
		
			
				
					[image: 9781488013652.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				To kiss a royal

				As Grand Serenity’s goodwill ambassador, Princess Samantha DeSaunters lives a dazzling, high-profile life. Her own romantic dreams come second to her devotion to her island realm. Until she impulsively kisses a sexy stranger at a political gala. Now the reticent royal can’t get enough of Garrison Montgomery, the former soldier hired to keep her and the throne safe. But who’ll protect Sam from yearning to turn their mock courtship into the real thing?

				In the Caribbean to run security for the ruling family, Gary instead finds himself caught up in a sizzling forbidden affair that could sabotage his mission. As he and Sam share passionate secret nights that make him forget about his past, the threat against the DeSaunterses escalates. Can Gary protect Sam from the enemies out to destroy the crown and hold on to the chance at happily-ever-after with his princess?

			

		

	
		
			
				She held his gaze.

				“Are you looking for love, Gary? Is that what you want out of life now that you’re no longer in the army?”

				“No,” he immediately replied. “I’m not looking for anything. I’m content with what I have.”

				She took a few seconds before finally nodding and saying, “Yeah, me, too.”

				He waited a beat, wondering what was happening now. He’d shared things about his past with her and she’d done the same. He now looked at her differently, and felt as if something had definitely changed between them.

				He stood abruptly, rubbing his palms down the front of his pants. “I should go.”

				She looked up at him, confusion clear in her gaze. He wondered if she was feeling as weird about what was happening between them as he was. Or maybe she just thought he was the crazy one. Whatever was going through her mind, Gary would have never expected what happened next.

				Sam stood then as well, stepping close to him and placing her hand on his chest. “No, you should stay.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				We’re back in Grand Serenity, but this time it’s Princess Samantha who finds her true love. I enjoy writing about opposites that instantly attract, and for Sam and Gary, this is exactly what happens! There’s lots of bonding in this story—between Sam and Gary, Sam and Landry and even Sam and her father, Prince Rafe. So there were many feel-good moments leading up to the second royal wedding.

				I also had an opportunity to toss in a bit of my hometown culture when Gary brings Sam back to Cambridge, Maryland. I really hope you enjoy this second installment in the Royal Weddings trilogy, as I had such a great time writing this story.

				Happy reading,

				A.C.
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				To all those daring enough to change.

				“I can’t go back to yesterday
because I was a different person then.”
—Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland
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				Chapter 1

				His lips were hot. His tongue licking against hers like flames raging and spurting with energy. Samantha DeSaunters moved her head slightly and he went deeper, his strong hands covering the skin left bare by the low cut of her dress. She felt like she was falling. No, he was tilting her back, leaning into the kiss with as much fervor and...dare she say, desire, as she had felt bubbling up from the pit of her belly.

				The world around her ceased to exist as he nibbled on her bottom lip, just long enough for her to catch a breath before he delved deep once more. Her lipstick was done. Her hair, the careful topple of curls that had taken her maid Lucie an hour to arrange, was going to be a complete disaster. And she was certain—as was part of her ingenious plan—that everyone was staring at them.

				Well, she hadn’t actually wanted everyone to see. Just Morty Javis and his persistent and unwelcomed advances.

				She still wasn’t one hundred percent certain that doing what she had done was the best idea. Especially considering all eyes in Grand Serenity and a few of the neighboring islands were on her and the entire DeSaunters family right now. That’s what happened when there were several attempts on the lives of the royal family, one of which was an explosion at the palace six weeks ago. The act of terror had injured sixteen people who had been innocently attending the annual Ambassador’s Ball.

				He was taking a step back now, his lips still on hers as he brought them both to an upright position. He pulled away slowly. So slowly Sam felt like she might have actually been following him to keep the contact going. When she opened her eyes, she found him already staring at her.

				Dark brown eyes, bushy brows and slightly parted lips of medium thickness really had her thinking about going in for a second kiss. She didn’t. It was time to get her thoughts in line, if not her traitorous body, which wanted to stay right there in this man’s arms enjoying more of his kisses and possibly whatever else he had to offer. But acting on that thought would end up embarrassing them both.

				Instead she flattened her palms against the lapels of his suit jacket and prepared to step away. He held her firmly, halting her exit plan.

				“Excuse me,” she said, her voice low, a tentative smile in place.

				He didn’t even blink but instead asked, “Is that what you normally say after kissing a complete stranger?”

				“I—” she started to reply when Morty tapped him on the shoulder.

				“Do you know who you’ve just accosted? I’ve taken the liberty of calling the palace guards, Your Highness,” Morty spat.

				“This is Princess Samantha DeSaunters. Her father will certainly have you jailed for daring to put your hands on her in such a familiar way, especially in this public forum.”

				Morty continued to talk as he reached for Sam’s arm. That’s when things shifted.

				The man’s hand clenched Morty’s wrist only seconds before his fingers could touch Sam’s bare skin. The glare he gave was serious and intimidating as hell. Even Sam’s heart skipped a beat at the intensity transmitted through a simple gaze.

				“I’ll take good care of the princess,” he said, his voice deep and raspy.

				“Guards!” Morty yelled.

				Three guards appeared at that moment and everyone in the room that had not already been staring at them was definitely on alert now.

				“Wait a minute...” Sam started to say. “I can explain.”

				“There is no need, Your Highness,” Morty told her.

				The man kept his hold on her, even when the guards approached. Sam was definitely concerned now. After the explosion, her father and brothers had been adamant about increasing the palace security. She, thankfully, had been left out of most of those meetings.

				It wasn’t for lack of concern, her brother Kris had told her. As Grand Serenity’s goodwill ambassador, it was imperative that she have a genuine smile and authentic enthusiasm for their island and the royal family at all times. If she were privy to all the safety issues and precautions, they feared she might not be as inviting to tourists or as engaging with the press. Without tourists, Grand Serenity’s economy would suffer.

				Was she offended by their logic? No, because she didn’t have time to be. This was not only her job, but her life, and Sam took both very seriously.

				So what the hell had she been thinking by walking up to this guy—regardless of how ruggedly handsome he was—and kissing him in front of everyone attending the Caribbean Counsel dinner? Her gears were already switching toward damage control.

				Her smile came quickly, naturally, as she touched the guy’s arm and laughed jovially.

				“Don’t be silly, Morty. There’s no need for the guards, especially since they already know—”

				She’d intended to say his name then say something to the effect of him being an old friend, but she hadn’t had the chance to learn that detail about him quite yet.

				“No, darling, they don’t know yet. Remember we decided to keep this our little secret,” he interrupted.

				The guards stood a couple feet away, each making eye contact with him but not coming any farther.

				He didn’t smile, but he did pull her closer to him.

				Sam kept her smile intact, no matter how many questions were suddenly soaring through her mind.

				“I would like to know what is going on,” Morty stated, his shoulders squared, dark eyes zooming in on her.

				“It’s simple,” the guy answered for her yet again. “Long-distance relationships suck. Which is why we’ve decided to stop hiding. Isn’t that right, darling?”

				“That’s...absolutely right...dear,” Sam managed to reply.

				When he’d pulled her close she’d slipped an arm around his waist, her other hand flat against his chest. She leaned her head in closer as she realized they were definitely the center of attention and, just as she smiled brighter, a camera flashed. Then another and another and, before she knew what was happening, guests were clapping, the guards had disappeared and Morty looked like a cartoon character about to explode with fury.

				* * *

				If someone had told Gary Montgomery a year ago, or hell, even an hour ago, that he’d be in a delicious lip-lock with the princess of Grand Serenity Island, he would have called them a bold-faced liar.

				Now, half an hour after the kiss, when his body was still simmering with need and his hand was still firmly on her hip, he told himself he’d done what he’d had to do. There had been no other choice. It was for the job. Yes, definitely for the sake of the job and nothing more.

				“Darling Samantha, I am so excited for you,” a woman Gary had earlier identified as Jacqueline Mahair, spoke enthusiastically.

				Prime Minister Obari Mahair ruled a much smaller island south of the Bahamas. He was a seventy-five-year-old man with a protruding stomach and wiry gray hair. His wife was much more glamorous with her large, expressive eyes; plump, glossy-red-coated lips; and waist-length blond curls. The professional boob and butt job, however, was not so cleverly masked in a black dress that hugged her like a second skin. But her assets weren’t nearly as loud a statement as Jacqueline’s high-pitched, twenty-three-year-old voice with its distinct Southern twang.

				“I, for one, would never have guessed you were hiding such a delectable hunk of hot chocolate from us all,” Jacqueline continued. “You have great taste in clothes and you’re a sly one.”

				Jacqueline laughed as she stepped closer to Gary, her gaze fixated on him. It made him uncomfortable, but he knew it didn’t show. He was a trained sniper who could sit still for hours on end waiting on a target. Patience and deceit were two of his main traits.

				“Thank you, Jacqueline,” Samantha said, her voice steady and controlled, as always. “I am so happy that you and Prime Minister Mahair could join us this evening. It is important for the counsel to remain united in sharing our culture with the world.”

				She was back. It had only taken her a few seconds to adjust. Gary admired that about her. Princess Samantha DeSaunters was not easily ruffled. In the months he’d been on Grand Serenity, Gary had watched Princess Samantha carefully. The fact that she was, hands down, the sexiest woman he’d ever seen had nothing to do with that. It was his job and Gary always did his job.

				“Well, you know, I finally talked Obari into letting me open my own restaurant on the island. It’s totally Southern. I even stole my daddy’s cook to come down here and show those stuffy guys with all their international degrees how to properly prepare a good Southern meal. You look like a man who was brought up on good, old-fashioned soul food, weren’t you? What’s your name and where are you from? I already know you’re American. They just don’t make ’em like this anywhere else in the world.”

				Jacqueline then looked Gary up and down, moving one step closer to him as she ran her long, hot-pink-polished nails down his arm.

				“I’m Gary and I’m from Cambridge, Maryland,” he replied.

				“I’m sure visitors to your island will enjoy the offering of an American-inspired restaurant,” Samantha interjected. “If you’ll excuse us, Gary and I should speak with my father and his fiancée before they retire for the evening.”

				Her smile had been brighter than Jacqueline’s, much more targeted and laced with the polite and undeniable punch she’d intended.

				Seconds later Samantha was guiding them easily away from the prime minister’s daring wife. They moved across the room, still encountering smiles and well-meaning nods from guests. There were dignitaries in attendance and members of the Caribbean Counsel, which was an organization of the ruling parties of a majority of the Caribbean islands. It was formed five years ago by the youngest member of the counsel, Samantha DeSaunters.

				Gary had a feeling she wanted them to find a spot alone to talk—or to regroup may have been more like it. His announcement had thrown her off, even if for just a moment. However, she would never show it. Samantha was the epitome of refinement and never failed to control any situation she found herself in. He’d discovered that about her in the last few weeks. It was an enviable trait and one he thought she’d been thrust into cultivating.

				Through his many conversations with Kris, Gary had learned that Samantha had been only five years old when their mother died. From that moment on she was, for all intents and purposes, the princess of Grand Serenity Island. It was a duty she’d honed and embraced for the next twenty years. Yet, in just four months, she would relinquish the bulk of her responsibilities to Malayka Sampson, the woman who was engaged to marry the reigning prince of Grand Serenity, Rafferty DeSaunters.

				“Well, the couple of the hour,” Kris said quietly as he fell into step easily on Samantha’s other side.

				They were careful to keep their conversation low and their facial expressions jovial. Masks, Gary thought. The royal family was very good at wearing masks. He knew a little about that himself, so he didn’t judge.

				“Had to think of something off the cuff,” Gary replied while being mindful of who was around them as they moved to the farthest end of the room.

				This official dinner should’ve been held in one of the ballrooms on the northern end of the palace, but that area was under construction after the damage from the explosion. They were still in a very formal dining area with floor-to-ceiling windows; sparkling, gold chandeliers; and enough clinking crystal to cause Gary slight discomfort. He hated social gatherings. Always had.

				“However, I think it will serve a bigger purpose,” he finished.

				“It was my fault,” Samantha added. “I set it in motion because Morty was being an ass.”

				She didn’t sound regretful, just annoyed. Gary wasn’t sure if her frustration was directed more to him and what he’d said as a follow-up to their kiss or toward herself for initiating the kiss in the first place.

				“There’s going to be lots of talk about this in the morning. Dad’s understandably distressed. Landry tried to smooth it over, acting as if she knew about this secret affair. I’m not sure he’s buying that, though,” Kris continued, finishing just seconds before the three of them approached Prince Rafe; his fiancée, Malayka; and Landry.

				Landry Norris was Kris’s wife, the newest princess of the island. Gary recalled a time when he’d suspected Landry of being involved with the bombing that had taken place at the palace. Landry had been hired as a stylist for Malayka Sampson and the two of them were the only guests that were not in the ballroom at the time of the bombing. Fortunately, Landry had been cleared of all suspicion.

				Since then, on the few occasions Gary had visited Kris’s private office, he’d had the chance to talk with Landry. They were both American, which instantly gave them a lot to talk about. The fact that she’d actually worked closely with Malayka was a bonus. Especially since Kris and Roland, the younger prince, both suspected their soon-to-be stepmother was not everything she seemed.

				“I expect you two have some explanations for me,” Rafe said immediately upon their approach. “However, since your little announcement has created such interest, I suggest we take this up tomorrow. In my office at ten.”

				Rafe then leaned in to kiss Samantha on her cheek. He gave a curt nod to Kris and reluctantly, Gary thought, to him. Afterward the prince took his fiancée’s hand and led them across the room, where they began to extend their good-nights to the guests.

				“He’s not at all happy with you at the moment, Gary,” Landry said when the four of them were alone. “I don’t think he was ready to see his only daughter caught up in such a heated embrace, or to hear that she’d been having a secret affair.”

				“I wasn’t terribly comfortable seeing or hearing that myself,” Kris said as he moved to stand beside his wife.

				Kris would one day take Prince Rafe’s place as the head of the royal family and ruler of Grand Serenity. He had been groomed for this role and possessed the same authoritative stance and temperament as his father. The past few weeks had also allowed Gary to make that comparison. When he’d first met Kris they were both just eighteen years old and freshmen in college.

				“I needed to get Morty off my trail. I should have handled it better,” Samantha said.

				She’d stepped away from him the moment they’d come close to Prince Rafe. The older monarch had been giving Gary a pretty lethal stare, and he’d had no intentions of keeping his hands on the man’s daughter. No matter how much he missed the feel of her standing near him.

				“You never told me Morty was a problem,” Kris stated.

				Samantha shook her head. Strands of her long hair—which Gary couldn’t remember whether or not had been loose before—moved softly over her shoulders with the motion. She wore a black, lacy-type dress that was just modest enough to hide her cleavage but still painfully sexy as it left all sorts of sexual thoughts to the imagination. Her heels were high, long legs alluring, and her eyes...that’s where it all came together. Well...and her mouth. That was it for him. Deep brown, expression-filled eyes and a wide and inviting mouth. Two things that, up until tonight, he’d been able to keep at a safe distance.

				“It’s not an issue,” Samantha told her brother. “At least it won’t be anymore. I’ll take care of Morty and we’ll spin this—” She paused and looked over to Gary. “We’ll make this work to our advantage. I just need to see everyone off for the night and I’ll have a plan for damage control in the morning.”

				She would, Gary thought, because that was her job. She was the face of Grand Serenity, the personality that drew in tourists as well as business opportunities. Everything she said and did resulted in a gain for the island because she wouldn’t have it any other way. So Gary had no doubt at all that she would come up with a way to make what had happened tonight work, not only for her personally but for their family. She had no choice.

				As for him and the job he’d been hired to do, he would have to be an intricate part of her plan. Whether she liked it or not.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				She sprayed a spritz perfume, holding the bottle a safe distance from her body but remaining close enough so that she could still feel the cool mist hitting the uncovered areas of her skin. It was a Wonderlust day, Sam thought as she glanced at the name on the perfume bottle before replacing the gold cap on top and setting it down on her dresser. The smoky-floral fragrance made her feel steady and sexy, just what she needed today. She was about to walk away but then turned back to make sure the bottle was in its correct place.

				All the bottles on one side of the dressing table had been aligned according to height. She’d thought about organizing them in correlation to when and where she wore each one, but that may have been a little over the top, even for someone like her.

				When she was certain the bottles were straight, Sam caught another look at herself in the mirror. She wore a periwinkle shade of blue today, pants and suit jacket with a sheer white blouse beneath it. Last night her dress had been black because she’d wanted to appear aloof but professional. Stylish but serious. Today things were different. She needed confidence and maturity to face her father and a hint of cheerfulness for the persona she would display later today when she spoke at the grand opening of Detali’s new design shop.

				There would not be a break in her schedule until an hour before dinner. But since Malayka had invited guests to join them, Sam couldn’t even look forward to the last meal of the day for comfort. With a sigh she fastened a single button at her waist. She’d told Lucie to leave right after selecting her clothes that morning, so the neat ponytail she wore was her own design. The nude pumps almost blended with the beige carpet in her bedroom, but she dismissed that and continued through the door that led to her sitting room.

				Here the floor was tiled, a deep gray color that always made her feel warm inside when she saw it. Her mother had loved dark colors, even though she’d advised her young daughter to always use them sparingly. Sam decided she’d done just that by going with the dark tiled floor and the cameo-white-painted walls. The furniture she’d chosen for the room was what one would call sleek and modern, dark gray leather couches and glass-topped tables. The whimsy came in the bright turquoise pillows resting regally on the couches and the brilliant colorful abstract art on the walls.

				With one last look back as she approached the door, Sam confirmed that everything was where it should be and that she had all she needed to head out for the day. Her purse matched her shoes and her cell phone and tablet were in her bag. Gold stud earrings were at her ears and a thick choker at her neck. Her makeup was flawless. She inhaled deeply then turned and placed her hand on the doorknob, pulling the door open before releasing an annoyingly high-pitched yelp.

				“Good morning,” he said in his deep voice. “Sorry if I startled you.”

				“Why were you lurking outside my room?” she asked immediately as she resisted the urge to flatten a palm on her chest to make sure her heart was still inside.

				“Not lurking. Waiting,” he told her pointedly. “Are you ready to go down and meet with your father?”

				He was standing directly in front of her, which prevented Sam from simply walking out and closing the door tightly behind her. She didn’t want him looking into her rooms and the last time she checked, she was certain she knew her way around this palace.

				“Yes, I am. However, I do not need a chaperone,” she told him.

				She took a step forward, praying he would follow her lead and take one or two or three back. He didn’t.

				Instead of waiting for him to move, Sam pulled the door closed behind her. She was forced to look up at him at that point and she did so with what she hoped was her most cordial but undeniably annoyed look.

				“If you’ll excuse me?” she said.

				“Certainly,” he replied and finally stepped aside.

				Again she wanted to breathe a sigh of relief and touch her hand to her still-pounding heart. She didn’t, of course. It wouldn’t look dignified and would definitely cause him to ask more questions. So she began walking instead.

				“Since we were both summoned to this meeting, I thought it made sense that we go together,” he said as he walked beside her.

				Sam didn’t respond immediately. She was taking the time to get her thoughts together. They moved ahead in silence, before she stopped and cleared her throat.

				“Gary,” she said, determined to stay in control of her thoughts and her words today. “Let me first apologize for what I did last night. I should have thought more before I acted. As I told my brother, it was just a way of getting Morty off my back. Your admission—false as it was—to him afterward was not required. Still, I’d like to extend my appreciation for your quick thinking in a matter that you should not have been a part of in the first place.”

				She paused to take a breath and then wondered the same thing she had last night when she’d first come up to her room. “Why are you here? In the palace, I mean. I’ve seen you around and with Kris and Roland, but I’m not certain we were ever officially introduced.”

				Now Sam did feel like an idiot. She’d just admitted out loud that she’d willingly thrown herself at a man she did not know. In her defense, it was the recognition from seeing him around the palace that had made her feel it was okay...well, at the very least plausible, that she’d kiss him. Still, she really did not know who he was. That fact only compounded the rough morning she’d already been having.

				“No. Not officially. But I know who you are,” he replied.

				“That’s why you kissed me back so readily?” she asked.

				He paused and stared at her. Gary was a good-looking guy. He was taller than six feet. She knew this because Kris was six feet, two-and-a-half inches; Roland was six feet, one inch; and her father was six feet even. Gary was taller than all of them. He had a golden brown complexion with very low-cut black hair and penetrating brown eyes. All of those features were enough to cause a second and third look. That’s without mention of the bulk of his muscles showing definitively through the suit he’d worn last night, and the dark denim jeans and long-sleeved, gray, button-front shirt he was wearing now.

				“I’m certain no man would have resisted kissing you, whether or not they knew you were a princess,” he finally replied.

				“So you kissed me knowing very well what other people would think?” she continued. The question popped quickly into her mind as she looked at him.

				“I’m not a member of a royal family. So I stopped giving a damn what people thought about me a long time ago. Now, I know that you’re fanatic about being on time, so I’m going to hurry us along so as not to break your record.”

				This time he extended his arm. Sam looked down at it to see that he was waiting for her to lace her arm through his and walk with him like...a couple. Or something along those lines. She began walking but avoided touching him. If he wanted to say something, or to insist that she take his arm, or whatever, he didn’t. Instead he fell into step quietly beside her and did not speak another word until they were both closed inside her father’s office, sitting in the chairs across from Rafe’s desk.

				That’s when he said, “It makes sense that the princess and I continue with the façade of a relationship.”

				* * *

				“Harry Copeland and Amari Taylor are sitting in jail. Neither has requested any counsel, nor have they given any indication as to why they conspired to attack the palace. The tribunal is set to convene in two weeks, at which time they will be officially sentenced.”

				Kris gave the update while Sam listened intently. After the explosion she’d been whisked off to her room and left there with four guards to ensure her safety. For most of the night she’d paced the floors, wondering what was going on. First, there had been the car accident that could have taken her father’s life and then the explosion. She was afraid and she was angry. And there was nothing she could do about it, either.

				“In the meantime, all palace security has been revamped. We’ve upgraded our electronic monitoring systems, added more guards and increased our pre-certification efforts for local and off-island events,” Kris continued.

				Sam shook her head. “You had advised me to keep every appointment and appearance on schedule and to make sure the people of the island knew we were all safe because the culprits had been apprehended. So you lied?”

				The words were bitter and she hated having to speak them to her brother, but he had left her with no other choice. While he stood beside their father’s grand, dark wood desk, wearing a black suit and a gray silk tie, looking every bit the royal that he was, Kris managed to make Sam feel like an idiot. That wasn’t something she planned to take lightly. She’d always thought that she had a close relationship with both her brothers. After all, besides her father, they were the only other people in the world she could truly trust. They were her life. So betrayal cut quick and painfully.

				“I told you what you needed to hear in order to do your job,” Kris stated. “We were handling the rest.”

				“‘We’? As in you, Dad and Roland. The men of the family. Let me guess, you were all protecting me, keeping the bad stuff from the youngest child, so that she could continue to smile prettily for the cameras. Keeping the tourists coming onto the island no matter what danger they might encounter?”

				Because her hands threatened to shake, Sam clasped them tightly together, concentrating on holding them calmly in her lap. She knew he was staring from where he sat in the chair beside her. She could feel the heat on the side of her face from his glare.

				Gary had started this conversation off by declaring that they would continue to act as if they were involved. Sam had been ready to disagree with the plan, despite her own part in instigating it, but Kris had taken the opportunity to drop his little bombshell.

				“We are here to keep our people safe,” her father countered. “It is our priority. As Kris stated, we have instituted a complete overhaul of our security program. In addition, we’ve had several meetings with Captain Briggins. As a result of the rise in tourism, we had money in the budget to hire additional officers for his battalion, as well. We are keeping everyone’s safety in mind.”

				“You’re also keeping secrets from the island’s goodwill ambassador,” Sam countered. She’d wanted to scream this point to her brother and her father because it seemed as if they weren’t getting the severity of their error. Of course, she didn’t raise her voice. It wouldn’t have been respectful and Sam knew how imperative it was for her to always show respect. She’d watched her mother do it so gracefully that she’d taught herself how to handle difficult situations with the same finesse.

				“It was no secret, Sam,” Kris added. “We handle business every day that you know nothing about.”

				“Yet you insist on keeping that royal calendar so that you always know where I am and who I’m with. So it’s fine for me to be under your thumb, but I shouldn’t worry about the things you feel I don’t need to know?”

				“We each have a job to do here,” Rafe stated, his voice a little louder than it had been before.

				“And what’s his job?” she asked without looking over at Gary.

				She couldn’t. Not without feeling that eerie stirring in the pit of her stomach that had begun the moment her lips had touched his last night.

				“My job was to examine Grand Serenity’s infrastructure and to assist in implementing new security protocols,” he replied.

				Resisting the urge to look at him wasn’t going to work this time. Sam turned to him then. That dark gaze of his already engulfing her.

				“You work for us and now you’re suggesting that you and I act as if we’re having an affair. That’s the recommendation we paid for?”

				It sounded cold and harsh, and so unlike the person Sam really was, that she flinched inwardly at her words. Her emotions were getting the best of her and that was never a good thing. She was taking a deep breath and getting ready to release it slowly when he spoke again.

				“If you recall, Princess, you put this play in motion. I’m only suggesting that we capitalize on an event that might otherwise bring unwanted negative attention to the family at the moment.”

				He was right and that was perhaps what she hated most about this situation.

				“I do not like it any more than you, Sam,” Rafe admitted. “I was not pleased to see my daughter running up to this man and kissing him so wantonly in public. Very unlike you.”

				As if embarrassment wasn’t enough, now her father had to add his disappointment to the pile of burdens on her shoulders.

				Sam sighed. She couldn’t keep it in and she couldn’t get up and run back to the safety of her room, either.

				“Morton Javis has been coming on to me for the last year. In the past few months he’s decided to push a little harder. Last night he was following me around, touching my shoulder, trying to hold my hand. He wanted to do exactly what I ended up doing,” she admitted. “With someone else, that is.”

				“You mean he wanted to make everyone believe that you two were a couple?” Kris asked.

				Her brother had relaxed his stance only slightly as he looked at her. As for Rafe, his scowl had come as quickly as his hands fisted on the desk blotter where they rested. Her father was a broadly built man with a dark, chocolate-brown complexion and a stern look. To say he was visibly pissed off would be an understatement.

				She swallowed and continued. “Yes. I believe that’s what he wanted. He’s told me on many occasions that an alliance between the royal family and a top member of the monarch’s staff would show the people of this island that we see ourselves as one of them.”

				“Bullshit!” Gary rebutted before muttering a quick, “Pardon my language, Your Highness,” to Rafe.

				“I agree,” Kris immediately replied. “How dare he impose on you in such a way?”

				“You should have said something sooner,” Rafe added. “I want him in my office before the day is out and then I want him as far away from this palace as possible.”

				“No,” Sam insisted. “That will only play into his ploy. If we fire him now he’ll go straight to the press. He’ll tell whatever he may know about the inner workings of our government and our family. He’s sleazy and he wants attention. We cannot give it to him.”

				When they all remained silent, no doubt thinking of a way to go behind her back and handle this on their own again, Sam stood.

				“I had hoped that if he saw me with someone else, he would think his chances were lost. That’s why I kissed...um, that’s why I did what I did last night.”

				“And that’s why this plan makes sense,” Gary stated. “We can give the press something else to talk about, something better to focus on besides any still-lingering questions about the explosion. At the same time, we’ll be thwarting any attempts on Morty’s behalf to try to discredit or disgrace the princess or the royal family.”

				Kris was nodding his approval while Rafe still frowned but did not verbally object. As for Sam, she hated how logical Gary’s plan sounded and more so the fact that she had no one to blame for this new predicament she was in but herself.

				Again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Gary nodded to Phillipe Montenegro, Samantha’s driver. He’d already requested Samantha’s complete schedule for the day and was discussing the route Phillipe would be taking into town. It was almost noon and already the humidity was high enough that the idea of taking a dip in the glistening nearby turquoise sea was more than a little appealing.

				There was a breeze that Gary noticed weeks ago when he’d arrived on the island. It could be downright blustery at times, aiding slightly in the cool-off, but this was ultimately air-conditioner weather in Gary’s mind.

				He’d already rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and knew his sunglasses protected his eyes from the intense rays of the sun as he stood outside the palace.

				In the eight weeks since he’d been on Grand Serenity, he had made a point to know every corner of the royal palace, without becoming too overwhelmed. It wasn’t as easy as it appeared, but Gary had been trained for assignments such as this one. He’d also left all that behind him years ago when he’d walked away from the United States Army.

				When in the midst of the conversation, Phillipe suddenly stood a little straighter, his shoulders squared, almost like a soldier coming to attention, Gary knew who was approaching from behind them. He’d heard the distinct footsteps, so the person wasn’t a surprise, neither was what was said next.

				“Are you out of your mind?” Kris asked the moment Gary turned to face him. “I didn’t invite you down here for you to start messing with my sister.”

				Gary listened, watching the man he’d remembered from their days at Princeton. Kris had been the astute crown prince trying to fit in. But he knew that regardless of how smart or how rich the other students and their parents were, none of them was next in line to rule a Caribbean island.

				Kris had filled out over the years, still a tall and toned guy, but his eyes were more serious than they had been ten years ago. He wore a black suit, regardless of the stifling heat, and glared at Gary with enough anger that Gary decided a quick, to-the-point answer would be the best way to respond.

				“I’m not messing with your sister. I’m protecting her and that is what you asked me here to do,” he told him.

				“I wanted your expertise on strengthening our security and keeping my family safe, yes, but this...” Kris’s words trailed off as he realized Phillipe was still standing within earshot.

				Gary took the first steps, leading them away from where the white Mercedes-Benz C450 AMG 4Matic was parked. The soles of his black leather boots made a muted sound on the red-brick walkway. There was a bit of shade where he’d stopped closer to a doorway. The pristine white of the palace walls and the crisp green of the shrubs that surrounded this part of the building made this a picturesque scene. Despite the low level of tension emanating between him and Kris at the moment.

				Kris stood with his back to where Phillipe was tending to the car. An act that wasn’t totally necessary since they were about fifteen feet from where the man was at the moment, but Gary didn’t bring that up. Instead he folded his arms over his chest, his legs spread slightly apart as he looked Kris straight in the eye.

				“I’m doing my job. That’s all,” he told the crown prince.

				Kris shook his head. “That’s not how it looked last night. Landry pinched my arm so hard when she saw you that I had no choice but to look in your direction. Imagine my surprise when I see you, my top security chief, locked in a heated embrace with my little sister.”

				With all due respect, there was nothing “little” about Kris’s sister. She wasn’t a plus-size woman, but was tall and slimly built, with luscious curves in all the right places. Gary had observed them on various occasions during his time there. Generous breasts and a perfectly rounded backside had always been an eye-catcher for him. Samantha’s attributes in those areas left absolutely nothing to be desired, especially once he’d had his hands on her and the soft cushion of her breasts had pressed so delectably against his chest. His hand had just barely whispered over the curve of her ass, which had taken tremendous restraint on his part.

				“She kissed me,” Gary said in defense.

				Kris sighed. “I guess I cannot dispute that since she’s already admitted it.” He ran his hand down his tie and looked as if he was trying to figure out what to make of everything going on around him.

				Being a newlywed and a member of the royal family that had recently been targeted—albeit by amateur threats—could not be easy. For as beautiful as the island and Kris’s collection of antique cars was, Gary didn’t envy him at the moment. In fact, when he’d climbed out of bed this morning, Gary had thought that returning to his cabin on the Choptank River in Cambridge, Maryland, seemed like a far better place to be.

				“I’ll be looking closely into this Morty person,” Gary told Kris. It was his attempt to reassure his one and only long-term friend that he was there to help. Regardless of how things may have appeared last night.

				“I’ve already advised my assistant to pull everything we have on him. As a staff member, he would have gone through a vigorous vetting process,” Kris stated.

				“More thorough than the one on Ms. Sampson’s staff, I hope,” Gary stated then immediately wished he’d kept that thought to himself.

				It was because he viewed Kris as a friend and felt comfortable with him that he was able to say what was on his mind. With anyone else, Gary was instantly in soldier mode, keeping a tight lip on any and everything. Lack of communication was one of the things his ex-wife had complained about until his ears burned.

				“I’ll take the fall for that,” Kris agreed. “I spent so much time studying Landry’s file that I didn’t look closely enough at Amari Taylor’s. Still, when I went back over everything that was provided for my perusal, there still wasn’t anything to indicate that he would try to harm my family.”

				“That’s part of their job. They infiltrate and execute.” Gary knew that course of action all too well.

				“Guess I should have joined the military like you and Roland,” Kris stated evenly.

				Gary shook his head. “You took the path that was right for you. I’m the one who kept making all the wrong turns.” That’s what he liked to call the way he’d lived his life. A series of turns and roadblocks meant to ultimately get him to his destination. At thirty years old and, finally, after too many years to count, he’d been able to breathe and live contentedly. Gary was glad the turns and roadblocks were behind him.

				“Where is Roland, anyway?” Gary asked. “The calendar you gave me access to doesn’t have his location.”

				Kris frowned then. He looked as if he wanted to curse, or better yet, punch something, but he didn’t. Gary knew he wouldn’t. Kris wasn’t built that way.

				“He goes off for days or weeks at a time and nobody really knows where he is. I asked him to be more mindful of our situation now, but you know Roland has always had a mind of his own.”

				Gary nodded. “Yeah, I know how that feels.” If there was one member of the royal family Gary could totally relate to, it was Roland DeSaunters. The need to be free to roam and to make whatever decision suited him, without council, was imperative to Gary. Roland, from all that Kris had told him over the years, was the same way.

				“We’re going to need to brief him eventually, when we finalize all the changes you’ve suggested,” Kris told him.

				Gary nodded again. “True. In a couple of days,” he said. “I want to get a few more details locked down. Then we can talk about the probability of another strike on your family.”

				Kris stared at him then, a seriously worried and annoyed look on his face. “That’s a definite probability, isn’t it?”

				Gary didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

				“What’s a definite probability?” Samantha asked as she stepped through the door only a few feet behind Gary.

				“That it’s going to rain later,” Kris answered while Gary stepped to the side, making room for her to stand with them.

				When she looked to Gary, he nodded. “We should be back from your appointments by the time the rain begins.”

				She looked at Kris, her eyes narrowing as she finally shook her head. “Rain usually lasts about an hour here on the island, but as high as the temperatures are likely to be today, a shower might be welcomed. I’ll be back by dinner,” she told Kris and moved away from them, heading to her car.

				For the next few seconds Gary and Kris simply stared at her walking away, until finally Kris clapped a hand on Gary’s shoulder.

				“You might rethink your plan after spending the day with her when she’s in this type of mood,” Kris told him. “So I guess this is payback for letting her kiss you in the first place.”

				Gary felt the corner of his mouth lift in a smile. He was certain no living and breathing man would have been able to resist kissing a woman like Samantha DeSaunters.

				When Kris had walked away, feeling a little more triumphant than Gary appreciated, Gary walked over to the car. He nodded to Phillipe. The driver had remained standing by the back door, closing it only after Gary slipped onto the leather seat.

				“What are you doing?” Samantha asked immediately.

				“You have appointments today, correct?”

				“I have appointments. Not you,” she stated easily.

				He shook his head. “I’m going where you go today.”

				“This is ridiculous. It doesn’t make any sense at all. As far as your rationalization for why your idea is such a great one, I—”

				He hadn’t been able to resist. Her hair was pulled over one shoulder, the tiny earrings twinkling at her ear. The blouse she wore was cut low and her jacket was open so that he could see hints of her cleavage. But it was enough to drive him freakin’ crazy in the few moments they’d been alone.

				Gary had tried to focus on what she was saying by looking at her mouth, but that was a mistake. Her lips were covered in a peach-colored gloss, the bottom one a little plumper than the top. Glimpses of her straight white teeth and just a peek of her tongue had his body aching for another taste. Just once more.

				So he’d quickly closed the space across the seat of the car, using one hand to grasp the back of her neck and pull her in for the assault.

				The moment his lips touched hers Gary knew it was a mistake. And yet he continued. He moved in farther, thrusting his tongue deeper, letting the sound of her long and sensuous sigh drape him like a cloak. Her hand instantly came around to cup his neck in the same way he was holding her. When he tilted his head one way and deepened the kiss, she tilted hers the opposite way, taking everything he had to offer. It was like a perfectly matched battle. Only, Gary knew way back in the recesses of his mind, that they were uneven. This wasn’t what they were supposed to be doing. It wasn’t expected or acceptable for either of them.

				And yet he continued.

				The car was moving down the incline toward the front gate and came to a halting stop, as did their kiss. Gary pulled back just enough to turn his face so that he could look out the window at what was going on.

				There was another vehicle at the front gate, trying to gain access.

				On a curse, he pulled completely away from her and reached to open the door. Stepping out, he circled the car and headed to the gatekeeper’s booth. Inside was a guard dressed in full palace regalia, the navy, gold and white colors of the DeSaunters’s flag displayed prominently in the uniform. A badge hung from the guard’s right lapel.

				The front gates were twelve feet tall, black iron and operated on an automatic lock system. Since he’d been there, they’d been updated to also include an electronic sensor hidden in the small speed bump leading onto the property. If by chance someone decided to let an uninvited guest through the gates, monitors in the private security room in the palace would be alerted. Specially selected guards that Gary had referred, and Kris and Rafe had approved, manned these monitors.

				“What’s the problem?” Gary asked the guard when he entered the booth.

				Turning, the pinch-faced man looked up to see him. The second week of Gary’s arrival consisted of a meeting with every guard who’d previously worked at the palace and he personally met with each of the new hires, as well. They all needed to know that he was now supervising the security at the palace. His military background coupled with his relationship with Kris put him in a position higher than Salvin Gathersburg, the chief of the palace guards. Those initial meetings had come in handy for moments such as this.

				“His name’s not on today’s log. He says he has an appointment with Prince Kristian,” the guard—Rutger, as Gary recalled—informed him.

				“Have you called his assistant?”

				“I did. She did not see his name in her appointment book, either. She was looking for the prince, to ask him if he knew anything about this person before I send him away.”

				“What’s his name?”

				“Kendon Arnold,” Rutger told him.

				Gary walked out of the booth and headed to the side of the gate where there was a doorway. Reaching into his back pocket, he retrieved the key card he and every guard on staff now had for this entrance and swiped it over the pad beside the knob. The locks released with a loud clicking sound and he walked through the door and right up to the driver’s side of the white SUV waiting to get inside the gates.

				“You said you have an appointment with the prince,” Gary began immediately. “Who are you and what’s it in reference to?”

				The guy, who looked to be in his early twenties, kept his hands firmly clenched on the steering wheel where Gary could see them. A glance inside the SUV confirmed the passenger seat was empty. He wore a lightweight blue jacket with a striped shirt beneath it and sunglasses covered his eyes.

				“I’m interested in opening an account at Serenity Trust,” he told him.

				“Then you should be at the bank, not here,” Gary replied.

				His hands did not move, and while his head remained turned in Gary’s direction, Gary wasn’t sure the man was looking at him. Something wasn’t right here.

				“He will want to meet with me personally,” the man stated.

				“What’s your name?”

				Rutger had already given Gary this information but he wanted to hear the man say it. He wanted to see if he could tell if he was being told a lie.

				“Kendon Arnold” was the easy reply. Too easy.

				Gary nodded. “I’ll give the prince your message. If you’re right and he wants to meet with you, he’ll be in touch. But there will be no meeting today, so back this truck up and leave the property. Further sightings of you or this vehicle near the palace without the prince’s approval will result in your arrest. Do I make myself clear?”

				There was a moment when Gary thought he was going to have to pull the man from the truck and detain him until the island police could come and arrest him but the guy shrugged.

				“That is clear,” he said. Then he put the SUV in Reverse and backed away from the gate.

				Gary watched as the vehicle turned and drove down the driveway. At the end of the cement drive, the road split in two directions. The SUV turned to the right and Gary frowned. That direction led back to more winding dirt roads and into the forested part of the island. The same forested part that ran along the back perimeter of the palace.

				Gary pulled his cell phone from his pocket and began composing a text message to Kris. The crown prince wasn’t going to like this any more than Gary did, but he needed to know.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Sam watched intently from the front passenger seat of the car. She’d gotten out of the vehicle and moved onto the seat beside Phillipe while Gary had been in the security booth. Yes, it was running away from the problem. But there was no other way, she insisted as she’d avoided Phillipe’s questioning gaze and pulled her seat belt into place.

				If she and Gary were going to be close, they would not be able to resist touching each other. She had to put some space between them.

				It was a solution. Sam was good at coming up with solutions and acting on them, regardless of whether or not it seemed she was taking the easy way out. That didn’t matter. Only the “out” part did.

				When Gary had finished talking to the man in the truck and then stood there for a few moments as the SUV pulled off, she’d had plenty of time to decide what she would say when he asked why she’d changed seats. Of course she wouldn’t say that she couldn’t trust herself not to jump him in the backseat of a moving car. That wouldn’t be at all appropriate—no matter how true it might be.

				She also wouldn’t tell him again that she didn’t like his idea of them faking a relationship. That had already been said and overruled. No, Sam decided that she would do whatever was necessary to keep her family safe and out of the scandal spotlight. So she planned to go through with this false relationship until Morty was dealt with and they could all move on. She prayed that would happen sooner rather than later.

				He was heading back now, stopping only briefly at the security booth before heading toward the car. Her fingers clenched on her purse as she held it firmly in her lap. She stared straight ahead even though the windows were completely tinted so he could not see where she sat from the outside. The back door opened—she heard barely a sound as she suspected he slipped onto the seat—and then the door closed. A few muted seconds passed.

				“Let’s go. We don’t want the princess to be late for the opening ceremonies,” he instructed Phillipe.

				He said nothing to her and, for that, Sam was grateful. After about fifteen minutes the gratitude shifted to mild confusion. Why wasn’t he saying anything? Was kissing the only way they could communicate? No, that was silly. Especially since after each kiss Sam was left feeling more confused than ever. Aroused yet still jumbled.

				She hadn’t chanced a look at him but knew without a doubt that he was staring at her because the back of her neck felt as if it were on fire. He was surely staring, but what was he thinking? She wondered if it was about her or about the job he’d been hired to do. She shouldn’t care. The job...rather, the safety of her family and their people, was all that mattered. So he should be thinking about the job and not her. Right?

				Now she drummed her fingers on her purse, wanting to say something but not knowing exactly what to say. This was new for Sam. Her entire life had revolved around her ability to talk to anyone about almost anything. The fact that she did so with a brilliant smile and a sense of compassion made her the perfect goodwill ambassador for the island.

				It had been her mother’s job when she was alive. Vivienne Patterson DeSaunters had been the perfect champion for everything wonderful about Grand Serenity Island. She’d helped Rafe build the island’s tourism to the bustling hub of social and economic prosperity that it was today.

				Forming the Tourism Board had been Vivienne’s idea, as well as bringing several social organizations she’d been part of in her hometown of Sugar Land in Houston, Texas, to Grand Serenity. Sam was a member of the Flower Circle, the Arts and Entertainment Society, and the Serenade Museum Board of Directors. But not because of her own interest in flowers or plays or the paintings that hung along the museum walls. No. As with so many other aspects of her life, these things Sam did in memory of her mother.

				Twenty minutes later, when the car came to a stop and she looked across the cobblestone street to a little shop painted a bright and cheery blue with white-framed windows, she smiled. Even though lately every thought she had of her mother made her sad.

				Detali Signorenson had been making dresses for Sam since Sam’s first middle school dance. She was a true talent when it came to design and manufacturing dresses, and Sam was ecstatic about the turn her career had taken.

				It had started two months ago when Sam had brought Landry into Detali’s old shop, which had also served as Detali and her daughter’s apartment. During that meeting Landry, who at the time had been Malayka’s stylist, had commissioned Detali to design and make an original gown for Malayka.

				Sam remembered well how Malayka had embarrassed the royal family. At a press conference she’d offended every dressmaker on Grand Serenity with her dismissive remarks about the quality of fashion on the island. But after Landry had tricked Malayka into wearing the Detali original to the Ambassador’s Ball, the gown had been photographed and featured on fashion blogs with Detali as a new and upcoming designer.

				Today would be the grand opening of Detali Designs, the new shop that would display Detali’s original dresses. In another month or so, one of the old warehouses on the east side of the island would be transformed into a state-of-the art space for the clothes to be manufactured.

				Landry had invested in Detali’s dream and was present today for the press conference and ribbon-cutting ceremony. Sam wondered if Kris knew what a special woman he’d found in Landry Norris. She possessed one of the first traits to being a princess: a good heart. The business and fashion sense Landry brought to the small Caribbean island was a plus that Sam was glad to expose.

				The opening of the car door jolted her from her thoughts and Sam stepped out without further hesitation. Her hair blew in the breeze as she took a step onto the cobblestone path. Gary touched her elbow immediately, a firm grasp that she doubted looked imposing at all from a distance.

				“From this point on, there will be two cars traveling with every member of the royal family,” he said in what, to a passerby, may have sounded like a cordial tone.

				Sam wasn’t certain what she should gather from his voice, she was too busy trying to squash the butterflies dancing happily in the pit of her stomach at his touch.

				“Guards from the second car will enter the premises first and complete a perimeter check. Once Phillipe, or the other driver, receives the okay from the guards, he’ll let you out of the vehicle. You are never to exit the vehicle alone, nor are you to enter a facility that has not been pre-checked.”

				He walked them across the street as he talked. Sam noticed the group of women that had been heading toward the shop. They stopped and whispered. Then one of them lifted her phone, aiming it toward Sam. Another one giggled and did the same thing. Falling easily into her role, Sam lifted a hand and waved. “Hello. How are you?” she said to them.

				One of the women ran up to her, pulling a canvas bag off her shoulder and holding a marker in Sam’s direction. Sam immediately reached for it.

				“I’m so happy to meet you, Princess Samantha. You’re much prettier in person.” The woman gushed.

				Sam smiled. “Thank you. Ah...?”

				“Oh, my name’s Kelly. Kelly Upton. I’m from Washington, D.C. Our cruise ship just docked this morning. I’ve been waiting all year to visit Grand Serenity. And now that I’ve met you, it’s the highlight of the trip!”

				Sam wrote an uplifting message to Kelly and signed her name to the large black bag. The silver marker she used caused her writing to glisten in the sunlight.

				“Thank you so much!” Kelly insisted.

				“How about a picture?” Sam offered.

				“Oh, my! Yes! Yes! Come on, y’all, she’s going to take a picture with us!” Kelly yelled to her companions.

				The next second Gary was standing a few feet in front of Sam and the women, aimed not one, not two but four different cell phones at them and snapped pictures. He took one with them all smiling and then Sam yelled, “Now, let’s make a funny face!”

				The women obliged and Sam stuck out her tongue. Gary snapped more pictures.

				“And now we’ll strike a runway pose,” Sam continued, thoroughly enjoying the moment.

				The women laughed and did as Sam instructed, all of them striking poses around her. When the pictures were finished, Sam hugged each one of them and wished them a great time while visiting the island. She waited as Gary gave them their phones back and hoped that he would once again take her by the arm and walk close beside her toward the shop. There was something comforting in that act. Something that didn’t seem quite the same when other guards had walked beside her.

				“That should stop for the foreseeable future,” he said in a gruff tone, effectively jerking her mind from the pleasant thoughts she had, but taking her by the arm once again.

				“What?”

				“Impromptu autographs and pictures. From this point on everyone you come in contact with needs to be vetted and searched.”

				They’d arrived at the door of the shop when Sam pulled her arm from his grasp and stared up at him.

				“Are you joking?” she asked and then continued when she realized by the stern look on his face that he was not. “Look, I know that you have a job to do and you feel as if you’re doing it by being here with me. But I also have a job and I think I know by now how to best perform my duties without you showing up on my island and passing out instructions.”

				It sounded harsh, Sam knew. She didn’t speak that way often, and yet, twice in one day, this man had taken her to this point. She’d think about why he was able to do that later. For now, she simply needed to set him straight.

				He waited a beat before responding and then his words were just as stiff and cold as they had been before she’d spoken her mind.

				“I’ll be by your side during the press conference. Phillipe will remain at the car. We’re all wearing earpieces so we can communicate with each other. At any time, if you feel uncomfortable, let me know and I’ll get you out of there,” he stated.

				Sam could only stare at him. It was as if he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. Taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly—because others had begun to gather on the sidewalk around the store—she managed a small smile as she replied, “Thank you for your service.”

				She turned then and entered the store, determined to do what she’d come there to do and then get the hell away from him.

				* * *

				Gary was true to his word, no matter how much he wanted to grab her by the waist and haul her sexy ass back to the car to finish the kiss and whatever else they’d started that morning. Of course, he’d only given his word to himself that he would keep his hands off her and focus on his job. Still, he thought the Herculean effort deserved accolades. He stood no more than three feet away from Samantha as she talked to members of the press and posed for pictures. She and Landry were being interviewed by a greasy-haired guy who was apparently a big-time editor at some fashion magazine.

				“Detali Designs is just the first step that Grand Serenity will be making in the fashion industry. I am happy to also announce that Tropical Fashions, my in-depth magazine covering not only international fashion but also focusing on new trends being started on the islands, will sponsor its first charity fashion show in February,” Landry stated.

				Even as an expat, Landry stood strong and proud beside Samantha, looking almost every bit as royal as the native-born princess. Landry was a couple of inches shorter than Samantha’s five-feet, nine-inch stature and just a shade lighter than Samantha’s deep brown complexion.

				“We are fortunate to have such talent in the royal family and among our citizens.” Samantha spoke now, her smile and gaze moving from the reporter to Landry. “We’ve always prided ourselves on promoting our diverse culture, so it is an honor to partner with my new sister and Detali to bring the talent of Grand Serenity to the forefront. My mother had begun similar endeavors by spearheading the redevelopment of the museum and filling one complete floor with local artists’ work. Now we’ll have a new princess bringing forth yet another opportunity for the talented citizens of Grand Serenity. On behalf of the royal family, I cannot begin to express how excited we are.”

				She was very well spoken, her voice smooth and clear. She made eye contact with each of the reporters who had gathered around, giving them all that million-dollar smile and the sexy tilt of her head that Gary wondered if she even knew she did. The bright hue of her suit caused her skin to glisten so that it appeared exquisitely sun-kissed. Her voice wasn’t high-pitched but sultry and refreshing, like a tall glass of lemonade on a hot summer’s day. She was fierce and confident and dedicated, all traits Gary had never thought he’d find in a woman.

				Not that he was looking for a woman. He wasn’t. No, sir, one time down the aisle with a woman who turned out to be the biggest pain in his ass ever was more than enough for Gary.

				As much as he hated comparing Samantha to his ex, Tonya, he couldn’t help it. Tonya was shorter, curvier and mouthier than Samantha, and not in a good way. Tonya had an opinion about everyone and everything, and she did not hesitate to voice it, over and over again, until a person either agreed with her or got the hell away from her. In the two years they’d been together Gary had often chosen the latter.

				No, there was definitely no competition there. Samantha would come out on top every time.

				Damn.

				His current thoughts were so far from what should have been on his mind now or at any other moment while he was on this island. Kris hadn’t requested his presence to gawk at his sister. If the unspoken warning his friend had given him only hours ago hadn’t been enough, Samantha’s cool disdain toward him should have spoken volumes to calm his body’s raging desire for her. Not to mention the fact that he’d just congratulated himself on keeping his hands off of her.

				None of that seemed to matter.

				The interview was over and Gary immediately moved around the cameramen to stand close to Samantha and Landry.

				“Let’s head out the back way. I’ve already told the cars to meet us there.”

				He wasn’t sure if Sam remained silent and followed because Landry was there or because she was simply finished talking to him for the day. He also wondered if she planned to sit in the front seat again, instead of in back with him. He wouldn’t blame her if she did. Hell, he hadn’t disagreed with Kris pulling him up about kissing his sister. In fact, Gary figured if it were his sister he probably would have punched the guy first and asked questions later. Thankfully, for all concerned, Kris wasn’t the same type of guy Gary was.

				Their friendship had always been a strange one. Freshman year, Gary had presumed the other guys in their dorm were talking about him because he was getting rides in Kris’s Mercedes and sharing in all the first-class perks of being the roommate of a prince. Gary wasn’t bothered by those rumors at all. He’d thought all those preppie privileged kids were jerks, anyway. As for Kris, well, Gary always got the impression that the prince was just happy to have somebody to actually be normal around. Too bad Gary hadn’t been able to tough out college life for another three years. But Kris—if nobody else in Gary’s life at the time—had understood his need to do something more with his life. The army had been that something, and damn if it hadn’t been more than anything he’d ever expected.

				“This is the third time that white SUV has circled the block. He slowed a bit and looked down this side street.”

				Gary heard the message through the earpiece and was immediately on alert, thankful for the interruption of his thoughts, but not at all happy with the situation. In quick steps he moved in front of the princesses to push the back door open and look out onto the narrow street.

				“What’s happening?”

				He heard Landry’s question but ignored it as guards opened the back doors to both the cars parked just outside. Gary turned to them and said, “Landry, you’ll go first. Directly to the car, no stops.”

				He extended his hand to her, glad that she had not questioned him but taken his hand and moved quickly through the door, out into the late-afternoon sun. Two guards had come up to the door and flanked her sides as they moved her to the first car. Closing those doors, the guards ran back to the second car and climbed inside. With a nod, Gary sent them on their way.

				“Send the other cars.” He spoke softly, knowing they would hear him through the earpiece.

				“What is going on?” Samantha asked as she stepped closer to him. “And don’t bother telling me nothing.”

				No, he wasn’t even going to bother.

				“We’re just taking some extra precautions,” he told her. “When the cars pull up, we’ll walk out and head back to the palace.”

				“Landry and I were going to do some shopping.”

				“Not today,” he said and then heard the cars pull up. He reached for her hand and, for a split second, thought that she would pull away in an act of defiance. He really did not have time for that and prayed that she was smarter than to risk her own safety.

				She didn’t and Gary almost sighed with relief.

				Instead she took his hand and let him lead her to the car. She went into the backseat without protest and when he slid in beside her she only clasped her seat belt in place and looked out the window.

				“Go!” Gary spoke to the guards and the car began to move.

				They’d driven only a few seconds when she looked over at him and said in a serious tone, “There will be no more kissing or touching. I should never have imposed on you like that last night. I apologize and promise it will not happen again.”

				Gary only stared at her in response. The fact that the simple act of watching her lips move while she’d been speaking turned him on more than any woman he’d ever been with was going to be a problem.

				A big problem.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Dinner was a circus.

				One that Gary paid particular attention to. He watched each guest with meticulous regard to everything that went on in that room. Later, when he was alone, he would pull out his notepad and his pencil and sit by the window in the large room that had been designated to him at the palace. Then he would write out every note he’d mentally taken throughout the hour and a half of sitting in the private dining room of the royal palace.

				All of this would be recorded in his small but neat penmanship. To be truthful, Gary had always been interested in people. To the extent that in the early part of his life he’d even sought them out. As an only child, his mother had called it a “craving for attention.” But Gary never wanted the attention of the people he would be around. He just liked watching them, observing their habits, their mannerisms. It all intrigued him.

				That was until the heartbreak of his mother’s death, followed quickly by the relief of his marriage finally coming to an end. This was when Gary decided that being around people wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. At that point, he’d found his pencil, his pad and his mind to be his very best friends. They’d introduced him to a newfound hobby he’d never imagined having. One that, in retrospect, would become his new career.

				However this, his purpose for being on Grand Serenity, was also a job. Well, it was a favor to a friend.

				Kris had been very specific about what he’d needed Gary’s help with. First, in their conversation over the phone and then when Gary had arrived on the island. Kris had personally come to the airport to pick him up and on the ride back to the palace had laid out all of his concerns. Now, Gary was concerned, as well, and he was determined to help the friend that had showed up for Gary in his time of need.

				Glancing across the room, Gary wasn’t so sure all of his findings were going to be pleasing to Kris, or his siblings, for that matter.

				The meal was over and now there was conversation. The guests tonight had also been here a couple of months ago, right after the royal wedding was announced. They’d only stayed for a day at that time. A breakfast soirée that Rafe had insisted his children attend. Kris had been the only one to escape that meeting, which was part of the reason he’d been the one to suggest to Malayka that she once again have her bridal party visit the island. This time for the weekend. There were several activities planned for the group, all designed to witness them interacting with Malayka. For Kris, Roland and Samantha, there was a definite correlation with Malayka’s arrival to the palace and the attempts on their lives.

				Unfortunately, Gary had alarming news in that department. From what he’d observed in the weeks since he’d been on the island, Malayka Sampson was undoubtedly in love with Prince Rafferty DeSaunters.

				It was in the way she looked at him. The way she stood beside him, almost protectively at times, her arm intimately tucked into the crook of his. When she smiled with her dimpled cheeks and caramel-toned complexion, her brown eyes rested on Rafe in a way that spoke volumes. Even to a love cynic like Gary.

				They made a striking couple, Rafe with his dark and foreboding looks standing tall and formidable beside the curly haired, pretty-faced American. They photographed well and, so far, were forming a very romantic alliance between the United States and Grand Serenity. Already, the president was scheduling a visit to the island. Gary was working with the Secret Service to figure out the safest and most opportune time for that meeting.

				Still, Gary could picture the headline on the front page of global gossip papers and the reputable international press: President of the United States, First Lady, Prince Rafferty and Soon-to-be Princess Malayka. The caption, he was sure, would read “A beautiful union of diversity in a time when the world needs to see it most.”

				To that end, Gary had made another discovery, one he was sure the DeSaunters children had not considered. Prince Rafferty was also in love with Malayka Sampson.

				At first, Gary had been alarmed that he could see it so clearly, especially considering his own epic fail in the love department. He attributed both his awareness and failure to his mother. He’d married to please Maggie Montgomery and thus learned more about what true love looked and felt like because of her memories with his father. His divorce, which came only three months after his mother’s death, had been a direct result of what he knew love to be and what he was certain he never had in his union with Tonya. That and a slew of gossip and lies that had begun to work every one of Gary’s nerves.

				Still, even with a failed marriage under his belt, Gary was certain of what he saw between the prince and his bride-to-be. They were in love. Which meant that the suspicions Kris had brought him there to confirm were slowly unraveling before Gary’s eyes.

				“What are you looking at? Is she getting on your nerves, too?”

				Gary didn’t answer but glanced at Landry, who was now standing beside him, then back to where Malayka and Rafe stood across the room. He kept his arms folded over his chest and his thoughts on the couple to himself.

				“She’s happy to have her friends here,” Landry continued.

				“The two over there, bridesmaids,” he said, nodding to his left where a tall woman wearing a very short green dress and another woman with long, curly hair and large-framed glasses sat.

				“I wouldn’t exactly call them friends,” Landry replied. “They’re more like opportunists.”

				“Why do you say that?”

				Gary knew she was right, but still wanted to hear Landry’s insights on the matter.

				“Last month, when I was back in LA—” Landry tilted her head slightly toward the tall woman “—she was hanging on every word of an R&B singer that I had styled for an awards show. This is what she does for a living—cozy up to the rich and famous. It’s a very lucrative career.”

				“It’s degrading,” he snapped.

				Landry chuckled. “I wholeheartedly agree.”

				Gary shook his head. “The one over there has been using her phone for the last ten minutes. My guess is she’s Tweeting or Snapchatting everyone in this room,” he stated.

				“You’re probably right. Which leads to my next question. Why did you and Kris allow all these people to come here for the weekend? With all that’s going on, this seems to contradict the tightening of the security plan we should be promoting.”

				She was right. Again. The new princess of Grand Serenity was astute.

				“Let me guess, you want to observe them all up close,” she continued. “Weed out the good ones from the bad, possibly?”

				At that moment, across the room, Samantha walked up to her father. She leaned in to whisper something in his ear. Malayka frowned at the action, clearly not pleased with her soon-to-be stepdaughter.

				“How do they get along?” he asked Landry. “Samantha and Malayka. I mean, really? You and Samantha seem pretty friendly, so she would tell you if she didn’t like Malayka.”

				Landry made a tsking sound.

				“A lot of people don’t like Malayka. And you’re right, Sam and I do talk. I have one blood sister and now one by marriage. So I’m not about to betray her trust by telling you how she feels about her father’s impending nuptials. Besides, that has nothing to do with our security.”

				It had everything to do with their security, Gary thought.

				“What did Sam have for dinner tonight?”

				Gary answered the question reflexively. “There were two entrées offered tonight in honor of the American guests. Filet mignon and cheeseburgers. Samantha had the cheeseburger with mustard, lettuce and bacon. To appease the healthy portion of her conscience, she chose broccoli instead of fries and lemon water instead of sweetened iced tea. Which, by the way, was very well done. Tasted more like a glass of Southern iced tea than some I’ve had in Georgia or South Carolina.”

				“My, my, but you are paying attention to details tonight,” Landry replied.

				Gary heard the laughter in her tone as she patted him on the arm before heading over to the two ladies they’d previously discussed.

				He could have cursed himself for falling so easily into Landry’s trap, but his ego wouldn’t allow it. He’d prefer to think she hadn’t trapped him into revealing anything he hadn’t wanted to reveal. Yes, he’d paid close attention to Samantha at dinner. He’d also paid attention to the way Malayka had eyed her future husband’s daughter. Gary wanted to know why.

				* * *

				“Dance lessons begin promptly at ten-thirty tomorrow morning. Lunch is at noon. Then you will be leading us on a tour of the battle ruins from two to four-thirty.”

				Sam turned at the sound of her voice. She took a moment to resist saying the first response to run through her mind. Instead she clasped her hands in front of her and took a steadying breath. “I am aware of tomorrow’s schedule, Malayka.”

				With a nod of her head, the gold hoops at Malayka’s ears brushed over her cheeks. The black-and-white floral maxi dress she wore was the perfect blend of sexy but casual. Landry was no longer styling Malayka and Sam knew that no one new had been hired. Now Malayka’s private staff consisted only of one maid, Onyae, who had been part of the palace staff for years, and Cheryl, who was originally her makeup artist but now pulled double duty as her hair stylist, as well. Observing Malayka’s casual style had Sam wondering if the woman possessed a bit of style and class of her own.

				“I wanted to be sure you weren’t trying to change any of the arranged plans with your whispers to your father,” Malayka replied.

				“My conversations with my father are private. In the event that I have something to say regarding scheduling with you, you can be assured that I will come directly to you,” Sam stated evenly.

				Malayka gave another slow nod. “That would be preferable.”

				“You should go back in to bid your guests good-night,” Sam told her and began to turn away.

				“And we should further discuss relinquishing of duties around here. In the future, I will take care of directing the staff and planning the meals for events in the palace. Despite what you may have read in a magazine, not all Americans are in love with beef. Tonight’s dinner should have been more inclusive.”

				“Tonight’s dinner was a nod to my mother’s hometown and one of her great loves as an American. Beef and Texas often go hand in hand,” Sam countered.

				“I wasn’t raised in Texas,” Malayka snapped back. “If there is any woman residing in this palace that a dinner menu will honor, it will be me.”

				“Is that so? Well, tell me this, Malayka, where are you from? Where did you grow up? What are some of the things you liked doing in America? You see, it’s kind of hard to do things to honor someone you know so little about. How about you and I set aside some time to get to know each other better? That way, when I plan for palace events, I can be sure to include things that more closely represent the person you are.”

				“What I think will work better, Samantha,” Malayka said as she took a step toward Sam. “Is if you would stop acting like a spoiled brat and step aside like a good daughter should. I am going to be the princess of Grand Serenity and believe me when I say I do not need any assistance from you to do my job.”

				“She knows that, Malayka,” Roland said. “We all know that you’re going to be a damn fine princess. Isn’t that right, Sam?”

				She hadn’t heard him approach, only felt the tightening of his arm around her shoulders seconds before he spoke. He was holding her still because Sam had been more than ready to pounce. Malayka had pushed the right button when she’d told Sam she was going to be the princess. There was nothing Sam hated more at this very moment than the realization that those words were true.

				“She’s going to be something” was all Sam could manage to mutter. “I’m certain of that.”

				Malayka’s sickeningly sweet smile slipped as she made her way to the door of the dining room. It never stayed in place long when Malayka was not at her fiancé’s side.

				“My position and the duties I will hold are non-negotiable. Maybe you can get that through your sister’s pretty little head, Roland. Oh, and it’s good to see you back. Your father was worried.”

				Of course Malayka looked at Roland differently than she did Sam, and now Landry, for that matter. She’d begun smiling again and batting her fake eyelashes. The woman clearly thought she was every man’s gift, especially Rafe’s. However, Sam knew for a fact that Roland was not impressed.

				“He shouldn’t worry. I’m a grown man and I’ve been taking care of myself for quite some time.”

				“Nevertheless,” Malayka continued. “A little courtesy would go a long way. He deserves that much respect from you.”

				The tension vibrating through Sam’s body seemed to transfer to her brother’s as she felt him stiffen beside her.

				“Don’t press your luck, Malayka. You can plan all the parties you want, but what you will not do is tell me how to treat my father. Not now, and not even after you’re married. I hope that’s clear,” Roland said in an easy tone.

				Malayka shook her head this time. “And this is why I never bothered to procreate.”

				She turned and walked away at that point.

				“She’s a piece of work,” Roland said with a sigh.

				“She’s a bitch,” Sam replied. “And she’s not worthy of you trying to be polite about labeling her.”

				He chuckled and the sound allowed Sam to instantly relax. It was always like that with Ro. Easygoing, fun times, smiles, good vibes. He was so much like their mother in that regard. Vivienne was all about living life to its fullest and having lots of fun along the way.

				“Come on, I’ll walk you upstairs,” Roland said, once again wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

				They turned and began walking down the long hallway that would lead to the curved staircase located in the center of the palace.

				“Where have you been?” Sam asked after a few steps. “Things have been very interesting around here while you were away.”

				“Interesting by way of seeing my sister in a hot lip-lock with the American she’s supposedly been having a secret affair with?”

				Another thing about Roland DeSaunters was that he never pulled punches. Not even with his family.

				Sam sighed heavily because she didn’t know what else to do. How could one split-second decision have such a huge impact on her life? Her well-ordered and sensible life, she might add.

				“That was just...” she began but didn’t know what else to say. “It just happened.”

				“The affair or the kiss?” Roland asked after a light chuckle.

				“The kiss just happened. The affair was the logical excuse for the illogical lip-lock, as you so kindly put it,” she replied. “I was just trying to stop one idiot from harassing me and now I’ve ended up with the press and all the people of the island looking at me in question.”

				“Ah, come on, you’re used to being in the spotlight. You were born for it,” he told her. “Remember how you used to stand at the top of the stairs and act as if you were holding a press conference? I don’t think you were more than eight years old when you did that for the first time.”

				She remembered all right. Just as she remembered crying hysterically when she’d seen Alveta, the woman who used to be her mother’s maid and was now the palace’s maid staff supervisor, packing up her mother’s belongings. To console her, Alveta had packed a box of Vivienne’s shoes and dresses and put them in the back of Sam’s closet.

				“This way you’ll always have a piece of her,” Alveta had told Sam.

				She’d also inherited her mother’s antique tea set collection and jewelry, both of which were in a safe locked securely in Sam’s bedroom. Except for her favorite set of the collection. Sam kept that one out and set perfectly on a highboy table in the office section of her rooms. On days when she felt alone or confused, she would sit at that table and remember the first time she’d had a tea party with a real princess—her mother.

				“I wanted to be just like her,” Sam said quietly as she and Roland approached the stairs.

				She looked up the winding marble staircase with its black-iron railing and the huge glittering chandelier in the center of the room.

				“So many times I’d watched her on television or even in the palace pressroom talking to everyone as if they were all personal friends. She never seemed confused or to struggle with what her job was, where she should be, how she should say things. She just knew and was perfect at it. Every damn time, she was perfect,” Sam continued.

				She did not take the first step. She felt frozen at that spot and didn’t know why.

				“You’re not our mother, Sam,” Roland told her. Dropping his arm from her shoulders, he touched her arms and turned her to face him.

				“No more than I am our father, or either of us is Kris. We each have our own path,” he said solemnly.

				Sam looked up into her brother’s face. He was so handsome it was almost heartbreaking. At that word, Sam wondered how many women had looked into Roland’s dark-brown eyes and fell quickly and helplessly in love. Whatever the number, their heartbreak was inevitable. If there were any of the DeSaunters siblings that knew what they wanted and what they definitely did not want, it was Roland.

				“I wish I could be as strong as you are, Ro. I wish I could make a decision on how to live my life and do just that, without any thought to naysayers or repercussions. Or duty,” she admitted.

				He shrugged then used his fist to lightly tap her chin. “You’re the strongest woman I know,” he told her. “The only woman that’s ever been able to body-slam me and Kris despite all the self-defense and combat training we’ve gone through.”

				Sam couldn’t help but smile as she remembered those times when the three of them would play for hours in the playroom on the first floor. That room had been the place Vivienne had wanted her children to be free to do what children did, without maids or limitations or duty. Even after her death Alveta had made sure the children had at least an hour’s time in that room each week. That was where Sam’s brothers had decided to teach her how to defend herself. They had no idea how fast and studious a student she was. The memory never failed to make her smile.

				“I don’t like them whispering behind my back,” she confessed to her brother. “Anytime I’ve stood in front of cameras or a room full of people, I’ve always felt confident in my integrity and my birthright. Now, I’m deceiving them with this lie about an affair and about my confidence in Malayka becoming the princess. She’s not good enough for Dad, but he doesn’t see it. And I’m not capable of some grand love affair, but the world would rather believe in the fairy tale.”

				“People believe what’s easiest for them, Sam. There’s nothing we can do about changing anybody’s thoughts. As for Malayka, remember what Mom always said about what’s done in the dark. We just have to let things play out. I don’t like her any more than you do. There’s something there and we’ll find it, there’s no doubt in my mind about that.”

				He clasped his fingers in hers and took the first step, waiting a moment until she followed before he began again.

				“As for this phony affair? Well, from what Kris told me in the wordy email he sent, it makes sense—for now, anyway. Though I know it’s not the best situation,” he said when Sam was about to debate his comment. “But like you said, you initiated it, so now you have to endure it for a while. Kris trusts Gary with his life. And I trust Kris. He’s the steadiest and most intelligent man I know. So that means I’ve got to trust Gary, as well. Play the game until we take care of Morty—and we will take care of his delusional ass. But let me know if this guy gets too into the fake affair. You don’t ever have to take any type of harassment from any guy. Not as long as I’m around.”

				They’d made it to the top of the stairs by then and whatever Sam had wanted to say had vanished by the time Roland finished speaking. She turned then, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, and held him close. For endless moments she just stood there, holding her brother, reveling in the strength and steadfastness he exuded. This was what Sam knew and what she trusted, it was the only thing she had—her family.

				“What was that for?” Roland asked when she finally let him go.

				She stepped back and smiled at him. “You never stay still long enough for me to do that anymore,” she told him. “I miss having you around when I need you.”

				“I’m always here for you, Sam. No matter where I am on this earth, you can always call me and I’ll come to you. Don’t ever forget that.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.

				Sam nodded. “I won’t forget,” she told him.

				No, Sam thought. She would never forget that her brothers were always there for her. No matter what mistakes she’d made in the past, this was home and it was where she was loved and respected for just being her.

				It was her safe haven, the place she wasn’t about to let anyone, or anything, jeopardize.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				“I believe my partner should be someone from the wedding party,” Sam told Gary as he stood in front of her with his arms open in invitation.

				The corner of his mouth lifted and he gave a slight tilt of his head as he replied, “No way am I standing there watching some other guy dance closely to you.”

				Succinct and solemn, the words had her stomach clenching, fingers threatening to shake.

				“At least that’s how I figure any man that’s madly in love with you would feel,” he continued. “That lady over there in the corner is from one of those style channels. We just cleared her to be in the palace. They’re doing some type of special that Malayka believes will make Grand Serenity the next best wedding destination in the world. With that said, we need to make this thing between us look good.”

				He took her hand, holding it up while his other arm slipped around her waist and he pulled her close to him. “We need to make it look very good,” he whispered.

				“But Morty’s not here,” Sam replied seconds after she placed her other hand on his shoulder and attempted to relax in his embrace. “Our charade is for the purpose of keeping Morty quiet, not boosting ratings on some wedding show.”

				“Your father met with Morty yesterday. He denied everything you said he did.”

				“He’s a filthy liar!” she snapped and then sighed when she realized she’d been a little too loud.

				There were eight couples in the room, all standing in the center, waiting for the music to start. The guy Sam suspected she was supposed to be partnered with was standing near Malayka. The television host Gary had referred to was, in fact, sitting in a chair with her notepad, scribbling something.

				“We know he’s lying, but we plan to go about firing him in the most diplomatic way possible,” Gary told her. “Right now Kris is looking into the man’s work, press releases he’s written, reporters he’s had dealings with. The goal is to find something—anything—else that can be used to relieve him of his duties. Our hope is that having his own scandal wrapped around his neck will keep him from saying anything negative about the royal family.”

				“Great. He gets handled with kid gloves while I get put on the hot seat,” she quipped, more quietly this time.

				“Is this considered the hot seat?” Gary asked. “Dancing? Or am I making you hot?”

				“No, no, you’re not making me...hot,” she argued. “What I meant to say was I shouldn’t be the one in the spotlight when he was the one out of order.”

				“Yes,” he said. “He was out of order and we’re going to take care of him. But right now we have to take care of this.”

				“This,” she added with a sigh, “is ridiculous, too.”

				Then Sam chided herself. Once again, this was not the way the Samantha DeSaunters that the world knew and loved acted.

				“All right, all right, listen up, listen up!”

				A short, round guy whose complexion was a little too close to a tangerine for his tan to be natural, made his way to the center of the room. He wore silver rings on each of his stubby little fingers, and a chocolate-brown suit. The shirt beneath the suit was canary yellow. The gold chains hanging midway to his protruding stomach were gaudy and Sam wasn’t certain they were even real. His hair was a pasty, lacquered, brown color, combed down on the sides and swerving across the front of his forehead in a fan type of design.

				“My name is Gerard Parmingham of the Parmingham School of Dance.” He spoke as if everyone in the room should be familiar with either his name or the school’s reputation.

				Sam had never heard of either.

				“We’re going to start with the tango,” he said with a flourish of one arm going up in the air and a snap of his fingers and clapping of his feet.

				Somebody chuckled.

				Gerard immediately frowned. “So everyone must pay attention and listen closely to what I say. If you listen to what I say, you will look wonderful. If you do not listen to what I say, you will look like crap. If you look like crap, Princess Malayka will not be pleased. If Princess Malayka is not pleased...well, let’s just not go there.

				“Now,” he continued, moving to stand in the center of the room as all the couples formed a circle around him, “this dance will serve as the bride and groom’s first dance. They will walk to the center of the floor, do a solo performance. Very sexy. Very lovely. We’ll practice that.” The last was said with a smile toward Malayka.

				Malayka and the man that was supposed to be Sam’s partner had made their way to the center of the room, close to Gerard. The instructor was now positioning them in an intimate fashion that had the man blushing and Malayka smiling widely.

				“About five minutes into the beautiful solo dance, each couple will join them on the floor. You will move gracefully.” Gerard demonstrated with more flourishing of his arms and an exaggerated step of his feet. “You will form a circle around the happy couple as you are now. Your dance will start together, in an embrace like this.”

				The woman who wore glasses and her partner were the subject of Gerard’s positioning at the moment. The man’s arm went around the woman’s waist, his other hand was tucked tightly into hers, and then Gerard put his hand on both of their backs and pushed them closer together.

				“Tight. Tight. Together, that’s what you will do. This is a very sensual dance. Think of beautiful seductive dresses, intoxicating cologne on men garbed in tuxedos, great music and then, of course, sex.” He finished with a salacious smile and a bouncing of his eyebrows.

				It was sort of like the circus when everyone would watch the act in the center ring for entertainment purposes. He was exuberant and excitable, and he was getting on Sam’s nerves. She felt the beginnings of a headache coming on. This was going to be the longest two and a half hours of her life. And when she wanted nothing more than to run screaming out of the room, she found herself being drawn closer into Gary’s embrace.

				As the music began, so did his steps.

				“Pay attention! Watch Gerard. Look what Gerard is doing! One, two, three. One, two, three. One, two, three.”

				He continued and Sam cut a glance over at him because despite hating being here, she did not want to look like a fool at the wedding. That was simply unacceptable. She watched Gerard’s movements until she was turned quickly in a lavish move that literally almost swept her off her feet. When she came to her senses and looked into Gary’s eyes, it was to see him smiling at her.

				Sam was no stranger to ballroom dancing. She’d taken many classes as a young girl, but it wasn’t high up on her list of fun things to do. As a matter of fact, the only time she ever found herself in a dancing embrace was at formal functions. But her partners were usually older men who had nothing on the easy, seductive rhythm that Gary seemed to possess.

				“Don’t tell me you know how to tango?”

				He shrugged.

				“My mother loved to watch Dancing with the Stars. It made her happy to perform the dances she saw on television in the middle of our living room. It was the least I could do for her and, in my eyes, she was always the grand prize winner.”

				Not only was there a strength he naturally exuded, Sam also realized that she would have to contend with how attractive she found him in his jeans, black boots and black T-shirt. So unlike the attire of the men she was used to being around, and yet it fit him perfectly. The sentiment and the genuine emotion she could hear in his voice when he spoke about dancing with his mother was the clincher.

				“I wasn’t terribly bored watching the colorful outfits and hearing the sometimes scathing commentary from the judges,” he continued. “I will admit it was a little uncomfortable while I was doing the tango with my mother, but I got the hang of it. And she loved it.”

				He swayed to the rhythm of the music and Sam followed as best she could. The tango wasn’t one of the dances she was used to doing. She vaguely remembered some of the moves she’d been taught years ago, but admitted to herself she was nowhere as good as Gary.

				“Yes, this is it,” Gerard said as he came up to them. “The close embrace technique. Everybody look at the way these two are connected. Not only chest-to-chest, but also at the hips, their thighs—they are blended as one.”

				He was right about that, Sam thought as heat radiated throughout her entire body due to said closeness. The instructor’s comments seemed to give Gary more leave because he held her even tighter, his fingers just skimming the lower part of her back. His other hand held hers tightly. Their bodies were flush, almost plastered to each other in the way that a couple making love would be connected.

				Sam cleared her throat and tried to focus on the dance, and only the dance.

				Gerard was saying something to another woman now. Again, Sam found herself gazing at the one who had been wearing the ridiculous glasses last night at dinner. The woman complained that her partner had two left feet.

				A part of Sam wanted to rejoice; not only was her partner good-looking, he was also damn good on the dance floor. Unfortunately, Sam wasn’t certain rejoicing was what she should be doing at the moment. When she’d awakened this morning, she was fairly sure that the likelihood of her being in a man’s arms again was slim to none. Yet here she was, not only in Gary’s arms, but thoroughly enjoying being there.

				Was it hot in here now?

				Were her nipples hardening as her breasts rubbed against his chest seductively?

				When he ground his hips into hers and used his tight grip around her waist to guide her into the same motions, did she feel a throbbing in her center? Was he awakening something in her she had long since abandoned?

				Too many questions.

				After talking with Roland last night, she’d come to the conclusion that she was going to take his advice. She was going to let things play out. And by “things” she meant the nuptials between her father and Malayka. Not whatever this was that was brewing between her and Gary.

				And brewing it definitely was.

				As the dance continued, the two of them seemed to grow more familiar. She knew when he turned her again and dipped her deep that she would be held securely in his arms. There was no fear of falling because the look in his eyes said he would never let her go. When she was pulled back up to a standing position his leg was between hers and, on instinct, Sam relaxed into the sultry rhythm of the moves mixed with the music. She swayed in a motion that had her riding his thigh. If she’d thought her body was reacting to him before, the quick jump and throb in her center, the swelling of her breasts and the quick intake of air had her admitting she hadn’t imagined anything.

				There was another part of the dance where his face was close to hers, their lips only a whisper a part.

				She wanted to kiss him. Again.

				And again.

				“Perfect! Perfect!” Gerard was yelling.

				Seconds later he was clapping Gary on the back. The spell was broken—or it should have been. The music had stopped. Yet Gary didn’t release her. Everyone stared at them, again. Sam attempted to pull away from him but this time Gerard was the one pushing them close together the same way he had with Malayka and her partner.

				“This is how it should be done. Now, let’s take it from the top and everybody watch these two. They’ve got it! The sex, the allure, the intensity. Like passion put to music. Again! Again!” the little cherub-like man continued and the music started once more.

				“Well, you heard the man,” Gary said as he folded her into his embrace once more. “Let’s show them how it’s done.”

				He smiled at her this time. A wide, crooked grin that turned all that heat that had been swirling throughout her body into a blustery storm. She took his hand and this time melted into the embrace.

				Let it play out. She thought back to Roland’s words. Just let this play out and it, too, would be over soon.

				Right?

				* * *

				Sam spoke of the changes to the island from the late 1800s as they stood amid the ruins of an old oil refinery. At that time, Grand Serenity was under the control of Abraham Chapman and the British government, leading up to the year-long battle in the early 1950s. After lunch, the entire wedding party, Gerard and Malayka included—had traveled to the far eastern side of the island. Buildings were old mounds of rubble and decay having been left as a historic symbol marking how far the islanders had come.

				Gary listened intently although he’d already read all about Grand Serenity’s history and the DeSaunters family’s rise to power.

				“Marco Vansig had been governor of the island by this time and he ruled with an iron fist. Vansig destroyed the monuments and any remnants from the Chapman rule and basked in the riches that continued to flow through the now numerous gold mines and refineries around the island.” Sam was speaking to the group.

				“This is one of the early oil refineries that was eventually bled dry by Vansig, the proceeds of which never made it to the islanders. Everything went to Vansig. He was notorious for his womanizing and gambling and his overall flashy lifestyle.”

				She looked amazing standing tall and proud in front of a cracking tower, its stones turned dark and dirty from a combination of salty seawater; warm, humid air; and lack of care. Her hair had been pulled back, held with a colored tie that matched the light pink, sleeveless top she wore with the formfitting white skirt decorated with large pink and black flowers. She looked fresh and young, like a woman sure of her place in this world and certain that everyone was always watching her in it. Whether or not that was a good thing, Gary hadn’t concluded. He did know, however, that Samantha wore it well.

				Regal, rich, intelligent, sexy. All of it she wore like a second skin and made it look effortless.

				“Just down the road there is a pathway leading to the beach. This is where the army of islanders led by my grandfather, Josef Marquise DeSaunters, who had grown tired of Vansig’s tyrannical rule, traveled to begin their sneak attack on Vansig and the palace.” She lifted an arm to point in the direction and was greeted with a few grumbles from the crowd.

				“There’s too much walking on this tour,” the woman with the glasses complained.

				Her name was Sylvia. Gary had made a point to speak with her at lunch because he’d overheard her talking about his and Samantha’s dance.

				“I’ll bet they’re getting it on in every room of that big ol’ palace,” she’d said to Evelyn, the woman who had been sitting with her last night.

				“Ew, I hope not in the bed I’m sleeping in,” Evelyn had replied.

				“Who said anything about using a bed? He looks like the type to just pick a girl up and have his way with her right against the wall. Did you see how he was holding her and looking at her? Pure, unadulterated lust, I tell you.”

				“You think so?” Gary had said when he’d interrupted their conversation. “I was hoping we were doing the dance correctly. From your comments, I take it that we were.”

				“Oh, well, we weren’t gossiping about you and the princess or anything like that,” Evelyn had hurried to say. “Sylvia just meant that the two of you looked so good on the dance floor. So realistic.”

				“Evelyn’s right,” Sylvia’d chimed in, not appearing the least bit apologetic. “You looked as if you two knew each other’s bodies and the moves of that dance personally. Anybody watching would draw the same conclusion.”

				Gary doubted that, but it had felt good to let the women know he was well aware of what they thought about him and Samantha. He had left them with a warning about spreading lies. “You’re too pretty to have your nose growing longer because you can’t separate fact from fiction.”

				Evelyn had looked embarrassed but smiled, anyway. Sylvia had looked devious and hadn’t bothered to hide the fact.

				Now it was Sylvia who was complaining as she’d begun to walk toward Samantha. But Malayka stopped her friend and continued to approach the princess herself.

				Gary, who had been standing a few steps to the left behind Samantha, moved in closer to eavesdrop.

				“How much longer is this going to take?” Malayka asked. “And why are you showing us war things? I want them to see how pretty the island is, not hear about a violent past.”

				“Our past is the reason for our present,” Samantha replied diplomatically.

				Gary wanted to applaud her for taking the high road when she could’ve so easily responded another way.

				“Whatever,” Malayka quipped. “Let’s just get on with this. And when we get down to the beach, let me do the talking. The TV people will want to hear about the beach being a good location for wedding ceremonies and such.”

				“I don’t think now is the right time for that,” Samantha told her. “We should keep this outing about the history. Tourists find that interesting in addition to just going for how a place looks.”

				Malayka chuckled. “Who are you kidding? That’s just nonsense. But I should have known, especially since you’ve never planned a wedding. I’ll take it from here.”

				Malayka turned back to face the crowd. She was about to speak when the first shot rang out. It exploded against the corner of the tower, directly above Samantha’s head. Gary reacted instantly, throwing his body over hers as he yelled, “Get down!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Her hands were shaking as she gripped the sides of the soaker tub and lowered her body into the steaming, fragrantly bubbled water. When she was seated, Sam lay back in an even slower motion until her neck rested on the lip of the tub. She closed her eyes and tried to block out everything.

				The gunshots.

				The shattering rock.

				The screams.

				Gary’s full body on top of hers.

				Her eyes shot open at her last thought. Clearly keeping them closed wasn’t working, anyway. She rubbed her hands down her face then pushed back the tendrils of hair that had escaped the tight high ponytail she’d made when she’d finally closed herself in her rooms.

				Gary had picked her up off the ground and run to one of the parked cars. He had her in the backseat and was yelling at Phillipe to drive within seconds of the last shot. Twenty minutes later they were at the palace. Kris and Roland were both at the front doors when they came in. Salvin, the chief of guards, was also there, four other guards standing with him.

				“I’m fine,” she’d said immediately upon walking into the foyer.

				It had been the third time she’d said it in the last few minutes. It had apparently taken more than one time for Gary to understand and not scoop her into his arms again. That whole “being carried away” scene made her uncomfortable. Not as uncomfortable as being shot at, but still. She’d decided to deal with the things she could and, at the time, that was appeasable for her.

				Dammit.

				“What the hell happened?” Ro had asked before grabbing her into a tight hug.

				Sam had accepted the hug because, of course, her brothers would be concerned about her. But she’d pushed back from the embrace when it had lasted too long and she’d felt the dam inside her threaten to break free.

				“Shooter,” Gary was saying from behind her. “The entire area was checked a half hour before we arrived. Then the extra guard that rode in each car got out and checked again before the tour began.”

				Kris hugged her, rubbing his hand down the back of her head as he pulled back and stared at her as if his questioning gaze was going to solicit a different response.

				“I’m fine, Kris,” she had stated again. “Really.”

				He hadn’t believed her, but he had backed off, releasing her so that she could turn to face Gary.

				“Thanks,” she had told him, taking a breath because her legs were beginning to tremble. “Thank you for being there and for saving my life.”

				He was shaking his head before she could finish speaking.

				“No thanks necessary. I just want you to be safe,” he’d told her.

				Sam had been okay with that reply. Or, at least, she was going to have to be. The thought of arguing or debating at that moment was definitely going to be more than she could bear. No, she’d been wrong. In the next seconds, when Gary had stepped closer to her, he’d touched a hand to her shoulder. His next words, “I want you to be safe,” had tipped the scale on her tolerance.

				She had only been able to nod in reply before turning and taking the marble steps as quickly as she could without falling on her face and creating even more of a spectacle. There’d been enough eyes on her for one day, enough thoughts and glares and judgments. She hadn’t been in the mood for any more.

				Now she was in the tub, closed in her prettily decorated lavender, gray and white bathroom. Vanilla-scented candles were burning, the lights were turned down low and she was relaxing—or, at least, she was trying to relax. Only, her shoulders were still tight, her neck ached and, dammit, she could not stop shaking.

				Every part of her body was shaking now. Her fingers, her arms, her legs, her toes. Even her head was moving as she uselessly fought back tears. She bit her bottom lip and resisted the urge to sob. She wasn’t a baby. Yes, she’d been shot at, but she was still living, still breathing. She should just be grateful and...

				More tears came and now her teeth were chattering. Her shoulders jerked and before she could think of how to stop it, a sob broke free.

				The shots had been so loud and people had been screaming. Gerard may have been screaming the loudest. When she’d caught sight of him, he was lying on his stomach, arms folded over his head, crying like a child. Sam hurriedly used her hands to wipe the tears from her face. She took several deep breaths, releasing them very slowly so as to calm her racing heart. It worked, sort of, and the tears finally ceased.

				“Okay, get it together, Sammy,” she chided herself. “There’s someone trying to kill your family. That’s not a surprise.”

				No. It wasn’t a surprise, she answered herself, but it wasn’t a cheerful thought, either.

				“At least he was there to save you,” she continued. “Again.”

				“He” was Gary, of course. And, yes, he’d saved her. He’d pushed her to the ground with his body and lay there until the shots stopped. His broad shoulders and muscled chest were easily wider than the width of her body, which meant he’d completely covered her. His body was on top of every part of hers.

				Sam shivered, even though the water was hot against her skin.

				He’d been standing behind her the entire time she’d talked to the group. Just as he’d sat next to her during lunch and he’d danced with her during the lessons. Boy, had he danced with her. The memory had Sam flushing.

				It was silly. All of this was just plain ridiculous. She’d seen Gary around the palace for the last two months but until the other day she hadn’t even known his name or why he was there. Yet she’d kissed him twice and today they’d danced as if a night of hot steamy sex was definitely in their future.

				It wasn’t just silly. It was impossible.

				She was attracted to him.

				Very attracted to him.

				That was a problem because Sam hadn’t been this attracted to a man since her college years in Paris. Kris had gone to the United States for college and Roland had opted to join the Royal Seaside Navy. Sam had flown to Paris on a fashion scholarship she’d been awarded just because of who she was.

				Since she was a little girl there had been agents approaching her father about the possibility of her entering into modeling or beauty pageants. Sam had never been interested in either. Both occupations would put her in the public eye much more than she actually wanted to be. Sure, as Grand Serenity’s goodwill ambassador she was still in the public, but that was her duty. It was her birthright and there was nothing she could do about performing the job her mother had left vacant.

				Accepting the scholarship had been Sam’s way of getting off the island and finally having time to just be a young woman and not a princess or a goodwill ambassador. She’d enjoyed that time even if the curriculum was less than she’d desired. And then she’d come home to do what was expected of her.

				She always did what was expected.

				Her eyes closed again and this time her internal body temperature was foremost in her mind. She felt just as she had when she’d been dancing with Gary. Hot. Agitated. Aroused.

				“That’s it,” she said with a sigh.

				Last night she was restless. Yesterday and today she was irritable. Now, even after she’d had a near-death experience and fretting over the life that she’d had no choice in, she knew what the real problem was.

				She was horny.

				That was probably unacceptable for a lady, especially a princess. But it was just that. Sam recognized the tugging in her center and the swelling of her breasts. She should have known when the night of the council dinner she’d been so eager to run across that room and kiss a man. At that moment she’d thought it was just some man she’d seen around the palace. She definitely should have known better because she’d enjoyed that kiss way too much.

				Now she was jittery and emotional and in desperate need of release. She was clearly in the desire stage of sexual pleasure. And if anyone ever heard her say such a thing aloud they’d likely think she’d lost her mind. But she hadn’t. Sam knew her body well. She’d taken the time to get to know it’s every warning and signal. That was her right and her decision to make.

				Knowing her own body and being able to give it what it needed was the best solution for the life she had to lead. Love and relationships weren’t in the cards because there was no way she could ever trust a man to want her and only her. Not the title. Not the money. Not the recognition. Only her.

				She’d learned that lesson the hard and painful way when her three-month relationship with Miguel Lopata was publicized on the front page of a Parisian tabloid with pictures of them necking on the couch in his apartment. Miguel had sold those pictures and the story of their romantic affair. He’d also taught her a very valuable lesson that Sam had carried with her ever since.

				With her eyes still closed she moved her now steadier hand to her breast and massaged slowly. Her body instantly reacted as her breast seemed heavier than usual, and her breath quickened. Sam knew this part well and continued without any further recriminations. She would feel better afterward, much better, and then she could deal with the other issues swirling around in her life. She just needed this little bit of leverage. Damn, she needed it.

				Her other arm slipped from the side of the tub, her hand skimming down her torso until she felt the short curls of pubic hair. In seconds she was touching herself, pleasuring herself. The sound of her moans echoed in the bathroom. Her mind went void of anything but the pleasure; the moment she would reach that precipice and soar higher than she had the last time she’d done this. Each time she aimed higher, needed more, because this, right here, was all she had in her life. It was all that she would ever have.

				When her legs trembled, her teeth bit into her bottom lip and her body vibrated with each spine-tingling muscle spasm that pulsated through her. She moaned slower this time, louder and longer as she rode that glorious wave.

				It took a few minutes before her breathing returned to normal and, when it did, so did everything else.

				“Damn!”

				Sam cursed herself and felt deflated at her inability to meet her own challenge. She hadn’t soared higher. She didn’t feel much better than she had before. She was still worried and still afraid and, dammit all, still aroused.

				* * *

				Gary was mad as hell.

				He’d been in Kris’s office for the past hour going over everything that happened that day. It all ended with the shots being fired, just barely missing Samantha’s head.

				“The guards combed that entire area but didn’t find anyone,” Kris reported after hanging up the phone on the edge of his desk.

				“This is bullshit!” Roland raged. “Now she has somebody shooting at us? How much more of this are we going to take without doing something?”

				“We don’t know for certain that Malayka is connected to this,” Kris stated evenly. “I know we’re all thinking it, but we have to have something more concrete than just our dislike of her before we go to Dad. And, yes, we have to go to him first, before we even think about slapping cuffs on the woman he’s planning to marry.”

				Gary had been sitting in one of the guest chairs across from Kris’s desk. He’d only sat because when he was standing he paced the floor like a lion stalking its cage. He definitely wanted out. He wanted to track down the shooter himself and strangle the bastard. He’d much rather have his own rifle and scope. He’d watch that fool for hours, making sure he felt perfectly safe before Gary finally pulled the trigger, killing the son of a bitch.

				Yes, he wanted him dead, even though Gary knew Kris would prefer him to be alive for questioning. Gary was beyond that point. The second he’d watched that bullet pierce the stone wall just inches above Samantha’s head, he’d known the capture-and-question part of this job was over. For him, anyway.

				Unfortunately, however, Kris was right in what he’d just said to Roland. They still had no evidence that Malayka was involved.

				“As a matter of fact, she was standing pretty close to Samantha when the first shot rang out. A few inches to the left and she could have caught the bullet. I doubt she’s in on her own murder plot,” Gary told them.

				His elbows were planted on his thighs and he’d been holding his head down, staring at the floor as he tried to gain some semblance of control before speaking to the princess. His control wasn’t really cooperating but Gary knew he had to add his comments to their conversation.

				“So you’re saying the bullet could have been meant for Malayka?” Roland asked. “I’m not buying that for one minute.”

				Gary was shaking his head as he sat back in the chair. “I’m not trying to sell that,” he replied. “I’m just stating the facts. Malayka was standing right there. So if she were in on the plot to kill one or all of you, why would whoever she’s in cahoots with have fired a shot that could have easily taken her out instead?”

				“He’s right,” Kris stated. “It doesn’t add up.”

				“None of this adds up!” Roland continued. “Dad wants to act like its some political strike against us, but Sam swears we have no enemies on the political front. You think it might be someone who’s banking with us because of the break-in at the bank just before the explosion. But even that investigation hasn’t turned up any leads. So what are we supposed to do now, just sit here and wait until whoever these people are finally get it right and kill us all?”

				“No,” Gary said as he stood. “We’re not going to wait. Not anymore. It’s time to put more pressure on the prisoners and get some real answers out of them. If they still won’t talk, we go to the next best source. Their family members. Find the people that are closest to them and see what they know, who they know. That’s how we’ll start to connect the dots and, as soon as we get a target, I’m taking him out.”

				Gary didn’t wait for any agreement or rebuttal. He turned and headed for the door. There was something he needed to do, something more urgent than sitting there talking about a plan that needed to be put into effect ASAP.

				* * *

				Gary approached Samantha’s room with the cautious steps of his former profession. He kind of felt like he was stalking his prey the moment he’d decided to climb the stairs to see her.

				Logic and reasoning said he should have gone back to his room to go over his notes about all the players in the palace situation. He should make some calls to find out more about the two men sitting in the Grand Serenity jailhouse. They were the key. He knew that without a doubt. One of them knew exactly what the endgame to this little plan was and if Gary just applied more pressure, if he used some of his military training, he was certain he could break them.

				Yet, that’s not what he’d done.

				He probably should not have walked out of the meeting with Kris and Roland, either. For all intents and purposes they were his employers, even though Gary had refused Kris’s offer of monetary reimbursement. Roland wanted to take action. Gary could definitely understand that and he respected the fellow military man for his quick thoughts and plans for immediate action. At the same time, Gary also knew the logic in what Kris was saying. They had to be sure that when they acted, there would be no mistakes because their father’s happiness was at stake. No, that wasn’t more important than their lives; Gary, of course, understood that, as well. But it was important to each of them.

				Regardless of how much sense that all made, it hadn’t kept him in that office with Roland and Kris.

				There was something much stronger than logic and reason pulling him in Sam’s direction. Something he wasn’t certain he knew how to handle but that he was sure he wasn’t going to ignore for much longer. Not at this point.

				He knocked softly, restraint biting at him as he tried to prepare what he was going to say to her. He just wanted to make sure she was all right. No, that was wrong. Gary needed to see that she was all right. He needed to hear her say she was fine and for those words to actually match the look in her eyes when she did. When she’d said it so many times to him over an hour ago, he’d known she was lying. Fear and trepidation had clung to her like a bad cold. She’d wanted to be fine, of that he was sure, but the emotion hadn’t been there for her and the lie had just made it worse.

				He should have protected her better. He should have known there would be another attempt and he should have been more prepared. He should have—

				“What are you doing here?” Samantha asked the moment she opened the door.

				“I need to know that you’re all right,” he said and then didn’t wait for her to ask him in, but instead stepped so close to her that she would have had no choice but to step back.

				No, that’s not what Samantha did and a part of Gary almost smiled at his misstep.

				Samantha DeSaunters was not like any other woman he’d ever come across in all his travels. Sure, she was pretty on the outside, but she had so much going for her beyond the beauty. More than Gary even thought her family realized.

				Right now, she was looking up at him as if she were either about to push him back into the hallway and slam the door in his face, or curse him out so he’d turn and scurry off like a properly scolded pup.

				She didn’t know him that well. He didn’t falter easily. In fact, he had no intention of backing down, regardless of how she looked at him.

				“I’m not prepared for company,” she told him.

				He nodded. “Good, because this is not a social call. I’m here to check on you and I don’t want you hurrying me off the way you did earlier. So, I’m asking you to please let me in.”

				It was as nice as he could manage when what Gary really wanted to do was to scoop her up in his arms and carry her into her bedroom. And then what?

				He didn’t have a chance to finish that thought as she huffed and finally stepped to the side.

				When she closed the door, she stayed there, leaning against it with her arms folded firmly across her chest. When he realized she hadn’t followed him farther into the sitting area of the room, Gary turned and looked at her. That’s when he noticed that her hair was down, hanging around her shoulders in squiggly strands that told him it was wet. She wore a light pink robe that looked fluffy and soft wrapped around her body.

				His gaze shot back up to her face. No makeup. The folds of the robe dipped low so that her long neck and a sizable portion of skin were visible.

				Bare.

				Naked.

				Gary swallowed hard at the thought that she was naked beneath that robe.

				“Tell me you’re okay. That what happened earlier is now pushed out of your mind and you’re not afraid, not worried,” he said quickly. “And tell me the truth, Samantha. I really need you to be perfectly honest with me right now.”

				Because if she didn’t he would have to stand in this room even longer. And Gary was certain that if he did that, they wouldn’t remain standing. He would not remain clothed and she would not continue to hold him at bay with a look or crossed arms.

				He probably should have listened to his inner reason and logic before coming to her quarters.

				“I’m fine,” she said and then hurried to continue. “I wasn’t earlier, that’s true. I was shaken up. But I’ve had a chance to calm down and to try to relax.”

				“How did that work for you?” he asked, holding her gaze.

				Her eyes seemed wider now, her lashes long even without the makeup she usually wore. The skin of her face was smooth in its natural mocha hue.

				She cleared her throat. “It worked,” she replied. “I feel much better.”

				“Really?” he asked and took a step closer.

				His mind screamed, What the hell are you doing? But his body was in full control now.

				“Because I keep trying to relax when I’m around you. It doesn’t work. Hell, I can’t relax when I’m away from you.”

				“Gary,” she started and tried to back away as he approached. But she was at the door. There was nowhere to go unless she planned to run out into the hallway.

				“Samantha,” he said her name and could hear the complete desperation in his voice. It was different and just a bit on the side of scary, but Gary admitted there was nothing he could do about that. Not now.

				“When I first saw you, I knew you were going to be different,” he admitted. “I’ve watched you every day for the past two months. I’ve listened to you talk. Seen you eat, laugh, smile. Every time, everything is so potent, it’s like a surprise body blow.”

				“Stop right there,” she said and held up a hand.

				That hand shook and Gary stopped.

				He was less than a foot away from her.

				She licked her lips nervously and spoke in a voice that was less than composed.

				“I saw you around the palace time after time. But I never knew who you were or why you were here. I didn’t think anything of it until I saw you at the dinner and then I just...”

				“You kissed me.”

				“I did,” she admitted with a nod.

				“And you liked that kiss,” he continued. “Truth. Only the truth. Here. Now. Between us.”

				She squared her shoulders and gave a little shake of her head as she replied, “I liked it. I didn’t mean to, but...I did.”

				He lifted a hand, touching his fingers lightly to her chin, moving one finger until it ran along the line of her bottom lip.

				“The next time I kissed you,” he spoke quietly.

				She sighed. “I liked that, too.”

				“So did I,” he replied eagerly. “I liked it so much, I can’t stop thinking about doing it again. And again.”

				“We shouldn’t,” she told him, the hand that she’d been holding up now crushed between their bodies.

				“I know,” he said, his gaze dropping from her eyes to his finger on her lip. “But I don’t think I can stop it. I don’t think we can stop.”

				“We have to.” She gasped. “I should have never started this,” she whispered.

				As she spoke, his finger moved quickly, touching the tip of her tongue.

				Blood pounded loud and fast in his ears and Gary leaned in closer, until his lips were only an inch from hers.

				“It doesn’t matter who started what and when. Now it’s time to finish it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				“It doesn’t matter who started it.” Gary spoke in a husky tone as he lifted her into his arms and moved toward her bedroom. “Tonight, it will be finished.”

				He kissed her again and she eagerly joined in, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck. The door to the bedroom was open and he walked quickly inside, tearing his mouth away from hers only long enough to catch sight of the bed and carry them both there. By the time his knees hit the side of the bed, he was going down with her, bracing his fall with his elbows on the mattress.

				She gasped as their lips parted again. Then, with her hands at the nape of his neck, she pulled him close for another kiss. He couldn’t get enough of her. The taste of her on his tongue was intoxicating. The way she was kissing him back said she felt the same. Thrusting his hands between them, Gary quickly undid the belt of the robe and pushed the material aside.

				He moaned when his hands touched the bare skin of her torso.

				She felt like silk, he thought as he pulled back, nipping her bottom lip one last time before breaking their contact completely. For what seemed like forever he stared down at her flawless skin. She was beautifully made, he thought as he trailed his fingers down from her neck, between the valley of her breasts and farther until he circled her navel. She was quiet as he continued to explore, as if she were waiting and wondering what he thought.

				“I won’t say you’re beautiful,” he told her when he looked up to see her staring at him.

				“I didn’t ask you to,” she replied and reached for the edges of the robe.

				She attempted to pull it around her, to cover the exquisite sight before him, but Gary stopped her. He held her wrists down at her sides and leaned in so that his nose almost touched hers.

				“I won’t say it because I’m sure you’ve been told that by other men. Many other men,” he continued and tried like hell to swallow the ball of jealousy that had just formed in his throat. “I don’t want you thinking of any of them now. Not when I’m with you. Not when I’m inside you.”

				The final words came out in a rough gravelly tone as the last lines of control in him began to fray.

				“I don’t sleep around,” she said.

				Gary shook his head. “No. You don’t,” he agreed.

				Not for one moment did he believe that Samantha was the type to entertain multiple sex partners. He knew that, even without also knowing that there had been hardly any stories printed or spoken to the contrary. In fact, for a princess, there was surprisingly little knowledge in the world about the personal life of Samantha DeSaunters. She was known for keeping the personal away from the public, even while traveling the globe and constantly staying in the spotlight on behalf of her island.

				He released her wrists and continued to push the robe off her body completely. There were simply no words for how good she looked, from the dark tips of her nipples down to the soft pink coat of polish on her toenails. She was simply delectable.

				When he gave in to another urge and cupped one perfectly sized breast and leaned in to kiss the nipple of the other, she gasped and arched into his touch. He sucked her nipple into his mouth, gorging on the delicious taste of her. His other hand kneaded the softness until his erection was pressing so painfully against the zipper of his pants he wanted to yell out in agony.

				She cupped her hands at the back of his head, holding him in place. Feeding him. Gary moaned. When she grabbed the wrist of his hand on her breast, he almost removed his mouth from her to ask what she was doing. Instead he waited a beat and realized she was leading him. Down her torso, past her navel, over the thin layer of curls at her mound, between the soft petals of her core. Gary fingered her clit and she sucked in a breath with a sound and motion so quick and potent he thought he might come in his pants from the excitement.

				Wet, delicious desire soared through him as he touched her intimately. She’d moved a leg, dragging it across the mattress so that he had unfettered access to her. Gary kept his eyes closed and his tongue on her breast as his fingers glided over her wetness.

				“Please.”

				It was said in the barest whisper and, for a moment, Gary thought he’d imagined it. But she’d grabbed his hand again, placing his fingers directly over the tightened bud of her clit once more. He tore his mouth away from her breast at that moment and moved so that now he could see what his hand had been enjoying. Again, she was exquisite, especially the way she was sprawled over the bed, her dark purple comforter a contrast to her creamy brown skin.

				Gary watched his fingers moving over her and then slipped two fingers inside her. She grabbed the comforter in her hands and arched up off the bed. Her bottom lip was caught between her teeth, her eyes closed as she moaned. Gary knew exactly what she was feeling at this moment. She wanted to come and he wanted nothing more than to oblige her.

				With his other hand, he placed two fingers on her clit and rubbed in sync with his thrusting fingers. His tongue moved over his now-dry lips as he continued to watch his hands on her and listened to her complete enjoyment. When her thighs began to tremble, Gary moaned louder than Samantha did. It was so sweet and yet so primal, touching her this way and watching her ride toward her climax.

				She was shaking her head now, her still-damp hair splayed around her in a wild halo. Her body stiffened and Gary continued his motions, loving the feel of even more moistness, warm and sticky on his fingers.

				A few seconds later, breaths heavy but her limbs relaxed, Gary watched her come down from her climax. Slipping his hand out of her and leaning over her once more, he kissed her softly on the lips. She moaned again and kissed him back.

				Something in that kiss, in the way she wrapped her arms around him and held on tight, changed everything Gary had previously thought about the princess.

				Every damn thing.

				* * *

				She’d soared.

				No, she’d damn near flown right out of the stratosphere by the simple touch of his hand. Or his hands, rather. His fingers...those dangerously excitable fingers.

				Her body felt like Jell-O. Quickly dissolving Jell-O. He was now kissing her. Sam’s body warmed with what she knew was probably the glow from a supreme climax.

				“Oh, no,” she gasped as she abruptly pulled away from the kiss. “I’m sorry.”

				He looked perplexed and Sam had to swallow the bitter taste of embarrassment as she quietly asked, “What about you?”

				He appeared to be trying to figure out what she was saying and Sam almost groaned. She did not want to actually have to say it, because it was hard enough dealing with the fact that she’d done it. Or rather she hadn’t done it.

				Sigh.

				This might be more embarrassing than the pictures of her kissing Miguel being on the front page of that French newspaper.

				“Oooohhh, that,” he said finally and began shaking his head. “No worries. I’m good.”

				He was lying, she thought. And he wasn’t very good at it.

				Following her instincts, which she had been doing since he’d backed her up against the door, Sam let her hand move between them until her fingers scraped lightly over his still-burgeoning erection.

				“No worries,” he repeated once more and casually moved her hand away.

				“Not worried,” she told him as she moved to locate her robe and securely wrap it around her once more. “Just wanted to be fair.”

				“Life’s rarely fair,” he replied glibly.

				She tried running her fingers through her hair that she knew must look hideous right about now, but her fingers got stuck in the snags. Then she thought better than to try the painful act of detangling in front of him.

				At his remark she shrugged. “That’s cynical, but fair to say, I guess.”

				“I get the impression that you agree much more than you’re letting on,” he replied.

				“No.” She sighed and moved to sit on the other side of the bed. “I don’t know what gave you that impression.”

				“The way you deal with your soon-to-be stepmother,” he replied. “Is it that you just don’t like her or do you simply not believe in true love and a blissful marriage?”

				“For the record,” she said, tossing him a look over her shoulder, “this is the worst after-sex conversation I’ve ever had.”

				“Touché,” he said with a smile and a nod of his head. “I can do better.”

				Because she liked his smile way too much, Sam waved a hand at him. “It’s okay, I’ll answer. I don’t like Malayka. She’s controlling and opinionated.”

				He only stared at her and Sam sighed.

				“Okay, so I can be controlling and opinionated, as well. I can admit my own flaws and still not like her for the same reasons. And, no, I don’t believe in love and happy-ever-after. Not for everyone, anyway,” she replied, hoping she didn’t sound scorned.

				Truth be told, Sam hadn’t been in love with Miguel. And thanks to her time with him, she’d never given herself the opportunity to fall in love with anyone else. That meant, at twenty-five years old, she’d never been in love.

				“How about you?” she asked, deciding they’d spent enough time on her.

				He rubbed both hands down his face and leaned forward so that his elbows rested on his knees. They were both sitting on the side of the bed now, just a few inches apart. It was intimate—the fact that they were in her bedroom and on her bed.

				“Do you believe in true love?” At his silence, she almost slapped herself on the forehead. “Oh, no, please tell me you don’t have a girlfriend or are married. I didn’t see a ring but that doesn’t mean anything. You could be allergic to metal or something weird like that. Just please tell me—”

				He held up a hand to stop her and turned to look at her. “Stop. No, I don’t and I’m not. If I were I would have never suggested we take on this charade.”

				She let out the breath she’d been holding after he’d cut her off. Okay, he wasn’t married. And, yeah, not okay, the charade.

				“Look—” she began.

				He held that hand up again. “Do you want me to answer the rest of your question first?”

				Sam snapped her lips shut and nodded.

				“I do believe in true love. My parents had it,” he told her. “They were married for forty-two years before my father died of a heart attack. Two years after that my mother was diagnosed with colon cancer. She died three years later.”

				“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that, Gary. I really am. And I’m sorry I made you talk about it.”

				“You didn’t make me do anything. You asked a question. I had the choice of whether or not I would answer it.”

				He was right, so Sam said nothing else. This entire situation was just too weird. They were pretending to be lovers for the sake of the press and that sleazy Morty. It was all a ruse. Yet here they were, sitting on the side of her bed, while she was naked beneath her robe, her body still humming contentedly from the fantastic orgasm he’d given her.

				“So what do we do now?” she asked.

				After a moment or so he stood. A quick glance, which she probably shouldn’t have taken, told her his arousal had abated. Why did that not make her happy?

				Sam sighed and ran her fingers over her hair. What the hell was she doing? None of this was going the way it should, and for the first time she realized she wasn’t actually in control of the situation.

				“I’m going to head back to my room. Even though we’re having an affair, I shouldn’t be seen coming in and out of your bedroom.”

				“We’re in the palace,” she told him.

				Why? Because she wanted him to stay? No, she definitely did not want him to spend the night. But talking to him hadn’t been so bad. It had actually been the first time she’d been able to address—even if only in her mind—what Miguel had put her through and how it had eventually affected her entire life.

				“House staff are the next likely suspects when any type of conspiracy or intrigue is going on with a family. Prostitutes are the first,” he said in that tone he used often.

				It was aloof and noncommittal. She didn’t like it, but who was she to complain? Hadn’t she built her entire life on a façade? The smile, the pleasantries, the goodwill—all at the supreme cost of ever hoping to have a real personal life. Sure, it was her duty, but it wasn’t her choice.

				Sam stood, too, and nodded her agreement to what he’d said. Pulling her robe tighter around her body, she looked up at him.

				“I’m glad this—” she motioned between them and the bed “—isn’t awkward for either of us.”

				“We’re adults who are capable of making our own decisions. That’s what we did.”

				“And tomorrow things will be business as usual.” She’d said it as a statement but in her mind she was asking a question. She was wondering if this had all happened for a reason. If Gary Montgomery so simply walking into her life and through the shield she’d long ago erected around herself was some act of fate. Her mother had believed wholeheartedly in fate, and, up until this very moment, so had Sam. Now she wasn’t sure what the hell was going on.

				“Tomorrow, I’ll find out who the hell was shooting at you,” Gary told her simply.

				Sam once again nodded. She dismissed her personal thoughts and returned to the present issues surrounding her family. The real reason Gary was there.

				“My schedule is clear tomorrow, so you don’t have to worry about following me around. I’ll be staying in the palace,” she told him, even though she knew he had access to the calendar and could see that for himself. He likely already had.

				It was his turn to nod.

				They still stood in her room, neither of them taking any steps toward the door. Did he not want to leave?

				Sam moved first, walking past him and out the door of her bedroom. Her bare feet trekked over the plush carpet, through the sitting area, and next she was turning the knob and opening the door. As she stepped back, her arms behind her, she knew he would be standing right behind her, even though she hadn’t heard a sound from him as he’d moved.

				“Get some sleep,” he told her as he was about to move past her.

				She’d already nodded and had just opened her mouth to say something when he stopped. He moved quickly, turning to her and wrapping his arms around her waist. He pulled her up fast and close, so close she came up on her tiptoes to stare into his face.

				“What happened in there isn’t over,” he whispered.

				Then his lips were on hers, taking her on a quick and fierce ride through a pleasure-filled haze. Her entire body reacted, so that when he finally let her go, she stumbled back against the door. That damn door again.

				Gary left and Sam hurriedly closed and locked it behind her, seconds before falling back against it and sliding to the floor. She sat there thinking about what crazy and pleasurable hell she’d walked herself into this time.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				Sam’s heart had broken into a million pieces late last night when her father had showed up at her door, grabbing her into a quick and tight hug that lasted for endless moments.

				“Whatever I’ve done, whatever I need to do to keep you safe, I will. Never did I imagine them coming after you. I couldn’t stand if anything happened to you because of something I did.”

				Sam could only hold on to her dad as his long arms wrapped tightly around her. He smelled of his favorite cigars and the cologne he always wore. It was an old and familiar scent that always made her feel comforted and loved. In the years immediately following her mother’s death, at least an hour a day was spent in her father’s arms. Sam had loved every minute of his attention. As an adult, there never seemed to be enough time for the cuddling with him, as they both led busy lives. And now he was about to get married...she’d shook her head and closed her eyes, inhaling her father’s scent once more.

				When Rafe finally released her he’d stepped inside her sitting room and they sat on her couch, side-by-side. Sam had already taken a shower and had just finished blow-drying her hair when her father knocked at her door. For an instant she’d thought it might be Gary again. There’d been a spark of excitement in the pit of her stomach, one she wasn’t sure she should be nursing.

				“How are you feeling?” Rafe asked, his thick fingers entwined with hers. “I hear you didn’t come down for dinner.”

				Sam sighed and shrugged her shoulders. Being with her father never failed to make her feel just like a little girl again. She loved that feeling, even though she knew it would be short-lived.

				“I’m okay. Just wanted some quiet for a while.”

				Rafe nodded. “I can understand that. Did Lucie bring you a tray?”

				“Yes,” Sam answered.

				Lucie had brought her a bowl of Caribbean Pepper Pot with chicken and shrimp about half an hour before Gary had come to her room. While this was one of Sam’s absolute favorite comfort foods, she had only managed to eat a few spoonfuls before giving up. She hadn’t been in the mood to eat. Now, however, as she thought about the soup again, she wondered if she could go down to the kitchen to get another bowl.

				“I know it was scary, Sammy-Girl, but I gotta tell you I’m glad that army guy was there with you. Kris told me how he shielded you with his own body,” Rafe said.

				Yes, she recalled Gary’s body being on top of hers, on more than one occasion now.

				“And I’m thankful to Dante for personally sticking closer to Malayka now,” her father continued.

				Sam did not reply.

				Rafe looked over at her and smiled.

				“You don’t have to say it. I know that there is tension between you two. Between all of you, I should say,” Rafe told her.

				He looked tired, Sam noted. His deep brown eyes didn’t have the light she was used to seeing in them. Even though he’d still called her Sammy-Girl as he often did when they were alone or around family, he hadn’t tweaked her nose or winked at her, which had also been part of their private ritual. He still wore the charcoal-gray suit he’d donned this morning, but the yellow tie at his neck was now loosened and the top button of his shirt was undone.

				“We just don’t know her that well, Dad. And we’re trying to give her the benefit of the doubt,” she told him.

				“I know and I’m working on that. I want us all to spend more time together, but it is difficult with our schedules,” he told her. “I know that she’s not at all like your mother.”

				“No,” Sam replied immediately. “She’s not.”

				When her father only nodded and stared off toward the fireplace and the mantel where Sam kept an 8x10 photo of her mother, Sam felt bad. It had been twenty years since Vivienne had been killed in that tragic accident. All those years, while Sam mourned her mother, Rafe had been mourning his wife. He’d never been with a woman in that time. At least, he’d never brought a woman to the palace or even introduced another woman to his children. Malayka was the first.

				That meant something.

				“I’ll try harder,” she told her father as the guilt rested in her gut. “Maybe I’ll go through our schedules and plan a weekend at the villa in Greece. You love it there with those breathtaking views of the Aegean Sea. We could go out on the yacht for a day or two and bond.”

				The words sounded hollow to her but Sam hoped they didn’t to her father. She would try, for him, but she wasn’t so certain any amount of trying was going to work. Malayka didn’t really want to get to know her stepchildren, she wanted to control them and this palace. That was it. However, Sam was certain her father wasn’t in the mood to hear that.

				“That sounds like a great idea. Maybe for the new year, once we return from our honeymoon. Check the calendars and clear the time for us all. I love that idea,” Rafe told her.

				He’d cheered up substantially then and, as they continued to sit, their conversation turned to his business this morning at the mills and an invitation from an American hospital to join forces in a project including teenage girls. One of Sam’s most cherished causes. They did not speak of the shooting again or of Malayka. Both of which were fine with Sam.

				Yet, still, the next morning, both were prominently on her mind. It was a rare Friday that she had nothing on her schedule and she intended to see to some things around the palace that had been neglected in the past few months. As Sam sat at her desk, drinking her morning tea and reading over the supply lists and meal plans that Lucie had also delivered to her room last night, Sam thought she might just have to add in a meeting with Kris and Roland.

				They weren’t telling her everything, Sam was certain of that fact. Why would someone try to shoot her? Why the explosion? Why tamper with the car they’d presumed her father would be riding in? There had to be a reason for all of this and, as much as she disliked Malayka, Sam couldn’t figure out what the woman would have to gain if they were all killed before the wedding.

				She wore simple black capri pants and a yellow top. With comfortable sandals on her feet, Sam finished her tea and then gathered all her paperwork into a folder and set out to take care of palace business. As she walked around her desk and was about to head for the door she stopped and looked over at the corner by the window. There was a highboy table there with four cherry-oak chairs. The cushions in the chairs were a darker shade of purple than the drapes at the floor-to-ceiling windows in her office. A lacy, white tablecloth covered the glass-topped table and there was a tea set waiting for the next official tea party.

				Sam walked over to that table and ran her finger over the rim of a teacup, a smile easily forming at her mouth. She loved this set and loved the memory that accompanied it even more.

				“It’s beautiful, Mama,” four-year-old Sam had said to the beautiful and vivacious Vivienne.

				They’d been sitting on a soft-as-the-clouds white blanket and Vivienne had pulled each piece of the tea set carefully from a brown wicker basket.

				“It’s very delicate and requires great care,” Vivienne had told her.

				“Can I touch it?” At that age Sam had been willing to touch almost anything. That’s how Roland had gotten her to touch that hideous whistling frog that eventually jumped away, frightening Sam and sending her flailing back into the pond where they weren’t supposed to be playing.

				“Yes, but be very careful, darling. Remember we must take great care of the things that are most important to us,” her mother had said.

				“Like Daddy and Kris and Roland,” Sam had replied.

				Vivienne had nodded, her glossy black curls dancing at her shoulders. “Yes, baby, just like them.”

				Her mother had taught her so much that afternoon. How to properly hold a teacup, how much sugar was too much and when it was time to say she was finished, even if she really wasn’t. Then, her mother had told her something else.

				“One day when you have pretty little girls of your own, you’ll show them all these same things. It will be our tradition, Samantha. You will carry on with your family, all the things that your father and I have taught you.”

				Sam shook her head now, staring down at the empty teacup, her finger shaking on its rim. How would her mother feel if she knew that there would be no family for Sam? There would be no little girls for Sam to share the tea sets with, or to tell how to hold their cup and to not take too many lumps of sugar. Sadness engulfed her and Sam almost didn’t hear the knock at her door.

				Clearing her throat, she rolled her neck and turned away from the table.

				Sam walked out of the office without looking back and when she finally made it to the door, pulled it open with a smile already affixed to her face. It didn’t falter when she saw Landry standing there instead of who she’d thought it would be.

				“Well, good morning to you, too,” Landry said, a fake frown and almost-grin on her face.

				“Good morning. Sorry,” Sam said. “I was just trying to leave and get started with my day. Kept getting sidetracked.”

				“Oh, then that’s good. I was coming to get you to talk about where we want to have the fashion show,” Landry said.

				Sam nodded and checked to make sure she had slipped her cell phone into her back pocket. “That’s fine. We can talk about that while I do a site check of the palace.”

				She’d headed toward the hallway, pulling her door closed behind her. Landry was now standing beside her.

				“You do site checks of your house?” Landry asked her.

				“Yes. When your house and property is larger than ten city blocks, you tend to view it more like a business than a home when it comes down to keeping it running smoothly.”

				“Which you do awesomely by the way,” Landry told her as they headed down the long hallway.

				“You’re just saying that because you don’t want me to pass any of my duties along to you,” Sam added with a chuckle. “But you do know that you’re now married to the Crown Prince of Grand Serenity, which means that one day you will be doing exactly what I’m doing.”

				That was a grim prospect, Sam thought, not only for Landry, but also for herself. She’d trained for this job all her life, only to have to pass it along to the next highest-ranking princess that came along. In this case, Landry, as Kris’s wife, would be a higher rank than Sam. Once Malayka married her dad, then she would outrank Landry for as long as Rafe lived.

				“You know, when Kris asked me to marry him, that was my only reservation,” Landry told her.

				“Really?”

				Her sister-in-law nodded. “Yes. I did not want to be a princess. Hell, it was hard enough being a preacher’s kid. I knew there was no way I could deal with a whole other set of rules to follow.”

				They both laughed. Sam had met Landry’s father, Heinz Sr., and thought he was a great guy. When Landry’s family had come to Grand Serenity for the wedding, they’d all stayed at the palace.

				“Your family is great and you do much better than you give yourself credit for with rules and structure. You’ve adapted to island life while still running your business in the States. And now you’re starting the magazine and organizing this fashion show. It’s like you were meant to be here.”

				“Like destiny,” Landry said with a nod as they approached the staircase. “I’ve thought about that a lot in the last few months. I mean, I didn’t even really want to take on Malayka as a client, but what if I hadn’t? I would have never met and married Kris, and I truly cannot think of my life without him now.”

				“You two are adorable,” Sam said, thinking of how Kris had been so uptight and reserved before Landry had come to the palace.

				Theirs hadn’t been a whirlwind romance, but a slow burn, from what Landry had shared with her. So slow that it had almost fizzled out when Landry returned to the States and Kris took his time getting his butt in gear to go get her. That was the kind of love that Sam used to believe in. The kind that stood the test and came out the victor. Kris hadn’t thought he would find love, hadn’t wanted to do anything but his job, but then he’d fallen.

				Sam was different, she thought. Her circumstances were much stickier than her brother’s and, for that reason, she knew that the happiness she clearly saw on Landry’s face would never be mimicked on hers.

				“I’ve been thinking a lot lately about what it would be like if Malayka hadn’t come here,” Sam disclosed when they came to the bottom of the stairs. “Let’s check out the atrium. There’s great light in there and it’s the one place where I don’t think Malayka has any of the wedding planners camped out.”

				“This is going to be one spectacular wedding,” Landry said as they turned and walked toward the east wing of the house.

				“Yeah, spectacular. Complete with ballroom dancing and everything.”

				“Oh, yes. I heard about those training classes yesterday. How did they turn out?”

				Sam groaned. “They were too good to be true. I mean, it felt too real to be... I mean, it was invigorating or rather—”

				Landry turned, taking Sam by the shoulders. “Stop. Take a breath.”

				Sam did as she was told.

				“Was Gary there?”

				Sam nodded.

				Landry narrowed her gaze at her.

				“Was he close by at that time, too? I know he was thankfully right there when the shooting took place, but we’re talking about at the dance rehearsal.”

				Sam nodded again.

				“Oookay,” Landry said, exaggerating the word, her smile spreading. “He was close like dancing with you?”

				“Uh-huh.” Sam finally made a sound.

				“Dancing really close to you?”

				“Really close,” Sam answered.

				“And you liked it?”

				Sam bit her bottom lip and contemplated a lie. It wasn’t going to work and, really, she needed to talk to someone about this. Keeping it inside and rationalizing on her own certainly wasn’t working.

				“I liked it a lot. I also liked when he came to my room last night and we, um, we sort of fooled around a little.”

				“You did not!” Landry exclaimed loudly.

				A little too loudly.

				With a shake of her head, Sam led her sister-in-law into the atrium and closed the double doors behind them.

				“Yes, we did. Yes, it was good. And, no, I don’t know what that means now.”

				“Well, it means that hot-ass, ex-army sniper guy wants you,” Landry said with a chuckle.

				“He used to be a sniper?” Sam asked and then shook her head. “See, that’s another thing I’m having issues with. I don’t even know this guy and I’m letting him bring me to... I mean, we’re doing whatever it is we’re doing.”

				She hadn’t intended to give Landry as many details as she already had. Having never had a sister or even a very close friend, Sam wasn’t totally sure how this “girl talk” thing worked.

				“Kris and I knew each other for just a couple of weeks before our first make-out session. It was in the dressing room at the central pool,” Landry told her.

				Her sister-in-law’s grin spread wide across her face as Sam figured she was recalling every second of that little interlude.

				“My brother in a dressing room,” Sam added with a shake of her head.

				“Yes indeed and, girl, it was everything!” Landry continued.

				Sam shook her head because against her will a visual was forming in her mind and she didn’t want to give it any chance of sticking around. “I haven’t been with a guy in years,” she admitted.

				Landry stopped smiling. “Years?”

				“Yes.”

				“Wow.”

				“I know,” Sam added with a sigh.

				She walked over to the wall of windows, staring through one of the evenly cut frames of glass. The view from there was of the east lawn and the gardens. Vivienne had designed the space and now Kris supervised the groundskeepers on maintaining pristine conditions in Vivienne’s honor.

				“I decided a long time ago not to believe in needing a man in my life,” she said quietly.

				She was so quiet Sam wasn’t even certain Landry had heard her, until the woman spoke from a short distance away to Sam’s left.

				“I can definitely relate to that,” Landry said. “My dad believed in all that ‘someone for everyone’ and ‘finding a soul mate’ stuff. I didn’t.”

				Sam looked over at her. “And yet you accepted things with Kris relatively quickly. How did you do that?”

				Landry, who was wearing a lovely blush-colored sundress with a lace hem, folded her arms over her chest and stared at Sam seriously.

				“I didn’t accept anything,” Landry told her. “The attraction was instant and way too hard to ignore. I figured we’d just go with that in the beginning, and then it would wear off and we’d both move on. I was so wrong about that.”

				“So it’s normal for the physical desire to be...almost breathtaking?” That was the only word Sam could come up with to describe how she felt each time she was near Gary.

				“It had better be,” Landry replied with a chuckle. “If not, Kris and I did it all wrong. We were definitely into the physical way before our emotions got all tangled up in the process. But I think that was our foundation.”

				Sam nodded as if she understood, but she was still wondering if what she’d allowed herself to do with Gary made any sense at all.

				“Every relationship needs a foundation to build from, Sam,” Landry continued. “And no relationship builds with the same blocks. Love has no rules and no guidelines. You get there whatever way works for you. Does that make sense?”

				Landry was smiling at her and Sam was about to shake her head, but then she got it. She really felt like she got every word Landry had just spoken to her.

				“It does.”

				“Okay, good.” Landry laughed again. “The important thing is to just follow your instincts. You’re an intelligent woman and you’re the only one who can say what is right or wrong for you.”

				“I’ve spent a long time being Grand Serenity’s goodwill ambassador,” Sam said, looking out the windows again. “Haven’t really thought of myself as a woman in a while.”

				“That needs to start now,” Landry said. “You are more than this title and its responsibilities. Kris had a similar issue that I presume each of you harbor because of the life you were born into. But if there’s one thing I know from being one of six children, it’s that you have to find your own road and walk it with your head held high. Nobody or no circumstance should dictate how you take those steps.”

				Landry was probably going to say more but her cell phone rang at that moment. “Sorry,” she mumbled as she answered the phone she’d been holding in her hand.

				“Oh, no, no problem,” Sam insisted as she moved a little farther away to afford Landry some privacy.

				It gave Sam a few minutes to think of what Landry had said and of what it meant to her.

				She wasn’t sure how things would go between her and Gary today, or the days following, for that matter. When she’d finally managed to fall asleep last night she still wasn’t certain that she should have allowed him into her bedroom yesterday. What she was sure of was that the pleasure he’d brought her could easily be addictive. She’d thought about it often this morning, even after scolding herself for doing so.

				“Hey, I’ve gotta head to my office and attempt to take care of a minor catastrophe back in the States. I do like this space and I want to continue our conversation, so can we meet up in an hour or so?” Landry asked.

				“Sure. No problem. I’ll be around all day, just give me a call when you’re ready,” Sam said.

				“Great.” Landry leaned in to hug Sam. “And trust yourself,” her sister-in-law whispered. “Trust what you feel and what you want.”

				Sam nodded. “I will,” she said and actually vowed to do just that.

				Setting the file of papers she’d been carrying down near the windowsill, Sam continued to stare out at the beautiful summer day after Landry had left the room. The sea stretched for as far as she could see. A vision that used to amaze Sam when she was little. The first time she’d sailed from Grand Serenity to Miami she’d been certain they would get lost in the long stretch of blue water. Now, each time she thought of traveling from the island, she did so with enthusiasm to see what else was out there.

				Now, she wondered, what else was there for her to see and learn where Gary Montgomery was concerned?

				“Nobody believes you’re really having an affair with an American.”

				His voice was raspy and cut into her thoughts like a dull knife. Sam turned to see Morton Javis standing just a few feet away from her.

				“I’ll admit to being taken aback by that kiss the other night, but I must say, after hearing you talk about him, I’m more disgusted now. But don’t worry, darling, we can still work things out.”

				He’d moved a step closer to her and the white polka dots on the hot-pink tie he wore seemed to get larger. Morty was an average-size guy at about five feet, eight inches tall. He had a honey-brown complexion, a bald head and suspicious eyes. Today he wore a black suit with a white shirt and that bright tie. The handkerchief in his lapel pocket was a shade of lighter pink. But what really stood out was, always, the way he looked at her. Like he was dissecting her slowly. It creeped her out, but she refused to look away.

				“You don’t take hints well, do you, Morty?” Sam asked. She hadn’t seen him since the ambassador’s dinner, but she knew that her father had spoken to him about the things Morty had said to her. Gary said he’d denied everything, hence the reason they hadn’t fired the sneaky bastard yet.

				“What hint should I have taken?” he asked, his small lips turning up into a devious grin. “If you mean kissing that ex-soldier, I didn’t believe that for one minute. Now, as for your ‘fooling around’ comment about him... Like I said, I’m a little disappointed about that. But I’m ready to make a true offer to you, Samantha.”

				“There’s nothing you have to offer that I want, Morty. If I were you, I would actually be spending my time doing my job instead of pursuing this pointless endeavor.”

				He took another step closer and Sam felt her personal space being invaded. She could step back or even move around him to put distance between them, but, damn, she did not want to give him that satisfaction.

				“Not pointless,” he told her before licking his lips.

				He was staring at her mouth and Sam actually felt like she might vomit in response.

				“Just requires a little more finesse than I’ve been able to provide. But now I know exactly how to get what it is I want,” he told her.

				Sam crossed her arms over her chest at that point because she felt like she should do something to protect herself. It wasn’t much, but at least if he stepped too close she’d be ready to push him back.

				“I don’t care what you want and I have no intention of giving it to you,” she snapped.

				“Oh, you’re going to care, Samantha. You’re going to care very much if I decide to publish the rest of those pictures of you from Paris three years ago.”

				Sam swallowed.

				“Yes, I see you know exactly the ones I’m referring to,” he continued. This time as he moved closer to her, he lifted a hand to touch her hair.

				Sam was too stunned to move or block him.

				“Apparently there were some the reporter had purchased that he hadn’t had the opportunity to publish before the royal solicitors swooped in to save your pretty ass.”

				The crass way in which he’d said the last words had her rapidly blinking and she swallowed again. Then she leaned to the side, just far enough so that his fingers were no longer touching her hair.

				“You’re disgusting,” she told him.

				Morty shook his head. “No, my dear. That would be you. I’ve seen all the photos and paid that photographer a pretty penny for them. So you see, the choice is now yours. You can either accept my proposal of marriage or I will go straight to the press with those pictures. Now, what do you think Daddy and your two big brothers are going to say when they see their darling princess in such a compromising position?”

				“They’re going to kick your ass,” Gary said from across the room. “But they’ll have to stand in line because I plan to do a little damage myself first.”

				She hadn’t heard him enter. From the direction he was walking, he must have used one of the side doors. But how had he known she was in there? How had he known that Morty would be there, too?

				Morty turned and began shaking his head. “I don’t think this is what they paid you for, Mr. Montgomery. But if you’d really like to act like your American counterpart...what was his name? Oh, yes, G.I. Joe,” he continued with a chuckle, “then you should really request a higher salary.”

				Gary was in his face by that time, grabbing his pink tie and wrapping it around his fist before Morty could even consider defending himself.

				“I’m going to tell you this once and you’re going to listen because I kind of think you like breathing,” Gary told Morty as he dragged the man across the floor and slammed his back against the wall.

				Sam didn’t know what to do. So much was happening and she knew she should say something, do something, but her body hadn’t caught up to her mind just yet.

				“Let me go!” Morty coughed. He was flailing his arms, attempting to punch Gary, but Gary was at least six inches taller than Morty and much broader. Morty’s punches looked like slaps falling against Gary’s pronounced biceps.

				They were more prominent today because he wore a T-shirt that looked like a second skin and cargo pants that made him appear even more like a soldier out of an action movie.

				“I’ll have the guards...arrest...you,” Morty tried to continue.

				With each word it looked as if Gary was pressing his fist tighter against Morty’s larynx, causing the sounds to come from him to be a lot less coherent than she knew Morty had intended.

				“You’re going to get your blackmailing ass down to your office and pack up all of your stuff because today is your last day working here,” Gary said gruffly.

				“You...don’t...have...authority. You...can’t,” Morty gasped.

				“He’s right,” Sam said when she’d finally crossed to stand beside Gary. “You nor I have the authority to fire him. Only my father can appoint and dismiss royal staff. In the event that he’s not available, Kris can do it.”

				“It will be done!” Gary yelled into Morty’s face. “I’m a witness now, so that’s all we need to make it effective immediately.”

				“I’ll...the pictures... I’ll,” Morty tried to say.

				Gary pushed harder, until Morty’s eyes bulged.

				“Stop it,” Sam said. When he didn’t, she grabbed his biceps, felt the steel stiffness of his flesh, but ignored it. “I said stop, Gary. Let him go.”

				“You’re a piece of scum,” Gary said. “The kind that I take great pleasure in squashing.”

				With that he released Morty and the man crumpled to the floor. “I’m calling the guards,” Gary said as he turned to Sam. “You go to your room and I’ll go talk to Kris.”

				Sam opened her mouth to tell him that she wasn’t a fellow soldier or a member of his team. In fact, she outranked him, but he’d already started talking into what she figured was some hidden microphone. He was loud as he ordered the guards to come to the atrium ASAP and to escort Morty to his office to get his things.

				When he finished speaking, he looked as if he was actually surprised that she was still standing there.

				Guards came running into the room and before she could tell him what she’d been waiting to say while he was on the phone, Gary simply looked at her and said, “To. Your. Room.”

				He stalked across the floor, grabbed one of the guards and instructed him to take her upstairs. He was gone then, moving quickly out of the room while activity swirled around her. When the guard approached her, Sam yelled, “I don’t need anybody to escort me anywhere! This is my house!” She felt like stomping her feet but remembered who and where she was and instead tilted her head upward and walked regally, on her own, to her room.

				* * *

				“I have news! He threatened her, man! That should be enough to fire his ass without any notice or risk of being sued,” Gary said the moment he burst through the door to Kris’s office.

				Kris was nodding as Gary approached his desk. “Just got off the phone with Salvin. He gave me a quick run-down of what just happened.”

				“So you can fire that bastard right now, can’t you? I mean, you should have heard him basically telling her that she would agree to marry him or he would blackmail her. She was right, he did intend to drag her and the family’s name through the mud. I should have bashed his face in!”

				He was pacing back and forth, adrenaline buzzing through his bloodstream like a potent drug. He’d gone to her room when she hadn’t come down for breakfast, wanting to make sure she was okay with everything that had happened yesterday—the shooting and the aftermath between the two of them. But she’d been leaving with Landry just as he’d turned the corner in the hallway.

				Gary didn’t know what had made him follow her. Hell, he’d already known her schedule for the day. There had been no need to trail her like some lovesick puppy, or worse, a stalker, especially with Landry in tow. But he was neither and had calmly reminded himself that they were pretending. The affair they wanted the world to believe they had was just for show. Regardless of how good she’d felt to him yesterday. It was a façade that would soon melt away in the shimmering island sun.

				He was going home to his cabin by the lake and his fishing boat. He wouldn’t see Samantha again unless it was on the cover of a magazine or on some news broadcast. So he’d followed her because, for now, she was close enough for him to touch when he wanted to, kiss when he needed to and...

				When she and Landry had begun to chat, he slowed his pace. Gary knew better than to ever intrude on conversations with women and he’d received a call at the exact moment the two of them had gone into the atrium. He’d hung back and taken his call, hating afterward that he had, especially when he went back to the atrium and could hear a male voice.

				“He was up in her face like he owned her, like at any moment he was going to just take what he wanted,” Gary continued, ignoring Kris’s steady gaze in his direction. “I wanted to toss him right out that window for daring to upset her.”

				“She was upset?” Kris asked.

				“Hell, yeah, she was. So upset she couldn’t react,” Gary stated and then dragged a hand down the back of his head. “But if she hadn’t stopped me, man, I don’t know what I would have done to that scumbag!”

				“You said he was trying to blackmail her,” Kris mentioned as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “With what? Everything Sam does is in the public eye, all the time. What could he possibly have on her?”

				That stopped Gary in his tracks. He’d heard Morty talk about pictures and, from the second he’d mentioned them, Gary had known exactly what the man was referring to. He was trained in reconnaissance and in forward observing. Before stepping foot on this island he’d done thorough recon on each person in the palace, including Malayka Sampson. Of course, he’d spent more time on Malayka since he and Kris had specifically discussed the woman’s past. But there’d been a day or two that he’d spent sitting on his back porch reading everything he’d pulled on Samantha DeSaunters, including the three years she’d lived in Paris and the three months she’d dated Miguel Lopata.

				“Probably nothing,” Gary replied. “A bluff, most likely, designed to frighten her.”

				He didn’t tell Kris the truth.

				“He’s going to be fired regardless,” Kris stated evenly. “His contact with Sam today was out of order and harassing. Along with whatever else we find on him, that alone is enough.”

				“I’m going down there to make sure he leaves the palace for good and that he knows he’s not to say anything against her or this family,” Gary said and headed for the door.

				“Wait a minute.” Kris spoke. “I’ve got some news, also.”

				Gary wasn’t in the mood for any more news today. He wanted to get this situation with Morty taken care of so that Samantha could have some peace in that regard. Still, he turned slowly and looked at Kris because there was something in his tone. Something that Gary knew wasn’t going to be good.

				“What news?”

				Kris didn’t hesitate to reply. “Amari Taylor escaped from prison.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				“This is kidnapping,” Sam said when Gary slid in beside her on the backseat of the car.

				“No,” he replied in that cool and aloof manner of his. “It’s a dinner date.”

				Sam looked out the window and tried not to frown. “A person would have to be asked to go somewhere for this to be considered a date. You jumping into my car and directing my driver to go someplace else? That’s kidnapping.”

				“You’ve been dodging me for the past week, so there was no time to ask you” was his stiff reply.

				She sensed he was doing the same thing she was, staring out the window to avoid looking at her. That made this scenario all the more annoying.

				“Your claim of ‘dodging’ is false. I’ve seen you every day in the past week,” she said after a few seconds of silence. Why she didn’t want him to have the last word, Sam couldn’t say. She picked up her purse, opened it and pushed things around. What was she looking for? She didn’t know; it was only imperative that she did something with her hands. Or she might just strangle him. Or would she let her hands fall to his strong shoulders and glide slowly down his arms?

				How many times this week had she thought about touching him? How many times had those thoughts had her on the brink of going to his room? Too many to count and too many to be comfortable with.

				“That was business,” he told her simply.

				“And what’s this?” she asked and then—because she couldn’t help it, his words had surprised her—she looked at him. “If this isn’t business, what is it?”

				He moved slowly, turning his head and using his fingers to smooth down the dark hair of his mustache. It didn’t need smoothing, neither did the wavy hair on top of his head or the thick brows that would make any woman jealous. Gary was a soldier with a distinct male-model look about him. There was the gruffness of his tone, the preference for casual attire and those damn boots that were more than out of place as he walked around sunny and humid Grand Serenity. Then there was the swagger that announced his presence the moment he entered a room. It didn’t matter that his cargo pants and T-shirts were the exact opposite of what every other male in the palace wore, those garments suited him perfectly and kept anyone in proximity staring at him.

				“This is a date,” he answered finally. “I’m taking you on a dinner date. Is that okay with you, Samantha? Or should I have Phillipe turn the car around and take us both back to the palace?”

				The stubborn and irritated part of her wanted to say yes. She wanted to lift her chin and demand that she be taken home because of the high-handed way he’d dealt with her, for the second time in a week’s span. But she did not.

				“Dinner is fine with me. Just as asking a person something usually goes over much better than demanding they do as you wish,” she said.

				When he only continued to stare, she figured she’d have to not only lead him to the water but dunk his head so he’d drink, as well.

				“I do not like being ordered around. That day in the atrium you told me to go to my room like I was an insolent child. I did not appreciate that. Just as I do not appreciate you hijacking my car and telling me we’re going to dinner,” she said as she closed her purse with a definite snap and set it beside her on the leather seat.

				“Understood,” he replied.

				Simple as that? No argument, no discussion? Sam wasn’t used to conversations where she’d had to stand her ground or assert her position going that smoothly. Anytime she did that with her father or brothers, there was always a debate that followed.

				She didn’t reply because she didn’t know what else to say. The argument or debate would have been easier. Immediate acquiescence required a little more thought.

				More time passed and she realized they were driving north, heading toward the parts of the island tourists frequented at that time of evening. That was because there was an array of nice restaurants in this direction, along with a few nightlife entertainment venues. She prayed they weren’t going to the latter.

				“Phillipe recommended the View. He said it was a great restaurant featuring American and Caribbean cuisine. I made our reservation for seven thirty. Is that all right with you?”

				“That’s fine with me,” she replied. “I’ve been there a couple of times and I like their chef.”

				She’d planned to visit with Detali to see what the woman was working on for the fashion show. Last week Sam and Landry had been to the dressmaker to pick up their outfits for the Founder’s Day celebration taking place on Saturday. So there was really no need for Sam to return there so quickly, but she’d discovered that was the only place where neither reporters nor civilians really bothered her. Especially at Detali’s new place. She could go in through the shop and then out the back door and across the alleyway to Detali’s new house. That’s where she, Detali and Landry had shared coffee and black fruitcake. Detali made the Caribbean favorite better than even the pastry chef at the palace. Chef Murray would not like hearing that and so Sam was sure not to ever tell him.

				“Good, because we’re here,” he told her just as the car came to a stop.

				Sam knew not to make any move to get out of the car. Before the shooting, Gary had given new protocols for when they arrived at a location other than the palace. After the shooting, he’d taken those protocols to a whole other level. It would be at least fifteen minutes before he came back to the car to help her out. Sam did not argue. Memories of lying on the ground while bullets zoomed through the crowd would not let her. She did pull out her cell phone while she was waiting, a habit she had of checking her emails several times a day.

				Nothing, she thought absently as she scrolled down the list, and then there was one from a name she hadn’t seen in three years. A name she hadn’t ever wanted to see again. She was just about to read it when the door opened and she looked up to see Gary standing there.

				“It’s all clear.”

				She looked back at the phone again and decided that he could wait. He could also go to hell, but waiting would have to do. Sam switched her phone setting to vibrate and dropped it into her purse before taking Gary’s offered hand and stepping out.

				He wore jeans tonight, dark navy, with a gray, button-down shirt that fit almost as snug as his T-shirts normally did. His impressive biceps were showing and when he laced his fingers through hers as they walked toward the steps of the restaurant, Sam felt a wave of something new and warm soar through her body.

				It was just dinner, she reminded herself.

				But it was a date. His words. Not hers.

				So she left her hand in his, loving how comfortable that simple act seemed. Her dress was short, the bottom flaring out to barely skim her knees. Had she known she would be going into a restaurant she would have worn something a little more royal. She’d even foregone the heels and had simply slipped on nude-colored flats. As they approached the stairs on the side of the building, she decided not to let her attire bother her because this was just dinner.

				As she also presumed, Gary’s reservation had told them who she was and thus their table was toward the back of the restaurant in a private room. There were several tables in this room but only one was covered in a white-linen cloth with candles lit and wineglasses sparkling. It was closest to the window, which afforded them a glorious view of palm trees and the lights from a golf course. To be fair, all of the tables in the restaurant boasted a view thanks to the panoramic windows. Yet there was still something about what she could see, once Gary had stood behind her and helped her into her seat.

				Water was poured into their glasses, menus put into their hands, smiles offered from the waiter who’d introduced himself as Henri.

				“Chef Michael makes a wonderful balsamic dressing,” Sam began as soon as she opened the menu. “It’s fantastic with the tomato Caprese.”

				At his grumbling reply, Sam lowered her menu and gazed at him. “You don’t like tomatoes, or you don’t like balsamic dressing?” she asked.

				“I like meat and potatoes” was his quick reply.

				His brow had furrowed and his lips turned up in the corner as he looked at his menu. Sam almost smiled as she quickly imagined him as a surly child with that same face whenever something didn’t go his way.

				“He also prepares a red snapper, Grand Serenity style,” she told him.

				“I can do seafood,” he replied and flipped a page in his menu.

				She wasn’t sure he saw what he was looking for as he continued to frown, so Sam stood to lean over the table to show him. The top of her dress was loose and the material immediately draped as she moved. Deciding this date would go along much better if she didn’t set her dress on fire with the candles, she moved to the chair beside him. Leaning over then, she flipped another page in his menu and pointed.

				“There’s red snapper, mahi and shrimp. They make the linguini fresh on the premises, too. And they have a cocktail called the Sunset that’s dynamite. I’m going to order one of those as soon as Henri returns.”

				“That’s what you smell like.”

				His words were strange and she looked up to see that Gary was no longer staring at his menu, but at her instead.

				“What?” she asked and cleared her throat as she backed away from him. She’d been too close, she thought now. Way too close if he was commenting on how she smelled.

				“The first time I stood close to you was at Kris and Landry’s wedding. You were wearing white. You had your hair pulled back tight and there was a bright pink flower, right here.” He pointed to the spot just above her right ear.

				Self-conscious now, she lifted her hands and tucked her hair back behind both ears.

				“I stood behind you while you talked to guests and thanked them for coming on such short notice. It was windy that day and each time there was a breeze I caught this scent. At first I thought it was the flower, but it wasn’t a floral aroma at all. I couldn’t figure out what it was but I knew, when I stepped closer to you, where it was coming from.”

				He appeared to think for a moment, during which time Sam cleared her throat and struggled for what she should say.

				“Sunset,” he continued. “It used to be my mother’s favorite time of day. She would sit on the front porch and watch the sun setting over the river.”

				Henri returned at that moment to take their orders.

				“To start, the princess will have the tomato Caprese and the Sunset,” Gary told Henri.

				Sam nodded her agreement to Gary and then looked up at Henri to tell him that she would also have the grilled salmon for her entrée.

				“French onion soup and the sea bass for me,” Gary continued. “And whatever beer you have on tap.”

				When Henri walked away again, Sam took a sip of her water as she sat back in her chair trying not to stare at Gary. He was a complex guy. A soldier. A loner. A man who loved his mother to no end.

				“Your mother lived near a river,” she said. “Was that your childhood home?”

				He’d been unfolding his napkin and had just placed it in his lap when he looked up to answer.

				“I grew up in a Cape Cod–style home in Cambridge, Maryland,” he said. “Three bedrooms and a fenced-in yard for our Labrador retriever named Junebug. There was a front porch with two rocker chairs, one for my dad and one for my mom. Across the street from us was a church with a huge yard. The river ran behind the church. My parents used to sit on that porch for a while each evening and look through the side yard of the church to where the sun rested over the river.”

				“Sounds nice,” she replied.

				He nodded. “It was. Especially in the summer when it was too hot to do anything but sit still. Junebug and I would cut through the churchyard and head straight to the river after breakfast. My mom would pack a picnic lunch that all the guys ragged me about. They used to call me a spoiled mama’s boy.”

				And there was that tentative grin again. It didn’t come often, but when it did—each and every time—Sam’s heart did a little pitter-patter in her chest.

				“And what did you do when they called you that?”

				She had a sinking suspicion calling Gary names didn’t go over too well.

				“No words. I’ve never been much of a talker, so I showed them how a spoiled mama’s boy handled his business.”

				“I can totally see that in you. All action, less words.”

				“I was an only child, so I didn’t usually have anyone to talk to. Besides, action always seemed to work much better, anyway.”

				“And that’s why you left college to join the...which branch of the military were you in again?”

				“The army,” he replied and then nodded his thanks to the new waiter who had come to the table to deliver their drinks.

				Sam immediately sipped from hers and relished the peachy flavor of her cocktail. Gary had lifted his glass as well, taking a gulp of his beer before continuing with his reply.

				“I went to college because my parents worked really hard to save money to send me there. I didn’t use the money they saved. Instead I worked damn hard to get a full scholarship to college. Nobody in the town could believe it. The Bruiser. That’s what some of the parents used to call me. The ones with the sons that didn’t know when to shut their mouths around me, but at the same time couldn’t fight their way out of a paper bag.”

				“Wow, were you like the neighborhood bully?” Sam asked.

				“Nah,” he said with a shake of his head. “More like the enforcer. Kids liked to try to take advantage of other kids they thought had less than them. I didn’t care about the ones who had bigger and prettier houses, or that took the trips to Disney World during the summer, while I spent most of the sultry days at the local rec center. But I didn’t tolerate trash-talking and bullying, as you put it. Not from anybody.”

				And that sounded exactly like him, she thought. He was the protector, even as a child.

				“I can certainly see how college wasn’t for you,” she said. “It’s not for everyone.”

				“You went to college,” he replied.

				Sam took another sip of her cocktail. “Only because it took me away from the palace. I felt like I was choking there.”

				That hadn’t really been what she’d meant to say, but it was out and she couldn’t take it back.

				“That’s how I felt in college.”

				“So we do have something in common,” she said.

				“Are you surprised about that? A princess having something in common with an army vet. That would probably shock a lot of people.”

				“I’m just a woman, Gary. And you’re a man. We’re both people. That’s the first thing we have in common.”

				He’d been lifting his glass but before he sipped he leaned it in her direction for a toast. Sam picked up her cocktail, tapping her glass against his.

				“To the man and the woman with something in common,” he said, his lips spreading slowly into a smile.

				Sam liked his words. She liked his smile even more. “Hear, Hear!” she replied and watched him over the rim of her glass as she sipped.

				* * *

				He was talking too damn much.

				They’d finished their delicious meal and the dessert that followed forty minutes ago and he had talked the entire time. Conversation had continued during the ride back to the palace and, when he’d walked her to her rooms, she’d surprised him by inviting him inside. Now it was nearing ten o’clock at night and they were sitting on the balcony just off her living room. She kept a mini-refrigerator in her office and had brought them both bottled water.

				“Did you love her?” she asked again, probably because he’d taken such a long time to answer.

				Gary dragged a hand down his face. It was a nice night. There was a gentle breeze that cooled the air of the stifling heat from earlier in the day. The sky was clear, the moon at its half phase, palm trees swaying gently in the distance. So why were his temples throbbing at the thought of talking about his marriage and its ultimate failure?

				“It wasn’t meant to be,” he replied.

				“That really didn’t answer my question” was her reply.

				Instead of taking one of the chairs, she’d opted to lay back on the cushioned lounge, her long legs crossed at the ankles, feet bare after she’d slipped off her shoes when she’d gone to retrieve the water. At least, that’s how she’d been positioned when he’d last glanced at her. Something about the crisp evening air and her very short dress and all the skin of her bare legs and arms was making him edgy. He’d decided it made more sense not to look at her too much.

				He’d done a lot of that at dinner. Looked at her, that is. Seemed like he’d been looking at her for weeks now. Watching and taking note of every little thing about her. If he weren’t such a disciplined and restrained man, he would think he was obsessing over her.

				“I loved the idea of marrying her because I knew it was going to make my mother happy,” he finally replied. It was the first time he’d ever said that out loud.

				“Your mother wanted to see you married and happy because that’s what she’d had with your father,” she commented softly.

				She got it. He knew she did because she’d been listening to everything he’d told her so intently that night. Almost as if this were the first time anyone had actually talked to her.

				“I don’t have a lot of memories of my mom,” she continued. “I was so young when she died. But I know that she was happy. And I know that my dad was so very in love with her. I could see it in his eyes even years after her death. Each year we would visit her grave, I could hear it in his voice when he spoke of her. I thought he would never love anyone the way he did her but—”

				She sighed and Gary finished the sentence for her.

				“But now he’s engaged to marry Malayka. I can see how that would be hard for you to swallow.”

				“I believe in love,” she told him. “I believe that two people can fall in love and strive for happiness. What I don’t believe is that the scenario is meant for every living, breathing soul.”

				He turned to her then because her words were spoken so sullenly, as if she’d been forced to believe them.

				“I believe in love,” he replied. “I saw it with my parents, so I know it can be achieved.”

				She held his gaze. “Are you looking for love, Gary? Is that what you want for your life now that you’re no longer in the army?”

				“No,” he immediately replied. “I’m not looking for anything. I’m content with what I have.”

				She took a few seconds before finally nodding and saying, “Yeah, me, too.”

				He waited a beat, wondering what the hell was happening now. He’d shared things about his past with her and she’d shared some things with him. So that now he looked at her differently and felt as if something had definitely changed between them.

				He stood abruptly, rubbing his palms along the front of his pants before announcing, “I should go.”

				She was looking up at him, confusion clear in her gaze. He wondered if she was feeling as weird about what was happening between them as he was. Or maybe she just thought he was the crazy one. Whatever was going through her mind, Gary would have never expected what she did next.

				Sam stood then, as well, stepping closer to him and placing her hand on his chest. “No, you should stay.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				His hands moved over her naked body.

				It felt familiar and urgent and...right.

				Just like when he’d touched her before, when they’d kissed, talked or simply sat near each other. It was right. As if it had been ordained in some previous life or something.

				Sam closed her eyes and decided to just let the sensations rule. Thinking was taking her in too many directions. She only wanted to feel. To finally just feel.

				Gary seemed on board with that plan as he hadn’t hesitated a moment after she’d suggested he stay, and had taken her by the hand, leading her to her bedroom. Before doing so he’d held on to her as he locked the patio doors and then went to the main door and locked it, as well. Once in her bedroom, he closed that door, too, and made sure all the blinds and drapes were drawn. After the security efforts, he gave all of his attention to her.

				Now they were both naked, both lying on her bed. He was propped up on his elbow, looking down at her body as his hand moved over her breasts and down her torso.

				“This isn’t going to be slow,” he told her.

				His voice had grown deeper, huskier. The sound rubbing along her skin as surely and as alluringly as his fingers.

				“It’s going to be hot and fast,” he continued, his fingers tracing the V of her juncture. “And delicious.”

				Sam sucked in a breath, releasing it with a quiet whisper. “Yes.”

				He had already sheathed his length, so when he came over her, using his legs to push hers open wider, Sam was ready. Or, at least, she thought she was.

				“Look at me,” he said when she’d been staring down the length of their bodies, waiting anxiously to see as he joined with her.

				Trying to tamp down her impatience, she looked up to see him staring at her. Would she ever get used to how intense his stare was? How dark his eyes became whenever he looked at her? Or how warm she felt all over to be the one on the receiving end of such a mesmerizing glare?

				“I’m going to give you everything you need,” he stated. “First and foremost.”

				She was nodding her agreement before she could even wonder if she should. He knew, she thought as he leaned in to touch his lips to hers. He knew what she wanted and probably that she’d pleased herself all this time. Now he was promising her something more.

				Sam laced her arms around his neck and pulled him into a deeper kiss, a searing kiss, that by its end had them both struggling to catch their breath.

				Sam gasped when he attempted to enter her.

				“Kiss me again,” he whispered. “Everything is beautiful when you kiss me.”

				She did as he asked and he moved slowly, pressing his hard length deeper into her tight cove. He was filling her, down there and with his kiss. Sam felt as if she’d been empty for far too long, but at this moment she was being filled with the best.

				He broke the kiss and laced an arm under the lower part of her back, lifting her hips slightly off the bed. He continued to thrust deep inside her, pulling back slowly before going deeper again.

				Sam had nothing to compare the feeling to because there was nothing that had ever matched it. The slow, deliberate movements were perfect, hitting every aching and needy spot she possessed. His body was tight and strong and worked hers as if he’d practiced for this very moment every second of his life.

				She wrapped her legs around his waist and Gary reached behind his back to clasp them together. He came up on his knees and dove deeper into her. Her fingers dug into the bed, grabbing handfuls of the comforter as she held on tight to not only the material but to the scream of pleasure that swirled in the pit of her stomach.

				When he untwined her legs and placed her ankles on his shoulders, Sam knew what would happen next. He rubbed her calves and kissed them as he pulled slowly out of her. Then he kissed the top of her foot, the tips of her toes, the arch of her foot. She gasped and panted, licking her lips as her head began to thrash against the pillows.

				Gary clasped her ankles and spread her legs into a wide V as he picked up his pace, thrusting deep and fast in and out of her. It was complete bliss. With each stroke, pleasure seeped into her body like she was on a steady intravenous infusion. Her heart beat faster, her body heated, her legs began to tremble. She was right there, it was close. She could see it within arm’s reach. Feel it in every spasm of her body. Hear it in his heavy breathing and the clap of their bodies joining. Then she was there and release was upon her, gripping her, lifting her into its funnel and whirling her around.

				“Gary.” She whispered his name and pulled at the comforter until she was certain she’d ripped the sheets beneath from being tucked under the mattress. “Gary!”

				He rubbed her legs then, down to her trembling thighs and back up to her calves. He’d gone still inside her, so that she could ride that euphoric wave and still feel his rigid length deep inside. It took seconds. No, longer, much longer for her to hit the precipice, topple over that mountain of release and then fall softly back to earth.

				And Gary was there to catch her.

				He rolled onto his side and pulled her over with him. His lips found hers and they kissed, his tongue dueling with hers in the same masterful motion as he’d used to make her come. His hands seemed to be everywhere at once, cupping her face, moving down to graze over her hardened nipples, tracing a line along her torso and cupping her bottom. He lifted her leg up and draped it over his waist.

				“You’re perfect,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ve never felt this way before and the only reason I can use to explain it is that you’re perfect.”

				Her arms were around him again, her head tilting back as he kissed along her neck. She thrust into him as she felt his length pressing hungrily against her moist center. He moved, positioning himself at her entrance, and Sam sucked him right in. She thrust hungrily, eager to take him deep once more. It was slippery and sweet, aromatic and intoxicating, joyous and completing.

				They moved in sync, as if their bodies were made for this specific purpose. In and out. Out and in. His lips on hers. Her teeth nipping the strong line of his jaw. Her hands on the muscles of his back. His cupping the soft curve of her bottom. On and on, until once again there was bliss, this time for both of them.

				Gary then whispered in her ear, his voice husky as his pleasure overtook him. “Mine. Sweet and perfect. And mine.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				Sam squealed with delight. She was clapping her hands and had even did a little jump off the ground the moment the football soared through the little hole in the board at least fifteen feet away. She happily wrapped her arms around Gary’s neck and kissed him soundly on the lips when he gave her the stuffed elephant he’d won for his efforts.

				“He’s gorgeous!” she yelled.

				“He’s an orange elephant,” Gary quipped and turned to stand beside her.

				Sam laced her free arm through his and leaned into him as they began to walk down the grassy patch of land where the gaming booths had been set up. It was four days after their night together, four days that they’d spent attending all of Sam’s engagements and time in between on some of the most romantic dates she could ever imagine.

				To put it simply, this had been an amazing time for Sam, four days filled with an intimacy she’d never imagined achieving with anyone.

				Today was like the cherry on top of a delicious caramel sundae as they attended Grand Serenity’s annual Founder’s Day celebration. The day-long event always kicked off with a breakfast awards ceremony at the city chamber where the royal family was honored, as well as other notable figures on the island for their dedication and commitment to the island throughout the year.

				The hours after breakfast were the Fun Day Festivities. Games and prizes and food booths were in abundance along the island’s main thoroughfare. Later this evening they would dress elegantly and the palace would be open for its once-a-year visit from the citizens of the island.

				The Founder’s Day Ball was held in the main courtyard of the palace. During the hours of the ball, the first floor of the palace was open for tours. That was a tradition started by Sam’s mother. One that Vivienne thought gave the islanders a chance to see how their ruling government lived.

				Rafe had told Sam that her mother had thought of it as a way to show their constituents that the royal family was not above them and that they all worked together to make Grand Serenity the tropical haven it was today. Sam wholeheartedly agreed with the tradition.

				“He’s the first prize won for me at the Fun Day Festivities,” she said, hugging the elephant to her chest. “And I love him.”

				The proclamation was quick and whimsical. It was her affection for a silly stuffed animal and nothing more. But for some reason or another, she’d stopped walking when she’d said it, and Gary had stopped and looked at her, as well.

				“There you two are,” Landry said as she and Kris approached.

				It would have appeared like two couples were simply standing near a water-gun game chatting about the late-afternoon fun they were having at one of Grand Serenity’s biggest public celebrations. Except for the half-dozen armed and full-regalia guards that surrounded the foursome—three of them traveled with Sam, while the other three were assigned to Kris. The extra security was obvious to the citizens of the island who, unlike at last year’s event, kept their distance from the royal family today.

				“I’ll be glad when this is over,” Sam muttered. “They’re all staring at us like we’re contagious or something.”

				“They’ve always stared at us,” Kris stated blandly.

				He’d dressed as casual as the crown prince could, wearing slacks and a dress shirt, sans the tie and suit jacket. Beside him, Landry looked as if she were enjoying herself in the white sundress with its large plum-colored belt and matching flat sandals.

				“Not like this,” Sam replied. “Just a couple of weeks ago tourists came right up to me and asked for pictures and autographs. Today they’re keeping their distance and staring as if I’m going to suddenly grow another head.”

				“They’re afraid for you,” Gary chimed in. “Afraid for what might happen to you and the rest of the royal family.”

				“Nothing is going to happen to us,” Sam said defiantly.

				“You’re absolutely right about that,” Gary told her. “Nothing is going to happen to you.”

				“He’s right,” Landry added. “We’re going to go over there and get us some of those delicious banana chips and a nice, stiff drink. Then we’ll head home and squeeze into our gorgeous gowns for tonight’s fancy party.”

				Sam grinned. “I like how you insist on calling every ball or formal affair we have a fancy party.”

				“That’s what they are because we get to dress fancy,” Landry said as she moved from beside her husband to grab Sam by the arm.

				The two of them walked together while Kris and Gary walked behind them.

				“So where’d you get that weird-looking elephant?” Landry asked as they continued to move.

				“Oh,” Sam said, just remembering the stuffed animal that had brought her so much joy just a few minutes ago. “It’s my Founder’s Day elephant. Gary won him for me.”

				“He did, did he?” Landry asked. “Let me see this thing.”

				She pulled the elephant out of Sam’s hand before Sam could stop her.

				“He’s cute enough,” she told her. “Yes, for the first boyfriend-girlfriend gift, I guess this will do.”

				Sam took back her elephant and shook her head. “What are you talking about? We’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.”

				“And why would you say that?”

				“For one, because we’re not eight-year-olds.”

				“Uh-huh,” Landry said with a nod.

				“And, for two, because we’re just playing a part. You remember that charade we agreed upon, right?”

				“I remember it started out with a pretty hot kiss in front of over two hundred people,” Landry quipped. “And then I remember somebody telling me about ‘fooling around’ with the guy she’s engaged in the charade with. And now, that same somebody is clutching a bug-eyed orange elephant like it’s a strand of precious pearls because he—who is not her boyfriend—won it for her.”

				Sam opened her mouth to reply then clamped her lips shut. Landry had a point. She had several. But Sam didn’t have to concede any of them.

				“Weren’t we supposed to find a stiff drink somewhere?” she asked.

				Landry laughed.

				* * *

				“What are you doing here?” Sam asked as she spun around to see Gary standing in the doorway of her bedroom.

				Lucie had just finished helping her into her gown and she’d been in front of the full-length mirror, admiring her new gown. The emerald-green, pleated, silk-chiffon gown was gorgeous with its fitted bodice and thigh-high split at her left side. She loved how the color gave her skin an exotic glow and the tiny diamond earrings added a bright sparkle to the dark material. Her hair was pulled up neatly with an array of curls at the top and her shoes were a sexy silver pump.

				“You look amazing” was his response.

				Sam smiled, forgetting that she wanted to know how he’d come to be in her bedroom while she was dressing for the ball.

				“Thank you,” she said to him. “And thank you, Lucie. I think that’ll be all for tonight.”

				“Yes, ma’am. And you do look amazing,” Lucie said with a tilt of her head and a meek smile across her pixie-like face.

				Sam gave a nod in Lucie’s direction and waited until she heard the sound of the outside door to her rooms closing before she spoke to Gary again.

				“You don’t look too shabby yourself,” she commented. “The soldier that cleans up well.”

				He gave a nonchalant shrug and a murmured thank-you as he crossed the space between them. Tonight, instead of the cargo pants and fitted T-shirt she’d become accustomed to seeing him in, Gary wore a tuxedo. It was Burberry. Landry had mentioned it one day this week when they were talking. Landry had selected all the tuxedos for the men of the royal family for this event. Gary was included, although Sam hadn’t been totally sure why. Landry’s comments from earlier today about him being Sam’s boyfriend may have been a factor.

				The white dinner jacket and crisp shirt were cool accents to the black pants, bow tie and shoes. It fit him flawlessly, not too tight, not too big, just perfect. He looked like a black James Bond, Sam thought as he approached her.

				“I have something for you,” he said. “I doubt it will add anything to the perfection I’m already looking at, but here you go, anyway.”

				Sam didn’t know what to say. She was still feeling happy butterflies fluttering in her stomach when she looked over to see the orange elephant sitting in the center of her bed. Another gift from him was bound to make her float through the rest of the night. However, she cleared her throat and tried to act as casual as possible when she asked, “What is it?”

				Gary shook his head. “You know that’s not how it works. Open it,” he prodded.

				Sam prayed her hands wouldn’t shake as she reached for the black-velvet box. It was too big to be a ring, which of course, he would not be giving her, anyway. Right? But it was formalized with a white-satin bow wrapped around its dark casing. The gesture made her heart do a happy dance to rival what the butterflies were doing in the pit of her stomach.

				She held the box in one hand and slipped the bow off with the other. Then, after a deep, steadying breath, Sam opened the box. She gasped, loudly, and then clasped her lips shut as her head snapped up and she stared at him.

				“What did you do?” she asked him. “Why did you do this?”

				“A little birdie told me what color you were wearing tonight and I thought this might match. What’s the matter? You don’t like it?”

				Sam tilted her head and kept her mouth shut tightly. She was breathing a little faster now as she cursed the tears that were about to fall. With a quick shake of her head, she closed the box. “I can’t take this.”

				“Why not?” he asked.

				“Because.”

				Gary shook his head. “You can do better than that.”

				She sighed. “Because I cannot take this.”

				“Because you don’t like it?”

				“I love it,” she admitted quietly. “It’s beautiful.”

				“But you don’t want it? Or is it that you just don’t want it from me? I can give you a silly-looking orange elephant, but not an emerald and diamond necklace. Why? Do you not think I can afford it because I’m not some dignitary you’re used to smiling at during these endless events?”

				Sam was about to reply but then she heard his tone and wondered where it had come from all of a sudden. Since the first night they’d spoken to each other, Gary had always had a steely, noncommittal tone with her, and everyone else, for that matter. Just now, he sounded different. Irritated maybe?

				And, no, she recalled, this wasn’t the first time he’d sounded this way. The day she’d been shot at, his tone had been different, as well.

				“That’s not what I said, nor what I meant,” she replied. “I’m just wondering why you would give this to me. And why Landry would tell you what I was wearing. When did she tell you this? How did you have time to get this?”

				He, too, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Sam couldn’t help but watch the rise and fall of his muscled chest as he did so. “Can I just put it on you to see how it looks?” he asked.

				He did not wait for a response, instead taking the box from her hands and opening it once more. She watched his strong fingers remove the classically beautiful asymmetrical necklace from its base. Tossing the box over to the bed, he stepped around her, holding the necklace in front and then clasping it at the back, so that it now rested coolly against her skin.

				When he touched her shoulders and turned her slowly so that she was facing the mirror again, Sam’s breath caught. The necklace was gorgeous and so was he. Looking at them through the mirror, Sam could easily see another headline in the papers. There’d already been a few speculating as to when the loving couple would give Grand Serenity its second royal wedding of the year. She’d read about the rumors, and listened to newscasters trying to predict the same event, with a hint of humor. If they only knew the truth...

				Another part of her hadn’t found the duplicity funny. At some point they’d have to either come clean about their pretend affair or fake a breakup. Wait a minute, they were sleeping together now, so Sam wasn’t so sure how fake this affair actually was. Still, it wouldn’t last. It wasn’t meant to last or to mean anything, no matter how good they looked together.

				“You make it look so much more beautiful than it was in that box,” he told her, his hands resting on her shoulders now.

				“That’s not possible,” she replied and then hurriedly added, “But thank you. If my comments sounded ungrateful, I apologize.”

				He leaned down, dropping a quick kiss to the skin between her neck and shoulder.

				“You never have to apologize to me,” he whispered.

				Now she was shaking all over and those pesky tears still threatened to fall because, damn, this felt real. It felt like nothing she’d ever felt before. New and fresh. Exciting and intense. This couldn’t be fake. She knew she wasn’t that good of an actress to fake everything she was feeling at that moment. Especially since these feelings were foreign to her. Standing in her bedroom in this intimate yet seemingly innocent position was also different. It felt good, but it was not something she was used to.

				But could she get used to it?

				“Let’s go. You and the family should all be downstairs before the guests arrive,” Gary said. Letting his hands slide from her shoulders, he entwined his fingers with hers.

				Sam nodded.

				She slowly pulled her hands away from his and moved to her bed to grab her purse. Then, before heading to the door, she held out her arm, her hand extending to him.

				“Let’s go.”

				Gary accepted her hand and gave her a smile in return.

				Yes, Sam thought as they walked out of her room and down the hall toward the stairs, she could definitely get used to this.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				The island’s colors were navy blue, gold and white, so decorations of that color scheme flanked the marble hallways and door frames of the main foyer and throughout the length of the entire first floor of the palace. The staff was dressed in all white with a sash portraying the Grand Serenity flag across their bodies. There would be trays and trays of food offered throughout the first hour as guests entered and toured the property. During the second hour everyone would be moved to the seating area in the courtyard where forty tables had been set up with white, wicker chairs and royal-blue tablecloths.

				Views of Vivienne’s garden and the distinct aroma from the flowers planted there wafted into the courtyard, providing an added touch to the already brilliant scenery and ambience.

				Sam had just made it to the bottom of the grand staircase when Landry, Kris and Roland came to greet her and Gary.

				“This looks magnificent on you!” Landry exclaimed. “I knew this would be the perfect color!”

				“Yes, you did,” Sam told her with a knowing look. “And you shared that knowledge, as well.”

				“What...oh, yes, I did. Is this what you bought her to go with it?” she asked, stepping in to get a closer look at the necklace. “You’ve got great taste, Gary.”

				“Yeah, great taste, indeed,” Roland said, his look tight and discernible.

				“I’d like a word before the festivities begin,” Kris said seriously. “We can talk down the hall in the library. We only have about fifteen minutes before they open the doors, so that should be enough time.”

				Roland nodded to his brother. “You coming, Soldier Boy?” he asked Gary.

				Gary frowned but nodded to Roland and stepped away from Sam.

				“Stay with Landry until I come back for you,” he told Sam.

				“He’s right,” Kris added when he looked at Sam and she figured he could see she was about to argue. “Those two guards will be with you at all times tonight. Make sure you keep them in your sights. If at any moment you don’t see them, find a guard or call one of us. We’ll all have our cell phones on.”

				“Oh, for heaven’s sake, can’t we just have one night without all this cloak-and-dagger stuff going on?” Malayka asked as she unexpectedly walked in on their conversation.

				“That depends,” Roland stated flatly.

				Malayka turned to him with a brilliant smile. “On what, might I ask?”

				She wore a gold dress that wrapped around her body like a second skin, hugging every curve tightly. Her hair was a cascade of curls over her right shoulder, her makeup was flawless, and the diamond choker, earrings and bracelet she wore were almost blinding. Flashy did not accurately describe how she looked.

				From all the reading and movie-watching she’d done as a teenager, Sam knew the look was best known as old Hollywood. Ever since Landry had married Kris, Malayka had refused to let her even so much as suggest a color for an outfit for her. Landry hadn’t been the least bit offended, because it was obvious that Malayka was bitter about her stylist becoming a princess before her and within the same royal family.

				Roland continued with his question. “Tell us where your old friend Amari is hiding?”

				Malayka’s smile never faltered, even as she looped her arm between Rafe’s as he joined their little impromptu gathering.

				“I have no idea where Amari is. You fired him, remember?” She directed the question to Kris.

				“Why are we talking about this tonight?” Rafe interjected. “Malayka has had no contact with that lowlife since he was arrested. Now, we’ll all put on our happy faces and stop thinking and talking about whatever is going on around here. We are going to enjoy Founder’s Day and make sure that our guests enjoy it, as well.”

				“Yes, that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Sam said after silence had engulfed the group.

				“Excuse me. What time should we open the doors, Your Highness?” one of the staff members asked.

				“Right now,” Malayka replied. “Let’s get this party started!”

				Landry looked at Sam. She wanted to frown, or roll her eyes, or do something to express that this woman was not ready to be anybody’s princess. But Sam glanced at her father and saw his furrowed brow and grim expression. Sam gave a nod to the staff member who hadn’t moved a muscle at Malayka’s reply. Only then did the older woman scuttle off to do as she was told.

				“We should be at the door to greet them, darling,” Malayka said to Rafe.

				He nodded stiffly in reply. “You’re right. We should. I expect the rest of you to greet everyone you can as you move throughout the palace. Smiles in place, assure our people that we are just fine,” he said. “Even if—”

				“We will, Dad,” Roland assured him. “We will.”

				When Rafe and Malayka walked away, Gary was the one to remind Roland and Kris about their need to talk.

				Kris nodded and kissed Landry on the cheek. “Stay with the guards.”

				She nodded and Sam gave Gary a tentative smile as if to say she would do the same without him feeling like he had to give her the order again.

				“Be good. Both of you,” Roland stated with a wink as he passed them.

				“Humph,” Sam said to Landry when the men were gone. “We’re not the ones that need that warning.”

				Landry shook her head and said a quick “I know that’s right” before a stream of guests began making their way down the hallway toward them.

				* * *

				“Amari hasn’t called her, but I did come across two emails that were suspect. I’m having someone trace the IP addresses now,” Gary told Kris and Roland as they stood amid over two hundred books shelved in a room with twenty-foot ceilings and top-to-bottom mahogany wood shelves.

				On any other day Gary would have loved to wander through this room perusing the massive book collection. But now was definitely not the time.

				“This guy is a piece of work. He sneaks into the palace, sets a bomb, gets caught, goes to jail and then escapes. Now, he’s sending emails like some pen pal. What did the emails say?” Roland asked.

				The prince hadn’t secured his bow tie and it hung around his neck haphazardly as he thrust his hands into the front pockets of his black tuxedo pants.

				Kris stood with one arm folded over his chest, the other held upward as he rubbed a finger over his chin.

				“It was pretty cryptic but two things stood out to me,” Gary said as he reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out two pieces of paper.

				“Malayka had written ‘I haven’t found a new stylist yet. Need one ASAP.’ The reply was ‘Always here for you. Tell me when you need me to come.’

				“Malayka then wrote ‘In a couple of weeks. Too hectic right now.’ The reply was ‘I can make things better. You already know how. Just say the word.’”

				Gary paused, giving himself a break from the paper he was reading from.

				He then continued. “Next, Malayka wrote ‘It’s okay. I will maintain on my own.’ And the reply was ‘That’s not wise.’ Malayka then responded ‘It’s my decision.’ And the reply was a sad-face emoji.” Gary finished and looked up at the brothers.

				“And you think this is from Amari to Malayka?” Kris asked.

				Gary nodded. “Now, the first thing that stood out to me was that they talked about a new ‘stylist.’ Not a new hair stylist or fashion stylist. Just a ‘stylist,’” Gary noted.

				“Because they didn’t want to say hair stylist and risk tipping us off to who was corresponding with her,” Kris added.

				“Exactly,” Gary said.

				Roland replied, “In the beginning of the message Malayka complains that she has not been able to find a ‘stylist’ yet, but in the end, after he tells her that he can ‘make it better’ and that all she needs to do is ‘just say the word,’ she tells him she can ‘maintain on her own.’”

				“Yes,” Gary agreed, even though he didn’t appreciate being interrupted.

				There was tension between him and Roland. Gary had felt it from the first time he’d met the younger prince. He’d attempted to brush it off because Kris had been the one to hire him and thus Kris was the only one to whom he owed an explanation. But Roland was Samantha’s brother and Gary could only imagine how he would react if some arrogant foreigner had come along and inserted himself into his sister’s life the way Gary suspected it appeared he’d done with Samantha. Still, he wasn’t about to take much more of Roland’s attitude without setting the guy straight on a few things.

				“So once you get the IP address, you’ll trace it and then what?” Kris asked.

				“Then we’ll pay that person a little visit,” Roland stated in a tone that said that the next action should have been obvious.

				“Amari will come to us,” Gary said, a small part of him enjoying the moment Roland raised a brow to look at him.

				“How do you know that for sure?” the younger prince asked.

				“Because he’s too confident not to. This guy was able to sleep in this palace and still plan to have your father’s car run off a cliff, break in to the bank—something that we still can’t explain—and plant a bomb, which, if it were just a little more sophisticated, could have easily destroyed this entire dwelling and killed everyone in it.”

				“But he’s an amateur. We figured that out after the sorry-ass bomb was examined,” Roland commented.

				“He wants us to think he’s an amateur,” Kris said in a lethally low voice. “Is that what you’re getting at?”

				Gary nodded. “He wants to keep catching you off guard. That’s why he sent someone else to shoot at Sam.”

				Gary hadn’t told anyone about his findings. He’d admitted only to himself that the reason was that he wanted to get the bastard and shoot a few rounds at him personally before turning him over to the Grand Serenity police. Of course, by then it would be too late to consider any type of jail time.

				“You know who shot at her?” Roland asked. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

				“I’m telling you now,” Gary stated slowly. “Remember I called you about the guy at the gate trying to get in?” He directed the question to Kris.

				“Yes. You said his name was Kendon Arnold,” Kris answered.

				Gary nodded. “Yes and that SUV was registered in his name. The day of the shooting that same SUV was parked at the bottom of the cliff two hours before we arrived for the tour. One of the guards mentioned that after my second round of questioning. He said he’d been searching the perimeter as he’d been instructed and he saw the SUV. He copied the tag number just in case it was still there when he circled around. It wasn’t.”

				Roland was not impressed. “Then how is it that you think this is the guy who shot at Sam?”

				“Because when the hotel room Kendon Arnold had checked out from later that evening was searched, we found the gun and more ammunition there.”

				“The idiot left his gun?” Kris asked incredulously.

				“Again,” Gary told them, “they want us to believe they’re amateurs, which is why I’m telling both of you that this is not about killing anyone. It’s about stopping the royal wedding.”

				“What?” they asked in unison.

				“Think about this. The first attempt was intended for Rafe, but he wasn’t in the car at the time. But that road Igor was traveling back to the palace on was less than five miles from one of only two auto mechanics on this island. Meaning, help wasn’t far away from where the accident occurred.

				“The bomb was placed in the part of the ballroom where there was likely to be the least amount of people at any given time. It was far in the corner behind a wall of statues and artwork that nobody could get around and thus would not be standing near when the bomb went off.

				“And at the shooting, as I stated the day it happened, Malayka wasn’t standing a foot away from Samantha at the time. Why take that shot if you only wanted Sam dead? What if the shot was meant for Malayka? Or, better yet, what if the shooter was sent to remind Malayka that Amari knew how to make this all better?

				“Or, was each of these events meant as a stall tactic because of their timing?”

				Roland dragged both hands down the back of his closely shaved head, while Kris stared at something beyond Gary’s shoulders.

				“It’s just a hunch but...” Gary stated after having said all of his inner thoughts aloud for the first time.

				“You’ve been trained to trust your gut,” Kris said quietly. “Your whole job is centered on trusting your instincts and acting accordingly. That’s why I brought you here.”

				Gary nodded. After his evenings with Samantha he’d been returning to his room and writing in his notebook all his observations. The reports from the guards that he’d collected after the shooting were cataloged on his laptop. He reviewed them every day and late into the night hours while sitting with a beer.

				The prince and his young American fiancée; Kris and his American wife; Roland; and Samantha. How was this all connected? What was the endgame?

				“My gut tells me that this is about the wedding. It didn’t start until after the engagement was announced and the closer we get to that date the more I believe there’ll be interruptions. Distractions, so to speak,” he told them.

				“Distractions?” Roland asked. “From what? For what? To kill my father so he doesn’t marry her? You said this wasn’t about killing us.”

				“I don’t think it is, because the bottom line is that a killer kills. Period.” It was a chilling statement that fell upon them like a cool blast of water. “I think it’s about the wedding and what may happen as a result of it.”

				“What’s that?” Roland queried.

				Kris said, “Malayka will become the princess.”

				“Who wouldn’t want her to become the princess?” Roland asked. “The answer would be none of us.”

				“That’s certainly true,” Gary replied. “Still, that’s my hunch so far.”

				Their mood was definitely grim now.

				“We need to get out there,” Kris said after the silence had stretched for more than a minute.

				Gary nodded. “There will be a lot of people here tonight, but I’ve briefed all the guards and the police chief on things to look for. We’re all on alert.”

				“So you think he’ll strike again tonight?” Roland asked. “That’s just great. At this rate the citizens are going to be freaking out every time they’re invited to the palace. And we’re not going to be able to smooth over what’s going on. People aren’t stupid. They’re going to connect the dots and realize that someone is after us.”

				“It’s our duty to keep them calm,” Kris stated. “No matter what, we’re going to do that. So let’s get our game faces on and go out there. The sooner this event is over, the better.”

				Gary agreed. He’d been away from Samantha too long. Lately he’d begun to only feel content when she was in his sight. Preferably lying in bed next to him, but Gary was comfortable with her just standing beside him, as well. As long as he was with her he knew that she was safe, and that mattered to him. It mattered much more than he’d presumed it would ten weeks ago when he’d first stepped foot on this island.

				“I agree,” he replied finally. “I have to go find Samantha.”

				Gary had turned and was heading to the door when he was stopped.

				“Wait a minute,” Roland said, grabbing Gary by the arm before he could reach the door.

				Gary looked down to where the man’s hand was on his arm and then back up at Roland. The younger prince did not budge.

				“I thought this thing with you and my sister was supposed to be fake,” he said through clenched teeth.

				“It was,” Gary replied stiffly.

				Roland continued. “It doesn’t seem fake anymore. I see how you’re looking at her and I’ve seen you coming from her room every night this week. What the hell is going on?”

				Kris didn’t say a word but the way he was looking at Gary said he was thinking along the same lines as his brother.

				“There’s nothing going on. You’re trusting me to kill the son of a bitch threatening your family and that’s what I’m going to do. End of story,” Gary told them.

				“What if she wants it to be real?” Kris asked him. “I’ve observed how Sam’s looking at you lately and Landry has made a few comments that lead me to believe there’s more going on for Sam than what was originally planned. So I guess we’re both asking what your intentions are.”

				Gary took a deep breath and released it slowly. He thought about all the pressure his mother had placed on him to fall in love and get married and what a catastrophe that turned out to be with Tonya. He also recalled how brokenhearted his mother had been when his father died. “It’s like losing half of my soul,” she’d told him that night at the hospital after his father’s passing.

				Hell no.

				Gary was not going there again.

				And he wasn’t about to play Twenty Questions with these two, either. He didn’t give a damn what their title was.

				“My intention is to take the shot,” he told them evenly. “That’s my job and that’s what I plan to do.”

				“And when that’s done?” Roland asked.

				“So am I,” Gary replied and walked out of the room.

				He was moving so fast and feeling so infuriated that he didn’t see Samantha standing beside the doorway.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				She was pacing.

				She hated that.

				The bottom part of her dress bunched in her hand as she moved back and forth across the floor in her office where she’d retreated. The guard who had followed her had gone in first and checked everything before she’d entered. He’d told her he would be waiting right outside the door when she was ready to return to the party. Sam wasn’t sure when that was going to be.

				“Nothing good ever came from eavesdropping.” Her father had told her that once when she’d been following Kris and Roland around the house. It was days before Christmas and the two of them had been planning a surprise gift for Rafe. Sam had hated being left out, especially when Roland had informed her that it was a “guy’s gift.”

				Sam had gone down into the old empty stable stalls and hidden in one of them while she’d waited for her brothers to meet. The scary story they’d ended up telling—instead of working on a gift—had given Sam nightmares so bad that one night she’d run out of her room, down the long hall to where her father’s rooms were and climbed into bed with him. In the morning he’d asked her what was wrong and she’d reluctantly told him. Rafe had shaken his head and rubbed her back. “Some things are better left unknown, Sammy-Girl.”

				Yeah, well, years later, Sam still felt like his words were an understatement.

				Gary was a killer.

				The words sent chills down her spine as they echoed in her head.

				Of course, she’d known this. He’d been a sniper in the United States Army for six years. Now, he was here because her brother had hired a killer to eliminate the threat to their family. She’d deal with the fact that her brother might be a little bit insane himself later. Right now, she was trying to digest that the killer for hire had also become her lover.

				And that lover was going to walk out of her life the minute his job was over.

				She’d opened up to him. Dammit. She’d let down the shield that, once upon a time, she’d had no problem erecting. How many hours had they lain in her bed, cuddled together, talking about the things that pleased them?

				“When you kiss my ears,” he’d said just last night when their naked bodies were twined together after another breath-stealing lovemaking session, “I want to be inside you the moment your tongue touches my ear.”

				Sam had warmed all over to his words because she’d known for years how to pleasure herself and, learning now how it felt to offer someone else that same pleasure, was liberating and a bit intoxicating.

				“I love it when you hold me from behind,” she admitted. “The feel of your strong arms around my waist and the warmth of your breath when you lean in and kiss my neck is indescribable.”

				It was an admission she hadn’t expected to make, but they were being so open, the moment was so intimate and so starkly honest, that she hadn’t been able to keep it in.

				“You mean like this,” he’d said and shifted their bodies until he was behind her, spooning his body against hers. His arms had wrapped tightly around her waist as he’d snuggled close to her neck and kissed the sensitive skin there.

				“Ahhh,” she’d sighed. “Yes.”

				They’d fallen asleep that way, until just before dawn when he’d awakened and left to go to his room. Sam had wanted to ask him to stay. She’d wanted to wake up to the sunrise with him still holding her; had wanted to start her day with a kiss from him, a smile, a touch.

				Sigh.

				She was such a fool.

				He was here to do a job and afterward he was leaving. How could something that sounded so simple feel like a hot blade slipping slowly into her back? She wanted to cry. Then she wanted to yell with fury. Instead she grit her teeth and paced some more.

				“There you are, my sweet.”

				Sam whirled around at the sound of his voice.

				“What? How the hell did you get in here?” she asked Morty, who was moving slowly closer to her.

				“You didn’t think I’d just walk away, did you?” He clucked his tongue and shook his head, coming to a stop just a couple of feet away from where Sam stood.

				Morty was dressed in a tuxedo, just like most of the men at the palace tonight. Only the erratic gleam in his eyes set him apart from the excited guests. They were red-rimmed and hysterical-looking as he continued to leer at her.

				“You thought you could run to Daddy and tell him all sorts of lies and then he’d fire me and I’d be gone,” he continued. “You’re a very beautiful woman, Samantha, but not as smart as everyone believes you are.”

				Sam sighed once more. “All right, Morty. You win. I’m not smart. Okay, run along and tell the world that I’m a stupid, pretty princess,” she quipped and made the mistake of turning her back to him.

				Morty’s arm came around her waist quickly as he pulled her roughly against him. Sam gasped as her head was yanked back by his other hand going around her neck. He held her tightly as he whispered in her ear, “Oh, no, I’ve got another message to send to Grand Serenity’s royal family, my dear. A message they’ll understand loud and clear!”

				“Are you insane?” she asked, her voice husky with the pressure of his hand on her throat. “What are you doing? This isn’t worth what’s going to happen to you, Morty. You have to know that.”

				“What I know is that you’re a foolish, privileged bitch! I tried to give you everything, tried to be what you needed, and you just tossed it all back in my face, like I wasn’t worthy.”

				In her mind Sam screamed that he wasn’t worthy, not even of breathing the same air as normal people. He was a lunatic and right about now she wished she’d seen this part of him sooner.

				“Fine, Morty. We can talk about this. We can sit down and talk about what it is you want for your future. Maybe there’s something you can still do within the government,” she tried telling him.

				“No!” he yelled and held her tighter.

				So tight Sam was having a hard time sucking in enough air to be able to speak. It felt like he was not only choking her but crushing her insides with the strength of his arms around her waist.

				“This isn’t a good idea, Morty. It really isn’t,” she told him.

				“Shut up!” he yelled.

				“No, you shut up, you stupid idiot!”

				Malayka’s voice boomed from behind Sam, just before there was a crashing sound and Morty cursed.

				Sam fell to her knees when his grip loosened, and turned just in time to see Malayka holding the tray that Sam kept on the edge of her desk for mail in her hands. As Morty turned to her, Malayka swung the tray at him. The edge struck his forehead and Morty yelled, “You conniving little tramp!”

				It took him only seconds to move in, slapping Malayka so hard she fell back over the end of the desk. Sam jumped up then and reached for the lamp, which she fully intended to slam into Morty’s head. But he turned back to her too fast.

				With a quick lunge, he tackled her until she fell over one of the guest chairs. She fought him with every ounce of strength she had, swinging her arms, kicking, scratching, screaming. But he was stronger. He grabbed her by the hair and began pulling her across the floor. Sam knew instinctively that they were moving toward the balcony. She reached out to grab hold of the leg of the couch just a few feet away. She held on tight, even though she really wanted to do everything she could to keep the stinging in her scalp from making her go cross-eyed with pain.

				“All you had to do was play along!” he was yelling at her. “Just accept my marriage proposal and we would’ve lived happily ever after! I worked too damn hard to secure my place to have you just slap it away like I was some pesky fly on the wall. All you had to do was cooperate!”

				Sam did not intend to let go of the furniture, but Morty finally cursed loudly and bent to scoop her up. It was a tug of war that she wasn’t certain she could win. The muscles in her arms screamed as he pulled at her. When he eventually slapped a hand to her forehead and pulled her head so far back Sam thought he might actually break her neck, she released her hold on the furniture, hoping to live just a little bit longer.

				He picked her up then, carrying her to the open balcony doors. The balmy night air hit her just as he stepped out onto the balcony and Sam screamed again. She screamed so loud and strong that her throat wheezed with the effort. Her head throbbed and every part of her body ached, but still she screamed.

				“Shut up, bitch! Just shut your stupid mouth for once!” he yelled.

				“How about you shut your stupid mouth and let her go.”

				This next voice was deadly calm. It was like a whisper on the nonexistent wind as it soared through the tension-filled room. Morty whirled around, keeping his hold on her, and Sam’s head bobbed as she caught her first glance of Gary.

				He stood about six feet away, still in the office while they were outside, his arms stretched forward, a gun pointing directly at Morty. Or was it pointed at her? She wasn’t sure. She felt nauseous and dizzy. What was happening?

				“You!” Morty spat. “Where the hell did you come from?” He moved closer to the balcony railing as he spoke.

				“My plan was going along just fine until you came along. You weren’t supposed to be here and you definitely weren’t supposed to kiss my woman. She was mine! Damn you! Mine! All of this—” he moved in a way that had the metal railing pressing painfully into Sam’s side “—it was all mine and you messed it up! You and she destroyed my plans! It was going to work! We were going to have the royal wedding, not your old-ass father and his young American slut. That wedding was never supposed to happen. She knows! She knows!” Morty yelled.

				“You’ve got exactly three seconds to let her go,” Gary said in a steely tone Sam was sure she’d never heard before. “In three seconds I’m going to kill your sorry ass. End of plan.”

				“You don’t scare me! I know who you are and you’re nothing! Nobody! You don’t—”

				Morty’s words were abruptly cut off and Sam didn’t stop to see why. She simply took advantage of the fact that his grip on her loosened. She hustled away from him, falling once more onto her knees as she attempted to get back inside. Her chest hurt as she struggled to breathe, to clear her mind of the pain, and to get up off the ground and run.

				In seconds she was being lifted and carried. Someone was whispering in her ear. There were more voices, more movement, but she’d stopped trying to figure it out. She’d had no choice because the blackness engulfed her. Silence and a pain-free existence finally cradled her and Sam let it. For once in her life she went without a fight. She acquiesced and she let go.

				* * *

				“You killed a man in my house!” Rafe roared.

				“I killed the man that was threatening Samantha—your daughter,” Gary countered. “He also assaulted your fiancée, Your Highness. You can have me arrested if you like, but killing him was my pleasure.”

				Rafe grit his teeth. “Of course there’ll be no charges. You saved the princess...my daughter’s life and I’m grateful,” he told Gary. “Don’t mistake my anger for discord. This is going to be hell in the press.”

				“Where the hell were the guards that were supposed to be with her and Malayka?” Roland roared. “Why were they there alone with him in the first place?”

				“That’s what I plan to find out,” Kris stated. “Everyone in my office in fifteen minutes. Including Salvin and Captain Briggins.”

				“I’m not leaving Samantha,” Gary stated.

				“Landry will sit with her after the doctor is finished his exam,” Kris stated in a tone that wasn’t meant to be argued with.

				But Gary didn’t give a damn.

				“I’m not leaving her,” he reiterated. “I’ll come down once I know she’s all right, but right now, I’m staying right here.”

				* * *

				She felt like crap and likely looked like it, but Sam didn’t care. She knew she was in her bedroom; the scent of her lilac bath soaps and the fresh flowers that Lucie brought to her room daily wafted through the air. It was dark. She’d been blinking into the darkness for a few minutes now. And she was not alone.

				A few weeks ago it would have been startling to realize the cool sanctity of her private rooms was being invaded, but not so much now. Another part of her had been invaded, as well. The thought made her want to cry. But Sam was well over that pastime. She’d cried over Miguel and swore it would be the last time any man ever caused her to shed a tear. Her three-year streak would continue.

				“Why are you here?” she asked into the darkness.

				She didn’t know where he was in the room, but knew for sure he was there. The other scent in the room was his. It wasn’t as prominent as it should have been because he’d been here so much over the last week. It was almost as if his scent belonged there, too, like a cosmic joining of sorts. That was ridiculous and out of place. Sam didn’t like things out of place, yet in all this time she hadn’t quite figured out where exactly Gary Montgomery fit into her life.

				“I needed to see that you were all right,” he answered.

				Sam sighed. “Isn’t that how this all began?”

				She recalled every second of the day he’d come to her room and told her he needed to be sure she was okay after the shooting incident. She also recalled the kiss that led him into her bedroom.

				“That’s over and done with now and I’m just fine,” she said when he still hadn’t responded. “Dr. Beaumont says I’ll have some bumps and bruises in the morning, but otherwise I’m okay.”

				He still did not speak.

				“I should thank you,” she told him quietly. “You saved my life.”

				“Your life should have never been in danger,” he replied.

				“It’s my life,” she quipped. “And I’m fine now.”

				“Are you?”

				This was ridiculous. She wanted to see him. It was a struggle as she tried to sit upright, every part of her body hurting just as the doctor had warned. He was by her side before she could blink, proving that he’d been a lot closer than she’d originally thought.

				His arms went around her and the familiar warmth irritated her. She didn’t want that reaction. Not now. Not anymore.

				Sam pulled away, scooting across the bed until she made it to the other side and was able to lean over and switch on the lamp on the nightstand.

				“Yes,” she said with a huff at the exertion. Reaching behind her she adjusted a pillow and leaned against it. “Thank you for saving my life. You can see for yourself that no permanent damage has been done. Now you can leave.”

				He looked perplexed when she chanced a gaze at him. The white tuxedo jacket was gone and so was the bow tie. The top buttons of his shirt were undone and the sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. He looked disheveled and stressed but still fine as hell.

				“You want me to leave?”

				Even his words sounded off. The tone of his voice was neither as steely nor calm as it usually was. It wasn’t that deathly serious tone that he’d had in the moments just before he’d shot Morty, either.

				“You shot him,” she whispered as she looked at him.

				He seemed different from the man she’d lain with previously in this very bed. Different and yet somehow the same.

				“Without any hesitation you killed him,” she continued. “I’m not angry with you, nor do I mean to sound accusatory or ungrateful in any way. I guess I’m just amazed that I know somebody that can kill so easily.”

				“He was going to hurt you,” he said simply. “I gave him an option. He didn’t take it.”

				She nodded. “I understand,” she told him.

				“Yet you still want me to leave?”

				She swallowed and almost cried out because her throat was so sore from the screaming, she supposed, and the tight grip Morty had placed around her neck.

				“I want you to leave because there’s no reason for you to be here.”

				He walked around to the side of the bed where she was sitting. He did not sit. He reached out a hand and touched the tips of his fingers to her neck. There was a bruise there, she knew because she’d seen it when she’d used the bathroom.

				“He was hurting you,” Gary said softly.

				Sam eased away from his touch because the conflict within her was too painful to endure.

				“So are you,” she admitted.

				He yanked his hand back quickly and stared down at her. “What are you talking about?”

				Sam lifted her chin and swallowed once more, attempting to square her shoulders without causing too much pain.

				“I heard what you said to my brothers. I know that this was all about the job. You were hired to kill someone and you did. You weren’t hired to sleep with me, so that’s over. Your job is done, so you can go now.”

				Sam watched as realization hit him slowly. No, he hadn’t invested any emotion into what they were doing. It had all simply been his job. But she hadn’t been part of the job. Gary had told Roland and Kris his job was to kill someone and that was it. Once that was done he was leaving. So, Sam wanted him to leave. Without any more questions, without trying to figure out why he’d involved her on such a personal level in the first place. She needed him to go before the tears she’d sworn she wouldn’t shed broke free.

				“I’ll go,” he said with a slight nod to her. “If that’s what you wish, I’ll do it.”

				Sam could only nod. She feared speaking because tears were already filling her eyes, threatening to fall at any minute.

				“Okay. I’ll go,” he said once more. “But if you need anything. If it’s a glass of water or help getting to the bathroom, call me. I’ll come. I promise.”

				She didn’t want his promises. Not now.

				Sam swallowed again and finally turned away from him. She could hear him leaving the room and it was just as well because that damn tear fell no matter how many times she’d told it not to. And then another one followed and another, until she was sobbing uncontrollably.

				The fear she’d felt as Morty held her too close to that balcony railing and the memory of another bullet whizzing past her head, this time killing someone, clouded her thoughts. Yes, she cried for the fear and the close call she’d just faced, but Sam knew without a doubt that she also cried for Gary. For everything she’d begun to believe they could be, when she should have known better. She should have known that nobody would ever love the princess. Not the way she needed them to.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				Two weeks later

				“I haven’t seen you here in a very long time.”

				Sam turned at the sound of her father’s voice. Rafe stood in the doorway, his broad frame blocking the bright light from the hallway behind him. She had been sitting on the couch, legs crossed, staring at nothing in particular, but now she looked at the best man she’d ever known as he closed the door and moved toward her.

				“Just felt like being in here today,” she said when he finally took a seat next to her.

				Immediately her father reached out to hold her hand and Sam let that familiarity wash over her, praying it would provide solace.

				“I used to come in here every day after she died,” Rafe told her.

				“Really?”

				She’d been so young at that point, and so distraught herself that memories of how her father had handled her mother’s death were nonexistent.

				He nodded as he looked around the space that used to be Sam and her brothers’ playroom.

				“I would sit in the chair over there,” he said, pointing to a high-backed chair that was pushed into a corner. “From there I could see every inch of the room. I could imagine her sitting on that window seat over there, with Kris leaning against her as she read to him. Then I could look over this way to the couch where she always sat on the floor and played with Roland and his train set. He loved trains when he was a boy.”

				“I remember,” Sam said “I tell him all the time that’s when he was bitten by the traveling bug.”

				They both chuckled.

				“And you,” Rafe said, lifting her hand and dropping a quick kiss on the back. “Always at that little table over there having a tea party. Vivienne would sit facing the window and you would take the chair right next to her. You always sat next to her, no matter where we went or who was there, you were by her side. In the other two chairs there would be a doll or a stuffed animal, whichever you’d chosen to invite to your party that day.”

				Sam continued to smile because as she looked at the table, she could see the same scene.

				“I invited you one time,” she told him.

				Rafe nodded, his lips spreading wide into a grin. “You did. It was my birthday. Two days before your fifth birthday and you told me that morning at breakfast that the tea party was my birthday present.”

				Sam squeezed her father’s hand. He sounded like he enjoyed that memory.

				“Sometimes I feel bad that I don’t remember a lot about her,” she admitted after they’d sat in silence for a minute or so. “I mean, I can see her standing in a group of people talking and smiling. I can hear her telling me how pretty a tea set was and how much she loved me.” She sighed heavily. “But that’s it.”

				“That’s enough,” Rafe told her. “The last part about how much she loved you is more than enough for you to remember.”

				“She loved you, too, you know,” Sam told him. “I can see it in all the pictures of the two of you. Especially the portrait at the museum. The one that Malayka wants taken down ASAP.”

				It was Rafe’s turn to sigh. “Yes, she’s told me about that numerous times.”

				“As a woman, I understand her position.” Even though Sam hated that she had to side with Malayka about anything. “But as a native of this island, as someone who has seen firsthand all the good that Mom did here, I feel like it would be a dishonor to her. Don’t you?”

				She’d turned a little on the couch so that she could look directly at her father. He was still gazing at that table. Today he wore a black dress shirt and black slacks, which gave him a very domineering look. The lines across his forehead and the grim set of his mouth said he was stressed and Sam would give anything in the world to take that look away from him.

				“Are you all right, Daddy?” she asked after another few minutes of silence.

				He began nodding as he squeezed her hand this time. “It’s going to be all right,” he said and then turned his head to her. “I’m sorry these things are happening to you, to all of us. I don’t think I’ve been paying as much attention as I should have been.”

				It was an admission Sam hadn’t expected to hear from her father. Rafe was a proud man. He knew his duty and executed it with a flawless kind of swagger that Sam knew many dignitaries envied. He was decisive yet thoughtful. Caring yet stern. Vocal yet contemplative. All things she’d always figured a person of power had to be.

				“There’s a lot going on,” she conceded.

				“Yes,” he replied. “A lot that I should have been looking more closely at from the start.”

				“Are you talking about your relationship with Malayka?” A part of her hoped like hell he was reconsidering that one. Another part prayed that if he was, that consideration wasn’t the cause of the tormented expression on his face. Because as much as she disliked Malayka, she loved her father with every ounce of her being. If not being with the woman would hurt him in some way, Sam would have to suck it up and accept her. It wasn’t worth hurting her father.

				“I’m speaking about everything that has been going on this year. And, yes, I do agree with you. Taking down that portrait of your mother and me in the museum would dishonor Vivienne’s legacy. I will not do that. Not to my children or my country.”

				“Malayka isn’t going to be happy about that,” Sam told him, instead of smiling madly and kissing his cheek because she was so proud of her father for taking that stance.

				“She’s not going to be happy about a few things, I suspect.”

				“Do you really love her, Daddy? Is she the one you want to spend the rest of your life with? If she is, I’ll understand. I just know that you and Mom had a wonderful bond, one that was noticeable even on canvas. I’d hate for you to settle for less.”

				Rafe kissed the back of her hand again and this time his features softened as he looked at his daughter.

				“I don’t want you settling for less, either,” he said.

				Sam shrugged. “I have no illusions about what my life is. A long time ago I accepted that I might never have the same type of love you shared with Mom, and that’s okay. If I can’t have that, then I don’t want anything,” she said firmly, determined to believe her own words. Despite the pangs in her chest every night she lay down to sleep and every morning she woke after a night of explicit dreams.

				“You’re strong and sensible,” Rafe told her. “Just like your mother.”

				Sam smiled at him.

				“But Vivienne would never close her eyes to what was staring her right in the face.”

				“I agree,” she told him. “So you’re rethinking things between you and Malayka?”

				His brow furrowed and then he smiled slowly. “No, Sammy-Girl, that’s not what I was referring to.”

				“Oh?” Sam said, completely confused by his words. “Then I don’t understand.”

				“I was afraid of that,” Rafe said. He took both her hands then, holding them between his own. “The thing about falling in love is that we usually don’t get to preselect the person we fall for.”

				Sam continued to stare at her father. She could’ve sworn he was referring to his relationship with Malayka...

				“Wait a minute,” she said.

				Rafe actually chuckled. “Such a bright and beautiful child you are and you’ve grown into a lovely woman who looks just like her mother did at her age. But my Vivienne knew love when she first felt it. She knew it before I did and wrestled me down like a champion until I got it through my thick skull. Seems to me you inherited my thick skull.”

				“Daddy, I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sam told him. She swallowed and tried to keep her voice as steady as possible.

				“Then I’m sure you’re not like your mother in that regard. You and Gary have been tiptoeing around each other for the past couple of weeks when it’s obvious to everyone else that your little charade took a serious turn at some point.”

				Sam flushed. She felt the heat fusing every portion of her body as her hands began to tremble with embarrassment.

				“No. You’re wrong.”

				“Am I?” Rafe asked. “Why are you really sitting in this room alone? You knew nobody would look for you in here so you figured you could think. Tell me what—or, rather, who—you were thinking about, Samantha.”

				She took a slow breath, trying to figure out what to say to convince him.

				“I was actually thinking about my life these last few years, Dad. Now that you’re about to remarry and Kris has married Landry, my role here in Grand Serenity will most definitely be changing. I need to figure out how I’ll deal with that.”

				There, she thought. That sounded good and pretty damn convincing.

				Rafe wasn’t buying it.

				“You know you’ll always have a place here. You’ve instituted just as many good initiatives as your mother did in her time. There’s no way you can just walk away from that. I, and the people of Grand Serenity, will not let you,” he told her. “So, that leaves another aspect of your life that you could have been thinking about...”

				“No,” she said and then stood. “There’s nothing else. This is my life. It has to be this way. I learned that already and there’s no use thinking I should change it.” Sam huffed out a breath and then continued. “I should go and take care of some letters I’ve been avoiding. I also need to respond to the director of the GirlPower Program at the hospital in the US. I’ll see you tonight at dinner.”

				Rafe did not move to stand; rather, he seemed to wait patiently while Sam leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

				He nodded to her and let her take a few steps away from him before saying, “You’ve got to let somebody in, Sammy-Girl. If you don’t, this life isn’t worth living. That’s what I realized when I met Malayka. Even though I could, and had done it for many years, I was not meant to live this life alone. I don’t believe you were, either.”

				Sam stopped, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. “You don’t understand, Daddy,” she said quietly.

				“Oh, but I do, baby. I understand everything you went through and I wanted to break every bone in that man’s body for putting you through it. But you learned the lesson you needed to learn at that time. Now, years later, it’s time for you to take what you learned and do something with it. Hiding behind the incident proves he won and I’ll be damned if that happens. You should feel the same.”

				Tears were already stinging her eyes. They’d been coming too fast and too frequently these past couple of weeks and she hated it. She hated the reason for them and the helplessness they caused her to feel. So when she probably should have said something else to her father, Sam simply shook her head and walked out of the room.

				She walked pretty fast to get to her rooms, which were on the second floor and at the opposite side of the palace. But when her door was in sight she started to run, opening it and slamming it tight behind her before collapsing to the floor and letting the tears flow once again.

				* * *

				“I’ll be going to Baltimore with her,” Gary said that evening when they were sitting at the dinner table.

				Sam’s fork fell to her plate with a loud clatter. Malayka rolled her eyes and Landry used her napkin to cover her mouth and the grin she was obviously trying to suppress.

				Rafe stared at Gary a moment before giving a slight nod of his head. “That’s probably a good idea,” he said after what seemed like endless moments of tense silence.

				“So he’ll be her private bodyguard now?” Malayka asked. “And her secret lover?”

				Now, Landry gasped and Kris frowned. Roland had already taken his leave once more, but not before telling Gary that he’d done a good job of taking care of Morty.

				Gary figured that might be as close to a thank-you or a truce that the two of them would manage. He’d accepted whatever it was and continued to speak to Roland after they’d finished one of several meetings they’d had with palace security and Kris over the past two weeks. While Roland had been away he’d been following up on the break-in at the bank to see if he could trace the money back to someone, anyone, who’d also had dealings with Malayka. Gary wasn’t sure that Roland’s investigation was going to be fruitful, but he’d admitted that it was worth a shot. After recalling Morty’s comments the night of the ball about Malayka knowing that the royal wedding was never supposed to take place, Gary was certain she was connected. And since the soon-to-be princess had put Sam in the line of fire, Gary was game for investigating any and everything that would finally lead them to the truth.

				“I believe he’s listed as a security consultant,” Sam managed to say after taking a big gulp from the glass of wine.

				Malayka waved her fork in the air in a “whatever” fashion before spearing it into the grilled chicken salad she’d opted to have for dinner. Gary and the rest of the family were having a fabulous jerk pulled-pork entrée.

				“Didn’t we just have a complaint about a staff member sexually harassing a member of the family? Yes, I believe we did. And that person ended up dead.” Malayka forked the food into her mouth and wiggled her eyebrows as she stared at Gary this time.

				Gary almost mentioned Morty’s comments at that moment. In the past couple of weeks he’d had to resist the urge to simply ask Malayka what Morty was talking about that night. The only thing that kept him from doing so was that he was dedicated to obtaining all the facts before shattering the façade of Prince Rafe’s happy-ever-after with this woman.

				“That’s enough,” Rafe said in a stony tone. “Gary does work for us and as such he will travel with Samantha to oversee her safety during this trip.”

				“And what about the personal aspect?” Malayka continued.

				She was only on her second glass of wine, but Gary had suspected when she’d stumbled toward her seat earlier that she may have had a drink or two before coming down to dinner.

				“When I was at that godforsaken opening ceremony for the ridiculous garden show yesterday, a reporter asked when there was going to be another royal wedding. I, of course, assumed he was talking about our impending nuptials,” she said, looking at Rafe, but then shook her head. “Nope. He was referring to the princess and her Sir Galahad!”

				The last part of her statement was said in a louder tone, with her arm going up to wave the napkin she’d scooped from her lap around her head.

				Rafe stood, his expression grim as he moved toward her.

				“We’re going to head upstairs now,” he said to her.

				Malayka didn’t move. “I’m not sleepy,” she told him. “I’m mad.”

				Rafe moved around to the back of her chair and put his hands under her arms to lift her up.

				“This is supposed to be about me. My time. My wedding. My turn at ruling on this island. She’s taking everything!”

				Gary didn’t know what to do except stare. Malayka sounded eerily like his ex-wife when he’d received the first offer from the publisher for his book. As a former championship gymnast, Tonya was the star of their family—at least that’s what she liked to think. At first, he’d admitted it had been easy to fall back and let her have the spotlight. She went to all kinds of speaking events given she was a quasi-star. He’d attended but often felt like nothing more than her bodyguard. It was a good thing his military training had often called for him to be in the background—the watcher, he supposed—otherwise he might have been offended. Now Gary found himself watching another woman.

				He looked at Samantha while Rafe was working to get Malayka out of the dining room. She didn’t like what he’d said about going with her, but she wouldn’t express that, not in front of her family.

				“Kris and I are going to head up now, as well,” Landry said, breaking Gary from the trance he’d been in. “I’m a little tired.”

				He watched Samantha reach for her wineglass, then think better of it—possibly after realizing that Malayka was drunk—and set the glass down again. She’d let her hands fall to her lap at that point and now looked at Landry.

				“You’re a really bad liar,” Sam replied to her sister-in-law.

				Landry shrugged and gave Sam a smile as Kris went over to kiss his sister on the forehead.

				“See me before you fly out,” Kris said to Gary, who nodded his agreement.

				Landry actually gave him a conspiratorial wink as she walked out and Gary couldn’t help but smile at her. He liked the new princess of Grand Serenity. He liked her a lot and was glad that his friend had found such a down-to-earth and special lady to spend his life with. He could feel that way and not resent the fact that his attempt at happy-ever-after hadn’t gone so well.

				“I’m sure this is all very funny to you,” Sam said when they were in the large formal dining room alone.

				The table was huge, way too long and too pristine to be the place where a family had their dinner every night. He was used to the old oak table his father had built when he was sixteen. It still sat in the kitchen at Gary’s house today, serving its only purpose of holding each one of the meals he enjoyed when he was back home in Cambridge.

				“Actually, it’s not,” he replied and sat back in his chair. “Your father is going to have to deal with her drinking before it gets out of hand like it has before.”

				“What? Wait. Malayka had a drinking problem in the past? How do you know this?” she asked, her attention cleverly averted from his previous smile and the fact that he’d said he was going to Baltimore with her.

				Gary wanted to give himself a pat on the back.

				“I’ve done my homework on her. Two years ago she was picked up for a DWI in Washington, DC. No charges were ever brought against her, that’s probably why it didn’t show up in the background check that Kris did before she came here.”

				“If it doesn’t show up on a background check, how do you know?”

				He shrugged. “I have ways of finding out things.”

				She sat back in her chair as well, and stared at him. “When did you find out about my past with Miguel?”

				He hadn’t expected that question at all. Judging from the way she carried herself, Gary had been willing to bet money on the fact that the last person in this world Samantha ever wanted to talk about again was Miguel Lopata.

				“The week before I arrived here,” he replied. There was no sense in lying. Besides, if there was one thing Gary despised, it was dishonesty. He’d had enough of that to last him a lifetime.

				She was angry. Or was she embarrassed? Her lips had closed tightly, her arms stiffening at her sides. But she never broke eye contact, never wanted to show anyone that she could be touched by what they said or thought.

				“Is that your job?” she asked him, her voice just a notch lower than it had been before.

				“My job is to know all the players, not just the target,” he told her. “I compile a full picture before taking any action.”

				She began shaking her head slowly. “No wonder you weren’t shocked when I kissed you. Not one moment’s hesitation. You just went right along with it. Probably because after seeing those pictures and reading that article you classified me as the Prowling Princess, as well.”

				Her words ticked him off instantly.

				“Don’t insult me,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’ve never been anything but respectful to you, so don’t mask your embarrassment over a situation you had no control over with rude and callous remarks toward me.”

				“Callous? You want to talk callousness?” she asked as she leaned forward and flattened her palms on the table.

				“You’re the one who suggested this fake affair and then slept with me, on more than one occasion I might add, when you were supposed to be working for my family. You poked around in my past, made yourself comfortable coming in and out of my room when you pleased, hijacking my car and making plans for me. You didn’t give a damn what I might have been feeling about our situation, or how I was going to react when you just packed your bags and left. I guess I was just part of the assignment!”

				She shot up out of the chair, pushing it back with her legs so fast it fell to the floor.

				Gary did not yell even though he was feeling pretty agitated by this point. She was accusing him of something ridiculous. He would never manipulate a woman, for any purpose. So to suggest that he’d taken advantage of their situation, or even planned to toy with her emotions, was simply ludicrous.

				“Everything we did was consensual,” he reminded her. “You wanted. I wanted. We did it. Period.”

				“You knew things about me before I even knew your name. You didn’t tell me you were hired to kill someone. And, dammit, you made me feel like...you opened...I mean—” She clamped her mouth shut and made a sound that was more animalistic than coherent and Gary slowly came to his feet.

				“Again, nothing happened between us that we did not both want and agree to. This was not my intention,” he told her. “I haven’t thought about committing to a woman since my divorce, so believe me when I say I’m just as thrown off by this as you are.”

				She was shaking her head again.

				“I realize now that there’s more here than either of us anticipated. So maybe we should take a deep breath and talk about this like the consenting adults that we are.”

				“No,” she answered immediately. “It’s too late. I mean, it’s not even necessary. You’re right, I consented. I knew and I should have protected myself better.”

				She lifted her hands and pushed her hair back behind her ears. After a deep breath she said, “But it’s done, so we just need to move forward. Your job for my family isn’t done. I understand that.”

				Now her hands ran down the front of her dress and fisted at her sides.

				“I’ll be ready to leave for the airport by noon tomorrow,” she said stiffly before turning to walk out of the room.

				“You’re not a quitter,” he said before she could make a fast exit. “You’ve been in hiding since Lopata pulled that stupid stunt three years ago. When are you going to decide he doesn’t deserve that victory?”

				She waited a few seconds, during which time Gary wasn’t certain she would even reply. But finally she turned back to him, hands clasped calmly in front of her. She looked at him directly, those proud shoulders squared as she began to speak.

				“You know nothing about me,” she said slowly. “I don’t care how much research you did. You have no idea who I am or what I’m capable of. Let’s just leave it at that.”

				No, Gary decided when she’d walked away, leaving him alone in the elegantly decorated dining room. He would not leave it at that, regardless of what she’d just said.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				Baltimore, Maryland
USA

				The Kennedy Krieger Institute at Johns Hopkins Hospital was proud to stand with Samantha, the goodwill ambassador of Grand Serenity Island, to announce their collaborative effort to treat, inspire, instruct and empower young ladies on an array of medical issues on a global platform.

				It had been Sam’s work with the Bella Club that had made her a perfect fit with the institute. For years, Sam had worked with the young ladies of Grand Serenity, teaching, guiding and being a hands-on mentor to the group. It was the one thing she felt proud of because it had been her project from the start, instead of picking up where her mother left off.

				GirlPower International was commemorated with Samantha and the director of the institute’s Global Outreach shaking hands.

				Sam had worn a soft pink pantsuit with a simple white blouse to symbolize her femininity, as well as her power. Her jewelry was an understated brushed-silver necklace and matching earrings. On her right ring finger was the sterling silver and yellow diamond ring her father had given her for her sixteenth birthday. It was the princess version of the royal insignia ring that her brothers and father wore.

				As she’d stepped out of the limousine an hour and a half ago she’d held a pink clutch in her hand and slipped on pink-framed, large-lens sunglasses. Her shoes were Badgley Mischka blossom-pink, satin-silk pumps and her hair was flat-ironed straight as a bone, hanging well past her shoulders. She exuded confidence and intelligence and she looked like a million bucks.

				Now, leaving the beautifully constructed facility in Baltimore, Sam had once again slipped onto the backseat of the limousine. She dropped her purse beside her and let her head lay back against the headrest.

				“You did good,” Gary said from across the seat.

				He hadn’t left her side all day. They’d landed earlier that morning and while she’d checked into a hotel room to change and prepare for the meeting, he had been in the adjoining room, with the door between them ajar. He’d walked beside her every step of the way and stood just a few feet behind her as she’d stepped up to the podium for the ceremony. Even if she hadn’t seen him, hadn’t picked up the scent of his cologne, Sam would have known he was there.

				Gary Montgomery had an authoritative and domineering presence. It cloaked him like a blanket, resting easily on his broad shoulders. When he spoke, people naturally listened and, to Sam’s surprise, obeyed. He supervised the newly hired security detail for her trip to America with a stern yet respectful tone. Each member of the detail was ex-military, which is probably why they so easily fell in line with Gary’s command. Still, it had been intriguing to watch him give orders and direct everyone, down to Lucie who had traveled with her, on what they should do and when.

				“Thank you,” she said without looking at him.

				She took a deep breath and released it slowly, determined to stop thinking of him in any capacity.

				“What time is the flight out?” she asked after a few moments of silence.

				“Two of the guards will accompany Lucie back to the island later this evening,” he replied.

				It took her a second to realize he’d only said Lucie and then Sam did turn her head to him. “Just Lucie?”

				“Yes,” he replied.

				He turned to look at her, as well. Both their eyes were hidden by sunglasses. Where she had a very professional, feminine look today, Gary was the slick bodyguard. His suit was black and expertly fitted to his muscular frame. His shirt, crisp and white. His tie, blue. His shoes, shiny black tie-ups. In his left ear was a clear hearing device with the squiggly cord resting behind his ear and a thinner cord going down into the collar of his shirt. He wore no jewelry. His hair was close cut, wavy on top. His goatee was trimmed neatly. She liked this look on him.

				“I want to show you something before you return to the island,” he told her. “It’s an hour and a half ride, and if you’re ready to leave when we’re done, I’ll arrange for the plane to come back and pick you up.”

				She didn’t know what to say to that but finally asked, “What do you want to show me?”

				His hands lay flat on his thighs as he gave a slight nod of his head. “Just something that I think you’ll enjoy. Call it an outing,” he said when he saw she’d been about to comment once more. “Because I know you like to have a title for everything that goes into your itinerary book.”

				Sam sighed as she thought of the itinerary app she had on her tablet. It synced her schedule with the calendar system Kris had implemented for the royal family, while offering a private setting for her personal appointments, as well.

				“There’s nothing wrong with being organized,” she told him.

				“No, nothing at all wrong with it,” he replied. “Just saying that now you have a title for what we’re going to do for the rest of the day.”

				“I need to go back to the hotel to change,” she informed him.

				“I’ve taken care of it,” he replied.

				“Have you taken care of everything?”

				“I tried,” he told her with a half smile.

				It was a very sexy half smile, but Sam didn’t want to acknowledge that. She looked out the window.

				“Is this an outing I will enjoy?”

				“We’re both going to enjoy it.”

				Something in his tone had Sam clasping her thighs tightly together. It had been weeks since he’d touched her, or kissed her, or held her in his arms. She’d tried pleasuring herself when the need became too intense, but it hadn’t worked. The edge of desire was still there. As long as he stayed close, Sam was afraid it would remain. For that reason she prayed this little outing would involve a public place and a lot of people, or the resolve she’d been trying to rebuild would be shot completely to hell.

				* * *

				It was nothing like she’d expected, Sam thought as she walked through the front door.

				Maybe she should have suspected this because when the door to the limousine had opened, she’d stepped out onto a dirt road. That road had given way to a stone pathway leading in two directions. One stopped at a wood-planked dock that stretched a few feet out onto a magnificent river. There were two boats there: a large, older one and a smaller, faster-looking vessel. But the river was really what caught her breath. Where Sam was used to looking out to the gorgeous turquoise-blue sea and seeing nothing but water on the horizon, here the water appeared darker and not as calm. Lush green grass formed the banks as opposed to dazzling white sand, and not a far distance across the water was more grass and more houses. Boat slips and boats. People actually sailing along the river. All of it gave a communal feel that Sam hadn’t been used to.

				Turning in the direction that Gary had already begun to travel, Sam walked along the stone path, noting that the dirt had given way to thick, perfect, green grass. Her pink peep-toe pumps seemed woefully out of place as she moved onto stone steps and made her way up to the porch of the most picturesque little cabin she’d ever seen. Well, okay, it wasn’t actually little. There were two stories and a gable roof. Part of the porch—toward the left end—was screened. This part, where the massive wood door and full-length side windows were, was open, with two welcoming rockers on each side.

				His parents, she thought immediately. They would have sat here to watch the sun set over the river. No matter how hard Sam tried to fend against it, the thought warmed her heart.

				“I figured you’d want to change clothes. So I had Lucie pack your bags and they were delivered while we were in Baltimore,” Gary said as he unlocked the door to let them inside.

				Sam stepped in, her heels clicking loudly on the wood floors before she turned to him and asked, “Where are we now?”

				“Cambridge, Maryland,” he replied after closing and locking the door. “It’s on Maryland’s eastern shore.”

				She nodded. “You grew up here.”

				“I grew up a little closer to town. I bought this place a few years ago after my father passed away.” He began moving as if he didn’t want to stay too long on that subject.

				“There’s a guest room on this level and two more bedrooms upstairs. You just head straight through the living room, down that hallway, and you’ll see the room. There’s also a bathroom down there. I’m going to go upstairs to change.”

				Sam looked around as he spoke.

				The center of the room was anchored with a huge stone fireplace that looked straight out of the Colonial era. The ceilings were beamed with thick log rafters. The walls were a subtle contrast, smooth and painted a shade that reminded Sam of coffee with way too much cream. On a glance the walls could have been construed as plain, but the wide baseboards and dark wood trim matched the tone of the beams, bringing them back to life. The furniture was a combination of leather and wood, and big plump pillows in another dull beige tone that worked well with large masculine chairs and dark chocolate leather upholstery.

				“Um, where are we going?” she asked when she found herself getting too caught up in the décor. “I mean, I need to know what type of outfit I should change into.”

				He was nearing a set of stairs that looked as if logs had simply been cut in two and nailed together. It was a rustic look that for some reason appealed to her.

				“Dress casually,” he told her. Then he looked her up and down. “Well, as casually as a princess can.”

				If he hadn’t smiled after the remark Sam might have bristled. On a sigh she realized she was ready to bite at whatever Gary said or did lately. It was the pain that still lingered. The pain of her own stupidity, she concluded. This was not personal. There was no happy-ever-after for her. She’d accepted it before and there was no reason she couldn’t wrap her mind around it once again. Except that Sam was growing tired of living that way.

				Still, she didn’t think any longer on Gary’s princess remark. Instead she walked in the direction he’d told her, finding the guest bedroom and her suitcases neatly placed near the bed. A queen-size bed made entirely of wood, with drawers beneath the thick mattresses and a multicolored quilt on top sat in the middle of the room. She smiled at the huge windows that opened up to what she figured was the back of the house. Tall trees, more grass, ambience. She stood at the window for a few seconds, taking it all in.

				There was a serenity to this place, to its surroundings. A quiet type of informality that she envied. The palace was nothing like this. It was big and beautiful, elegant, formal and sometimes colder than an Alaskan winter. Here there was warmth. Not just from the outside temperature—she was used to that. No, there was something else, a sort of welcoming feel that she’d experienced the moment her heels had made contact with the dirt road.

				Oh, well, she thought with another sigh, better to get the outing over with so she could return to her real life. Sam opened her suitcase and found the most casual outfit she’d thought to pack. This wasn’t supposed to be a long trip, but Sam had learned long ago to always pack more than she needed.

				She took off the pink pantsuit that was beyond out of place there, folded it neatly and placed it on the back of a rocking chair near the dresser. That was wood, too, with a big mirror, where she examined herself after slipping on the khaki pants and peach-colored camisole. There was a jacket to the pants, but she figured she could go without it. She’d appear more casual that way. She wore sandals with a lower heel than the pumps she’d set next to the rocking chair. Feeling like she still looked too prim and proper, Sam removed her necklace and the matching earrings. She pulled out her toiletry bag, found her brush and then proceeded to pull her hair back into a high ponytail.

				Her makeup hadn’t been heavy, but she still felt like she looked too put together. There just didn’t seem to be a point for that there. So she grabbed the toiletry bag and headed across the hall to the bathroom. There she washed her face and then used a light bronzer over her cheeks, chin and forehead. A stroke of eyeliner, some mascara and a neutral-toned lip gloss completed the look.

				“There,” she said to herself in the mirror with a satisfied smile. “You look almost normal.”

				Almost, she thought, because deep down she still knew who she was. No amount of dressing down would change that she was a princess.

				The only other purse she had was a large Givenchy bag that she didn’t think was casual at all, so she’d decided to forego the purse altogether. She slipped her cell phone into her front pants’ pocket, spritzed a little perfume—a soft vanilla-type scent—and headed back to the living room.

				He was already there, waiting for her.

				“Is this casual enough?” she asked as she moved farther into the room.

				“Perfect,” he said with barely a glance at her. “As always.”

				“You are, too,” Sam said without thinking first.

				When he looked at her in surprise, she cleared her throat and continued, “You’re always so composed. Your objective is clear and you move toward it, no questions or hesitations. And that’s just your mental state. But even your clothes are on point with whatever situation you’ve planned to be in. I would say it was methodical, but I think it’s more ingrained than that. It’s simply your personality.”

				There was silence when she finished. Gary stared at her and she glared back at him. Like a standoff but without the requisite tension. Just a casual acknowledgment, Sam thought before she moved toward the door. He stepped quickly in front of her and opened it.

				“Thanks,” she said when what she’d really been thinking was that she knew how to open doors for herself.

				It was silly, especially considering her position. People opened doors for her all the time. They pulled out chairs, asked what she needed and provided it for her. She wouldn’t classify herself as a pampered princess, but to an extent, it could be true. No matter how she wanted it to be different.

				For Gary, it was the polar opposite. He hadn’t been pampered. He’d been teased until he’d had no choice but to fight back, and he’d loved his parents to the end. So Sam walked through that door and did not say a word when Gary led them to a bright red pickup.

				She couldn’t help it, she giggled.

				“Something funny about my truck?” he asked as he lifted his arm and pointed the remote toward the truck, disengaging the locks and alarm system.

				“It’s red,” she said and shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s not funny, it’s just odd. I would never guess you would have a candy-apple-red truck.”

				He opened the passenger door and waited for her to walk around it before saying, “It’s called Barcelona Red Metallic.”

				She chuckled again. “Still doesn’t quite fit you.”

				He extended his hand and Sam put hers in his.

				“Step up on the running board,” he told her. “Or I can lift you up and put you inside.”

				A choice. Sam liked the idea that he’d given her a choice this time.

				With her hand in his, Sam stepped up onto the running board and lifted herself into the cab of the truck. Gary climbed inside just as she finished clicking her seat belt in place. He started the engine and backed up without saying another word. Sam didn’t speak, either. Instead she sat back and enjoyed the sights. There was lots of greenery—grass, trees, shrubbery in front of the large houses they began to pass. The sky was a pristine type of blue today, complete with the puffy clouds Sam remembered seeing as she’d lain on the beach staring up when she was a young girl.

				“That one right there looks like an elephant,” she said after using the remote to lower the window.

				She was shocked when Gary jumped right in. “And that one over there looks like a unicorn. See the horn stretching over that way?”

				Sam leaned forward as Gary was looking out the front windshield. “Yeah, I see it. If it moves a step or two closer, its horn will definitely poke the elephant. That won’t be a pretty scenario.”

				“Not at all,” he said and chuckled.

				Sam laughed, too, as she settled back in her seat and continued to stare out the windows. They drove a bit farther until she could see out of one window that they were riding along the shore of more water.

				“The Choptank River is a tributary to Chesapeake Bay. It flows all the way down this way,” he told her.

				She nodded. “It’s serene here. I like it.”

				“I like it, too,” he told her.

				A while later they were pulling onto a stretch of grass where other vehicles were parked. Gary cut the ignition and undid his seat belt. Sam figured this meant they were getting out, so she undid her seat belt, as well. She was just about to reach for the door handle when Gary touched her arm to stop her.

				“My mom’s favorite color was red,” he told her. “Just before my dad died, he picked out a red dress online and had me order it for her. I buried her in that dress because she said it was her favorite gift from my dad, besides me.”

				He looked momentarily uncomfortable, so Sam covered the hand he had on her arm. She let her fingers rest over his and then looked up at him.

				“It’s a wonderful tribute to her,” she told him. “You were a great son and I’m sure she was bursting with pride for you.”

				He nodded and then moved to get out of the truck. He was at the passenger-side door by the time she was about to jump down. Gary clamped his hands around her waist and lifted her out of the truck. When her feet touched the ground his hands stayed on her. Sam let hers fall to her sides as he stared down at her. She smiled and backed away.

				“What’s this place?”

				“It’s the Maryland Seafood Festival,” he said just after she heard the truck door close. “Great food. Wine. Gorgeous scenery. Just what was prescribed to unwind after a long day’s work,” he told her.

				“It was a two-hour tour and press conference,” she told him.

				“It was work and that’s all you ever seem to do. I think this will be a good place for you to unwind a bit. To just relax for a while.”

				Sam was about to say something to that when a voice from behind stopped her.

				“Well, well, well. Look what the sunshine brought in,” a slow and seductive voice said.

				Sam turned just in time to see the woman brush past her and grab Gary around the neck, pulling him down for a tight hug. Well, it was tight on her part. As for Gary, he’d given her a little pat on her back before letting his arms fall to his sides.

				“Hello, Tonya,” he said in a tone that was less than enthusiastic.

				“Hi, sweetie. I was beginning to think you were never coming back to town,” the woman replied after Gary grabbed her wrists and unwrapped them from his neck.

				“Hello,” Sam said because she was beginning to feel like a third wheel and did not like that feeling one bit.

				The woman turned slowly and looked at Sam as if she’d just realized she was standing there. Sam may have grown up in a palace and thus had a different type of childhood and introduction to the social niceties, but she wasn’t stupid. She recognized an unhappy woman when she saw one.

				This Tonya person was definitely unhappy.

				She was a very pretty woman with caramel-toned skin and blond dreadlocks. She wore black shorts and a white T-shirt with a huge red crab on its front with Maryland is for Crab Lovers written in red, black and gold script. She was smiling but it was a different type of smile. The kind that didn’t reach the eyes.

				“Well, hi,” Tonya said and stepped in Sam’s direction. “Who are you?”

				“Samantha DeSaunters,” Sam said, extending her hand to her. “It’s nice to meet you.”

				Tonya looked at the hand a second longer than was polite before shaking.

				“Oh, okay, Samantha. Are you a visiting relative? I don’t recall you having any other family around, Gary.”

				Tonya spoke to Gary but she did not take her gaze off Sam. She was looking at everything from the band holding Sam’s hair together to the polish on her nails and the straps on her shoes. Or at least, that’s the way it appeared to Sam. She wasn’t unnerved because Sam was more than used to people staring at her. What did bother her was the look of disdain Tonya was giving her. Now, that was something Sam was not used to. Not until Malayka had entered the scene, anyway.

				“She’s Princess Samantha DeSaunters from Grand Serenity Island,” Gary corrected.

				He came to stand beside Sam and they both looked at Tonya whose eyes had grown wider.

				“You’re a princess?” she asked in disbelief. Then she actually laughed. “Are you serious? Or is that just what she told you to get you into bed?”

				“Okay, that’s enough,” Gary said. “We’re leaving.” He took Sam’s hand and turned away from Tonya.

				They hadn’t taken more than three steps before she yelled out, “He’s a liar and a cheater!”

				Sam stopped walking before Gary did. She turned to look at Tonya, which, from the way she’d folded her arms across her chest in triumph, was exactly what the woman had wanted Sam to do.

				“That’s right. I was married to him. For a year and a half, and I tried to be everything a wife should be to her husband. But it wasn’t enough for him. No, I think he was intimidated by my success as a star athlete and all the attention that drew. But that was no reason for him to sleep with our neighbor. Bastard!”

				Sam couldn’t believe what she was seeing and she didn’t believe what she was hearing, either. Just a few minutes ago this woman had had her arms wrapped around Gary’s neck. She’d been smiling up into his face, rubbing her ample breasts against his chest, very happy to see him. Now she seemed just as happy to embarrass him.

				“Oh, that’s okay,” Sam replied much to the woman’s surprise. “You see, I’m known as the Prowling Princess. That means I go through men quicker than I do tiaras. So he won’t be breaking my heart if he cheats on me. In fact, I’m likely to cheat on him first.”

				At her words Tonya’s mouth opened then closed, then opened once more as she slapped her hands on her hips. The woman didn’t know what to say, which made Sam feel triumphant.

				“That’s not funny!” Tonya snapped.

				Sam turned to see that the woman was staring at Gary, who was, in fact, laughing. She’d never heard him laugh like that before.

				“Look, Miss...whoever you are—’cause I’m not believing that princess crap at all. He’s not worth your time and wherever you purchased those shoes, you should send them back because they’re horrible knock-offs.”

				With that Tonya sashayed her very generous bottom away from where they stood.

				Gary’s chuckles subsided when they were once again alone. He then looked at Sam and said with a victorious grin, “I wish you lived in Cambridge.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				Samantha moaned and the sound sent pleasure tendrils throughout Gary’s body. Like, literally, he shivered from the jolt of arousal that shot through him when he heard the sound. He looked up to see her lying on her back, her hands splayed over her abdomen, mouth partially open and eyes closed.

				“I ate too much,” she complained. “Why did you let me eat so much?”

				Gary cleared his throat as a way to also clear his mind. It didn’t work because he was still thinking about ripping her clothes off and taking her right there on the blanket where they lay close to the water.

				“I didn’t tell you to sample everything you saw,” he said and continued to massage one of her feet on his lap.

				“You said, and I quote, ‘This is some of the best food you will ever taste in your life. Everything is freshly caught from the Chesapeake Bay and seasoned generously with Maryland’s signature Old Bay Seasoning.’ Those were your words exactly.”

				Because she’d lifted an arm and dropped it over her eyes Gary could smile at her pouting lips. Well, he could smile until he imagined those lips on him, around him... Damn, this wasn’t going the way he’d imagined.

				When he’d realized Samantha had needed to come to the States for a business trip, he’d felt like his mother was actually reaching down and giving him a little push. Well, considering what he’d gone through with Tonya, it had actually taken a pretty big push to get him to go after another woman. This time, however, Gary had finally admitted to himself that he didn’t think he needed his mother’s push at all. He’d already fallen completely, head-over-heels in love with Samantha.

				It hadn’t been a quiet or sneaky type of fall, either. Nor had it been foreseen or even cultivated the way he had attempted with Tonya. No, this time it had smacked him in the face the moment he’d first seen her. But no matter how high his IQ was judged by a written exam, he hadn’t seen it until the night she’d first placed her lips on his.

				“I did say that,” he replied. “But I didn’t fix two plates after I’d had samples of everything, either.”

				“Ugh.” She groaned this time. “Two plates! You let me eat two whole plates of food? And that fruit punch had to have contained at least a gallon of sugar. I feel sick.”

				“You look beautiful,” he told her.

				Her arm slid from her face and she stared at him through partially parted lids. “What? You think my bloated look and the greenish color of my skin, because I’m afraid I might puke at any moment, is beautiful?”

				Gary smiled, now touching both her feet as he stared up at her.

				“Yes,” he said. “That’s what I think.”

				She waited a minute, processing his words, he thought. Then she shook her head. “You had too many beers.”

				He chuckled.

				“Yet you let me drive you back here and convince you to sit out under the night sky, instead of telling me to call your limo back and get your plane ready to take you to Grand Serenity.”

				Saying the words aloud made him irritable, but he had thought it so many times this afternoon, it was no wonder he would speak them now. Sending her maid and her jet home without Samantha was a gamble. She didn’t like it when he made decisions for her. While he figured she was used to people doing that, he could also see why it bothered her. The only problem with that was that he was used to giving commands. He’d led an elite team of snipers in the army, calling the shots for adult men. She was a princess in a family of powerful and authoritative men, it was no wonder she hated being told what to do and when to do it. Yet she was loyal and astute enough to disagree with pride and elegance.

				That was only one of the things he adored about her.

				The quick and efficient way in which she’d cut Tonya off at the knees this afternoon was another.

				“I didn’t want to go back,” she said, her voice softer this time.

				“That worked in my favor,” he said and let his hands move over her feet to grip her ankles.

				“I hate saying it,” she conceded. “Admitting that I don’t want to go home. It sounds so juvenile. Besides, I have responsibilities. I’ve always had duties. I was born with them.”

				“You were also born to live,” he told her as his hands pushed her pants up a bit so that he could touch the skin of her calves.

				He loved how her skin felt beneath his touch. Smooth, warm skin gliding along his big palms was like a slice of heaven.

				“And you can live outside of Grand Serenity,” he continued. “Outside of the crown with all its duties and responsibilities.”

				“No, I can’t,” she said. “I’m the princess, remember?”

				“Not today you weren’t. You were just a woman at a food festival eating and drinking too much just like everybody else.”

				She sat up slowly, her hair falling down around her shoulders, hands resting in her lap.

				“Is that why you left the army? To be just a guy like everybody else?”

				She always had questions. Gary had been trained to look for answers. They were matched in so many areas it was odd.

				“I didn’t like what I was doing anymore,” he stated evenly. That was the easiest way he could explain feeling used and dissuaded. “I was fighting a war for a country that didn’t take care of their own.”

				“The United States has the most powerful military in the world,” she said.

				“And they have a horrifically insufficient program to take care of their veterans. My father served in the Vietnam war. He was enlisted in the army for twenty years before retiring. But when he became sick, his doctor’s bills soared and the supplemental insurance he had didn’t do a damn thing. They exhausted their savings and my mother’s pension trying to take care of him. If I hadn’t left the military when I did, they would have lost their house.”

				Gary sighed. He looked out at the river, saw the moonlight’s glossy glow over the water and shook his head slowly.

				“I came home and I did what I could to make money as fast as I could to help them. All of my monthly checks from the service had been deposited directly into my parents’ account and they were still drowning in debt. When I was in high school I was on the wrestling team. For a while I thought that would be my ticket to college since I knew my parents didn’t have the money for me to go.”

				He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Who knew all that time I had to myself where I had spent reading books would make me smart enough to receive a full scholarship.”

				“Smart and cute. You were a deadly combination before you were even trained to be one,” she said.

				“I guess that’s what got me onto the wrestling circuit. Two years in the professional league and I made more money than I had in all my life. I paid off my parents’ house and those medical bills a week before my father died. The day after we buried him my mother told me to put the house on the market, that she couldn’t live there without him. So I bought her a one-bedroom condo newly built closer to town and the river. A month after that I received my first book contract.” He shook his head at the memory.

				“Looking back now, I wish I’d had the nerve to submit my book for publication long before my dad became sick. Maybe if I had, I would have been able to use the book money to get him better medical treatment.”

				“I didn’t know you were a writer,” she said. “There’s so much more to you than I originally thought.”

				“I could say the same about you,” Gary admitted. “I had no idea how involved you were with the young ladies on the island. Helping to shape their young minds is commendable.”

				“Thank you,” she said with a nod. “I enjoy it. But not enough to let you use that as a way to change the subject. What type of books do you write?”

				“You caught on to that, huh?” he asked jokingly. “I’m a mystery writer. I write under the pen name Sampson Christopher. It’s my mother’s last name and my father’s first name.”

				She tilted her head and grinned. “My brother hired a mystery writer to come to the palace and solve the mystery of who was trying to hurt us. That was very clever of him.”

				Gary shook his head. “Kris doesn’t know about my writing. Not many people do. My mother knew and now you and, of course, Tonya.”

				“I have to say I do not see what attracted you to her. I mean she’s a pretty woman but she seems awfully vindictive.”

				He didn’t feel good talking about one of the biggest mistakes of his life. But from the way she was looking at him, she wasn’t going to let this go, either.

				“I married Tonya because my mother always wanted to see me happily married so that I could give her grandchildren. That was a colossal mistake. I should have known that when I met Tonya while I was on the wrestling circuit. Six months in, she started accusing me of sleeping around and lying to her. I don’t know where it came from or why it started. In the end, I told her it was best that we go our separate ways because all the drama was much more than I could stand. She was happy with a hefty financial settlement, thanks to my first publishing contract.”

				“You know you don’t have to keep proving how great a guy you are. I get it now,” she said after staring at him for a few moments.

				“Now?” he asked and then grinned. “You didn’t think I was a good guy before?” The question was meant as a joke but Gary knew there was more he needed to explain to her.

				“I know you heard me telling your brothers that I planned to leave as soon as my job was done. That wasn’t a lie. It was my plan. But somewhere along the way I knew that plan was beginning to change. I knew that there was something more between us than the fake affair or the job. I should have said something to you sooner, should have let you know how I was feeling.”

				She shook her head. “In the last couple of weeks I’ll admit that I’ve been thinking you were a special kind of demon sent to destroy the last shreds of the woman I thought I was. But the more I look at you, the more I see what you do and how you do it, and then I hear why you do it... I just can’t continue to feed that illusion.

				“In the beginning,” Sam continued, “I was so together, so busy believing that I’d found the answer to being hurt in relationships. I had a great job and a big bank account. I lived in a palace and had people around who loved and cared for me. I could even provide my own sexual pleasure. There was nothing I needed from a man. Nothing. Until I realized that it wasn’t about what I needed from a man but what I wanted in my life.” She shrugged then, a smile wavering on her lips. “So if you were a demon, I must have been a total bitch these past few years.”

				Gary touched her cheek. “I think you’re a pretty wonderful lady,” he told her.

				She sighed. “Because of my title?”

				“No,” he answered immediately. “That’s just a word. Born with or without it, you would have still been beautiful and special. And I would have wanted nothing more than to sit on a blanket in the middle of the night, beneath the stars with you.”

				She smiled, slow and sexy as hell, and the hormones that had settled minutely while he’d been talking about his parents and his past resurged.

				“What else do you think we could do beneath these stars?” she asked him.

				He could say nothing. He could remind her that she was a princess and that they should consider her privacy. But they weren’t on Grand Serenity anymore. Nobody knew who she was here, or didn’t immediately recognize her, not while she was dressed like a normal woman and on his arm. Besides all that, this was his property and it was private.

				“So many things,” Gary replied.

				He moved his hands farther up her legs before grasping her by her waist. In one quick motion he had her straddling him.

				“But we could start with a kiss.”

				* * *

				Sam remembered that first kiss the second Gary’s lips touched hers. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck and leaned in for the ride. He was kissing her so deeply, holding her so tightly, she thought at any moment they would both simply float away with the euphoria of the moment.

				When she’d been lying back on the blanket she’d seen the stars, tiny pricks of light creating a dazzling landscape of the sky. There was the scent of the sea in the air, different than what she was used to but familiar enough to offer a sense of comfort. It was quiet and Gary was there. It hadn’t taken her long to realize how important that was.

				It seemed as if they’d been through so much in such a short amount of time. That with everything going on around them, there should have been no time for this connection between them to grow and become stronger. No time for pleasure.

				He pulled at the hem of her shirt, his teeth nipping along the line of her jaw. Sam did the same, removing his shirt with a giggle after he’d already removed hers. He unsnapped her bra and tossed it to the side, leaning down to catch one nipple between his teeth while rubbing the other with his palm. She needed more. The contact of skin on skin, the complete connection, was what she desired.

				So Sam didn’t hesitate to unsnap the button of her pants and unzip the zipper. As if the sound was like a beacon, his head shot up and he gazed at her.

				“Who would have ever guessed the princess was really a vixen?” he asked and pushed her off his lap so that they both could stand to remove their pants.

				It was the craziest thing Sam had ever done in her life and it felt exhilarating. He pulled her close, kissing her again as they stood naked, behind a huge tree and just a few feet away from the water’s bank. When she slipped her hand between them to cup his length, he pulled back from the kiss.

				“Wait a minute, just...wait...wait,” he was saying.

				Sam grinned as she continued stroking him. “That’ll teach you to call me a vixen,” she teased. “That’ll teach you good and plenty.”

				He groaned long and loud until Sam felt as if the sound stroked something deep inside her. Seconds later he was grabbing her wrists and gently pushing her hands away.

				“Wait a second, just let me...” he tried to say, but was interrupted.

				“Oh, no, Mr. Montgomery. You’re the one who said there were so many things we could do beneath the stars. Don’t bail on me now,” she said.

				“No, not bailing,” Gary told her before dropping to his knees and picking up his pants.

				He dug into the pocket and found his wallet where he yanked out a condom packet. Going to the ground beside him, Sam took the packet and ripped it open. She rolled the latex over his length, an act that had him groaning once more. She was grinning again when she pushed him onto his back and straddled him.

				“I’ll go first this time,” she said as she angled herself over him. “After all, I’m a guest here, so I should get to call the shots.”

				His hands came up to grip her hips. He was strong and hard, and she found that she really did enjoy looking at him. All of him.

				“You definitely get to call the shots,” Gary told her as he held her hips until the tip of his erection fitted against her entrance. “Especially if it entails a long, slow ride.”

				Sam lowered herself slowly, loving the way he filled her with every thick inch of him.

				“Oh, it’s going to be a ride all right. A ride you will never forget.”

				* * *

				Later that evening—or was it early morning? Sam had no idea—she’d felt chilly as she lay in Gary’s bed where he’d carried her after their tryst outside. After a shower that turned into another mind-blowing love-making session where Gary was determined to pay her back for the fast and deliciously arousing ride she’d given him outside, they’d fallen onto his king-size bed and fallen asleep.

				Sam recalled thinking how safe and special she felt right there in this strange country wrapped in arms that felt so familiar. Now, she didn’t feel that and she was worried. She opened her eyes and bit back a gasp as she saw Gary staring down at her.

				He wasn’t touching her, but still lay beside her, his head propped up on his elbow as he watched her.

				“I thought it was a dream,” she said and rested her hands over her midsection. “But I’m really here in the United States, in your bed.”

				“I can’t believe it, either,” he replied.

				Sam gave a little nod. “I thought what Miguel did to me was going to scar me for the rest of my life. I mean, even when I got that email from him a few weeks ago, I just knew my past was coming back to haunt me.”

				“Miguel emailed you?” he asked. “When?”

				“The night we went to the View. Four days before the Founder’s Day celebration. I just knew he was going to say he had more pictures or something. I figured that because I was feeling a little bit of happiness, it had to happen. You know, the bad interrupting the good. The balance of life.”

				“What did the email say?”

				“Nothing,” she replied. “I didn’t open it until a day or two later when I remembered it again, and there was no message, just a link. I figured his email account was hacked, so I just deleted it.”

				For a moment Sam thought Gary was going to ask another question. She thought he would want to know more about her relationship with Miguel, but he didn’t. Instead he lifted a hand to cup her cheek.

				“You don’t have to worry about him anymore,” Gary told her. “I’m not going to let him anywhere near you.”

				She moved her hand until it gripped his wrist as she stared up at him. “I’m not worried about Miguel. I’m not worried about anyone or anything right now but us.”

				He smiled and she warmed all over. She loved his smile. And his scent. And the small scar on his shoulder. She loved this cabin with all its rustic charm and the soft cotton sheets that slipped farther down her body as she turned on her side to face him.

				“There is an ‘us,’ isn’t there, Gary?” she asked.

				His answer was to run his hand down her side, pushing the remainder of the sheet completely away. He lifted her leg, bringing it across his hip as he scooted closer to her. Before she could speak he was slipping his length deep inside her and Sam was melting in his arms.

				Slow and languid. It was a joining that took her to someplace other than that mountaintop where she would eventually soar with pleasure. No, this was a different journey altogether. When he eased her onto her back and came over her, Sam wrapped her legs around him tightly. She held him in her arms and closed her eyes to everything but the sensations moving through her at that moment.

				“I can’t think of anything but you now,” Gary whispered in her ear.

				She sighed, her nails scraping along his back. “It’s just you. Nothing else.”

				“Nothing else,” he said and sighed into her neck before dropping tender kisses there. “Just you.”

				They moved together in perfect sync, their bodies committing to something Sam had never imagined experiencing in her life. When he looked down at her and thrust faster, pushing her further, Sam kept her gaze fixed on his. She rode that wave and he was right beside her. They climbed together, higher and higher, until falling, together, into that beautiful haze of pleasure.

				For what seemed like forever...they did not move. He was still on top of her and she was still holding him there.

				“No matter what I’ve done in my life...” Gary began to say. “The medals I received in the war, the book awards, the honorary Dancing with the Stars award my mother and I gave ourselves,” he said with a grin. “None of that, and I mean absolutely none of it, compares to loving Princess Samantha Raine DeSaunters.”

				Sam didn’t know how to respond. He shifted just slightly as he talked so that he was now staring at her with that gaze that had been so potent from day one. A part of her still felt like she was floating while another part had sobered the instant he’d begun to speak. The tears came next, the pesky little things, filling her eyes as her breathing increased. She tried to breathe faster, to keep them from falling, but she was overwhelmed at this moment. Emotions swimming through her so fast and furiously that she wasn’t sure if she was going to be simply swept away. But when one tear slipped down and Gary hurriedly lifted a finger to stop its trek, she knew.

				Sam wasn’t falling into sexual bliss this time. She wasn’t going to be swept away by the intensity of this man who had come into her life under dangerous and unsavory circumstances. She was tumbling at a very high rate of speed, not grabbing on to anything to stop the journey. No excuses. No titles. No circumstances. Nothing was in her way. The path was clear.

				She reached up and cupped his face in her hands, loving the feel of the stubble along the line of his jaw. Another tear fell but Sam didn’t care. They could all fall, she could break down in sobs, none of it mattered. Not now.

				“That was the best thing I’ve ever heard,” she told him. “I never thought I would hear it, never knew how much I wanted to hear it, until this very moment. My heart is so full,” she said softly.

				“My mother used to say that when she hugged me,” Sam continued. “My heart is so full of love for you, Garrison Montgomery. All for you.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Two months later

				Today was the day.

				Sam had been waiting weeks for this day to arrive. Actually, she’d been waiting all her life, she thought as she stood at the window in her bedroom looking out at the glistening turquoise sea.

				It had begun that day when Sam was just four years old and she’d sat in the garden with her mother. Vivienne had taken out that blue, green and white tea set. The colors and the flowers had become a source of contentment for Sam in the years after her mother had passed away. Now, all these years later, that same tea set was the inspiration for Sam’s perfect wedding.

				One week after they’d returned from Maryland, Sam had been the one to propose to Gary.

				“I’ve never been in love before,” she’d told him while they’d walked along the beach.

				He was holding one of her hands. In the other were her shoes. There was a warm breeze and the water was calm. It was a picturesque day and the thought had just floated into her mind.

				“Neither have I,” he replied.

				“I kind of like it,” she said.

				“Me, too,” he answered.

				“I wonder if I’ll like marriage as much.”

				“It’s wonderful when you’re in love,” he said. “I know because I witnessed it.”

				She’d nodded and then said the very next thing that came to her mind. “Let’s do it, then. Let’s get married and be wonderful.”

				He’d stopped walking and simply stared at her. Sam had looked up at him in anticipation of his answer. When he shrugged, leaned forward and kissed her forehead, she’d been sure that was an easy letdown. Her mind hadn’t had a moment to decide how she would react when he’d said, “Let’s do it.”

				The planning had begun the next morning and the following seven weeks had been full speed ahead.

				Now, today, Sam was ready for the biggest and best tea party ever.

				“It’s time, Ms. Samantha,” Lucie said from somewhere behind her.

				Sam stood at the window just a moment longer. She stared out at the sea and whispered quietly, “Thank you, Mama. For everything.”

				Forty-five minutes later Sam walked down the grand staircase in the foyer of the palace. Everything around her sparkled, from the huge crystal and gold chandelier to the candles that had been lit and placed on every surface as far as she could see. Her veil was pulled down over her face, her arm entwined in her father’s.

				When they made it to the bottom of the steps and the photographer continued to snap pictures, Rafe turned to her, his hands holding both of hers now.

				“Vivienne would be so proud,” he told her. “So very proud of the strong and decisive woman that you have become. She would be especially happy that you have found love.”

				“Thank you, Daddy,” Sam said, once again blinking back tears. This morning had been a battle of keeping her eyes dry and her makeup intact. For this reason Sam was so glad she had decided on a noon wedding. It would be over soon and the threat of tears would be thankfully behind her.

				“I’m glad that you’ve found love, too. I know Mom would have wanted you to be happy. After the wedding, I will be spending more time in Maryland with Gary, so I’ll make sure to give Malayka everything she needs to run the palace,” Sam told him.

				Rafe smiled and Sam noticed the tears filling his eyes, as well. “I can’t say that I’m happy about this man taking my Sammy-Girl to another country. But I understand that he is not just a former soldier, but that he also has a budding writing career. I commend you both for being so fearless in this ever-changing world.”

				“I thank you for giving me everything I needed to be prepared for this world. I love you, Daddy. More than any words can possibly express.”

				“I love you, too, my darling,” he said and hugged her closer to him. “Now, let’s go get you married. I saw Gary this morning and he looks as anxious as a kid on Christmas.”

				Sam chuckled. “That’s a good thing, right?”

				“Oh, baby, that’s a wonderful thing. Love is a wonderful thing.”

				* * *

				Samantha Raine DeSaunters walked down the white runner amid white-iron chairs placed at tables covered in white, floor-length, satin tablecloths. Large crystal vases filled with blue hydrangeas with large green leaves were used as the centerpieces. The napkins on the table were blue, a saucer and teacup at each seating in a pattern that almost exactly matched the one her mother had given her. There were carafes of water and of hot tea in three different flavors. After the ceremony a fabulous brunch would be served with mimosas and fresh fruit, individually made omelets at Gary’s request and a grand buffet of foods.

				Her aisle had been created with a white runner and candelabras holding tall, white candles separating the fifty tables. As she walked slowly, Sam looked around to see people she’d worked with in town. Detali and her daughter, the women from the Children’s Hospital where she spent a lot of her time, as well as all the members of the Bella Club and the girls currently enrolled there. It had been one of her girls from the club that had suggested Sam wear a blue wedding gown.

				Malayka had been appalled by the idea but Landry was instantly hyped by the prospect. Sam’s sister-in-law had taken great care in selecting designers to send their ideas for Sam’s perfect gown. And it was perfect, she thought as she came closer to the altar. The strapless, fitted bodice that flared out at the waist in a traditional ballroom style was a gorgeous shade of blue, with an overlay of white chiffon from the waist down. She felt unique and beautiful and happier than she ever imagined she would be.

				Gary’s smile confirmed everything she’d been thinking. Sam was happy and she couldn’t wait to marry this man.

				The moment their vows were said and they were pronounced man and wife, she kissed and hugged her husband, whispering in his ear, “Your mom’s probably smiling down on us right now because she knows that this time you really did marry for love and that this princess has no intention of ever letting you go.”

				“And I’m never going to stop loving this princess,” Gary told her.

				* * * * *
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				Miami After Hours

				by Yahrah St. John

				Chapter 1

				Daniel Cobb strode through the glass doors of Cobb Luxury Real Estate, confident and poised in a custom Tom James suit and Ferragamo loafers. He’d started the company with the commissions he’d made while working with his father. Now he was the proud owner of his own thriving and highly sought-after real estate company.

				Daniel only accepted wealthy clients looking for the most high-priced condominiums and homes in Miami. Anyone walking through the double glass doors of his agency knew what to expect. A skilled agent with expertise in the marketplace. As head broker, he’d hired only six other agents because he wanted to ensure that his clients received the most discriminating customer service.

				Determined to make Cobb Luxury Real Estate the premier firm in Miami for luxury homes, he was at the office early in the morning and late into the night, reviewing numbers and overseeing staff. Along with his commitment to Prescott George, a men’s club he belonged to, that left very little time for play...or for women. Not that he was celibate. He had the odd date or two, which usually ended up with a beautiful female in his bed and a smile on his face. But he had no time for serious relationships.

				He’d made sure of that after he’d foolishly fallen for Mia Landers back in college. She’d been petite and adorable, with dark doe eyes and a shy demeanor. Daniel had been instinctively protective of her, but Mia had been head over heels for Ashton Rollins, a fellow student of Daniel’s who paid her no attention. Daniel had thought if he bided his time, Mia would see the light. She hadn’t and had died in a tragic car accident later that year, leaving Daniel alone with his anger and regrets. And his guilt. If he’d managed to keep Mia away from Ashton, would she still be alive? Daniel would always wonder if he could have done more.

				After that tragedy, he’d focused all his energy into building an empire. He wanted to own homes around the globe, and that required lots of money, especially if he wanted to travel.

				Thanks to the phenomenal last few years, he’d added a penthouse in Key Biscayne to his portfolio. The building housed only three other units and was surrounded by nothing but glass. It was sleek, modern and sophisticated. Just like him.

				“Good morning, Myrna,” he greeted the receptionist as he passed by.

				“Good morning, Mr. Cobb.” Myrna smiled back at him as he made his way to his all-glass office facing downtown Miami.

				Myrna was easy on the eyes, which was exactly what Daniel wanted to portray to prospective clients. However, he wasn’t fooled by the cool blue eyes, slick blond hair and slender figure. At twenty-five years old, Myrna was not only smart and capable, she was hungry for more. He could easily see her obtaining her Florida real estate license and becoming one of his agents. He recognized the drive; he had it himself.

				Closing his office door behind him, Daniel walked over to the window and looked out over the bay. He’d always been driven to succeed, but it hadn’t been easy. Even though it appeared as if he came from rich parents, he’d been raised in a middle-class family. And once his parents had divorced, because of his father’s philandering ways, he’d been shuffled between two middle-income households.

				Daniel grew up learning the business from his father, Kenneth Cobb, who had a small real estate company in Fort Lauderdale. He’d been required to man the phones during school breaks. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have gotten a chance to spend any time with his father, who, when he wasn’t working, was more concerned with the ladies than his only son.

				Once he’d graduated from Nilson University with a degree in finance, he’d decided to open his own firm, except he would cater to a select niche of young, hip and most of all wealthy buyers and sellers. Cobb Luxury Real Estate was a frequent poster on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. And thanks to meeting the illustrious Rollins family, a connection he’d made in college, the doors to the rich and famous had been opened to him. Too bad that connection had cost him the only woman he’d ever loved.

				“Mr. Cobb,” his assistant, Mary’s voice echoed from his phone’s intercom. “The Archers are here to meet with you.”

				“Tell them I’ll be with them in a moment.” Daniel stood up, straightening his tie and smoothing his designer suit even though nary a wrinkle could be found on it.

				The Archers were new clients who had been referred to him by the Grants, a couple to whom he’d recently sold an amazing five-thousand-square-foot condo. He was grateful for the referral because the Archers’ price range was six to nine million dollars, which would mean a substantial commission for him.

				Daniel swung open the doors and got started doing what he did best. Conquering the market.

				* * *

				Real estate agent Angela Trainor rolled her eyes as she watched her potential buyers, the Harrisons, nitpick the modern kitchen of an exclusive penthouse in Bal Harbour. Did they even know what a find this was? Homes like this rarely came on the market, and the fact that she’d found this for them should have been a feather in her cap. Instead they were finding anything that they could wrong with the luxurious condo.

				“Do you see the handles on these kitchen cabinets?” Mrs. Harrison turned to her, and Angela immediately resumed her sales persona. “They’re ghastly.”

				“Hardware is easily changeable to suit whatever design concept you desire,” Angela responded.

				Mrs. Harrison shook her long straight black hair that hung down her back and fiddled with the diamond-studded bracelet on her thin wrist. The bracelet had to cost more than Angela made in a year! And that wasn’t the only expensive bauble she wore. The woman was draped in jewels, no doubt by her wealthy husband who appeared to be about thirty years her senior.

				“I don’t know about this, darling,” Mrs. Harrison said, turning to her husband. “You know I want something move-in ready.”

				“Move-in ready?” Mr. Harrison chuckled. “Julia, you know as soon as we purchase, you’ll be gung ho to have the entire space redesigned. I’m with Angela on this one. Surely the hardware is a little nuisance we can easily overcome?”

				Angela moved in for the kill. “As you know, this neighborhood is considered the crème de la crème by Miami magazine.” She knew Mrs. Harrison was one of those women who cared about social standing among her peers. “And with the amenities like the twenty-four-hour concierge, gourmet market and state-of-the-art fitness center, you won’t find a place quite like this. Come, look at the view,” she said, motioning the couple toward the terrace so they could once again admire the panorama of Miami Beach.

				“Give us a few minutes, Angela,” Mr. Harrison said.

				Angela nodded and quietly left the terrace to give the couple privacy. With any luck, they’d agree to purchase the penthouse. Her stomach was in knots just thinking about the fifty-thousand-dollar commission that awaited her if the couple accepted the asking price.

				She’d never sold a property as expensive as this one. With her earnings from this commission, she would be close enough to the amount she needed to buy her own luxury condo in a new building in Brickell near downtown. Meanwhile she was living modestly in a one-bedroom apartment in Coconut Grove.

				The Brickell developer was known for its luxury appointments including gourmet kitchens and sumptuous master baths. Angela couldn’t wait to be the proud owner of one of the condos, which was what had prompted her move to Cobb. She’d known that selling $500,000 homes to middle-class clientele at the larger real estate firm where she’d worked for nearly three years wasn’t going to get her there. She needed the big commissions that she pulled down with Cobb Luxury Real Estate, and now she was finally moving in the right direction.

				Of course she had to dress the part and had to upgrade her wardrobe to ensure that Daniel Cobb would take notice and consider her a good fit for his firm. He’d personally handpicked every agent who sold for him, and Angela had considered herself lucky when he’d agreed to hire her. He’d told her she needed some grooming and had vowed to take her under his wing. In the interim, Angela was trying her best to fit in.

				Everyone in the office wore designer clothes, and Angela could be no different. She’d taken a portion from her savings and gotten a complete makeover. Her usual brown hair had been stylishly cut by a top hairstylist in Miami and highlighted with honey-blond streaks. She’d gotten a makeup lesson from an artist who worked on the rich and famous, and now Angela knew how to artfully do her makeup to make it appear as if she were barely wearing any.

				Changing her clothes was easy, because Angela always had a love for fashion. She’d just had to raise the bar. And she had. She’d raided several designer boutiques until she now had a stylish array of suits, dresses, skirts and tops that bespoke her new role as a luxury real estate agent.

				Today, to impress Mrs. Harrison, who would recognize a designer outfit a hundred feet away, Angela was wearing the latest Marc Jacobs dress along with a pair of Gucci sandals that had come on the market a month ago. The entire outfit had cost Angela a substantial chunk, but it would be worth it if she made this deal.

				Suddenly the doors to the terrace slid open and the Harrisons walked in.

				“Have you made a decision?”

				“We’ll take it,” Mr. Harrison replied.

				And just like that, all of Angela’s dreams for her future started to come true.

				* * *

				Daniel watched Angela Trainor drift past his line of vision. New to his office, she was under his tutelage and coming along rather nicely. He’d handed a plum client like the Harrisons over to her with faith that she could seal the deal. He hoped he hadn’t missed the mark.

				Angela knocked on his door even though it was open and poked her head inside. “Are you busy? If so, I can come back another time.”

				“No, c’mon in.” He motioned her forward.

				As she approached, Daniel couldn’t help but admit she was a fine-looking woman, but then again he only hired the best. He had an image to protect. That’s not to say that he couldn’t appreciate a thing of beauty from a distance. And he certainly appreciated Angela.

				She wore an elegant sheath that hugged all her curves, and her shoes were high enough to do wonders for her long, toned legs. Then there were her smooth tawny-colored skin, honey-blond hair that looked like it had been kissed by the sun and those lips that had Daniel thinking thoughts he shouldn’t.

				He blinked rapidly, refocusing. “So? How’d it go?”

				A large grin spread across her full lips, showing even white teeth. “Slam dunk,” she replied. “The Harrisons want to make an offer on the penthouse. I’m putting together a comparative market analysis so we can negotiate the price.”

				“Excellent,” Daniel said. “I knew I made the right decision in hiring you.”

				To some, he’d taken a risk. On paper, Angela Trainor was relatively green. With only one year of college and a varied work history, Angela might appear flighty to some. But since obtaining her Florida real estate associate’s license a few years ago, it seemed as though she’d found her calling. She was just the breath of fresh air he needed to ensure the firm stayed relevant.

				“Was there ever any doubt?” she asked boldly.

				He liked her confidence and tenacity. She would need it in this business. “Don’t get too cocky. This is only your third high-value sale.”

				“But it won’t be my last.”

				“Ambition is good,” Daniel returned. “You’ll need it because this business can be rather cutthroat, dog-eat-dog, if you know what I mean.”

				“I do. This isn’t my first rodeo, Daniel,” Angela responded. “Working at one of the largest firms in the country taught me that I’ll have to make my own luck.”

				“Good to hear,” Daniel said. “Now you just have to seal the deal and get to closing.” He knew that just because an offer had been made didn’t mean the sale was a foregone conclusion. Deals could fall apart before closing. Not that it ever happened to him. Daniel took every precaution to ensure that it didn’t.

				“Of course.”

				“Speaking of deals, I’ve recently signed a new client, a developer that has tasked me with selling out the eighty condos in his building in downtown Miami.”

				Angela’s eyes grew large. “Sounds amazing.”

				“It is, but it’s a challenge. The lower-end condos go for a thousand a square foot, and the penthouse is fifteen hundred a square foot.”

				“Well, if anyone can do it, you can.”

				Daniel appreciated her ego boost. “Thank you, but praise is not the reason I’m mentioning it.”

				“No?” She quirked a brow and he couldn’t resist returning with a grin.

				“I want you to work on the project with me.”

				“You do?” Astonishment was evident in her voice.

				“Why do you think I plucked you away from that other firm? It was to give you the opportunity to grow and to learn under my tutelage.”

				“I’m ready for whatever you want to offer me.” She blushed as soon as she said the words, no doubt because he could certainly take it to mean something other than work. Something like what he could offer her in the bedroom.

				Where had that thought come from?

				It was his cardinal rule to never date any woman in the workplace. Angela would be no different. He didn’t mix business with pleasure.

				He banished the thought and finally replied, “I’m sure you are.” Then he walked over to his desk, procured a folder and handed it to her. “Read this. It’ll fill you in on the development. Let’s plan on putting our heads together on a marketing strategy tomorrow after you’ve had time to digest it.”

				Angela nodded and walked toward the door. “And, Daniel?”

				“Yes?”

				“Thank you for the opportunity.”

				* * *

				When Angela returned to her desk, she was still on cloud nine despite Daniel Cobb’s stern warning not to get overly confident. This was her biggest sale and a chance to impress him.

				Over the last six months Angela had watched every move Daniel made. Though he was charming and suave on the outside, she knew he was cutthroat on the inside. He couldn’t have gotten to the top without being a little ruthless. She’d seen him pulverize buyers’ and sellers’ agents alike to get what he wanted. That’s why he was a transactional broker. He worked as a facilitator between the buyer and seller to close the transaction. He didn’t owe either party his undivided loyalty. Nonetheless, she’d seen him use the utmost skill, care and diligence in all his transactions, dealing honestly and fairly with all the clients he represented.

				He was recently featured in Miami magazine as an industry star. Everyone knew who Daniel was, including lots of women. Since she’d arrived six months ago, Angela had seen lots of wannabes sashay into Cobb’s offices trying to meet Daniel or have him show them property personally. She was sure most of them were either in the market to be a Mrs. or looking for a good time, and Daniel certainly fit the bill.

				Angela tried not to notice how handsome Daniel was, but she’d failed miserably. Not only was he irrepressibly charming, but he had killer features: chiseled cheekbones, a broad nose, a strong chin and sumptuously full lips. And those eyes...

				His eyes dared any woman to look into them and not get burned by their dark brown intensity. Angela always made sure not to stare too closely at him for fear she’d get tangled in the web of attraction like so many women before her.

				And then there was the body. She was sure there was a vast expanse of steel-toned chest, rock-hard abs and powerful thighs underneath those designer suits he wore. They were enough to make any woman’s knees wobbly at the prospect of a passionate encounter with the man. Angela shook her head. She mustn’t think that way.

				Daniel was her boss and he would remain only her boss, even if he was wearing the heck out of a Tom James suit.

				“Angela.” Myrna snapped her out of her musings.

				“Yes?”

				“You interested in going to lunch? Daisy will cover me while we go out.”

				“I just got back to the office,” Angela responded.

				“C’mon,” Myrna pleaded, “I’ve been stuck in here all day and I need a break. I can’t wait until the day when I can get out of the office and start showing houses.”

				“All right,” Angela conceded, and grabbed the Prada purse that was hanging over her chair. She tossed it over her shoulder and followed the statuesque blonde out of the office, uncaring that she had the attention of the owner of the establishment.

				* * *

				Once they were seated at an open-air bistro facing the bay and enjoying the warm day in early May, Myrna wasted no time getting to the real reason she’d asked Angela to lunch.

				“You have to tell me your secret,” Myrna stated.

				“What secret?”

				“How you got Daniel to notice you,” Myrna said, sipping on her iced green tea. “I’ve been trying for months, but he just looks right through me as though I’m not there.”

				Angela laughed. “As if that were possible.” Myrna was gorgeous and she knew it. Every man sitting outside was giving her sideways glances. Was she really so disturbed that Daniel wasn’t one of them?

				“It is,” Myrna said, pushing her Asian salad around on her plate. “I want to be an agent same as you one day, but the state test is god-awful. I’ve failed twice.”

				“I’ve heard it can be difficult,” Angela responded, though it hadn’t been for her. She’d passed on her initial try and never looked back. Why? Because she’d finally found what she wanted to do in life after floundering in endless jobs for close to a decade. A career that would showcase her brain for business.

				“You have no idea,” Myrna said. “And when I finally pass, I want Daniel to give me a shot, a real shot at working for him. To see me as something more than just a pretty face to wow clients when they walk through the door.”

				“Do you really think that’s why he hired you?”

				“C’mon, Angela,” Myrna stated, reaching for her bottle of Evian water. She unscrewed the top and drank liberally. “We both know my looks got me the job. But they won’t get me my dream job. You’re so lucky.”

				“Yeah, I guess I am,” Angela replied. “But it wasn’t always this way.”

				“What do you mean?”

				Angela wasn’t about to share her story with Myrna, who was known to gossip in the office. She couldn’t tell her that her parents, both academics, saw Angela as a disappointment because she wasn’t more like her sister, Denise, who was working on her PhD. “I mean that sometimes you have to start at the bottom and work your way up.”

				“Is that what you did?” Myrna snorted. “Yet somehow you caught Daniel’s eye.”

				“Not in the way that you mean,” Angela said. “He has a new project that he wants me to work on with him.”

				“And is that all he wants you to work on?”

				Angela raised a brow. “What are you talking about?”

				“C’mon, you must know Daniel Cobb has a reputation. He’s quite the ladies’ man, or so I’ve heard.”

				“And from whom have you heard that?” Angela queried.

				Myrna shrugged. “Around. People talk. And word on the street is that Daniel has an aversion to commitment. So all I’m saying is that I hope this venture is on the up-and-up and that you need to be on your guard. A man as suave and charming as Daniel Cobb just might sneak up on you.”

				Angela sat back in her seat. She highly doubted that. She had her eye on the prize. Getting out of her small yet expensive apartment and into one of the luxurious condos she’d set her sights on two years ago when she’d begun saving. And no man, including Daniel Cobb, was going to get her off her game.
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