit her like a pie in the face, or in this case a cupcake. When she reached the polo grounds she bypassed the main parking lot and, following the signs for deliveries, pulled around to the rear of the tents instead. A man with a clipboard waved for her to roll down her window.

“Credentials?”

She looked around the van until her gaze fell on her apron and ID badge still sitting on the passenger seat from the night before. She handed him the badge, slipping the apron loop over her head as she waited for his reaction. It didn’t take long.

“This is from yesterday,” he said.

“That’s right.” She sat a little taller in her seat. “The prince personally requested I cater the event at the Palmer House yesterday and he liked it so much he asked me to do the same today.”

The man flipped through the pages of paper attached to his clipboard. “I don’t have any instructions about a catering order.”

“I totally understand,” she said, doing her best to convey wide-eyed innocence. “I’d just hate to be the one responsible for depriving Prince Henry of his favorite red velvet cupcakes. I imagine he’ll be pretty hungry when he comes off the field.”

Another man circled the van with a mirror attached to a long stick. When he was done he gave the man at the window a nod. “All clear.”

Clipboard man wiped beads of sweat from his brow. “Check the back,” he told mirror man.

A moment later the doors of the van swung open. Cassie watched in the rearview mirror as the second guard lifted the lid of the two oversized cardboard boxes and took a sniff. Please don’t taste one, she thought. They night have looked delicious, but they were probably hard as a rock after a night in the hot van.

“Just a bunch of red velvet cupcakes.”

An extra-sweet smile stretched across Cassie’s face. “See,” she said. “Nothing dangerous here. Unless of course you count the calories, then they’re downright deadly,” she added with a nervous laugh.

The man narrowed his eyes at her. “All right, but just to the catering tent.” He lifted a walkie-talkie to his mouth. “I’ve got a bakery delivery coming your way, no further access.”

Crap. She was in, but her box of cupcakes was only going to get her so far. And if that wasn’t bad enough . . .

“You better hurry,” the guard said. “The prince played in the first match.” He turned his head and squinted toward the field where a man in a bright red jersey galloped past a grandstand, swinging his mallet to the delight of the crowd. “Which is almost over. And he’s leaving right after the press conference.”

Double crap. Cassie drew a deep breath through her nose as she eased the van into a spot close to the main tent. Don’t panic, she thought. One step at a time .

Once parked, she grabbed one of the bright pink boxes and after getting the green light from the security guard stationed at the back, ducked between two of the tent’s white flaps. Inside was a reception area with several round tables surrounded by chairs, and along the edge was a catered buffet with finger sandwiches and an assortment of fruits.

“Thank God,” a woman said. She had hair about the same color as Cassie’s, but instead of being a curly mess, hers was swept up in a tidy French twist. “I mean, I get that fruit is healthy and all that but honestly, unless it’s dipped in chocolate, I don’t see how they can pass it off as a dessert.” Her eyes grew wide as she drew closer. “Oooooh, and from that new bakery in Millennium Park. Saw something about that on Windy City Live.” Another perk of having Cole as a business partner was the stake he owned in the local television station. To say they’d had their fair share of media coverage was putting it mildly.

“I just need a minute to set up.” Cassie hadn’t planned on putting the cupcakes out on display. They were merely a prop to get her in the door. With any luck the woman would be long gone before she had to actually serve them.

“Mind if I sneak one really quick? I have to be in the press tent by the time this match ends.”

So much for luck.

“Um, sure.” Wait, did she say press? Cassie’s gaze dropped to the credentials clipped to the woman’s sweater. Seemed Lady Luck was smiling after all. The press tent was her best chance to catch Hank’s eye—it wasn’t like she could just run out onto the field—and the woman in front of her was wearing the ticket she needed right on her chest. “So you’re writing about the match?”

The woman nodded as she dug into the box of cake. “Truthfully, I was bored to tears when they gave me this assignment, but then they announced last night that Prince Henry would be playing. Talk about eye candy. And a real-life prince, can you believe it?” She made a little squeaking sound, although Cassie wasn’t sure if it was in reaction to Hank or the sight of the cupcake.

“Yeah, it’s pretty amazing.” Cassie agreed with no enthusiasm in her voice whatsoever. Not that her new reporter friend seemed to notice. She was far too busy drooling over both a prince and red velvet cake to pay her much attention.

“Wonder if he’s single?” she asked, then laughed. “And more important, how would he feel about having a torrid affair with an American journalist.” The woman set her stale cupcake on the table and shimmied out of her pale yellow sweater. “Can’t get crumbs on this. Hoping to get a moment with HRH later.”

“HRH?” Cassie made her way to the end of the catering table where a silver service of coffee and tea had been arranged and placed the box on the floor. She waited until the woman had her back turned before quickly kicking the box under the tablecloth. Last thing she needed was anyone else sampling her day-old cupcakes. Bad enough a reporter was. Hopefully she didn’t pull double duty as a food critic.

“His Royal Highness.” Reporter lady looked over her shoulder and grinned. “More like His Royal Hotness though, am I right?”

Dear Lord, this was not happening. She was trapped by an overgrown fangirl when what she needed was to get the hell out of Dodge and figure out a way to get her own moment with HRH.

The reporter peeled back the wrapper on her red velvet cupcake and was about to take a bite when her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and cringed. “My editor.” She set the cupcake back on the table and picked up her phone. “Hello?” A moment later she plugged her finger into her other ear. “What? No, that’s not what PR said when we arrived. Hold on, the reception in here is terrible,” she said before ducking through the flaps of the tent.

An announcement was made in the next tent, advising those assembled that the prince would be posing for photos with the event organizers, but not answering any questions. Shit. It was now or never. Cassie pulled the apron over her head and ditched it under the table alongside the cupcakes. She moved swiftly, never breaking stride as she snagged the young woman’s sweater off the back of a chair. She’d already lied her ass off at the gate, so what was a little wardrobe theft to go along with it? In for a penny, in for a pound. She snorted to herself, more like in for a penny, in for hard time. But she couldn’t let herself think about the number of laws she was breaking or any of their consequences. Part of her felt bad for ruining the woman’s attempts to get a moment with Prince Henry, although another part knew her motives were driven less about trying to score an interview and more about just trying to score. Cassie knew she sounded like a crazy jealous girlfriend but all was fair in love and war and this was undoubtedly a love emergency. Still, stealing her credentials, not to mention her sweater, wasn’t very nice. If all went as she hoped, she’d appease her guilty consciousness be sending it all back to her along with a dozen cupcakes. For now there was only one thing on her mind—finding Hank.

She slipped through the flaps to the connecting tent. To her great relief the security guard didn’t look too closely at the photograph on her stolen credentials. Red hair was about all Cassie had in common with her reporter friend. Well, that, and an appreciation for His Royal Hotness. Instinctively she sought him out. He wasn’t hard to find seeing as how he was the center of attention. A warmth spread through Cassie’s body that had nothing to do with the humidity or her newly acquired sweater and everything to do with the way Hank looked in his snug-fitting riding pants. Holy moly, what she wouldn’t give to peel him out of those.

Stand down lady parts, he has to notice me first.

Cassie swiped a pen and paper off a table in the rear of the room and took her place alongside the other journalists crammed into the small tent. Clearly the organizers hadn’t been anticipating such a large turnout when they planned the event. But then a handsome prince announced not only his attendance, but participation, and now the place was packed with members of the press. There were dozens of them, all poised with either cameras, video equipment, or digital recorders, and looking far more official than she did with her tiny notepad. Not that she was even pretending to use it to take notes. How could she when her eyes were glued to the stage in front of her? She watched as Prince Henry posed for photographs in front of a silver cup that looked to be a miniature version of the one hockey players hoisted over their heads. But while his teammates from the charity invite all basked in the glow of their victory, the prince looked distant and withdrawn. He stared blindly at the cameras directly in front of him, not even bothering to look at anything else in the room. At this rate she didn’t stand a chance at catching his attention.

But then someone jockeying for a better position got his leg caught on the strap of someone else’s camera bag and the next thing Cassie knew both men tumbled into the row of chairs in front of them. No one was hurt but the commotion was enough to catch the attention of the athletes on stage.

“Don’t hurt yourselves gents,” one of the players teased. “I’ll be here all day.”

A rumble of laughter rolled through the crowd, but while Prince Henry’s gaze shifted to the site of the commotion, his expression remained impassive.

Now or never, she thought, lifting her hand in a small wave. It was subtle, but it was enough.

He was turning back to the emcee of the event when he saw her. His entire body stilled and his eyes narrowed in an incredulous look. Two, four, six seconds past. It was barely the span of a few breaths but it was enough for panic to take hold of Cassie’s heart. What if her gesture was too little, too late?

But then the tension in his frame eased and he smiled like he’d won the lottery, the Super Bowl, and the World Series all at once.

Hank whispered something in the ear of the emcee that caused the man’s eyebrows to shoot up and a wide grin to stretch across his face. “His Majesty has graciously agreed to take a few questions,” he said into the microphone.

“Prince Henry!” they all seemed to shout at once.

The man ignored the more vocal group in the back and instead pointed to a gray-haired journalist in the front row.

“How would you compare this visit to Chicago with the trip you took to Georgia several months ago?”

“We have better pizza,” one of his teammates said, causing another ripple of quiet laughter.

The prince stepped up to the microphone. “Your city’s pizza is more like a casserole, Frank,” he said to the delight of the crowd. “Although as impressive as the food is in Chicago, Georgia will always hold a special place in my heart.”

Reporters frantically raised their hands. The emcee pointed to a man with round spectacles and a bow tie. He stood and began to speak, but Hank cut him off with a raised hand.

“One moment, please,” he said, silencing the room. “I believe the young lady in the yellow sweater has a follow-up question.”

A frown knit Cassie’s brow. Young lady in the yellow sweater? She glanced around before finally realizing that she was the woman he was referring to. “I do?” she asked in a pitch that was far higher than it should have been.

Mischief lit Hank’s eyes. “Yes, weren’t you about to ask me why Georgia will always be close to my heart?”

She flipped through the notepad she held in her hands. “Ah yes,” she said, as though she’d just found what she was looking for on one of the blank pages. She straightened her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Prince Henry,” she said, with as much formality as she could muster, “why will Georgia always be so close to your heart?”

“While I have enjoyed the hospitality of this fair city, particularly the aforementioned brick of cheese and something called a dipped beef”—he flashed a smile that unleashed the royal dimple—“there was a lovely bakery in Madison that will be hard for anyone to top.”

Cassie was pretty sure she heard the word “redhead” whispered behind her, but worrying that some clever reporters were putting the pieces of the puzzle together was the furthest thing from her mind. This moment was about her and Hank. As far as she was concerned, they were the only two people in the room.

“There are a few bakeries in Chicago that might be just as good.” Her teeth nipped her bottom lip as she met his cheeky smile with one of her own. “Maybe better.”

Hank rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “Oh, I don’t know about that—this particular bakery was outstanding.” He looked right at her and winked. “One in a million.”

The crowd began to buzz as the reporters’ heads swiveled back and forth between them as if they were watching a tennis match.

“Well there’s a new place in town, just opened actually. You might find something to your liking there.”

“I was planning to head home this afternoon, but if you think there is an establishment that might catch my fancy, perhaps I should reconsider my plans.”

“Something tells me it just might. At least I hope so.” She grinned. “Although before you change your plans you might want to try a taste.”

Hank’s eyes darkened but he didn’t reply. Instead he took two long strides then leapt from the stage, blowing past security as the press scrambled to clear a path. He came to a stop in front of her but before she could even process what was happening, his arms were around her, hauling her against him as his mouth claimed hers in a deep, possessive kiss.

All around them cameras whirled and flashed, much as they had on that balmy Georgia night. But instead of feeling frightened or violated, Cassie felt safe and loved. Cameras or not, she was right where she belonged.

“We have an audience,” she said when he finally broke their kiss.

He rested his forehead against hers. “I’m aware.”

“So much for low profile,” she said and they both laughed. “This is your life, huh?”

“I’m afraid so.” He sighed. “Do you think you could fancy a prince?”

“I don’t know,” she teased. “It seems like you come with a lot of hoopla.”

He grimaced. “True, and I must warn you, luv. I still live at home.”

She rolled her eyes. “At twenty-nine? Loser.”

He lowered his mouth to hers again and she felt his smile against her lips. “There are a few perks as well.”

“Is that so?”

“Mmm-hmm, I have a plane. And a stable full of horses,” he said between sweet kisses. “And don’t forget the fancy crown.”

She reared back to look at him and his brown eyes met hers. They weren’t flat and dull like the day before, but bright and clear and full of life. And then his lips turned up in a smile that was shy and sexy all at once. Cassie knew without question it was the sort of smile that meant nothing but trouble. The kind that got him whatever he wanted. The kind that was absolutely irresistible. And somewhere deep down she already knew that nothing would make her happier than to see that smile for the rest of her life.

“I fell in love with you when I thought you were just a man with a sexy accent and a bad sense of direction,” she said. “Everything else is just icing on the cake.”

THE END
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