




THE	THIS	MAN	SERIES

This	Man

Beneath	This	Man

This	Man	Confessed

With	This	Man

All	I	Am—Drew’s	Story	(A	This	Man	Novella)

	

THE	ONE	NIGHT	SERIES

One	Night—Promised

One	Night—Denied

One	Night—Unveiled

	

STANDALONE	NOVELS

The	Protector

The	Forbidden



“A	brave,	cutting-edge	romance	…	This	is	a	worthwhile	read.”

—Library	Journal	on	The	Forbidden

	

“Unpredictable	and	addictive.”

—Booklist	on	The	Forbidden

	

“The	Forbidden	proves	that	Jodi	Ellen	Malpas	is	not	only	one	of	the	romance	genre’s
most	 talented	 authors,	 but	 also	 one	 of	 the	 bravest.	 In	 this	 raw	 and	 honest	 portrayal	 of
forbidden	love,	Jodi	delivers	a	sexy	and	passionate	love	story	with	characters	to	root	for.
The	Forbidden	is	easily	my	favorite	read	of	2017!”

—Shelly	Bell,	author	of	At	His	Mercy,	on	The	Forbidden

	

“The	Forbidden	 is	a	gut-wrenching	 tale	 full	 of	passion,	angst,	 and	heart!	Not	 to	be
missed!”

—HarlequinJunkie.com	on	The	Forbidden

	

“Every	kiss,	every	sexy	scene,	every	word	between	this	pair	owned	a	piece	of	my	soul.
I	 could	 read	 this	 book	 a	 hundred	 times	 and	 still	 react	 as	 if	 it	 was	 the	 first	 time.	 The
Protector	is	a	top	2016	fave	for	me.”

—Audrey	Carlan,	#1	bestselling	author	of	The	Calendar	Girl	series	on	The	Protector

	

“4.5	 stars.	 Top	 Pick.	 Readers	 will	 love	 this	 book	 from	 the	 very	 beginning!	 The
characters	 are	 so	 real	 and	 flawed	 that	 fans	 feel	 as	 if	 they’re	 alongside	 them.	Malpas’
writing	is	also	spot-on	with	emotions.”

—RT	Book	Reviews	on	The	Protector

	

“With	This	Man	took	this	already	epic	love	story	to	a	whole	new,	unthinkable	height	of
brilliance.”

—Gi’s	Spot	Reviews	on	With	This	Man

	

“Super	steamy	and	emotionally	intense.”

—The	Library	Journal	on	With	This	Man



	

“Jodi	Ellen	Malpas	delivers	a	new	heart-wrenching,	addicting	read.”

—RT	Book	Reviews	on	With	This	Man

	

“We	 really	 don’t	 have	 enough	words	 nor	 accolades	 for	 this	 book!	 It	 had	 everything
and	MORE	with	added	ghosts	from	the	past	as	well	as	a	surprising	suspense.	But	mostly,	it
was	about	a	love	that	proves	it	can	conquer	anything	and	everything	placed	in	its	way.	A
beautiful	addition	to	one	of	our	favourite	series!”

—TotallyBooked	Blog	on	With	This	Man





The	Controversial	Princess

First	published	in	2018	by	Jodi	Ellen	Malpas	Ltd

Copyright	©	Jodi	Ellen	Malpas	2018

ISBN	978–0-9967818–1-7

	

The	moral	 right	of	 Jodi	Ellen	Malpas	 to	be	 identified	as	 the	author	of	 this	work	has
been	 asserted	 in	 accordance	with	 the	 Copyright,	 Designs	 and	 Patents	 Act	 of	 1988.	 All
rights	 reserved.	 No	 part	 of	 this	 publication	 may	 be	 reproduced,	 stored	 in	 a	 retrieval
system,	or	transmitted	in	any	form	or	by	any	means,	electronic,	mechanical,	photocopying,
recording,	or	otherwise,	without	the	prior	permission	of	Jodi	Ellen	Malpas.	All	characters
in	this	book	are	fictitious,	and	any	resemblance	to	actual	persons,	living	or	dead,	is	purely
coincidental.

	

Cover	design	by:

Hang	Le

	

Interior	Design	&	Formatting	by:

Christine	Borgford,	Type	A	Formatting

	

Edited	by:

Marion	Archer

	

Proofread	by:

Karen	Lawson

	



Contents
THE	CONTROVERSIAL	PRINCESS

Also	by	Jodi	Ellen	Malpas

Praise	for	Jodi	Ellen	Malpas

Dedication

Chapter	1

Chapter	2

Chapter	3

Chapter	4

Chapter	5

Chapter	6

Chapter	7

Chapter	8

Chapter	9

Chapter	10

Chapter	11

Chapter	12

Chapter	13

Chapter	14

Chapter	15

Chapter	16

Chapter	17

Chapter	18

Chapter	19

Chapter	20

Chapter	21

Chapter	22

Chapter	23

Chapter	24

Chapter	25

About	the	Author



Acknowledgments



	

For	my	Zoe.

	

If	there	is	an	example	of	a	loyal,

devoted,	perfect	assistant,	then	she	is	it.

	

Thank	you	for	everything.	xxx



I	 STARE	AT	MYSELF	 IN	 the	 large,	 elaborate	mirror	while	my	 long,	 dark	hair	 is	 tugged	 and
teased	 into	 place	 at	 the	 nape	 of	 my	 neck	 by	my	 personal	 stylist,	 Jenny.	 She	 ensures	 I
always	 resemble	 the	 enviable,	 beautiful	 princess	 I’m	 supposed	 to	 be.	 I	 look	 like	 my
mother—dark	hair,	dark	eyes,	olive	skin.	My	looks	are	the	only	thing	I	inherited	from	the
Spanish	 princess,	 who	 is	 now	 the	 Queen	 Consort	 of	 England.	 Her	 doting,	 dutiful,
compliant	nature	escaped	me,	much	to	the	disappointment	and	frustration	of	King	Alfred
of	England.	Her	husband.	My	father.

My	old	man	is	a	stickler	for	tradition,	values,	and	rules.	Antiquated	rules,	and	frankly,
unreasonable	rules.	The	modern	age	apparently	bypasses	kings	and	queens.

My	black	satin	pencil	dress	is	as	noncompliant	as	my	nature—tight	and	backless—my
heels	as	high	as	my	long	legs	can	carry,	and	my	lips	painted	disgracefully	red.	My	look
will	certainly	raise	the	bushy	eyebrows	of	the	King,	and,	as	usual,	I	couldn’t	care	less.

I	close	my	eyes,	losing	the	sight	of	my	scandalous	self,	while	Jenny	spritzes	my	loose
updo	with	hairspray.	“You	could	smile,	you	know,”	she	muses,	tweaking	the	loose	strands
framing	my	face.	“It	is	your	birthday,	after	all.”

I	 open	 my	 eyes	 and	 pick	 up	 where	 I	 left	 off,	 staring	 into	 the	 dark,	 empty	 gaze
reflecting	back	at	me	in	the	mirror.	I’m	thirty	years	old	today.	I’m	supposed	to	be	married
by	 now	 to	 some	 blue-blooded	member	 of	 the	 aristocratic	world,	 someone	 like	Haydon
Sampson.	 The	 son	 of	 David	 Sampson,	 the	 King’s	 lifelong	 friend	 and	 one	 of	 his	 trusty
advisors,	is	my	father’s	choice	of	husband	for	me.	It’s	a	shame	Haydon	is	not	my	choice.	I
will	not	marry	him.	Ever.	“Tell	me	what	I	have	to	smile	about.”

“Not	everyone	gets	a	garden	party	thrown	at	the	palace	in	honor	of	their	birthday.”

I	move	my	gaze	to	Jenny.	“You	think	today	is	all	about	me?”

Ignoring	my	question,	 she	picks	up	my	clutch	 and	places	 a	 lipstick	 and	a	 few	other
makeup	items	inside.	Jenny	has	been	primping	and	preening	me	for	royal	life	for	as	long
as	 I	 can	 remember.	She	knows	how	 I	 feel	 about	Claringdon	Palace,	 garden	parties,	 and
rubbing	shoulders	with	royalty	and	aristocracy.	“Try	to	have	fun.”

I	look	past	Jenny	when	Kim,	my	private	secretary,	enters	my	suite.	She	looks	as	formal
as	ever,	her	short	body	encased	in	a	stiff	grey	trouser	suit,	her	red	hair	held	off	her	face
with	a	 clip	 secured	 low	on	her	nape.	 I	 disregard	her	 raised	brow	when	 she	 takes	 in	my
choice	of	party	wear.	“Your	car’s	waiting.”

“Thank	you.”	 I	breathe	 in	some	courage	 to	 face	 the	afternoon	ahead,	and	accept	my
clutch	from	Jenny.	“My	phone?”



“In	the	side	pocket.”

I	nod	my	thanks	and	wander	out	of	my	suite,	Kim	on	my	tail.	“How	long	do	I	have	to
endure	 this	 afternoon?”	 I	 ask	 as	 we	 round	 the	 huge	 gallery	 landing	 of	 my	 home	 at
Kellington	Palace,	one	of	many	official	royal	residences	in	central	London.	It’s	elaborate
and	sparkling,	everything	a	royal	palace	should	be.	I	take	in	the	walls	as	I	go,	portraits	of
my	ancestors	 filling	every	available	space,	all	dressed	 respectfully,	all	 intimidating.	One
day,	I	will	hang	beside	them,	undoubtedly	looking	as	royal	as	they	do.	Except	my	portrait
will	be	smoke	and	mirrors.	A	lie.

“You	mean	 how	 long	 do	 you	 have	 to	 endure	 your	 own	 birthday	 party?”	Kim	 asks,
amused.	“I’d	say	you’re	there	for	the	duration.”

I	grimace.	“Wonderful.”

“About	Friday	night,”	she	says.

“What	about	Friday	night?”

“Your	little	indiscretion	with	a	certain	banker.”

I	smile,	remembering	the	indiscretion	well.	Gerry	Rush,	president	of	Britain’s	largest
bank.	He	may	be	mid-forties,	but	the	man	is	distinguished	and	delicious.	“What	about	that
indiscretion?”	 I	 look	at	Kim	as	we	come	 to	a	 stop	at	 the	 top	of	 the	grand	 staircase,	not
liking	the	form	of	her	tight,	straight	lips.	“He’s	married.”

“No,	he’s	separated,”	I	say,	remembering	the	article	published	a	few	weeks	ago	in	one
of	the	tabloids.

Kim	holds	out	a	newspaper,	and	I	 look	down	 to	see	an	 image	of	Gerry	Rush	with	a
woman	on	his	arm.	His	wife.	“When	was	that	taken?”

“Thursday.	Seems	they	reconciled.”

My	hand	meets	my	chest,	my	face	dampening	from	the	cold	sweat	breaking	out.	“Oh
my	goodness,”	I	breathe.	“The	dirty	rat.	He	never	said.”

Kim	is	quick	to	dab	my	cheeks	down	with	a	soft	handkerchief,	soaking	up	the	beads.
“Of	course	he	didn’t.”

“Does	 the	press	know	about	us?”	If	 they	do,	 then	my	father	does,	and	 that	will	be	a
headache	of	epic	proportions	that	I	really	could	do	without.	And	it	would	have	been	even
before	I	knew	the	lying	cheat	was	making	amends	with	Mrs.	Rush.

“Felix	took	care	of	it.”

I	deflate	 a	 little,	 silently	 thanking	 the	head	of	 communications	at	Kellington	Palace.
He	won’t	be	happy	with	me	either.	No	one	ever	is.	“So	there	was	something	to	take	care
of?”

“A	few	pictures.”

“How	did	they	get	them?”

“They	must	have	followed	you	from	the	Royal	Opera	House.”	Kim	purses	her	lips.	“I
mean,	really,	Adeline.	Separate	cars	going	from	the	same	venue	to	the	same	hotel?”



“It	was	his	idea.”

“And	I	bet	your	arm	took	some	severe	 twisting.”	She	reaches	 into	her	bag	and	pulls
something	 out.	 “There’s	 this	 in	Woman.	 Far	 more	 respectful,	 don’t	 you	 think?”	 Kim
presents	me	with	the	magazine,	where	I’m	gracing	the	cover.	I	 take	in	the	picture	of	me
getting	out	of	a	car	outside	the	Royal	Opera	House,	being	shielded	by	Damon,	my	driver
and	head	of	 security.	The	headline	 reads:	“To	be	blessed	with	beauty,	 style,	and	a	royal
title.	What	is	it	really	like	to	be	Princess	Adeline?	Let	us	tell	you!”	I	roll	my	eyes	and	flip
to	the	double-page	spread,	where	they	detail	my	life—all	inaccurate.	Carefree?	Exciting?
Fulfilled?	 I	 snap	 it	 shut	 and	 hand	 it	 to	Kim,	 taking	 the	 stairs	 to	 the	 entrance	 hall.	 “My
gown	looked	fabulous,	so	they	got	that	much	right.”

“I	bet	it	looked	fabulous	on	Gerry	Rush’s	hotel	room	floor,	too.”

“Funny,”	 I	 quip,	 taking	 the	 last	 step	 and	 hitting	 the	 mosaic-tiled	 floor,	 nodding	 at
Damon,	who	is	waiting	by	the	door.	He	nods	back,	his	usual	sharp	acknowledgment.	His
customary	black	suit	has	been	 replaced	with	a	navy	one.	“Going	somewhere	special?”	 I
ask	seriously,	prompting	a	discreet	smile	from	his	worn-in	face.

“Happy	birthday,	ma’am.”	His	deep,	baritone	voice	does	what	it	always	does.	Soothes
me.	Relaxes	me.	Damon	has	been	my	driver	and	head	of	personal	protection	for	ten	years
and	is	a	permanent	fixture	in	my	life.	It’s	a	good	job	I’m	quite	fond	of	him,	otherwise	I
might	resent	him	and	his	intrusion	on	my	life.

“Thank	you,	Damon.	How	is	your	lovely	wife?”

“Very	well.	Thank	you	for	asking,	ma’am.”

“Wonderful	to	hear.	Now,	let’s	get	this	afternoon	out	of	the	way,	shall	we?”

“It	might	not	 be	 that	 bad,	 you	know,”	Kim	 says	 as	 she	 stuffs	 the	magazine	 into	her
bag,	 and	 I	 laugh,	 because	 of	 all	 people,	 she	 knows.	 She	 just	 knows.	 I	 straighten	 my
shoulders	and	head	for	the	door,	looking	down	to	make	sure	my	chest	isn’t	showing	…	too
much.	Damon	pulls	the	door	open	and	stands	back,	letting	me	pass.	“Thank	you,	Damon,”
I	say,	coming	to	a	stop	at	the	top	of	the	steps	when	I	see	someone	blocking	my	path	to	the
open	door	of	my	car.

“Happy	Birthday,	Addy.”	 Eddie	 grins	 at	me,	 a	 bunch	 of	white	 roses	 held	 under	 his
chin.

“Eddie!”	I	virtually	throw	myself	at	my	brother.	“You	scoundrel.	You	never	said	you
were	coming	home.”

Catching	me	on	a	laugh,	he	swirls	me	around	on	the	steps	of	Kellington	Palace.	“Don’t
get	too	excited.”	He	places	me	on	my	feet	and	gives	my	dress	a	mild	disapproving	look.	“I
haven’t	bought	you	a	gift.”

“I	don’t	care,”	I	declare,	 looking	at	Damon.	“Did	you	know?”	My	driver	shrugs,	his
hand	still	resting	on	the	door	handle.	I	turn	to	Kim.	“Did	you?”

“He	 might	 have	 called	 last	 week.”	 She	 starts	 tapping	 at	 the	 screen	 of	 her	 mobile,
leaving	me	to	get	back	to	my	beloved	Eddie,	the	youngest	of	my	two	elder	brothers.	My
savior.	The	only	one	who	understands	me.	He’s	adorned	in	his	military	uniform,	his	green



beret	sitting	perfectly	on	his	gorgeous	head.	Part	of	me	envies	him	serving	our	country,	a
daft	notion,	 I	 realize,	but	at	 least	he	gets	 to	escape	 this	circus	 for	nine	months	at	a	 time
when	he’s	on	tour.

“So	let’s	party,”	Eddie	quips,	 throwing	his	bag	and	my	flowers	by	the	door.	Olive,	a
member	of	our	household	staff,	swoops	them	up	before	they’ve	barely	come	to	rest.

“At	the	palace?”	I	grumble,	utterly	unimpressed	by	his	enthusiasm.

“Drink	plenty	of	champagne	and	smile.	I’m	here.	It’s	bound	to	be	more	fun.”	His	hazel
eyes	gleam	mischievously,	and	that	will	be	his	present	to	me.	Some	fun.

My	 birthday	 just	 improved	 tremendously.	 I	 can	 always	 count	 on	 Eddie.	 I	 watch	 as
Kim,	who	I	share	with	Eddie	when	he’s	home,	as	well	as	Kellington	Palace	and	all	other
staff	members,	rolls	her	eyes	in	mild	dread.	I	grin.	She’ll	be	jumping	straight	on	the	phone
to	Felix	as	soon	as	we’re	in	the	car.	Poor	Felix	is	kept	busy	enough	when	I’m	home	alone.
With	Eddie	back,	he’ll	be	 run	off	his	 Italian	 loafers	 trying	 to	keep	our	 royal	 reputations
perfect.

“We	had	better	be	going	before	the	King	sends	his	minions	to	track	us	down.”	I	link
arms	with	Eddie	and	walk	to	the	pristine	Mercedes.

“I	 believe	Davenport	 has	 already	 called,	ma’am,”	Damon	 says	 as	 he	 holds	 the	 door
open	for	us.

“Now	there’s	a	surprise,”	Eddie	breathes,	giving	Damon	a	friendly	smack	of	his	suited
shoulder.	“Is	that	stick	still	stuck	up	his	arse?”

I	 laugh.	 Major	 Davenport,	 the	 King’s	 private	 secretary,	 is	 old	 school,	 just	 like	 the
King.	 I’m	 a	 thorn	 in	 his	 side,	Eddie	more	 of	 an	 itch,	whereas	 our	 elder	 brother,	 Prince
John,	is	the	saint	of	the	King’s	three	offspring.	The	arse-licker.	The	Heir	Apparent,	and	the
perfect	prince	with	it.

“I	believe	it	is,	sir,”	Damon	replies	dryly	as	we	both	get	into	the	car.	I	smile	my	thanks
as	 he	 shuts	 the	 door.	 I	 might	 hate	my	 royal	 existence,	 but	 I	 love	my	 staff.	 Unlike	my
father’s	 entourage	 of	 personal	 aides,	 advisors,	 and	 servants,	 mine	 aren’t	 stuffy,	 old-
fashioned,	 uptight,	 pompous	 windbags.	 It’s	 a	 mild	 relief	 in	 my	 suppressed	 world,
especially	given	my	apparent	flaws.	I	smile	and	cuddle	into	my	brother’s	side,	so	relieved
he’s	home	to	lift	my	spirits.

Happy	birthday	to	me.



AS	WE	APPROACH	THE	GATES	of	Claringdon	Palace,	 the	street	 is	awash	with	crowds	of	 the
British	public	and	the	Metropolitan	Police	lining	the	railings	that	hold	them	back.	Camera
flashes	are	constant,	the	press	out	in	force.	Damon	slows	the	car	to	a	crawl,	and	I	hear	the
chants	of	my	name,	calls	of	birthday	wishes.

“They	love	you,”	Eddie	says	softly,	like	a	reminder	that	at	least	someone	in	this	world
admires	me,	because	my	family—present	company	excluded—certainly	doesn’t.

“They	love	you	equally,”	I	reply,	smiling	across	the	car	at	him.	But	while	the	youngest
of	my	brothers	has	the	public’s	affection	like	me,	he	has	our	family’s	fondness,	too.	Unlike
me.	He	has	a	purpose	in	the	military,	is	making	use	of	himself.	“Stop	the	car,	Damon.”

“Ma’am?”	His	eyes	jump	to	the	mirror,	unsure.

“Stop	the	car,”	I	repeat.	“I’d	like	to	have	a	walkabout.”

“But	it’s	not	scheduled,	ma’am.”

I	just	about	refrain	from	rolling	my	eyes.	“It’s	my	birthday.	All	these	people	are	here
hoping	to	catch	a	glimpse,	and	I	don’t	want	to	disappoint	them.”

Eddie	 remains	 quiet,	 knowing	 I’m	 going	 to	 do	what	 I’m	 going	 to	 do,	 and	Damon,
albeit	reluctantly,	slows	the	car	to	a	stop	just	before	the	closed	gates.	I	wait	for	him	to	exit
and	open	the	door	for	me,	his	hand	at	his	earpiece,	telling	the	cars	behind	of	the	revised
plan.	“Are	you	coming?”	I	ask	Eddie.

“We’ll	be	late.	The	King	won’t	be	happy.”

“By	our	lateness,	or	because	I’ve	stopped	to	say	hello	to	some	well-wishers?”

“Both.”

I	feign	fright,	widening	my	eyes.	“Will	I	be	hung,	drawn,	and	quartered?”

“Very	funny.”

I	 smile	 and	 step	out,	 straightening	my	dress	 as	Kim	dashes	 toward	me	 from	 the	 car
behind.	“Ma’am,	this	wasn’t	part	of—”

“I	 know.”	 I	 dismiss	 her	 and	plaster	 a	 smile	 on	my	 face,	 turning	 toward	 the	 crowds.
Their	excitement	notches	up	a	few	decibels	as	I	wander	to	the	nearest	railing.	Flowers	are
thrust	at	me,	people	bowing	their	heads	in	respect.	I	come	to	a	stop	by	a	young	girl,	who
has	 climbed	 up	 the	waist-height	 barriers	 so	 she	 can	 see	 over	 them.	She	 has	 a	 bunch	 of
daisies	in	her	grasp,	a	huge,	excited	smile	on	her	face.	I	step	forward,	forcing	her	to	crane
her	neck	back	to	keep	me	in	her	sights.	“Are	those	for	me?”	I	ask	gently,	pointing	to	the
flowers.	 She	 nods	 enthusiastically,	 thrusting	 them	 forward	 for	 me	 to	 take.	 I	 smile	 as	 I



accept	them,	bringing	them	to	my	nose.	“They	are	beautiful.”

“Happy	birthday,	Princess,”	she	sings,	and	a	few	people	close	by	chuckle.

“Why,	thank	you.”

“It’s	my	birthday,	too.”

“It	is?”	I	mirror	her	excitement	as	her	mother	pulls	her	down	from	the	metal	railings,
placing	her	on	her	feet.	I	crouch	in	front	of	the	barrier	to	get	back	to	her	eye	level.	“Then
happy	birthday	to	you,	too.	What	is	your	name?”

“It’s	Clara.”

“And	how	old	are	you	today,	Clara?”

Her	little	chubby	hands	come	up	to	the	metal	rods,	clasping	them,	her	face	pushed	as
close	to	them	as	she	can	get.	“I’m	six,	and	I’m	going	to	be	a	princess	when	I	grow	up,	just
like	you.”

I	let	my	mouth	drop	open	in	feigned	shock.	“Wow.	You	will	make	a	beautiful	princess.
Will	you	live	in	a	castle	or	a	palace?”

“A	palace,”	she	declares.	“And	I’ll	be	pretty	like	you,	too.	But	I	have	white	hair,	and
you	have	brown.	And	my	eyes	are	blue,	and	yours	are	brown.	And	I’ll	wait	for	my	Prince
Charming	to	come	find	me.”

“Me	too,	sweetheart.”	I	smile	at	her	little	naïve	face.	“Me	too.”

“Where	is	your	Prince	Charming?”	she	asks.

My	mind	sees	Haydon	Sampson,	the	man	I’m	promised	to.	But	he	is	most	definitely
not	my	Prince	Charming.	“Heading	this	way	on	his	noble	steed,”	I	assure	her,	and	maybe
me,	too.	Looking	at	my	wrist,	I	ponder	something	for	a	moment.	But	only	for	a	moment.
Pulling	 off	 the	 solid	 silver	 bracelet,	 I	 hand	 it	 to	 her	 through	 the	 bars.	 “Happy	 birthday,
Clara.”

Her	 little	 blue	 gaze	 stares	 at	 the	 bracelet,	 her	 tiny	 mouth	 agape.	 Then	 she	 quickly
snatches	the	silver	from	my	hand,	like	I	might	retract	my	offer.	“Clara,”	her	mother	says,
admonishing	her.

“It’s	 okay,”	 I	 assure	 her,	 watching	 as	 Clara	 zooms	 off,	 hustling	 herself	 through	 the
crowds,	 calling	 for	 her	 daddy	 in	 excitement.	 I	watch	 her	 go,	wild	 and	 free.	And	 then	 I
focus	on	the	bars	before	me,	bars	that	could	be	mistaken	for	a	cell,	a	reminder	that	I	am
anything	but	free.	Slowly	rising	to	my	feet,	I	feel	my	mouth	automatically	stretch	into	a
smile	as	I	turn	and	make	my	way	back	to	the	car.

	

WE’RE	 DIRECTED	 TO	 THE	 GRAND	 Claret	 Lounge	 at	 Claringdon	 by	 the	 master	 of	 the
household,	Sid,	where	the	family	is	gathered	and	awaiting	our	arrival	before	we	make	an
over-the-top,	 elaborate	 entrance	 into	 the	gardens	 like	 the	united,	 strong	 royal	 family	we
are.	 Or	 conceived	 to	 be.	 Father’s	 face	 is	 aggravated	 when	 we	 enter,	 Major	 Davenport
looking	equally	displeased	with	our	lateness.	And	in	the	corner	sipping	water,	the	King’s
private	doctor.	Short,	round,	with	ill-fitted	suits	and	his	black	leather	doctor’s	bag	to	hand,



Dr.	Goodridge	is	never	far	from	the	King.

I	 ignore	 my	 father’s	 displeasure	 and	 home	 straight	 in	 on	 Matilda,	 my	 cousin	 and
daughter	of	my	father’s	sister	Victoria.	“You’re	in	trouble,”	she	whispers	in	my	ear	as	she
hugs	me.

“Same	 story,	 different	 day,”	 I	 reply,	 moving	 on	 to	Matilda’s	 parents,	 the	 Duke	 and
Duchess	of	Sussex,	neither	of	who	wish	me	a	happy	birthday.	“So	wonderful	to	see	you,
Victoria,”	 I	gush,	embracing	my	aunt	enthusiastically	before	moving	 to	my	uncle.	“And
you,	Phillip.”

“You	look	…	lovely,”	Victoria	says	dubiously,	while	Phillip	shakes	his	head	in	dismay.

I	smile	sweetly.	Like	them,	I	can	be	falsely	gracious,	too.	“Thank	you	for	coming.”

“Adeline.”	My	father’s	younger	brother,	Stephan,	approaches,	and	this	time	my	smile
is	genuine.

“Uncle	Stephan.”	 I	 throw	my	arms	around	him	and	hug	his	 tall,	 lanky	body	 tightly.
“How	awful	has	it	been?”

“Holed	up	in	here	with	the	King	while	waiting	for	the	guest	of	honor	to	arrive?	Truly
thrilling,	my	darling.”

I	 laugh	 softly	 and	 break	 away	 from	my	 favorite	 uncle,	 straightening	 out	 his	 round
spectacles	as	I	do.	“Thank	you	for	coming.”

“Wouldn’t	miss	my	niece’s	thirtieth	for	the	world.	I’ll	even	endure	this	circus	for	it.	Be
grateful.”

“I	am.”	I	greet	his	wife,	Sarah,	with	a	kiss	to	each	of	her	pale	cheeks.	She	is	dutifully
at	his	side,	but	the	marriage	is	a	sham—just	for	show—because	Uncle	Stephan’s	sexuality
is	one	of	the	best-kept	secrets	in	England.	“Although	I’m	not	sure	I’m	the	guest	of	honor.”
I	point	across	the	room	where	everyone	has	gathered	around	the	King	and	Eddie.	Eddie’s
arrival	home	is	cause	for	celebration	too,	and	I’m	not	the	least	bit	bothered.	Anything	to
divert	 the	 attention.	 “Lieutenant	 Colonel	 Lockhart,”	 our	 father	 announces,	 clasping
Eddie’s	upper	arms	with	his	big	hands.	“I’m	proud	of	you,	my	boy.”

Eddie	 soaks	 up	 the	 King’s	 rare	 display	 of	 affection,	 smiling	 brightly	 as	 he	 salutes.
“Thank	you,	Your	Majesty.”

Father	 laughs	 loudly,	presenting	him	 to	 the	 family	who	have	gathered	around.	“Like
his	grandfather,	his	father,	and	his	older	brother,	Edward	is	now	a	Royal	Marines	Officer,
the	elite	of	the	elite.”

Everyone	claps,	 including	me.	Uncle	Stephan	 lowers	his	mouth	 to	my	ear.	“Notice	I
didn’t	get	a	mention?	My	dear	brother,	the	mighty	king	of	this	prosperous	land,	can	hardly
bear	to	look	at	me.	The	homophobic	old	fool.”

I	smile,	glancing	at	him	fondly.	Poor	Uncle	Stephan	has	to	live	a	lie,	so	not	to	rock	the
stable	monarchy.	“Run	away,”	I	suggest,	not	for	the	first	time.

“And	 forgo	my	monthly	allowance?”	He	snorts	 in	displeasure.	“One	barely	 survives
on	the	peanuts	the	King	throws	one’s	way	now.	Besides,	I	live	in	luxury	for	free,	and	my
wife	has	 long	given	up	trying	to	 turn	me.	I’ll	carry	on	sneaking	around	and	keeping	my



communications	team	busy.	It’s	entertaining,	if	nothing	else.”

“You	are	a	rogue,	Uncle	Stephan.”

“Pot,	kettle,	dear	niece.	Pot,	kettle.”

I	smile,	this	one	natural.	I	love	Uncle	Stephan.	He	understands	me.

I	watch	as	Father	makes	a	big	fuss	of	Eddie,	but	I	can’t	be	anything	less	than	happy	for
him.	John’s	always	been	the	favorite,	the	faithful,	reliable,	conscientious	one	of	the	King’s
children,	 and	 the	 perfect	 heir	 to	 his	 precious	 throne.	 John	married	who	 he	was	 told	 to
marry,	the	wonderfully	compliant	Helen.	Eddie	is	a	backup	heir,	and	I’m	a	backup	for	the
backup,	and	one	our	father	has	openly	expressed	he’s	relived	he’ll	never	have	to	depend
on.

But	whereas	Eddie	has	been	kept	out	of	 trouble	 since	he	 joined	 the	Marines,	 I	have
had	no	such	distraction	from	trouble.

“And	the	birthday	girl.”	The	King	moves	in	on	me,	his	suited	body	decorated	with	a
sash	displaying	his	many	medals	of	honor.

“Father,”	 I	 breathe,	 ignoring	 his	 less-than	 discreet	 disapproving	 look	 at	my	 attire.	 I
bow	a	 little	before	he	embraces	me	 in	a	hug.	 “You	are	 late,”	he	 says	quietly	 in	my	ear.
“And	what	of	this	nonsense	walkabout?”

I	 peek	 across	 the	 room,	 seeing	 Sir	 Don,	 the	 King’s	 chief	 advisor	 and	 Lord
Chamberlain.	He	takes	his	job	very	seriously,	informing	the	King	of	…	everything.	“News
sure	does	travel	fast	around	here,”	I	say	under	my	breath,	noticing	Sir	Don	watching	me
with	predictable	disapproval	in	his	eyes.	“Maybe,	Your	Majesty,	an	impromptu	walkabout
from	yourself	every	now	and	then	might	go	down	well	with	the	public.”

“Do	not	test	me	today,	Adeline.”

I	brush	off	the	King’s	scorn	and	paint	on	my	smile,	ready	to	face	the	guests	invited	to
celebrate	my	thirtieth.	It’s	all	rather	marvelous,	but	I’ve	been	here	for	twenty	minutes	and
still	haven’t	had	even	a	whiff	of	champagne.

We’re	 all	 assembled	 around	 my	 father	 and	 mother,	 in	 the	 usual,	 neat	 fashion,	 just
inside	the	opposing	French	doors	 that	 lead	to	 the	 topiary-filled	gardens,	where	fountains
trickle	 peaceful	water	 at	 every	 turn,	 and	 the	 lawns	 look	 artfully	 painted,	 not	 a	 blade	 of
grass	out	of	place.	The	whole	palace	is	perfect,	just	like	the	Royal	Family.

Breathing	in,	I	widen	my	smile	and	straighten	my	shoulders	as	 the	doors	are	opened
and	the	crowds,	many	of	whom	I	will	not	know,	all	clap	and	smile	in	greeting.	Father	and
Mother	both	roll	 their	wrists,	slowly	waving,	as	we	stand	at	 the	entrance,	a	united	front,
letting	everyone	here	receive	the	honor	of	marveling	at	us	for	a	few	minutes.

At	 the	 first	 sign	 of	 movement	 from	my	 father,	 I	 break	 away	 and	 swipe	 a	 glass	 of
champagne	from	the	closest	tray.	“Fed	up	already?”	Eddie	asks,	pulling	his	green	beret	off
and	smoothing	down	his	dark	blond	hair.	I’m	the	only	one	of	the	three	of	us	who	inherited
our	mother’s	 Spanish	 looks.	 John	 took	 Father’s	 fair	 hair	 and	 blue	 eyes,	 and	 Eddie	 fell
somewhere	between	the	King	and	Queen	Consort,	his	hair	dark	blond,	his	eyes	hazel.

“It	is	a	farce,	really,	is	it	not?”	I	sip	my	champagne	as	I	watch	our	family	break	off	in



various	directions,	being	accosted	by	guests,	who	are	all	simply	dying	to	shower	the	royals
with	compliments	and	praise.	 I	 laugh	 to	myself.	They’re	all	monarchists,	 the	best	of	 the
best	when	it	comes	to	licking	royal	arse.	There	won’t	be	any	anti-royalists	here.	Oh	no.	We
keep	those	bastards	well	away.	Though	I’m	secretly	smug	that	they	are	not	so	anti-royal
when	it	comes	to	me.

I	point	my	champagne	across	the	lawn,	where	my	gay	uncle	is	showing	a	united	front
with	his	wife	while	chatting	to	guests.	“The	King’s	brother	is	as	gay	as	the	day	is	long,”	I
muse	 to	 Eddie.	 “His	marriage	 is	 fake	 and	 loveless.”	Moving	my	 pointed	 glass	 to	Aunt
Victoria	 and	Uncle	Phillip,	who	 are	 laughing	 and	 smiling,	 I	 rest	my	weight	 on	my	hip.
“Aunt	Victoria	and	Uncle	Phillip,	the	wonderful	Duke	and	Duchess	of	Sussex,	can	hardly
bear	to	even	look	at	each	other,	let	alone	talk.	And	then	there	is	our	wonderful	brother,	the
perfect	Prince	John	and	his	perfect	wife,	Princess	Helen,	who	have	all	the	ingredients	of
being	the	perfect	successors	to	Father	and	Mother,	except	for	one	thing.”

“What’s	that?”	Eddie	asks,	truly	interested.

“They	have	been	married	for	eight	years	and	still	no	heir.”

Eddie	laughs.	“Do	you	think	our	perfect	brother	is	shooting	blanks?”

“Not	so	perfect,”	I	muse,	motioning	a	footman	over	and	swapping	my	empty	glass	for
a	full	one.

“Impossible.	Like	every	other	royal	couple,	they	had	fertility	tests	before	they	married.
Maybe	they’re	just	not	compatible.”

“What’s	not	compatible?”	Matilda	joins	us,	and	the	three	of	us,	the	most	normal	three
of	the	entire	family,	stand	and	sip	champagne.

“John	and	Helen,”	I	say	over	the	rim	of	my	glass.	“The	heir	has	not	yet	got	himself	an
heir.”

“Adeline	 thinks	he’s	shooting	blanks,”	Eddie	adds	as	he	 looks	across	 to	our	brother,
who’s	looking	super	official	in	a	mess	jacket,	trousers,	cummerbund,	and	black	bow	tie.

“Adeline	is	wrong,”	Matilda	counters,	pulling	both	Eddie’s	and	my	attention	her	way.
She	grins.	“I	heard	Mummy	talking	with	the	King.	Seems	you	will	have	a	niece	or	nephew
very	soon.”

“She’s	pregnant?”	I	ask,	my	champagne	flute	lowering	from	my	mouth.	Matilda	nods.
“Nice	of	 them	to	share	the	news.	When	were	they	planning	on	telling	us?”	Just	as	I	say
those	very	words,	my	father	calls	for	the	attention	of	everyone	in	the	garden,	and	I	know
it’s	not	to	wish	me	a	happy	birthday.

“Now?”	Eddie	quips,	grinning	at	me.

“First	you	steal	all	 the	attention,	and	now	this?”	I	scowl	playfully	as	Eddie	wraps	an
arm	around	my	shoulders	and	kisses	my	temple.	“When	can	we	have	some	real	fun?”

“Patience,	little	princess,”	he	soothes	me.	“Duty	first.”

We	 listen	 as	 the	 King	makes	 an	 award-worthy	 speech,	 expressing	 his	 gratitude	 for
such	 a	wonderful	 family	 to	 support	 him	 in	 his	 reign	 as	King	 of	England,	 the	 same	 old
mumbo-jumbo,	before	he	delivers	 the	exciting	news	of	a	new	addition	to	 the	Monarchy.



John’s	 wife	 circles	 her	 stomach	 with	 her	 palm,	 smiling	 at	 my	 brother.	 She	 is	 power-
hungry,	 always	 has	 been.	 This	will	 thrill	 her,	 being	 impregnated	with	what	will	 be	 the
second	 in	 line	 to	 the	 throne,	 meaning	 Eddie	 and	 I	 have	 slipped	 down	 the	 line	 of
succession.	Well,	damn.

“That	throne	is	getting	further	from	your	reach,	brother	dearest,”	I	whisper	in	Eddie’s
ear,	making	Matilda	 laugh	 hysterically,	 followed	 quickly	 by	my	 brother.	 “What?”	 I	 ask
innocently,	pouting.	“You	don’t	want	to	be	king	some	day?”

“About	as	much	as	you	want	to	be	queen.”	He	chuckles	to	himself	and	puts	his	green
beret	back	on	as	he	wanders	across	the	lawn	to	join	our	mother.

“You	two	are	terrible.”	Matilda	knocks	my	shoulder	with	hers	as	someone	catches	my
eye.	Someone	I	actually	do	recognize,	though	what	he’s	doing	here	is	a	mystery.	“Is	that
Josh	Jameson?”	I	ask	Matilda,	nodding	discreetly	through	the	crowds.

“You	mean	the	actor?	The	hot	American	actor?”	Her	neck	cranes	to	see,	and	then	there
is	a	small	gasp	from	my	cousin.	“Oh,	golly,	yes.	What	is	he	doing	here?”

“I	have	not	the	faintest	idea,”	I	say	quietly,	taking	a	few	small	steps	to	the	right	to	get	a
better	view.	 I	breathe	 in	 controlled,	but	 exhale	 a	 little	 shakily.	By	gosh,	he’s	 even	more
striking	in	the	flesh.	One	is	a	little	speechless.	Twinkly	blue	eyes	that	harbor	mischief	and
pure	sex,	permanently	roughed-up	brown	hair,	and	scruff	to	match.	He’s	perfectly	rugged
and	 dangerously	 handsome.	 Josh	 Jameson.	 I	 sigh,	 smiling	 to	myself,	 enjoying	my	 new
delightful	view.	He	was	recently	voted	the	World’s	Sexiest	Man	Alive	and	has	an	Oscar
under	 his	 belt	 to	 boot.	 He	 is	 the	 perfect	 male	 specimen,	 every	 woman’s	 fantasy.	 A
Hollywood	poster	boy.	A	bloody	god.	But	to	me,	he	is	prohibited.	The	World’s	Sexist	Man
Alive	is	off	limits.	Typical.	I	pout	to	myself	as	I	continue	to	admire	his	fine	form,	silently
damning	my	royal	bones	to	hell	and	back.	But	then	he	looks	in	my	direction	and	our	eyes
meet.	I	quickly	turn	away	from	him,	a	little	taken	aback	by	the	blaze	in	his	stare.	What	is
he	doing	here?

“It’s	the	London	premiere	of	his	new	movie	soon,”	Matilda	muses,	popping	a	canapé
in	her	mouth.	“I	read	it	in	a	magazine.”

“But	why	is	he	here?	At	my	birthday	party?”

She	 ignores	 my	 question,	 her	 eyes	 widening	 somewhat.	 “Oh,	 gosh.	 Adeline,	 he’s
coming	over.”

“He	is?”	I	feel	my	body	straighten	out,	all	the	stressed	muscles	unkinking.	“Why	ever
would	he	do	that?”	Josh	Jameson’s	face	and	body	is	splashed	on	millions	of	billboards	and
magazines	across	the	world,	his	playboy	reputation	renowned,	and	now	he	is	here?	In	the
flesh?	In	a	suit,	looking	all	handsome	and	ruggedly	distinguished?	At	my	birthday	garden
party?

A	slow,	lazy	smile	stretches	my	red	lips	through	my	increasing	fluster.	Josh	Jameson.

My,	oh	my.

“Your	Highness.”	The	rough	American	accent	takes	my	simmering	blood	and	directs	it
to	my	epicenter.	And	I	don’t	mean	my	heart,	though	it	is	certainly	thrumming.	The	thrill	is
electrifying.	Your	Highness.	Never	before	have	 those	words	 turned	me	on.	 I	always	 feel



the	 inclination	 to	shove	 them	back	down	 the	 throat	of	whoever	has	spoken	 them	 to	me.
Not	today.	I	turn	slowly	and	cock	my	head	in	question,	suggesting	he	should	prompt	me
on	his	name.	Of	course,	I	know	exactly	who	he	is,	yet	a	deep	desire	in	me	does	not	want	to
let	on	that	I	am	privy	to	his	identity.

“Josh	Jameson.”	He	smiles,	all	bright	and	dazzling,	with	a	hint	of	cheek,	but	it	is	one
hundred	percent	knowing.	Who	doesn’t	know	who	this	man	is?

I	don’t	try	to	conceal	my	demure	grin.	“What	a	pleasure,	Mr.	Jameson.	Please,	there	is
no	 need	 for	 formalities.	You	may	 call	me	Adeline.”	 I’m	 lying.	 There	 is	 every	 need	 for
formalities,	as	expressed	in	Matilda’s	shocked	look	when	I	catch	her	eye.	But	the	truth	is,	I
want	to	hear	him	say	my	name.	Softly.	In	that	gorgeous,	rough	American	drawl.

“Adeline,”	 he	muses	 delicately,	 taking	my	 charging	blood	 to	 boiling	point.	 I	 am	 far
from	disappointed.	On	the	love	of	the	King,	holy	bloody	hell.	“Happy	birthday.”

I	inhale	deeply,	allowing	my	eyes	the	pleasure	of	journeying	his	long,	svelte	body	to
his	feet.	His	three-piece	screams	bespoke,	and	his	shoes	are	without	doubt	handmade.	But
he	looks	effortlessly	well	turned	out,	the	pale	pink	hanky	poking	out	of	his	breast	pocket
not	neatly	folded,	but	more	stuffed	inside	as	if	it	could	have	been	a	last-minute	addition	to
his	attire.	He	does	perfectly	roughed-up	so	well,	a	mix	of	neat	in	his	clothes	and	messy	on
his	face.	Goodness,	he	is	edible.

A	nudge	in	my	elbow	knocks	me	out	of	my	silent	admiring,	and	I	turn	to	find	Matilda
staring	at	me	with	too	many	questions	in	her	eyes.	I	quickly	gather	myself	and	shoot	my
gaze	up,	 immediately	finding	Josh	Jameson	regarding	me	closely,	no	doubt	relishing	the
scrutiny	he’s	under.	Clearing	my	throat,	I	raise	my	glass	to	my	cousin.	“Mr.	Jameson,	this
is	Her	Royal	Highness	the	Duchess	of	Kent.”

“Pleasure,	Mr.	Jameson,”	Matilda	purrs.	“You	may	call	me	Matilda.”	Her	sarcasm	has
me	peeking	out	the	corner	of	my	eye	to	her.

“The	pleasure	is	all	mine.”	Josh	smiles,	another	knowing	smile.	It	is	almost	too	much.

“So	how	did	you	come	to	be	at	my	birthday	celebrations?”	I	ask	flippantly,	trying	not
to	express	too	much	interest.

“My	father	met	the	King	during	his	time	in	the	military	many	years	ago.”

“But	you	are	American.”

“No	shit,”	he	retorts	quickly,	reining	in	a	cheeky	smile.	I’m	both	outraged	and	in	awe.
“You	Brits	and	us	Yanks	are	allies,	ma’am.”

“I	know	that.”	I	roll	my	eyes	dramatically,	buzzing	with	something	wild	and	electric.
He	cursed	at	me.	It’s	unheard	of	to	use	such	vulgar	language	in	the	presence	of	a	royal.

“My	father	is	now	a	senator.”	He	points	across	to	the	King,	who	is	talking	to	a	rather
round	man	in	a	black	tux.	“He	was	in	town,	and	the	King	thought	we	might	 like	to	join
him	and	his	wonderful	family	today.”

“How	lovely,”	I	muse.	“So	you	are	gatecrashing,	for	a	lack	of	a	better	term?”

“Well”—he	 shrugs—“no	man	 in	 his	 right	mind	would	 turn	down	 the	opportunity	 to
meet	 the	 beautiful	 and	 illustrious	 Princess	 Adeline	 of	 England.	 And	 I	 must	 say,	 Your



Highness,	your	pictures	do	you	no	justice.”

I	 force	 my	 eyes	 not	 to	 widen,	 gathering	 myself.	 “Touché.”	My	 murmured	 reply	 is
loaded	with	lust	and	suggestion.	I	toast	the	air,	smiling	around	my	pout.	“I	hope	you	are
having	a	splendid	time.”

“Oh,	I	am.	And	you?”

“Things	are	looking	up.”	I	take	a	measured	sip	of	my	champagne,	mesmerized	by	the
sparkle	in	Josh’s	blue	eyes.

On	a	smile,	he	looks	around	the	grounds.	“I’ve	often	thought	how	alike	we	are.”

“Oh?	How	so?”

“You	seem	very	passionate.”

“I	do?”

“Yes.”	His	smile	is	now	suggestive.	“As	am	I.”

“Interesting.”

“And	you	seem	to	know	what	you	want.”

“Indeed.”

“I	like	to	have	fun.”

“As	do	I,	Mr.	Jameson.	As	…	do	…	I.”

“So	we’re	a	match	made	in	heaven.”

I	laugh	lightly,	feeling	Matilda’s	despair	as	she	endures	this	outrageous	flirting	match.
I	plan	on	winning.	“In	your	dreams,	Mr.	Jameson.”

“Or	 maybe,	 Your	 Highness,	 in	 yours.”	 Josh	 flashes	 another	 one	 of	 those	 dashing
smiles,	and	I’m	ashamed	to	admit	it,	but	I	am	struggling	to	maintain	my	composure.	So	I
do	what	is	best	and	free	myself	from	the	suffocating	intensity	of	Mr.	Jameson’s	presence
before	I	make	a	fool	of	myself	and	start	dribbling.	“Excuse	me.”	Putting	one	foot	in	front
of	the	other	is	far	more	difficult	than	it	should	be.	“Delightful	to	meet	you,	Mr.	Jameson.”
I	silently	scorn	myself	for	such	a	poor	choice	of	word	as	I	walk	away.	Delightful?

“Wasn’t	it	just?”	he	muses,	his	body	turning	as	I	pass	him.	A	quick	glimpse	back	has
our	eyes	meeting	again,	his	face	almost	cocky.

Bugger	it.	I	curse	myself	all	the	way	over	to	my	mother.

“Are	you	 flustered,	Adeline?”	Matilda	 asks,	giving	me	another	nudge	 in	my	 side	 as
she	flanks	me.

I	sniff	and	straighten	my	posture.	“Whatever	are	you	talking	about?”

My	pathetic	question	has	her	chuckling	discreetly.	“I	never	thought	I’d	see	the	day.”

“You	haven’t.”	I	smile	brightly	when	Mother	opens	her	arms	to	me.

“Adeline,	 darling,	 how	 are	 you	 enjoying	 your	 celebrations?”	Her	 Spanish	 accent	 is
nearly	 lost	 completely	now,	masked	by	 the	plums	 that	have	been	 forced	 into	her	mouth



since	she	agreed	to	marry	my	father.	Something	that	hasn’t	been	completely	masked	is	her
love	of	my	flair	and	vitality.	She	should	love	it,	since	I	inherited	it	from	her,	but	naturally,
she	can’t	openly	approve.	Although	I	can	see	from	her	small	smile	that	she	secretly	likes
my	choice	of	dress	for	today’s	event.

“Wonderful,	Mother.”	I	tap	each	of	my	cheeks	with	hers	and	glance	over	my	shoulder.
Josh	Jameson	catches	my	eye	again	and	winks.	He	bloody	winks	at	me.	The	nerve.	Who
winks	 at	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Royal	 Family?	 I	 raise	 my	 nose	 and	 turn	 away	 from	 him,
outraged	 again	 by	 his	 behavior.	 And	 hot.	 So	 very	 hot.	 “A	 new	 baby.	 So	wonderful.”	 I
collar	 John	 and	 Helen	 from	 a	 nearby	 group,	 apologizing	 for	 stealing	 them.
“Congratulations.”	 I	 hug	 them	both	 like	 I	 really	mean	 it,	 because	 I	 do.	They’re	 not	my
favorite	 people	 in	 the	 world,	 all	 holier-than-thou	 and	 respectfully	 proper,	 but	 more
attention	on	them	in	the	future	means	less	on	me.	Hopefully.

Helen,	with	her	perfect	lipsticked	lips,	smiles	a	fake	smile,	ever	cold	and	disapproving.
“Sorry	for	stealing	the	limelight	on	your	birthday.”

“No,	you	are	not.”	I	laugh,	waving	off	her	apology.	Neither	John	nor	Helen	pretend	to
be	offended,	and	instead	allow	themselves	to	be	pulled	away	by	more	guests,	without	so
much	as	a	happy	birthday	to	me.

“This	is	torture	in	its	best	form,”	I	say	to	Matilda,	resting	my	weight	on	one	hip	and
sipping	my	champagne	with	a	lack	of	anything	else	to	do,	while	Prince	John	and	Princess
Helen	lap	up	the	fervent	attention	and	congratulations.	Not	that	I’m	slighted	by	the	lack	of
well-wishes	coming	my	way,	more	irritated	that,	as	traditional	in	this	godforsaken	family,
the	future	of	the	Monarchy	takes	precedence	over	everything.

I	 sigh	 and	 look	 down	 at	 my	 empty	 crystal	 flute,	 but	 the	 glass	 in	 my	 light	 hold	 is
removed	and	replaced	with	a	full	one	before	I	can	see	to	it	myself.	I	lift	my	gaze	and	find
Josh	Jameson	standing	before	me.

“Miss	me?”	I	ask	cheekily,	raising	my	glass	to	him,	playing	it	cool.

“Maybe,	Your	Highness.”

“Please,	not	so	formal.”

“It	 doesn’t	 seem	 right	 to	 address	you	 so	personally,	 since	you’re	 third	 in	 line	 to	 the
British	throne.”

I	 laugh	 softly,	 and	 something	 in	 his	 blue	 eyes	 changes.	 There’s	 a	 hint	 of	 amber
washing	over	the	aqua,	making	them	appear	greener.	I	watch	as	Matilda	wanders	away	to
join	her	parents,	a	definite	subtle	shake	of	her	head	as	she	goes.	It	is	a	shake	to	suggest	she
is	 aware	 that	 I’m	 in	 a	 rebellious	 mood,	 and	 she	 wants	 no	 part	 of	 it.	 I’m	 always	 in	 a
rebellious	mood.	 Now	 that	 mood	 is	 being	 fueled	 by	 this	 dishy	 American	man	 and	 the
constant	 rush	 of	 pleasure	 he	 encourages.	 Josh	 Jameson	 is	 not	 a	 suitable	man	 for	me	 to
date,	 to	see,	 to	screw,	 to	even	kiss.	Which	makes	me	want	 to	do	all	 those	 things	all	 the
more.	Temptation	to	defy	the	rules	is	almost	too	much	to	resist.

He’s	 staring	 at	me,	 his	 striking	 face	 perfect.	Here	 before	me	 stands	 a	man	who	 has
made	my	blood	hot	just	by	looking	at	me.	I	have	to	glance	away	for	a	moment	and	blink.
“Don’t	let	my	position	in	the	line	of	succession	intimidate	you,”	I	say,	braving	returning



my	eyes	to	his.	I	bring	my	flute	of	champagne	to	my	mouth	as	I	maintain	our	stares	over
the	rim.	I	sip.	I	swallow.	Slowly.

“Intimidate	me?”	he	questions,	interested.

“Yes.”

“Why	would	I	feel	intimidated?”

“Well.”	 I	 laugh,	 as	 if	 he	needs	 to	 ask.	 “My	eldest	 brother	 is	 the	Heir	Apparent.	My
other	brother,	Eddie,	is	a	backup	heir	to	the	Heir	Apparent.	I	am	a	backup	for	the	backup,
but	neither	Eddie	nor	I	will	be	required.	The	heir’s	wife	is	pregnant,	therefore	with	every
baby	born	to	my	siblings,	I	fall	further	down	the	line	of	succession.”	Or	fall	further	from
grace,	 I	 add	 to	 myself.	 Both	 apply.	 “I	 am	 really	 not	 as	 important	 as	 they	 would	 have
everyone	believe.”

“I’m	not	intimidated,”	Mr.	Jameson	says	quite	frankly.	“Not	at	all.”

His	words	surprise	me,	though	I	maintain	my	composure.	Just.	Never	has	a	man	had
the	audacity	to	say	such	things	to	me.	Most	men	tiptoe	around	my	royal	status,	eager	 to
please.	And	never	has	a	man	had	my	blood	pulse	with	excitement.	I’ve	had	lovers,	many
in	fact.	But	this	man?	He’s	igniting	something	in	me	far	too	easily.	I’m	almost	tempted	to
move	away	from	the	challenge.	But	where’s	the	fun	in	that?	“I	am	a	challenge	for	you,”	I
say,	just	as	frankly.	If	he	can	be	upfront,	I	don’t	see	why	I	cannot	be,	also.

He	smiles,	accepting	a	glass	of	champagne	for	himself	when	one	of	the	footmen	offers
the	 tray.	 Mr.	 Jameson	 waits	 for	 us	 to	 be	 alone	 before	 he	 levels	 me	 with	 a	 serious
expression.	“Don’t	pretend	I	would	represent	anything	more	than	a	challenge	to	you,	Your
Highness.”

Those	words	flick	thrillingly	up	my	spine	again,	forcing	me	to	readjust	my	stance.	“I
don’t	believe	I	did,	Mr.	Jameson.”

His	head	cocks.	“Interesting.”

Mine	mirrors	his.	“Indeed.”

And	together	we	smile,	now	both	of	us	knowingly.	This	 is	all	 rather	disgraceful,	but
this	is	the	most	fun	I’ve	had	in	a	very	long	time.

“So	like	I	said,”	he	goes	on,	“we’re	uncannily	alike.	But	you’re	way	out	of	my	league,
Your	Highness.”

I	wish	he	would	stop	addressing	me	so	formally.	It’s	distracting	me	from	keeping	my
stone	front	in	place.	“Says	who?”

“Everyone,	I	expect.”	He	flashes	me	a	challenging	expression.	He	definitely	shouldn’t
look	at	me	like	that.	He’s	goading	me,	and	I	rarely	need	much	provoking,	least	of	all	from
such	a	divine,	handsome	creature	 such	as	him.	“But	 I’ve	never	been	one	 to	play	by	 the
rules,”	he	adds	quietly.

“Me	either.”

He	grins	down	at	me.	“Off	with	my	head.”

“Which	head?”	I	ask	around	my	own	smile,	thoroughly	enjoying	our	light	banter.



His	 grin	 transforms	 into	 a	 genuine	 smile,	 and	 it	 is	 out	 of	 this	world.	Although	 I’m
certain	he’s	hiding	a	little	shock	at	my	brashness.	Shocked	is	good.	“So	it’s	true	what	they
say?”	he	asks,	his	expression	taking	on	an	edge	of	intrigue.

“What	do	 they	say?”	I	gaze	around	 the	grounds	casually,	spotting	my	father	 looking
over,	his	tall,	embellished	body	making	him	look	like	the	sovereign	he	truly	is.	I	smile	and
raise	my	 glass	 to	 him,	 and	 he	 does	 the	 same,	 though	 considerably	 less	 smiley,	 and	 his
observant	 gaze	 is	 passing	 between	 Josh	 Jameson	 and	 me.	My	 father	 is	 looking	 at	Mr.
Jameson	 like	 he	 looks	 at	 all	 men	 who	 may	 be	 showing	 interest	 in	 the	 princess.	 With
disapproval,	and	like	he	is	mentally	plotting	their	disappearance	from	my	life.

“Rumor	has	it	that	Adeline	Lockhart	is	the	unruliest	royal	that’s	ever	lived,”	Josh	says,
winning	back	my	attention.	“And	after	spending	just	a	few	minutes	with	you,	I	know	the
rumors	are	true.”

“You	have	absolutely	no	idea.”	My	tongue	slips	into	my	cheek	of	its	own	accord	while
he	mulls	over	my	suggestion.	“I	have	two	vices,	Mr.	Jameson.”

“And	what	are	they?”	he	asks.	“No,	wait.	I	think	I	know	one	of	them.”	Staring	deeply
into	my	eyes,	he	studies	me,	his	lips	puckering	in	a	cute	pout.	“One	must	be	hot	American
men.”

“Quite,”	I	reply	honestly	and	quickly,	pulling	a	satisfied	smirk	from	him.	“So	how	is
Hollywood?”

“Oh,	 so	you	do	know	who	 I	 am?”	he	 asks,	 his	 smile	 turning	 cocky.	 “My,	my,	Your
Highness.	If	you’re	going	to	feign	ignorance,	you	need	to	at	least	keep	up	the	act.”

I	could	kick	myself,	but	instead	I	roll	my	eyes.	“Well?”

“Tiring,”	he	answers	candidly.	My	imagination	spins	into	overdrive.	Tiring.	I	bet.	I’ve
seen	the	endless	women	draped	off	his	finely	tuned	body.

“Because	of	all	the	women	throwing	themselves	at	your	feet?”

“Jealous?”

I	sigh.	“No,	more	sympathetic.”

“Why	would	that	be?”

“Well,	 you	 are	 clearly	 unviable	 for	most	women,	with	 your	 fame,	 inflated	 ego,	 and
good	looks.”

“Am	I	unviable	for	you?”

I	just	manage	to	withhold	my	surprise	at	his	continued	straightforwardness.	“I’m	quite
sure	the	King	would	not	approve.”

“But	 since	 I’m	not	one	 for	 following	 rules,	 and	you,	Your	Highness,	 seem	 less	 than
compliant,	perhaps	I	could	tempt	you	to	join	me	for	dinner	while	I’m	in	London.”

Dinner?	 I	 want	 something,	 and	 it	 isn’t	 dinner.	 “You	want	 to	 have	 dinner	 with	me?
Why?”

“I	think	you	and	I	will	get	along.”



“You	think?”

“I	know.”

I	stall	for	far	too	long,	increasingly	mesmerized	by	the	conceited	rogue.	“It’s	very	kind
of	 you	 to	 offer,	 but	 I’m	 afraid	 I	 must	 decline.”	 I	 dig	 my	 feet	 in.	 I’m	 being	 stubborn,
playing	the	game.	Making	him	chase.

“Why?”

“Well,	 you	 see,	 Mr.	 Jameson,	 my	 private	 secretary	 keeps	 my	 diary.	 That	 diary	 is
presented	to	the	King	on	a	weekly	basis	so	he	is	kept	abreast	of	my	royal	engagements	and
everything	else	I	may	or	may	not	be	doing.	If	I	somehow	manage	to	hide	the	entry	in	my
diary	 that	will	 enlighten	him	of	my	dinner	plans	with	a	 renowned	Hollywood	actor,	 the
journalists	 who	 shadow	 me	 will	 ensure	 he	 knows.	 And	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world,	 for	 that
matter.”

His	 eyebrow	 cocks,	 interested.	 “Would	 it	 be	 such	 a	 bad	 thing	 if	 we	 were	 seen
together?”

“It	would	be	a	frightfully	terrible	thing,	Mr.	Jameson.	The	Princess	of	England	cannot
be	seen	to	be	cavorting	with	a	Hollywood	sex	symbol.”

“Who	said	anything	about	cavorting?”

“I	notice	you	have	not	challenged	my	portrayal	of	you.”

“Why	would	I?	You	are	one	hundred	percent	right,	and	even	if	you	weren’t,	I’m	not
likely	to	tell	a	member	of	the	Royal	Family	they’re	wrong.”

“Why	me?”	I	ask,	cutting	off	all	the	other	games	and	getting	to	the	point.

“Maybe	I	want	to	violate	a	princess.”

I	laugh,	probably	a	little	too	loudly.	“I	assure	you,	Mr.	Jameson,	I	need	no	violating.”

“Oh,	I	have	no	doubt.”	His	hand	meets	the	curve	of	my	arse	over	my	dress,	and	I	go
tense,	 scanning	our	surroundings	 for	watchful	eyes.	“But	you’ve	never	been	violated	by
me.	So,	what	do	you	say,	Your	Highness?”

His	confidence	does	things	to	me	that	have	never	been	done	before.	By	any	man.	“Are
you	trying	to	get	me	into	trouble,	Mr.	Jameson?”	I	need	no	help	there.	Just	ask	my	private
secretary	and	 the	head	of	communications	at	Kellington	Palace.	Actually,	don’t	ask.	 It’s
best	not	to	know.

Pulling	his	touch	from	my	backside,	he	takes	my	hand	and	kisses	the	back	through	a
smile.	“Most	definitely.”

I	don’t	know	why	I	pout,	like	I	could	be	pondering	whether	or	not	to	dance	to	his	tune.
I’m	going	to	let	this	man	violate	me,	and	I’m	going	to	love	every	second	of	it.	A	glimpse
of	a	picture	of	Josh	Jameson	could	make	my	thighs	tighten.	Being	in	his	presence,	hearing
his	smooth	accent,	feeling	him	caress	my	bottom	like	it’s	something	to	be	worshipped,	has
me	burning	where	I	stand.	I’m	a	princess,	I	mentally	tell	myself.	Why	I	now	feel	the	need
to	 remind	myself	 of	 that	 little	matter,	 I	 haven’t	 the	 faintest	 idea.	 It	 is	 never	 usually	 an
issue.	 But	 while	 Josh	 Jameson	 is	 Hollywood	 royalty	 and	most	 women	 on	 earth	 would



jump	 him	 at	 the	 first	 flash	 of	 his	 disarming	 smile,	 I	 am	 actual	 royalty.	 I	 am	 a	 royal
princess	and	jumping	a	man	in	public	would	be	highly	frowned	upon,	and	will	definitely
land	 me	 in	 hot	 water	 with	 the	 King.	 But	 what	 I	 do	 in	 private,	 away	 from	 these	 self-
important	 idiots,	 is	 my	 own	 business.	 “I	 have	 a	 terrible	 habit	 of	 getting	 myself	 into
trouble,”	I	tell	him	candidly.

“Want	 to	get	 into	 trouble	with	me?”	He	steps	back	and	 lightly	 rests	his	hands	 in	his
pockets,	waiting	for	my	answer,	smiling	an	adorable,	irresistible	smile	as	he	does.

“That’s	 an	 offer	 one	 could	 never	 refuse.”	 I	 smile,	 too.	 I	 can	 only	 hope	 that	 it’s	 as
enticing	as	his.	Well,	happy	birthday	to	me.	“What	did	you	have	in	mind?”

“I	have	a	gift	for	you.”

“You?	Naked?	With	 a	 bow	 covering	…”	 I	 drop	my	 eyes	 to	 his	 groin,	 chewing	 the
inside	of	my	lip.	“Actually,	no	bow.”

He	 laughs,	 rich	 and	deep.	 “You	are	 like	nothing	 I’ve	 ever	 encountered	before,	Your
Highness.”

“Neither	are	you,”	I	admit,	tingles	licking	up	my	spine.

“Is	 there	 anywhere	private	 around	 the	palace?”	he	 asks,	 gazing	 around	 the	grounds.
“So	I	can	give	you	my	gift.”

“There	 is	 a	maze	of	conifer	 trees	at	 the	most	 southern	point	of	 the	grounds.”	 I	 look
away,	smiling	at	the	many	people	smiling	at	me.	“Meet	me	there	in	half	an	hour.”

His	grin	is	wicked,	and	I	just	know	his	body	and	talents	will	be,	too.	Having	a	quick
scan	around	us,	he	moves	in	toward	me	and	slaps	my	arse.	I	jolt,	despite	it	being	a	light
rap.	“Just	warming	up	my	palm,”	he	whispers	in	my	ear.	He’s	lucky	no	security	personnel
are	 directly	 behind	 him.	 Said	 palm	 would	 be	 cuffed	 quite	 quickly.	 My	 body	 rolls
deliciously,	 my	 insides	 furling.	 But	 I’m	 struggling	 to	 identify	 whether	 it’s	 with
anticipation	or	nerves.	It’s	anticipation.	It	has	to	be.	I	don’t	get	nervous	around	men.

“Look	forward	to	it,”	I	reply,	strong	and	even.

“Me,	too.”	Jameson	looks	past	me	when	someone	catches	his	attention.	“I’m	wanted.”

“Don’t	waste	too	much	energy	on	talking	now,	will	you?”

He	 laughs	a	 little,	 landing	me	with	eyes	 full	of	 intentions	 that	stimulate	me.	Half	an
hour	might	be	too	long	to	wait.	“My	energy	levels	won’t	be	an	issue,	Your	Highness.	But
your	tolerance	levels	may	well	be.”	A	cheeky	wink	is	flipped,	and	my	mouth	drops	open,
astounded,	 but	 I’m	mostly	 bubbling	with	 exhilaration.	My	 teeth	 nibble	 the	 edge	 of	my
glass	as	he	saunters	off	across	the	lawn.

“You	are	a	frightful	flirt,	Adeline	Lockhart,”	Matilda	says,	joining	me,	her	eyes	stuck
on	the	exact	same	thing	mine	are:	Josh	Jameson’s	delightful	backside.

I	 tilt	my	head,	 thoughtful.	 I	plan	on	digging	my	fingernails	 into	 that	arse	very	soon.
“I’m	 having	 fun	 at	 my	 birthday	 party.”	 I	 turn	 toward	 her	 and	 raise	 my	 glass.	 “Happy
birthday	to	me.”	I	sip,	very	ladylike,	but	my	mind	is	currently	bloody	filthy,	and	my	lacy
knickers	are	drenched	with	desire.



“The	King	will	skin	you	alive.”

“If	he	finds	out.	Which	he	will	not.”	I	cast	my	eyes	across	the	lawn,	nearly	yawning
when	I	spot	someone	heading	toward	us.	“Oh,	bugger,	here	comes	Haydon.”

“I	don’t	know	why	you	refuse	to	date	him,	Adeline,”	Matilda	says,	painting	on	a	smile
to	match	mine.	 “He’s	 handsome,	with	 very	 good	 prospects,	 and	most	 importantly,	 your
father	approves.”

“My	father’s	approval	 in	men	 is	not	 something	 I	 seek,	Matilda.	Haydon	Sampson	 is
not	for	me.”

“No	man	is	for	you.”

“Oh,	 I	 don’t	 know	 about	 that.”	 I	 catch	Mr.	 Jameson’s	 eye	 and	 raise	my	 glass	 on	 a
reserved	smile.

“Adeline,”	Matilda	gasps,	and	my	smile	widens.	“He	most	certainly	is	not	for	you.	The
backlash	would	be	catastrophic.”

Catastrophic?	I	was	thinking	orgasmic.	“Oh,	stop	being	such	a	bore.”	She’s	supposed
to	be	in	my	corner.	“Haydon,”	I	chime,	seeming	thrilled	to	see	him.	If	only	Matilda	really
understood	my	plight,	she	would	not	see	the	man	in	front	of	me	as	a	suitable	match.

He	takes	my	hand	and	gives	it	a	customary	kiss,	bowing	as	he	does,	before	moving	in
for	a	kiss	on	my	cheek.	“You	look	absolutely	sublime,	Adeline.”

I	force	my	sigh	back.	I	wasn’t	going	for	sublime.	I	was	going	for	sultry.	And	one	man
here	certainly	saw	that.	Haydon	is	sweet,	 terribly	sweet,	but	he	does	not	make	my	heart
flutter.	We	 have	 known	 each	 other	 for	 so	 long,	 since	 children,	 and	 I	was	 there	 for	 him
when	his	mother	sadly	passed	a	few	years	ago.	But	as	a	friend.	Just	a	friend.	“You’re	too
kind.”

“Happy	birthday,	my	darling.”	His	term	of	endearment	grates	on	me	somewhat.	I	hate
the	way	he	talks	to	me	like	we’ve	been	married	for	years,	like	I	belong	to	him.	The	King
may	say	so,	as	well	as	Haydon’s	father.

I,	however,	do	not.

“Thank	you.”	I	act	as	graciously	as	I	can	muster,	which	is	so	very	hard.	This	poor	man
refuses	 to	 give	 up	 hope,	 the	 backing	 and	 encouragement	 of	 our	 fathers	 keeping	 him
annoyingly	optimistic.

“Here,	 let	me	hold	your	purse.”	Haydon	takes	it	from	my	grasp	before	I	can	protest.
“Can	I	get	you	anything?	A	drink?	Something	to	eat?”

“I’m	 fine,	 Haydon.”	 I	 strain	 another	 smile,	 once	 again	 catching	 the	 eye	 of	 Josh
Jameson,	who	 is	 looking	over	with	 interest	as	Haydon	 fusses	over	me.	 Josh	extends	his
arm	and	looks	down	at	the	watch	decorating	his	wrist,	and	then	back	up	at	me	as	he	taps
the	face.

I	breathe	in,	being	attacked	by	tingles	of	the	most	wonderful	kind,	cocking	my	head	in
silent	 acknowledgment.	 He	 then	 starts	 clenching	 and	 unclenching	 his	 fist,	 smiling	 a
devilish	 smile.	 Good	 Lord,	 the	 man	 is	 sex	 on	 legs.	 I	 clear	 my	 throat	 and	 return	 my
attention	 to	Haydon,	 ready	 to	 thank	him	for	coming,	but	 I’m	stopped	 in	my	 tracks	by	a



small,	 leather	box	held	out	 to	me	 in	 the	center	of	his	palm.	Unconsciously,	 I	 step	back,
wary.	 The	 box	 is	 small.	 Like	 engagement	 ring	 size	 small,	 and	 though	 it	 might	 sound
preposterous,	given	that	I	haven’t	even	kissed	him	or	agreed	to	go	on	a	date	with	him,	I
would	not	put	a	proposal	past	Haydon.	I	bet	my	father	put	him	up	to	this.	After	all,	I’m
thirty	 today.	My	eligibility	 lessens	with	every	year	 that	passes	and	each	year	 I	 refuse	 to
play	royal	ball.

“I	hope	you	love	it,”	Haydon	says,	hopeful	and	smiley.	I	feel	so	sorry	for	him.	He	has
been	 hanging	 on	 forever	 for	 me	 to	 finally	 see	 supposed	 sense.	 To	 me,	 the	 King	 and
Haydon’s	father	are	plain	cruel,	making	him	endure	rejection	for	all	 these	years.	He	is	a
wonderful	man,	he	really	is,	and	there	are	queues	of	women	out	there	who	would	eagerly
seize	a	ring	from	him	and	prance	down	the	aisle	to	declare	their	undying	love	before	God.
But	I	am	not	one	of	 them.	I	wasn’t	when	I	was	sixteen,	and	I’m	even	 less	so	now.	And
deep	down,	I	know	Haydon	knows	that.	I’ve	told	him	in	the	nicest	possible	way	on	a	few
occasions	over	the	years,	have	even	tried	to	encourage	him	to	date	the	women	who	have
shown	an	interest.	He’s	too	blindsided.

“Haydon,	I—”

“It’s	not	what	you	think	it	is.”	He	cuts	me	off	quickly	but	shyly.	“Though	…	one	day
…”

I	smile	and	graciously	accept	the	box,	despite	my	instincts	telling	me	not	to	build	up
his	 hopes.	 I	 am	 aware	 that	 our	 fathers	 are	watching.	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 cause	 a	 scene,	 or
embarrass	 him.	 Opening	 it	 up,	 I	 am	 confronted	 with	 an	 antique	 ring.	 I	 look	 at	 him,
confused.

“It’s	 a	 friendship	 ring.	 One	 I	 hope	 will	 eventually	 be	 replaced	 with	 a	 ring	 that
represents	my	love.”

I	 shrink,	 feeling	 the	walls	 of	 suppression	 closing	me	 in	 from	 all	 directions.	 Forcing
myself	not	 to	scowl	at	Matilda	when	she	sighs	dreamily	drains	what	remaining	energy	I
have	left,	leaving	me	with	no	fight	to	stop	Haydon	from	removing	the	ring	from	the	box
and	sliding	it	onto	the	middle	finger	of	my	left	hand.	I	can	barely	look	at	the	ring	without
showing	 my	 displeasure,	 and	 Haydon	 does	 not	 deserve	 that	 kind	 of	 disrespect.	 Oh,
Haydon.	He	hears	me,	but	he	doesn’t	 listen	 to	me.	Other	voices	are	 louder	 than	mine.	 I
take	a	moment	to	find	the	poise	expected	of	me	and	raise	my	eyes	toward	the	many	people
watching.	And,	of	course,	my	father’s	face	is	awash	with	satisfaction.	I	could	happily	slap
it	 off.	 “It	 really	 is	 beautiful,”	 I	murmur,	 searching	 out	 a	 footman	 for	more	 champagne.
“Thank	you,	Haydon.”

“Always	welcome.”	He	snaps	the	box	shut	and	slips	it	into	his	jacket	pocket	as	I	reach
for	another	flute	of	my	savior.	It	has	never	escaped	my	notice	that	my	father’s	footmen	are
always	lingering	close	by	with	the	goods	to	save	them	the	constant	back	and	forth	delivery
of	my	medicine	of	choice.

“And	 now	 time	 for	His	Majesty	 to	make	 a	 fuss	 of	 you,”	Haydon	 says,	making	my
glass	pause	midway	to	my	red	lips.	Make	a	fuss	of	me?	Or	berate	me?	I	look	across	to	the
King,	seeing	Major	Davenport	talking	closely	in	my	father’s	ear.	The	King	nods	sharply,
and	then	focuses	his	full	attention	on	me,	motioning	for	me	to	go	to	him,	which,	of	course,
I	do.	Because	he	is	the	King.



“Happy	birthday,	Adeline,”	my	father	says	sincerely,	swooping	his	arm	out	toward	the
path	that	leads	to	the	front	courtyard.

I	gasp,	my	palm	meeting	the	black	satin	 that’s	half	concealing	my	chest.	“Father?”	I
question,	watching	as	Sabina,	the	royal	stable	manager,	walks	a	black	stallion	through	the
crowds	of	people.

“He’s	 a	 champion,”	 Father	 declares	 proudly,	 guiding	me	 to	 the	 beautiful	 beast.	 “He
comes	from	one	of	the	most	dominant	sire	lines	in	thoroughbred	history.”

“He’s	beautiful.”	I	run	my	palm	down	the	glossy	coat	of	his	neck	as	he	stands,	still	and
obedient.	“And	he’s	mine?”

“All	yours,	my	darling	girl.”

To	say	I	am	overwhelmed	would	be	the	biggest	understatement	in	royal	history.	I’ve
always	 kept	 horses;	 they’re	 my	 only	 true	 passion,	 but	 the	 King	 has	 always	 deemed	 it
inappropriate	 for	me	 to	dabble	 in	 the	world	of	 racing.	And	 this	 is	a	 racehorse.	What	on
earth	has	changed?	“And	I	can	race	him?”	I	ask	tentatively.

“When	 he’s	 ready,	 you	 can	 race	 him.	He	will	 need	 vigorous	 training	 to	 get	 him	 to
champion	level.”	The	King	gives	my	birthday	present	a	solid	smack	on	his	neck.	“We’ll
have	your	racing	colors	officiated	as	soon	as	you	decide	what	they	should	be.”

“I	don’t	know	what	to	say.”	This	is	a	monumental	gesture	by	my	father.	“What	is	he
called?”

“Spearmint,	after	his	great,	great,	great,	great	grandfather.”

I	 scan	 the	 stallion,	 estimating	 him	 to	 stand	maybe	 sixteen	 hands	 high,	 and	 he	 has	 a
white	sock	on	his	right	 foreleg.	“Hello,	Spearmint.”	I	stroke	his	nose,	and	he	snorts	and
shakes	his	head.	The	crowd	bursts	into	rapturous	laughter,	applauding	Spearmint’s	hello	to
me.	I	smile,	overcome	with	happiness.

“Let	us	get	him	back	to	the	stables,”	my	father	says,	as	Sabina,	who	also	happens	to	be
Haydon’s	 grandmother,	 smiles	 at	me.	She’s	 a	wonderful	woman,	 her	 passion	 for	 horses
equal	to	mine.	She	has	taken	care	of	the	royal	horses	for	years.	“Look	after	him,”	I	tell	her
pointlessly.	Of	course	she	will.	“I’ll	come	by	soon	to	see	him.”

“Enjoy	 the	 rest	 of	 your	 birthday,	 Your	 Highness,”	 Sabina	 orders	 softly,	 taking
Spearmint’s	reins.	She	kisses	my	cheek	sweetly	and	leads	my	new	horse	away,	his	hooves
clicking	the	granite	pathway	as	he	goes.	I	watch	until	I	can	no	longer	see	his	well-groomed
tail	swishing	as	he	rounds	the	corner,	back	to	the	front	courtyard.

“You	lucky	thing,”	Uncle	Stephan	says	as	he	joins	me.	“A	thoroughbred	gifted	by	the
King	is	not	to	be	sniffed	at.”

“I	 know.”	 I	 turn	 into	my	 uncle,	who	 prefers	 to	 devote	most	 of	 his	 time	 to	 painting
rather	than	the	equestrian	side	of	royal	life.

“I	see	something	else	that	is	not	to	be	sniffed	at.”	Stephan	flicks	his	head	past	me,	and
I	 look	over	my	shoulder	 to	 find	Josh	Jameson	studying	me	so	very	closely.	He	 taps	 the
face	of	his	watch	again,	reminding	me	that	I	have	an	unofficial	engagement	I	am	now	late
for.



I	blink	and	sink	my	teeth	into	my	bottom	lip	as	I	return	my	attention	to	Uncle	Stephan.
“Do	you	know	who	he	is?”	I	ask	as	nonchalantly	as	I	can.

“Who	doesn’t?”	He	brings	his	face	close	to	mine,	a	wicked	twinkle	in	his	eyes	behind
his	spectacles.	“If	you	can’t	behave,	be	disgraceful,”	he	whispers.

My	small	gasp	is	fake,	and	Uncle	Stephan	knows	it.	“I	really	don’t	know	what	you	are
talking	about.”

“Dear	niece,	remember	who	you	are	trying	to	fool.”	He	kisses	my	cheek.	“If	you	will
not	be	disgraceful	with	him,	then	I	most	certainly	will.”

“You	are	terrible.”

“Don’t	tell	anyone.”	He	meanders	off	to	join	his	wife,	and	I	stand	alone,	thinking	for	a
few	moments.	My	brashness	toward	Josh	Jameson	is	forgotten	as	I	ponder	my	intentions.
Why	I	am	now	questioning	them	is	beyond	me,	yet	I	am.	He	is	not	like	any	other	man	I
have	known,	and	not	only	because	he’s	more	famous	than	God.	I	watch	him	casually	break
away	from	the	group	of	people	he’s	talking	to,	take	a	bottle	of	champagne	from	the	table
nearby,	as	well	as	two	glasses,	and	head	for	the	arch	that	will	take	him	to	the	path	toward
the	far	side	of	Claringdon	Palace.	Just	before	he	disappears	from	view,	he	looks	over	his
shoulder	and	flicks	his	head	in	gesture	for	me	to	get	a	move	on.	It’s	a	demand.	I	don’t	bow
to	demands.	But,	and	I’m	confused	as	to	why,	my	feet	come	to	life	of	their	own	volition,
adrenalin	 starting	 to	 course	 through	 my	 veins.	 I	 walk,	 feeling	 unstable	 and	 shaky,
something	that	is	alien	to	me,	too.	How	does	he	elicit	such	reactions	from	me	and	so	very
easily?	It’s	so	very	intriguing.	He’s	confident,	cocky,	and	unfazed	by	my	royal	status.	It	is
rather	refreshing.

I	scan	the	scatterings	of	people	as	I	fall	away	from	the	activity,	seeing	my	father	taking
charge	of	a	game	of	croquet	and	my	mother	entertaining	a	group	of	 ladies	by	 the	string
quartet.	 Everyone	 seems	 distracted	 from	 my	 silent	 escape.	 Then	 I	 spot	 Eddie,	 who	 is
talking	to	Haydon.	I	come	to	a	stop	beside	the	statue	of	a	plump	angel	that’s	peeing	water
through	 his	 rather	 unimpressive	 penis.	 Haydon’s	 back	 is	 to	 me,	 though	 my	 brother	 is
facing	my	direction,	and	his	eyes	are	dividing	their	attention	between	Haydon	and	me.	Did
Eddie	see	Josh	Jameson	wander	this	way	a	moment	ago?	I	press	my	lips	together	and	hold
my	breath	as	Haydon	makes	to	turn	toward	me,	maybe	wondering	what	has	Eddie’s	split
attention.	But	my	brother	takes	his	arm	and	laughs,	pointing	toward	the	King	who	has	just
declared	croquet	war	on	Haydon’s	 father.	They	 start	walking	 to	 the	grass	playing	court,
volunteering	their	skills,	and	Eddie	looks	back	at	me,	shaking	his	head	so	very	mildly.	He
knows	how	I	feel	about	Haydon	Sampson,	and	though	he	doesn’t	entirely	condone	many
of	my	activities,	he	understands	why	I	don’t	want	to	be	married	to	a	man	who	I	have	no
feelings	 for	beyond	 friendship.	 I	mouth	my	 thank	you	 and	back	up,	passing	 through	 the
arch	that	will	take	me	to	something	both	scandalous	and	illicit.

And	hopefully	something	wonderful.



THE	WHOLE	WALK	 TO	 THE	 far	 end	 of	 the	 grounds	 is	 spent	 jumping	 between	 sureness	 and
reluctance,	my	steps	faltering	one	too	many	times	for	my	liking.	My	self-assuredness	has
never	been	dented	by	a	man,	and	I’m	uncertain	as	to	whether	I	love	or	loathe	the	notion.

When	I	reach	the	maze	of	conifers,	I	stop	and	have	a	stern	word	with	myself,	telling
my	 nerves	 to	 pull	 themselves	 together	 and	 welcome	 this	 unexpected	 birthday	 gift.
Weaving	the	maze,	I	momentarily	wonder	if	Josh	found	his	way	to	the	center,	or	if	he	is
lost	 somewhere	 amid	 the	 trees,	 finding	 dead	 ends	 or	 taking	 wrong	 turns	 that	 will
disorientate	him.	The	thought	makes	me	smile.	When	I	was	a	child,	this	maze	felt	colossal,
and	I	spent	hours	running	the	labyrinth	of	paths	trying	to	navigate	my	way	to	the	middle.
Now,	I	know	exactly	what	route	I	need	to	take	in	order	to	get	me	there	the	quickest.

I	 breach	 the	 final	 opening	 and	 see	 the	 statue	 of	my	 grandfather,	my	 father’s	 father,
King	Harold	of	England.	He’s	tall,	imposing,	made	of	solid	marble,	and	his	face	is	stern.
He	was	 stern,	 high-handed	 and	 strict	with	 his	 children,	 as	well	 as	 his	 grandchildren.	A
summons	 to	 his	 office	meant	 trouble	 and	was	 cause	 to	 tremble.	Which	 I	 often	 did	 as	 a
child.	His	robe,	the	Pallium	Regale,	is	long	and	lavish,	the	scepter	held	lightly	in	his	hand,
Saint	Edward’s	Crown	perched	on	his	large	head.	The	entire	statue	is	intimidating.

But	 there	 is	 Josh	 Jameson	 standing	 before	 it,	 leaning	 casually	 back	 against	my	 late
grandfather’s	shins	with	a	bottle	of	champagne	in	his	hands,	his	legs	crossed	at	the	ankles,
a	smile	on	his	face.

This	is	an	entirely	different	level	of	intimidating.

“Your	 Highness.”	 He	 casually	 pushes	 himself	 off	 the	 solid	 homage	 to	 one	 of	 the
greatest	 kings	 to	 rule	England	 and	 slowly	wanders	 toward	me,	 each	 step	measured	 and
confident.	“How	are	you	enjoying	your	birthday?”

“It’s	been	…	unexpectedly	pleasant.”

He	reaches	me	and	starts	circling	my	static	form,	heightening	my	awareness	when	he
comes	to	a	stop	behind	me.	Not	wanting	to	give	him	the	upper	hand,	I	slowly	turn	to	face
him,	 bringing	 us	 chest	 to	 chest.	 He	 obviously	 finds	 my	 move	 amusing,	 a	 tiny,	 nearly
undetectable	curve	tugging	the	corner	of	his	lips.

“About	that	gift,”	I	whisper,	taking	one	step	back,	if	only	so	he	doesn’t	feel	my	deep
inhales	pushing	into	his	chest.

“Oh,	 the	gift.”	He	starts	 to	round	me	again,	and	I	move	with	him,	keeping	us	facing
each	other,	circling.	Stalking	each	other.	Our	gazes	are	glued,	chemistry	sizzling	between
us.	Good	God,	I’ve	never	felt	anything	like	it.	It	is	obvious	that	he,	like	me,	doesn’t	want
to	be	the	first	to	give	in	to	it.	“I	think	you’ll	love	my	gift,”	he	whispers.



“You	are	a	very	self-assured	man.”	I	come	to	a	stop,	leaving	Josh	to	move	in	behind
me.	I	shut	my	eyes,	feeling	his	mouth	close	to	the	bare	nape	of	my	neck.

“And	you	are	a	very	self-assured	woman,”	he	says	quietly,	and	then	tactically	blows	a
cool	stream	of	air	across	my	flesh.	My	body	locks,	my	breath	held	as	I	try	to	find	my	ever-
present	poise.	Where	the	hell	has	it	gone	now,	when	I’m	confident	that	I	need	it	the	most?
“I	like	it,”	he	claims.	“A	lot.”	I’m	forced	to	open	my	eyes	when	I	feel	the	chilly	sensation
of	something	smooth	resting	on	my	lips.	A	flute	of	champagne	is	held	over	my	shoulder,
Josh’s	mouth	now	touching	my	pulsing	neck.	I	shudder,	unable	to	stop	it.

He	 nips	my	 throat,	 and,	 God	 help	me,	 I	 moan,	 feeling	 him	 smile	 against	 my	 skin.
“Drink,”	he	commands,	 tipping	 the	 flute	 at	my	 lips.	My	mouth	 is	bone	dry,	 so	 the	cool
liquid	is	welcome.	I	swallow,	sweeping	my	tongue	across	my	bottom	lip	to	catch	a	trickle.
“Good?”	He	presses	his	front	into	my	back.

“The	champagne,	or	the	feel	of	your	arousal	against	my	backside?”

He	answers	by	dropping	the	champagne	and	glasses	to	the	grass	and	slipping	an	arm
around	my	waist,	splaying	his	palm	across	my	tummy	to	hold	me	still,	so	when	he	thrusts
his	 hips	 forward,	 I	 am	 trapped,	 at	 the	mercy	of	 his	 solid	manhood	pressing	 into	me.	 “I
know	that	feels	good.”	Biting	my	earlobe,	he	drags	it	through	his	teeth	until	it	pops	free.
My	 legs	give	a	 little,	 sending	my	body	 limp	against	his.	“Just	 like	 I	know	 this	will	 feel
good.”	His	hand	cups	me	over	my	dress.

“Fucking	hell,”	I	say	on	a	rush	of	breath.

Josh	chuckles.	“Is	it	wrong	that	hearing	you	cuss	in	your	proper	English	accent	turns
me	on?”

“It	should	probably	shock	you	more	than	turn	you	on,”	I	admit,	laying	my	hand	over
his	between	my	thighs,	ignoring	my	mind’s	demand	to	put	pressure	there,	to	make	him	rub
and	stimulate	me	further.

“It	doesn’t	shock	me.”	Kissing	my	neck,	he	turns	me	in	his	arms	and	lifts	my	chin	until
I’m	looking	into	his	eyes.	They’re	lustrous	and	lush,	almost	lazy.	“Kneel.”	His	demand	is
sharp	and	serious.

“Excuse	me?”	I	choke,	somewhere	between	amusement	and	shock.

“I	 said,	 kneel.”	 He	 drops	my	 chin	 and	 takes	 a	 backward	 step,	 leveling	me	with	 an
expressionless	 face.	 No,	 wait.	 His	 face	 is	 not	 expressionless	 at	 all.	 There’s	 challenge
hiding	somewhere	there.

“You	are	aware	that	you	have	just	demanded	the	Princess	of	England	to	kneel?”

“I	am.”	He	sighs	heavily,	 raising	his	eyebrows	at	me.	“And	yet	she’s	still	 standing.”
Pulling	that	pale	pink	hanky	from	his	breast	pocket,	he	flaps	it	out.	“I	won’t	ask	again.”

I	drop	to	my	knees	at	his	feet	with	no	further	prompt,	shocking	myself,	but	clearly	not
Josh.	And	though	I	can	see	he	is	satisfied,	he	doesn’t	demonstrate	it,	but	rather	circles	me,
straddling	my	legs	behind	me.	His	palm	rests	on	my	throat	and	tips	my	head	back	until	I
can	see	him	looming	above	me.	“Open	your	mouth.”

I	swallow	and	do	as	I	am	bid.	I’m	like	a	puppet,	bowing	to	his	demands,	kissing	my



strong	will	goodbye.	His	 eyes	 travel	 every	 inch	of	my	 face,	 settling	on	my	 lips,	 and	he
bends	at	the	waist,	closing	the	distance	between	our	mouths	quickly.	His	lips	hit	mine	with
force,	 and	 he	 pushes	 his	 tongue	 inside	 my	 mouth	 and	 circles	 firmly,	 giving	 me	 just	 a
teasing	taste	of	him.	And	then	he	pulls	away	before	I	can	gather	myself	to	respond.	I	cry
out	for	my	loss,	panting,	seeing	my	scarlet	lipstick	smeared	all	over	his	mouth.	I	don’t	ask
for	more.	Somehow,	I	know	I	won’t	get	it.	Not	now,	when	he’s	drawing	the	material	of	his
silk	hanky	through	his	deft	fingers	before	me,	smoothing	it,	pulling	it	taut.	He’s	going	to
gag	me.	That	 expensive	handkerchief	 is	going	 in	my	mouth.	 I	 flick	my	eyes	 to	his,	my
neck	craned	back	to	keep	his	upside-down	face	in	view.	A	small	smile	ghosts	his	lips	as	he
brings	the	material	down,	filling	my	mouth	with	it.	And	I	do	nothing	to	stop	him.	I	remain
on	my	knees,	a	man	I’ve	known	barely	an	hour	doing	with	me	as	he	pleases.

What	the	hell	are	you	doing,	Adeline?

I	stare	ahead,	feeling	his	fingertips	brushing	my	shoulders,	eliciting	goosebumps.	I’ve
never	had	goosebumps	before.	I’ve	never	felt	my	stomach	cartwheel	like	this,	or	my	heart
thrum	without	the	help	of	exhaustion.	Josh	Jameson	isn’t	approaching	me	like	the	delicate
princess,	pampering	and	fussing	over	me.	It’s	a	new	feeling	to	me,	one	of	liberation.

At	that	very	second,	my	dress	is	yanked	up	past	my	waist	and	a	wicked	slice	of	pain
rips	through	me,	his	palm	connecting	brutally	with	my	backside.	I	can’t	scream—my	gag
won’t	allow	it—but	I	do	fall	forward	onto	all	fours	to	steady	myself.	He’s	kneeling	behind
me	quickly,	his	hand	tugging	my	knickers	aside	and	his	fingers	slipping	straight	through
my	wetness	and	plunging	deep.	I	choke	on	nothing,	my	eyes	wide	and	shocked.

The	heat	of	my	burning	bottom	spreads	 through	my	bloodstream	and	sets	me	alight,
my	eyes	blinking	repeatedly	as	Josh	pummels	me	with	three	fingers	unforgivingly.	I	feel
my	climax	building	within	seconds,	defying	my	need	to	be	disgusted	by	his	treatment	of
me,	my	body	moving	back	and	forth	as	his	spare	hand	strokes	down	my	spine.

And	when	I	reach	the	summit,	the	point	of	release,	he	pulls	out	and	leaves	my	building
orgasm	to	flutter	away.

I	whimper,	the	sensation	of	him	smoothing	his	palm	over	my	burning	arse	telling	me
to	 brace	 myself.	 My	 frantic	 mind	 reels,	 torn	 between	 depraved	 delight	 and	 fear.	 Not
because	of	his	brutal	kiss,	or	his	brutal	palm,	or	his	ability	to	control	my	pleasure	so	easily.
But	because	I	want	more,	and	I	have	never	wanted	more	from	a	man	in	my	life.	Adeline
Lockhart	 does	 not	 ever	want	more	 from	a	man.	She	 takes	what	 she	wants,	 knowing	he
won’t	be	around	for	long.	She’s	the	one	in	control.	She	is	the	one	calling	the	shots.	She’s
the	one	men	bow	to.	What	am	I	doing?

I	 reach	for	 the	gag	and	pull	 it	 from	my	mouth,	my	breathing	out	of	control.	“No,”	 I
pant,	struggling	to	my	feet	and	throwing	Josh’s	pink	hanky	to	the	grass.	I	wipe	my	mouth
with	the	back	of	my	hand,	smudging	my	lipstick	even	more	than	Josh	has	with	his	blazing
kiss.

“No?”	He	slowly	gets	to	his	feet.	He’s	surprised,	and	he	can’t	hide	it.

“No.”	I	pull	my	dress	down	as	I	turn	and	walk	away.	“It	was	a	pleasure,	Mr.	Jameson.”
I	don’t	look	back.	I	do	not	ever	want	to	lay	eyes	on	him	again.	I	don’t	take	too	kindly	to
men	who	try	to	overpower	me,	men	like	my	father	and	eldest	brother,	no	matter	in	what



capacity	 that	 is—suppressing	 me	 or	 dominating	 me.	 I	 will	 not	 be	 controlled,	 and	 I’m
furious	with	myself	for	even	remotely	enjoying	it.

Remotely?

I	enjoyed	it	 too	much.	My	blood	heated	 too	much.	I	wanted	 to	bend	to	his	will,	and
that	is	a	monumental	achievement	on	Josh	Jameson’s	part.	I	should	hate	him	for	it.	Yet	I
don’t.	Frighteningly,	I	want	more.	And	I	will	never	be	allowed	to	have	more.	That	is	why	I
always	maintain	 the	 control	with	men.	 That	 is	why	 I	 call	 the	 shots.	 Because	 I	 know	 it
won’t	be	long	before	the	King	finds	out	about	my	flavor	of	the	month	and	rids	them	from
my	 life.	 I	 never	 get	 attached;	 there’s	 little	 point	 when	 I	 know	 the	 longevity	 of	 my
relationships	is	non-existent.	My	feigned	annoyance	swiftly	turns	into	panic.

“Adeline!”

I	 ignore	 him	 shouting	 after	 me	 and	 navigate	 my	 way	 out	 of	 the	 maze	 with	 ease,
hurrying	back	to	my	party,	my	usually	cool	persona	flustered	terribly.

Matilda	is	the	first	to	spot	me,	her	face	a	picture	of	horror.	“Oh	my	gosh,	Adeline.”

“What?”

“Your	lipstick	is	everywhere.”

I	 wipe	 my	 cheek,	 seeing	 the	 evidence	 of	 my	 red	 lipstick	 smudged	 all	 over	 my
fingertips.	“Oh,	blast.”

“Here,	you	left	your	bag	with	Haydon.’	Matilda	passes	my	purse,	her	lips	straight.

“Have	 fun?”	 Eddie	 asks	 sarcastically,	 joining	 us.	 “If	 you	 insist	 on	 misbehaving,
Adeline,	you	could	at	least	hide	the	bloody	evidence.”	He	focuses	on	my	lipstick-smeared
face.

I	make	a	mad	dash	for	 the	washroom,	leaving	behind	a	bemused	Eddie	and	Matilda.
Fun?	No,	it	was	not	fun.

Skirting	past	plenty	of	people	who	look	like	they	would	like	to	stop	and	talk,	I	don’t
indulge	any	of	them,	hoping	my	hand	over	my	mouth	will	maybe	communicate	that	I	am
going	to	vomit,	rather	 than	the	fact	 that	I	am	hiding	the	evidence	of	an	American	man’s
heavenly	mouth	all	over	mine.

Slamming	 the	 door	 shut	 behind	 me,	 I	 go	 to	 the	 mirror.	 “Bloody	 hell,”	 I	 breathe,
grabbing	a	washcloth	and	 running	 it	under	 the	 tap.	 I	 look	as	 flustered	as	 I	 feel,	 and	 the
burning	flesh	of	my	bottom	is	a	good	indication	that	one	cheek	of	my	arse	is	as	red	as	the
lipstick	smeared	disgracefully	all	over	my	face.	Pulling	up	my	dress,	I	turn	and	get	my	raw
rear	 in	 view,	 gasping	 when	 I	 see	 the	 glowing	 imprint	 of	 a	 large	 palm.	 “The	 nerve,”	 I
whisper,	wincing	when	I	apply	the	cool	washcloth	across	my	skin.

There’s	 a	 knock	 at	 the	 door.	 “One	 minute,”	 I	 call,	 rushing	 to	 make	 myself	 more
presentable,	smoothing	out	my	dress	and	reapplying	my	lipstick	carefully,	blotting	away
the	redness	on	my	chin	and	cheeks	with	some	loose	powder.	Once	I	have	made	the	best	of
myself,	which	 is	 not	 brilliant	without	 Jenny	 around	 to	work	her	magic,	 I	 straighten	my
shoulders,	slap	a	smile	on	my	face,	and	open	 the	door.	“I	do	apologize	for	 taking	so—”
My	smile	plummets,	and	I’m	shoved	back	inside	the	washroom	by	Josh	bloody	Jameson.



“Do	you	mind?”	I	blurt,	outraged.

He	slams	the	door,	locks	it,	and	pushes	his	back	against	the	wood.	I	guess	that	means
I’m	not	going	anywhere.	“Tell	me	why	you	refused	me,”	he	growls.

“I	beg	your	pardon?”

“You	played	it	all	cocky,	laid	your	cards	on	the	table,	made	it	perfectly	clear	what	you
wanted,	and	then	you	bottled	it.	I	want	to	know	why.”

“It	may	have	escaped	your	notice,	Mr.	Jameson,	but	I	do	not	have	to	justify	myself	to
anyone,	 least	 of	 all	 you.	 Now,	 if	 you	will	 excuse	me.”	 I	 fix	 him	with	 a	 resolute	 glare,
ignoring	 the	 returning	 influx	of	 pleasurable	 feelings	 sweeping	 through	my	bloodstream.
He’s	 even	more	 handsome,	 even	 harder	 to	 resist	when	 he’s	 angry.	His	 jaw	 pulsing,	 his
eyes	 narrowed,	 his	 nostrils	 flaring.	 Knowing	 I’m	 the	 reason	 for	 this	 fluster	 in	 Josh
Jameson	turns	me	on,	and	I	really	do	not	want	it	to.

“When	you	 provoke	my	 cock	 into	 something	 resembling	 stone,	Your	Highness,”	 he
breathes,	“you	most	definitely	need	to	justify	yourself.”

I	recoil	at	his	continued	frankness.	“Your	inability	to	control	…”	I	fade	off,	glancing	at
his	groin.	He’s	still	hard,	and	I	nibble	the	inside	of	my	cheek,	undeniably	delighted.	“Your
inability	to	control	yourself	is	not	my	concern.”

He	laughs	and	rearranges	himself.	“You’re	mistaken,	ma’am.”

“I	am?”	I	tilt	my	head,	interested.	“I	seem	to	recall	you	mentioning	something	about
not	telling	a	royal	when	they	are	wrong.”

“I’ve	changed	my	mind.	You’re	wrong.”	His	 scowl	 is	not	playful.	 It’s	 serious,	and	 I
know	 I	 should	be	wary	of	 it.	 I	am	wary.	Very	wary.	Which	 is	why	 I	 back	up.	 Just	 two
steps,	not	that	it	gains	me	space	for	long.	Josh	Jameson	soon	closes	the	extended	distance
I’ve	put	between	us.	“You’re	scared.”

“Of	what?”	I	laugh.

He,	however,	does	not	laugh.	“Me.”

“I	assure	you,	I	am	not	scared	of	you.”	I	glance	away	and	silently	curse	myself	for	it.

“Liar.”

“That’s	absurd.	Why	ever	would	I	fear	you?”

“Because	I	whipped	that	fine	ass	of	yours,	and	you,	Your	Highness,	fuckin’	loved	it.
You	loved	me	owning	you	in	that	maze,	you	loved	me	ruling	you,	and	you	hate	that	you
loved	it.	That’s	the	problem	here.”

My	jaw	tightens.	“You’re	wrong.”	I	can	see	 that	my	refusal	 to	concede	 is	 increasing
his	aggravation.	It’s	delightful	to	witness	this	renowned	sex	symbol	look	rejection	in	the
eye.	It	pushes	my	revived	fortitude	to	new	heights,	because,	right	now,	I	have	the	power.
It’s	familiar	ground	to	me,	and	I	am	once	again	thriving,	regardless	of	the	miniscule	detail
that	he	is	one	hundred	percent	right.	“You	are	keeping	me	from	my	birthday	celebrations,
Mr.	Jameson.	Would	you	mind?”	I	step	forward,	and	his	scowl	deepens.	More	thrills	lick
my	skin.



“Yes,	I	would	mind.”	He	remains	blocking	my	path	to	the	door.	“I’m	not	moving	until
you	admit	it.”

“Oh,”	I	laugh.	“Have	I	injured	your	ego?”

His	face	screws	up.	“Fuck	me,	you’re	infuriating.”

I	smile,	 sly	and	seductively,	 feeling	power	 trickling	 through	my	veins.	“So	I’m	 told.
What	are	you	going	to	do,	spank	me	again?”	I	pass	him,	feeling	like	myself	once	more,
until	he	seizes	my	wrist	and	yanks	me	to	a	stop.	I	keep	my	eyes	on	my	escape,	my	arm
heating	under	his	touch,	and	my	bottom	tingling	as	a	reminder	of	who	really	does	have	the
power	here.

“Whether	 I	 spank	 you	 again	 depends	 on	 whether	 you	 continue	 with	 the
insubordination.	 You’re	 being	 a	 very	 naughty	 girl,	 Your	 Highness.”	 He	 slowly	 turns
challenging	eyes	down	to	me	and	burns	a	hole	in	my	profile	with	the	concentration	of	his
stare.

“I’m	always	a	naughty	girl.”	 I	meet	his	eyes	briefly	before	dropping	my	gaze	 to	his
lips.	“Defiant,	some	might	say.	Untamable	and	unruly.	No	man	has,	or	ever	will,	succeed
in	controlling	me.”

“Then	 the	wrong	men	have	 tried.	 I	don’t	 fail.”	He	drops	my	wrist	 and	moves	away.
“You’ll	submit	to	me	eventually.	Until	then,	Your	Highness,	game	on.”	Josh	takes	the	door
and	swings	it	open,	sweeping	his	arm	out	in	gesture	for	me	to	lead	the	way.

“There	will	be	no	game,”	I	mutter,	my	vocal	cords	tight	from	the	constant	swallows	of
restraint.

“There	already	is.”	He	follows	me	out	of	the	washroom	and	falls	into	stride	beside	me,
buttoning	up	his	suit	jacket.	“And,	for	the	record,	I’m	currently	winning.”

“Losing	is	the	new	winning?	How	very	modern	of	you.”	He’s	right.	There	is	a	game,
and	 I	need	 to	 find	 the	will	not	 to	enjoy	playing,	because	 I	know	beyond	question	 that	 I
cannot	win.

I	 break	 out	 in	 a	 sweat	when	Haydon’s	 father,	 David,	 appears	 as	we	make	 our	way
through	 the	 grand	 foyer	 of	 the	 palace	 toward	 the	 rear	 grounds.	 “Ah,	Mr.	 Sampson,”	 I
chime,	high	and	nervous.	“Have	you	met	Mr.	Jameson?”

“I	don’t	believe	I	have.”	David	offers	Josh	his	hand.	“Nice	to	make	your	acquaintance,
Mr.	Jameson.”

“Likewise,”	Josh	replies,	his	accent	heavy.	And	thrilling.

“I	was	just	showing	Mr.	Jameson	the	gallery	of	Lockharts,”	I	explain	to	David	when
he	gives	Josh	a	dubious	look.

“In	the	library?”	Haydon’s	father	looks	a	little	confused	as	he	drops	Jameson’s	hand.
“But	that’s	on	the	other	side	of	the	palace.”

“We	 detoured,”	 I	 explain.	 “Mr.	 Jameson	 hasn’t	 had	 the	 privilege	 of	 a	 guided	 tour
before	now.”

“I’m	sure	one	of	 the	household	staff	would	have	been	happy	 to	give	Mr.	 Jameson	a



tour,	save	you	missing	out	on	your	celebrations	and	guests.”	By	guests,	he	means	his	son,
Haydon.

“More	personal.”	I	smile	tightly.

David	matches	my	smile.	“I	guess	there’s	nothing	like	a	royal	tour	led	by	a	royal.”

“I	particularly	enjoyed	the	maze.”	Josh	smiles,	and	I	choke	a	little.

“Oh,	the	maze.	Her	Royal	Highness	and	my	son	used	to	romp	in	there	for	hours	when
they	were	 children.”	David	heads	 toward	 the	washrooms,	 leaving	me	with	 a	 rare	 agape
mouth.

“Romp?”	Josh	asks,	turning	his	penetrating,	twinkling	eyes	onto	me.

“You	particularly	enjoyed	the	maze?”

I’m	blinded	by	his	smile.	“As	did	you.”

I	roll	my	eyes	and	walk	toward	the	garden.	“If	it	pleases	you,	Mr.	Jameson.”

“Oh,	it	does,	Your	Highness.”

“Will	you	please	stop	addressing	me	in	that	manner?”

“No.”

I	toss	a	scowl	back	at	him,	picking	up	my	speed	as	Major	Davenport	appears,	as	if	by
magic,	 blocking	 my	 escape	 to	 the	 garden.	 “The	 King	 has	 requested	 an	 audience,”	 he
declares	on	a	sniff,	his	stoic	expression	pointed	over	my	shoulder.	To	Josh?	Bugger	it.	Was
my	father’s	private	secretary	spying	again?

“An	audience?”	I	sigh.	“I	am	his	daughter,	not	the	Prime	Minister	or	a	member	of	the
Privy	Bloody	Council.”

Major	 Davenport’s	 straight	 face	 turns	 to	me.	 “In	 your	 own	 good	 time,	ma’am,”	 he
says,	 ignoring	my	 insolence	as	he	walks	 toward	 the	 stairs	 that	 lead	 to	my	 father’s	 regal
office.

I	 just	want	 to	enjoy	my	party.	 Is	 that	 too	much	 to	ask?	 I	 solidify	when	I	 feel	a	hard
torso	meet	my	back.	“If	the	King	wants	to	pass	out	punishments,	I’ll	happily	volunteer	my
palm.”	Josh	juts	his	hips	forward	and	catches	my	sore	bottom	with	his	still-solid	arousal.
“Just	sayin’.”

“You	are	incorrigible.”	I	break	away	and	head	for	my	father’s	office,	hoping	my	walk
appears	stable	when	on	the	inside	I	am	infuriatingly	rickety.	And	it	is	all	Josh	Jameson’s
fault.	And	it	will	also	be	his	fault	if	my	father	is	privy	to	my	reckless	shenanigans	in	the
maze.

Major	Davenport	is	waiting	for	me	with	the	door	held	open.	I	walk	in	and	find	Sir	Don
in	a	chair	opposite	my	father’s	desk	and	my	father	looking	at	the	portrait	of	himself	at	his
coronation	that	hangs	above	the	stone	fireplace.	He	has	a	brandy	in	his	grasp	and	a	cigar	in
his	mouth.	“Father,”	I	say,	pulling	him	from	admiring	himself.	“You	wanted	to	see	me?”

“Ah,	Adeline.”	Holding	his	half-smoked	cigar	out,	a	 footman	 takes	 it	and	places	 the
brown,	putrid-smelling	stick	on	a	freestanding	ashtray.	“Take	a	seat.”



I’m	reluctant,	even	more	so	when	I	turn	to	see	my	mother	enter	the	office.	I	know	she
sees	 my	 growing	 despondency,	 because	 she	 gives	 me	 that	 peaceful	 smile,	 the	 one	 she
gives	 me	 when	 she	 thinks	 I	 should	 hear	 my	 father	 out.	 My	 beautiful	 mother	 glides
gracefully	across	the	carpet,	the	pleated	skirt	of	her	gown	floating	behind	her.	She	sits	on
the	velvet	chesterfield,	and	Davenport	shuts	the	door	with	him	on	the	wrong	side	of	it.

“That’ll	be	all,	Major	Davenport.”	My	mother	is	the	only	person	who	can	dismiss	him,
aside	from	the	King.	But	despite	the	Queen	Consort’s	order,	Davenport	still	 looks	to	my
father	for	confirmation.	The	King	nods,	as	does	Davenport	in	response,	before	he	silently
leaves	me	alone	with	my	parents	and	Sir	Don.

Okay,	I	think	to	myself.	What	is	it	going	to	be?	A	reprimand	on	the	shot	Woman	got	of
me	outside	 the	Royal	Opera	House?	 I	 cannot	help	 that.	Maybe	Sir	Don	has	advised	 the
King	of	my	indiscretion	with	Gerry	Rush	on	that	boring	evening.	Well,	boring	until	I	made
it	 to	 the	 banker’s	 hotel	 room.	 I	wince	when	 I	 remember	 the	 image	Kim	 showed	me	 of
Rush	and	his	wife.	Communications	have	handled	it.	 I	can’t	be	here	because	of	 that.	So
perhaps	I	am	about	to	be	lectured	on—

“It’s	 time	you	marry,”	the	King	says	in	his	usual	 inflexible	tone.	“You’re	thirty	now,
Adeline.	You’ve	had	your	fun.”

I	balk.	Fun?	Is	that	what	he	calls	it?	Well,	I’m	not	done	having	fun.	Maybe	never	will
be.	 “I’m	quite	 aware	of	my	age,	Father.”	 I	 sit	up	 straight	 in	 the	oversized,	gilded	chair,
feeling	my	mother’s	despairing	eyes	on	me,	and	Sir	Don’s	condemnation.	I	flick	Mother	a
glance	and	see	her	mildly	shake	her	head,	silently	pleading	for	me	to	bow	to	 the	King’s
demands.	Never.	I	refuse	to	fall	victim	to	an	arranged	royal	marriage.	They’re	all	a	farce	in
one	form	or	another.	Not	one	married	member	of	the	monarchy	is	genuinely	in	love.	There
was	no	love	at	first	sight	or	sizzling	chemistry,	because,	Lord	have	mercy	on	our	souls,	we
don’t	screw	out	of	pleasure	or	because	the	chemistry	is	too	potent	to	resist.	No.	We	screw
to	produce	heirs,	to	keep	the	royal	bloodline	strong	and	the	country	appeased.	I	don’t	want
to	get	married,	not	now,	maybe	never.	I	don’t	want	children,	either.	I	would	never	thrust
this	life	on	a	child.	No	one	deserves	this	kind	of	suppression.

The	King	sighs,	looking	at	my	mother	for	support.	He	won’t	get	it	from	his	queen,	but
I	 will	 not	 gain	 her	 defense	 either.	 She	 knows	 her	 position.	 Mother	 will	 remain	 quiet,
overseeing	 the	 debate,	 sitting	 pretty.	 So	 my	 father	 looks	 to	 Sir	 Don,	 and	 I	 find	 my
contemptuous	eyes	finding	him,	too.	Sir	Don	is	another	story.	A	descendent	of	the	greatest
lord	chamberlain	 this	country	has	ever	seen,	his	desire	 to	make	 it	 into	 the	history	books
with	 his	 grandfather	 is	 really	 quite	 sad.	 His	 life	 has	 been	 dedicated	 to	 advising	 the
Sovereign.	To	maintaining	this	country’s	greatest	asset,	the	Royal	Family.	To	help	hide	the
many	scandals	and	secrets.	To	support	the	monarchy.

My	father	nods	firmly,	taking	direction	from	Sir	Don.	“Haydon	Sampson—”

“Is	a	lovely	man,	Father,	but	he	is	not	my	cup	of	tea.”

“No,	your	cup	of	tea	is	a	gentleman	from	a	certain	persuasion.”	His	bushy	brows	meet
in	the	middle,	his	chin	dropping	to	his	chest.	“Like	married	bankers.”

Oh,	bugger.	How?	Then	I	laugh	under	my	breath.	Do	I	even	need	to	ask	myself	that?	I
turn	a	filthy	look	Sir	Don’s	way.	That’s	how.



“Felix	may	have	kept	 the	 incident	 out	 of	 the	newspapers,	Adeline,”	my	 father	 says,
“but	there	is	not	much	you	can	keep	from	me.”

That’s	 not	 true	 at	 all.	 I’ve	 had	many	 encounters	with	men	 that	my	 father	 has	 never
caught	wind	of.	Thank	God	for	Felix	and	the	communications	team	at	Kellington	Palace.

Father	narrows	displeased	eyes	on	me,	and	Sir	Don	chooses	now	to	step	 in	with	his
thoughts.	And	we	all	know	what	they	will	be.	“I’m	sure	you	do	not	need	me	to	tell	you
that	the	scandal	arising	from	this	would	cast	an	unsightly	shadow	on	the	Monarchy.”

“No,	I	do	not,	so	why	are	you	telling	me?”

“Have	you	no	 scruples,	Adeline?”	Father	asks.	 I	 am	not	given	 the	chance	 to	defend
myself,	 not	 that	 I	 have	 a	 defense.	 “You	 will	 marry	 Haydon	 Sampson.	 That	 is	 not	 a
request.”	His	voice	gets	louder	until	he	finishes	on	a	boom.

I	grind	my	teeth.	“Edward	is	older	than	I	am.	Why	is	he	not	receiving	such	devotion	to
finding	him	a	suitable	wife?”

“Your	 brother	 has	 been	 busy	 fighting	 for	 our	 country.”	He’s	 losing	 the	 plot	 rapidly,
now	standing	over	his	desk	 in	 that	 imposing	way	 that	makes	most	people	 tremble	when
they	are	on	the	receiving	end	on	his	tirades.	“He’s	been	making	himself	useful.”

“Oh,	I	see.”	I	stand	abruptly,	unable	to	maintain	my	calm	composure.	“So	the	only	use
I	 have	 to	 you	 and	 the	 monarchy	 is	 to	 marry	 and	 reproduce?	 To	 make	 appearances	 on
request	and	mimic	the	words	of	royal	advisors	when	I’m	allowed	to	actually	talk?”

“Adeline,”	Mother	 breathes,	 making	 a	 rare	 intervention.	 “Darling,	 your	 father	 only
wants	what	is	best	for	you.”

“No,	he	doesn’t.	He	wants	what	is	best	for	the	monarchy.	It’s	ridiculous.	Do	you	think
the	public	is	not	aware	of	the	sham	marriages	within	this	family?	Open	your	eyes,	Father.”

His	fist	lands	on	his	red	box,	the	box	that’s	delivered	daily	with	important	papers	for
him	to	sign,	information	to	read,	news	to	know.	“My	eyes	are	very	much	open.	I	am	the
King,	dear	daughter,	and,	like	it	or	not,	my	word	is	final.”

His	word?	Or	the	words	of	the	small	army	of	men	who	advise	him?	The	army	led	by
Sir	 Don.	 “Exile	 me.	 I	 don’t	 care.	 I	 will	 not	 marry	 Haydon	 Sampson	 to	 keep	 up	 royal
appearances.”

“You	will	do	what	I	say!”

I	take	myself	across	to	my	mother	and	kiss	her	cheek	lightly,	feeling	her	despair.	Then
I	 turn	 to	my	 father,	whose	 face	 is	 now	 red	with	 rage,	 and	 to	Sir	Don,	who	maintains	 a
respectful	silence,	though	I	expect	his	thoughts	are	damning	me	to	hell.	“Thank	you	for	a
wonderful	afternoon	and	for	my	lovely	birthday	gift.”	I	walk	out,	hearing	Mother	trying	to
placate	 her	 husband	 as	 he	 rants	 on	 about	 disobedience	 and	my	 audacity	 to	 question	 his
authority.

I	pass	Major	Davenport	as	I	leave,	and	I	make	sure	he	sees	my	glower.	Although	the
man	 is	 impenetrable,	 probably	 necessary	 after	 nearly	 thirty	 years	 serving	 the	King,	 and
fifteen	years	prior	to	that	serving	my	equally	demanding	grandfather.

“What’s	 ruffled	 your	 feathers?”	 Eddie	 catches	me	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 stairs,	 and	 I



spew	out	my	grievances	in	one	fell	swoop,	informing	my	brother	that	I	would	rather	live
as	a	pauper	than	marry	Haydon	Sampson.	Perhaps	I	should	join	the	military	so	my	life	has
more	approved	purpose.

“Please,”	 I	 beg,	 grabbing	 my	 brother’s	 hands	 and	 squeezing.	 “Let’s	 go	 back	 to
Kellington	 and	 get	 outrageously	 drunk.	 Today	 has	 been	 utterly	 tiresome.	 I	 need	 a	 stiff
drink.”

“And	something	else	stiff?	Or	have	you	already	had	a	bit	of	that?”

“No,	I	have	not,	but	I’m	beginning	to	wish	I’d	taken	him	up	on	his	shameful	offer.”

“You	turned	him	down?”	Eddie’s	shock	is	clear.	“Josh	Jameson?”

“And	what	of	it?”

Snuggling	my	hand	into	the	crook	of	his	arm,	Eddie	starts	to	walk	me	out,	nodding	for
a	footman	to	fill	my	other	hand	with	some	champagne.	Maybe	I	should	stop	drinking.	My
head	 is	 starting	 to	 feel	 a	 little	 woozy.	 “Not	 that	 I’m	 encouraging	 such	 scandalous
behavior,”	Eddie	says.	“I’m	just	surprised	you	turned	down	guaranteed	fun.”

Fun?	 I	 inwardly	 scoff.	Well,	 it	 was	 until	 I	 realized	 I	 was	 genuinely	 enjoying	 Josh
Jameson’s	idea	of	fun.	“So	when	do	we	get	to	party	properly?”

Eddie	 chuckles	 and	 gets	 his	 phone	 from	 his	 pocket.	 “I’ll	 send	 out	 an	 informal,
impromptu	invitation	and	let	you	know.”

“Oh,	goody.”	I	kiss	his	cheek.	Eddie	sending	out	an	“informal,	impromptu	invitation”
is	 the	 best	 party	 invitation	 one	 could	 receive.	 And	 I	 am	 the	 special	 guest.	 I	 accost	 a
footman	and	ask	him	to	let	Damon	know	I’ll	be	ready	in	half	an	hour.	I’ve	done	my	royal
bit	for	today.	Or	maybe	forever.



I	SPEND	THE	NEXT	DAY	bored	out	of	my	poor	mind,	flicking	through	endless	correspondence
and	letters	that	have	made	it	through	security	and	onto	my	desk.	I	read	the	words	before
me,	though	they	don’t	sink	in,	my	mind	far	from	focused.	My	head	is	not	in	my	office.	It’s
in	 that	 blasted	maze,	 and	 the	 wall	 of	 memories	 are	 too	 high	 for	 anything	 else	 to	 gain
access	to	my	head.

I	curse	under	my	breath	and	slam	the	papers	down,	giving	up	on	trying	to	absorb	any
information.	Getting	up	from	my	chair,	 I	wander	 to	 the	elaborately	dressed	window	and
gaze	out	across	the	well-kept	grounds.	The	walls	are	beautiful,	old,	and	made	of	rumbled
stone,	but	high	and	 impenetrable.	The	walls	of	my	prison.	What	 is	 Josh	 Jameson	doing
now,	out	there	in	the	free	world?	Dinner	somewhere?	Maybe	a	spot	of	sport	in	a	good	old
British	pub?	I’m	being	naïve.	He	is	insanely	famous.	There	are	no	pints	of	beer	waiting	on
any	bar	tops	for	him.

Hearing	my	office	 door	 open,	 I	 look	 over	my	 shoulder	 to	 find	Eddie	 dressed	 in	 his
military	uniform.	“Been	to	the	barracks?”	I	ask,	turning	to	face	him.	He	nods,	taking	in	my
form	thoughtfully.	Frowning,	I	look	at	my	black	skinny	jeans	and	cropped	tee.	My	feet	are
bare,	my	hair	piled	high,	my	makeup	minimum.	“What?”	I	had	nothing	to	do	today	except
sit	in	my	office.	I’m	hardly	going	to	have	Jenny	glam	me	up	for	such	a	mundane	task.

“You	will	do,”	he	declares,	collecting	me	from	the	window.

“What	are	you	doing?”	My	eyes	are	covered	by	Eddie’s	palms	as	he	walks	me	out	of
my	office,	and	I	laugh,	taking	tentative	steps	through	the	palace.

“Straight	ahead,”	he	orders,	shuffling	along	behind	me.

“Did	you	get	me	a	surprise?”

“My	birthday	gift.	Keep	walking.”	He	steers	me	to	 the	right,	 toward	the	ostentatious
dining	 room	 that	 seats	 fifty	 comfortably	 around	a	 table,	 but	never	gets	used.	 I	 can	hear
muffled	music	and	people.	Lots	of	them.	Eddie	stops	me,	his	hands	still	covering	my	eyes,
and	I	hear	the	tall	double	doors	open,	the	music	becoming	louder,	but	the	chatter	quieting
down.	 “Happy	 birthday,	 little	 sis,”	 he	 says,	 removing	 his	 palms,	 revealing	 the	 room,
splitting	at	the	seams	with	…

“Oh	my,”	I	breathe,	my	delighted	eyes	taking	in	the	scene	before	me	as	I	wander	in.	A
grin	 slowly	 forms	 on	 my	 face.	 “Now	 this	 is	 what	 I	 call	 a	 party.”	 I	 snag	 a	 bottle	 of
Belvedere	off	the	table,	as	well	as	a	bottle	of	Fever	Tree	tonic—a	glass	is	not	necessary—
and	I	throw	myself	into	the	crowd	of	soldiers,	the	bottles	raised	above	my	head.

“They	have	their	warnings,”	Eddie	calls	after	me,	as	the	men	all	cheer	my	arrival.



That	is	all	good	and	well,	but	I	don’t	recall	getting	my	warning.	“Well,	hello,	gents.”	I
slam	 the	 two	 bottles	 down	 on	 the	 highly	 polished	 dining	 room	 table,	 which	 is	 already
cluttered	with	various	bottles	of	alcohol	and	mixers.	I	spot	Matilda	across	the	room	with
our	 friends	 from	boarding	 school,	 including	Felicity.	They	 raise	 their	bottles	of	 alcohol,
eyeing	the	crowd	of	sex-starved	soldiers.	“Let’s	have	some	fun.”	I	take	the	pins	from	my
hair	 and	 shake	out	my	 long,	 dark	waves,	 just	 in	 time	 for	 a	man—a	handsome	man—to
pick	me	up	and	lift	me	onto	the	huge	table.

I	smile	at	him	as	he	passes	me	my	bottles.	“Thank	you,	kind	sir.”

“Center	stage	for	the	princess.”	Collecting	his	bottle	of	Jack	Daniels,	he	hollers	across
the	room	for	someone	to	turn	up	the	music.

“Adeline.”	My	private	secretary	appears	at	the	foot	of	the	table,	pushing	a	man	off	her
when	he	tries	to	get	her	dancing.

“Oh,	Kim,”	 I	 sigh,	crouching	down	a	 little.	“I’ve	had	a	monotonous	day.	You’re	not
going	to	try	and	spoil	my	fun,	are	you?	I	will	behave,	I	promise.”

Her	skeptical	look	is	justified.	“Just	keep	it	contained	to	this	room,	okay?”

“Okay.”	I	nod	obediently.

“Damon	will	be	outside	if	you	need	him.”

I	 look	up	and	see	my	head	of	security	by	 the	double	doors,	delegating	positions	and
posts	to	three	of	his	team.	He	has	done	this	before.	If	anyone	gets	too	excitable,	he’ll	be
quick	to	eject	them.	Damon	catches	my	eye	and	gives	me	a	thumbs	up,	his	way	of	asking
me	if	I	am	okay.	I	return	his	 thumbs	up	and	mouth	my	 thank	you.	He’s	so	unruffled;	he
never	makes	a	big	deal	of	anything,	just	gets	on	with	his	job.	I	return	my	attention	to	Kim.
“Time	for	you	to	go	home.”

She	looks	around	at	the	rowdiness	building	and	nods	her	agreement.	“See	you	in	the
morning.”

“Not	too	early.”	I	rise	and	swing	around,	summoning	Matilda	and	Felicity	to	join	me.
“Come	on,”	I	call,	hearing	Duke	Dumont’s	The	Giver	blast	from	the	speakers.	“Woo	hoo.”
I	swig	from	my	personal	bottle	of	vodka,	and	wash	it	down	with	a	bit	of	tonic	as	I	spin	on
the	spot,	hell-bent	on	making	my	belated	birthday	party	one	to	remember.

“Adeline,	you	are	wild,”	Matilda	sings,	getting	up	on	the	table.

I	laugh	when	she	grabs	me	and	spins	me	on	the	spot.	“Are	you	going	to	have	fun?”	I
ask	 my	 uptight	 cousin.	 She	 rarely	 lets	 her	 hair	 down,	 unquestionably	 bound	 by	 the
restraints	the	Royals	impose.

“You	have	enough	fun	for	all	the	family.”	She	bends	and	snags	a	bottle	of	Hendricks.
“But	your	place	is	the	only	place	I	can	let	go.	Bring	on	the	drinks,”	she	sings.	“And	the
men.”

Felicity	throws	her	arms	in	the	air,	shouts	a	declaration	of	love	for	me,	then	proceeds
to	strut	down	the	length	of	long	table,	giving	sultry	eyes	to	every	man	lining	the	room.	The
whistles	follow	her	all	 the	way.	 I	smirk,	being	 thrown	back	 to	our	boarding	school	days
when	we	used	 to	 sneak	out	of	 the	window	of	our	dorms	and	over	 the	wall	 that	kept	us



contained.	Those	nights	spent	getting	outrageously	drunk	in	the	local	village	pub	with	the
boy	soldiers	from	the	army	barracks	nearby	were	some	of	the	best	nights	of	my	life.	I	was
anonymous	and	free.

Taking	the	Belvedere	to	my	lips,	I	chug	down	a	healthy	amount,	cast	 the	Fever	Tree
aside,	throw	one	arm	in	the	air,	and	get	to	having	some	bloody	fun.

	

HALF	A	BOTTLE	LATER,	MY	party	is	rocking	and	the	dining	table	is	carrying	the	weight	of	a
dozen	people,	 all	 flinging	 themselves	 around,	 bottles	 in	 hand.	 I	 laugh,	 feeling	 light	 and
free,	out	of	breath	but	thriving,	as	I	yank	one	of	Eddie’s	army	friends	toward	me	and	start
dancing	with	him.	He	looks	a	bit	cautious	at	first,	but	alcohol	soon	takes	over	and	douses
his	delicate	approach	to	me.	He	spins	me	away	from	him,	his	bottle	of	whisky	extending
over	my	shoulder	in	front	of	me.	He	brings	it	to	my	lips	for	me	to	take	a	mouthful	as	he
grinds	into	my	arse	in	time	to	Lost	Frequencies.	Some	liquid	spills	down	my	chin	and	T-
shirt,	but	wiping	myself	clean	is	not	top	of	his	priority	list,	and	instead,	he	shoves	me	out
and	grabs	my	hand,	twirling	me	around	on	a	laugh.	“Come	on,	girl.”	He	throws	our	hands
up,	smiling,	and	it	is	now	that	I	register	it’s	the	guy	who	lifted	me	up	to	the	table	when	the
party	started.	His	blond	hair	is	hidden	under	his	green	beret,	his	camouflage	jacket	gone,
leaving	him	now	in	just	a	khaki,	tight	T-shirt	and	combats.

“Giles,”	he	declares,	taking	my	hand	to	his	mouth	and	landing	it	with	an	over-the-top
kiss.

“Hello,	Giles,”	I	purr,	letting	him	pull	me	into	his	chest.

“Hello,	Princess.”	He	grins,	sliding	his	hand	onto	my	bottom.	“May	I	kiss	you?”

Don’t	ask,	just	do!	I	push	my	lips	to	his,	tasting	whisky	and	cigarettes,	and	he	moans
as	we	sway	and	kiss,	drunk	and	a	little	clumsy.

“Hey!”	Eddie’s	yell	is	fierce,	and	I	break	away	from	Giles,	ready	to	argue	my	case	and
defend	Giles	from	my	brother’s	wrath.	I	mean,	come	on!	Eddie	set	this	up.	Am	I	expected
to	look	and	not	touch?	I	locate	my	brother,	but	when	I	find	him,	his	attention	is	not	on	me,
and	neither	is	it	on	Giles.	It’s	on	another	soldier,	a	younger	lad,	who	has	his	mobile	phone
pointing	 in	 my	 direction.	 I	 just	 catch	 the	 flash	 of	 the	 camera	 before	 Eddie	 practically
rugby	tackles	him	to	the	Oriental	rug,	snatching	the	mobile	from	his	grasp.

“Bloody	 hell.”	 I	 take	my	 fingers	 to	my	mouth	 and	 belt	 out	 an	 ear-piercing	whistle.
Damon	bursts	 through	 the	doors	 a	 second	 later,	 searching	me	out.	When	he	 finds	me,	 I
point	 to	 Eddie,	 who	 is	 now	 holding	 the	 click-happy	 perpetrator	 down	 while	 he	 scrolls
through	the	pictures	on	his	phone.

Eddie	curses,	grabbing	the	young	soldier	by	the	scruff	of	his	neck	and	pulling	him	to
his	feet.	“There’s	an	unwritten	rule	when	in	the	company	of	a	royal,	lad.	You	do	not	take
pictures.”

“Sorry,	I	didn’t	know.”	He	holds	up	his	hands	in	defense.

Eddie	snarls	and	thrusts	him	into	Damon’s	waiting	grasp.	“Time	for	you	to	go	home.”

Damon	manhandles	him	out	of	the	room,	looking	back	at	the	mobile	phone	in	Eddie’s



grasp.	“You	going	to	take	care	of	that?”

“Done.”	My	brother	drops	it	to	the	wooden	floor	by	the	door	and	stamps	on	it	with	his
army	boot.

“Nice	touch,”	Damon	quips,	pushing	the	kid	out	of	the	door.

“Okay,	the	show	is	over.”	Eddie	grabs	a	nearby	bottle	of	tequila	and	strides	over	to	me.
“Open	up.”

I	smile	and	lie	down	on	my	back,	hanging	my	head	off	the	edge	of	the	table.	Then	I
open	my	mouth	and	Eddie	tips	 the	bottle,	filling	my	cheeks	with	tequila	until	I	hold	my
hand	up	for	him	to	stop.	I	wince	as	I	swallow.	“Where’s	the	lemon?”	I	shudder.

Eddie	laughs.	“Don’t	be	a	wimp.	Next.”

Giles	drops	to	his	back	and	follows	my	lead,	and	as	soon	as	he	is	done,	the	next	person
takes	their	position,	until	the	whole	length	of	table	is	lined	with	horizontal	bodies,	mouths
wide	 open	 to	 take	 their	 hit.	 Eddie	 roams	 up	 and	 down,	 a	 continuous	 flow	 of	 tequila
streaming	into	the	waiting	mouths	until	the	bottle	is	empty	and	he	casts	it	aside	on	a	loud
whoop.

As	I	wobble	my	way	back	up	to	standing	with	the	help	of	Giles,	I	spy	Damon	at	the
door	brushing	his	hands	off,	his	way	of	telling	me	the	problem	has	been	dealt	with.	I	nod
on	a	hiccup	when	he	gives	me	our	sign.	I’m	fine.	Thumbs	up.

“Sure?”	he	mouths,	taking	the	handle	of	the	door,	ready	to	close	our	noisy	rabble	back
inside	the	room.

“Sure.”	I	search	out	my	vodka	and	gingerly	bend	to	retrieve	it,	lifting	it	to	my	lips	as	I
raise	 my	 body	 back	 upright.	 Although	 the	 clear,	 cool	 liquid	 doesn’t	 make	 it	 into	 my
mouth,	 instead	spilling	down	my	front	before	my	lips	meet	the	rim.	My	eyes	pop	out	of
my	head	at	the	sight	of	a	man	standing	next	to	Damon	by	the	double	doors.	What	the	hell?

Damon	once	again	gives	me	a	thumbs	up,	but	this	time	he	follows	up	with	a	thumbs
down.

Yes	or	no?	Yes	or	no?	Yes	or	no?

I	don’t	know.

Josh	 Jameson	 remains	 still,	 watching	 me	 closely	 while	 I	 stall	 answering	 Damon.
Today	his	long,	lean	legs	are	covered	in	some	well-fitting	stonewash	jeans,	his	prime	torso
covered	 in	a	black	T-shirt.	Oh	…	my	…	goodness.	My	 thumb	hovers	 in	no	man’s	 land,
straddling	between	thumbs	up	and	thumbs	down.	The	dangerous	surge	of	energy	powering
through	my	 alcohol-drenched	 veins	 should	 serve	 as	 a	warning,	 should	 force	my	 thumb
downward	to	tell	Damon	that	Jameson	is	not	welcome.	Yet	when	I	peek	down,	I	see	my
thumb	pointing	 toward	 the	 ceiling,	 and	when	 I	 cast	my	eyes	back	 to	 Josh,	 he’s	 smiling
discreetly	at	me	where	I	stand	on	the	table,	his	gaze	hooded.	Then	he	subtly	starts	rubbing
his	palm	against	his	jean-clad	thigh.	He’s	warming	it	up.	The	energy	powering	through	me
sparks	and	crackles,	and	my	lungs	drain	as	I	lift	the	vodka	to	my	lips.

My	 stare	 follows	 Josh	 to	 the	 Sonos	 player,	 where	 he	 fiddles	 between	 that	 and	 his
phone	 for	a	 few	moments.	Then	he	cranks	up	 the	volume	 to	max,	 turning	 toward	me.	 I



scowl	at	him	when	the	track	registers	 in	my	warped	mind.	Oh,	he	thinks	he	is	hilarious.
Yeah	Yeah	Yeahs	“Heads	Will	Roll”	 bursts	 from	 the	 speakers,	 and	 the	party	goes	wild,
everyone	 roaring	 their	 delight	 at	 Josh’s	 choice.	Everyone	 except	me.	Off	with	 his	 head,
indeed.	 I	 watch	 him	make	 a	 beeline	 for	me,	 nothing	 but	 pure	 intent	 and	 determination
written	all	over	his	aggravatingly	handsome	face.

“Who	invited	you?”	I	ask	when	his	 thighs	meet	 the	edge	of	 the	 table	before	me,	his
neck	craned	back	so	he	can	look	up	at	me	standing	over	him.

“Prince	 Eddie.”	 He’s	 smug,	 and	 when	 I	 shoot	 a	 disgusted	 look	 Eddie’s	 way,	 my
brother	shrugs,	looking	cautious.	Like	he’s	regretting	it.	“Thought	you’d	be	pleased	to	see
me.”

I	huff	and	swivel,	dancing	my	way	to	the	other	end	of	the	table,	finding	Matilda	and
engaging	in	some	outrageous	dance	moves	with	her.

“How	 did	 he	 get	 in?”	my	 cousin	 asks,	 dancing	 but	 looking	 to	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the
dining	room.

“Eddie	invited	him,	apparently.”

“Why?”

“I	don’t	know.	It’s	not	like	I	need	help	to	get	me	sent	to	The	Tower,	is	it?”

“What	 happened	 with	 the	 guy	 and	 the	 phone?	 What	 if	 he	 got	 pictures,	 Adeline?”
Matilda’s	panic	is	sobering	her	up	too	fast	for	my	liking.

“Calm	down.	Damon	and	Eddie	took	care	of	it.	The	phone	has	been	destroyed.”

“But—”

“It’s	fixed,”	I	assure	her	assertively,	putting	pressure	on	the	base	of	her	bottle	to	lift	it
to	her	mouth.	“Drink	and	enjoy.”

I’m	 suddenly	 hauled	 back	 by	 an	 arm	 around	my	waist,	 and	 I	 gasp,	 my	 eyes	 wide.
“Where	were	we?”	Giles’s	lusty	voice	in	my	ear	does	nothing	for	me	now,	and	I	know	it’s
because	another	man	is	in	the	room	hunting	me.

“Not	now.”	I	shrug	him	off	and	throw	myself	into	Matilda,	swapping	positions	so	I	am
out	of	Giles’s	reach,	dancing	at	a	safe	distance	from	him.	My	gaze	catches	Josh’s	as	I	spin
on	 the	 spot,	 taking	mild	 pleasure	 from	 the	 flash	 of	displeasure	 that	 blazes	 his	 features,
making	them	dark	for	a	brief	moment.

“Off	with	your	head,”	Matilda	sings,	throwing	her	head	back	on	a	laugh.	“I	love	it.”

I	 smile,	 strained,	 remembering	 the	words	 Josh	 spoke	 to	me	 yesterday,	 the	 ripple	 of
naughty	pleasure	that	coursed	through	me	too	fast	to	stop.	It	makes	me	uncomfortable.	I
need	air,	the	room	suddenly	suffocating	me.

“I	 need	 a	 cigarette,”	 I	 tell	Matilda,	 slipping	 down	 from	 the	 table,	 unable	 to	 remain
under	 the	 fixed	glare	of	 Josh	Jameson	any	 longer.	My	cousin	doesn’t	miss	me	 for	 long,
soon	distracted	by	Giles,	who	 is	over	his	 loss	of	me	and	onto	 the	next	willing	female.	 I
slide	out	of	 the	 room	by	 the	doors	 at	 the	other	 end,	 scooping	up	 a	half-empty	bottle	of
Belvedere	on	my	way.	I	wander	through	the	empty	lounge	to	the	foyer	to	let	Damon	know



I’m	heading	out	for	a	sneaky	cigarette.

“Hey,”	I	call,	grabbing	his	attention.	My	head	of	security	frowns	at	me	as	he	pushes
his	back	 from	 the	doorframe	and	 strides	 toward	me,	his	worn-in	 face	questioning.	 “Got
any	smokes?”	I	ask	on	a	sickly	sweet	smile.

He	rolls	his	eyes.	“I	quit.”

“Liar.”	I	help	myself	 to	his	 inside	pocket	when	he	makes	it	 to	me,	finding	a	pack	of
Marlboro	Lights.	“Lighter?”

“You	quit,	too.”

“Don’t	nag	me,	Damon,”	I	moan,	walking	with	him	to	 the	French	doors	 through	the
library.	“Father	always	has	a	cigar	hanging	out	of	his	mouth.”

“Kings	smoking	Cubans	 is	customary.”	He	opens	 the	door	and	 lets	me	pass,	but	not
before	taking	my	vodka	and	setting	it	on	a	cabinet.

“Maybe	I’m	establishing	my	own	customs.”	I	smile	as	I	slip	a	cigarette	between	my
lips	and	offer	Damon	the	open	packet.

On	a	shake	of	his	head,	he	pulls	one	free	before	popping	them	back	into	his	pocket	and
lighting	mine	then	his.	I	draw	in	a	long	drag	and	let	a	plume	of	smoke	spill	on	a	satisfied
exhale.	“Oh,	that	is	so	good.”

“Princesses	 shouldn’t	 smoke,	ma’am.”	Damon	 takes	 his	 own	 hit	 of	 nicotine.	 “Mind
you,	 they	also	 shouldn’t	 throw	wild	parties,	get	 steaming	drunk,	and	screw	bankers	and
actors.”

“I	have	not	screwed	the	actor,”	I	correct	him.	“Just	for	the	record.”

“Yet,”	he	adds	cheekily.

I	 narrow	my	 eyes	 playfully	 on	 him.	 “And	 I	won’t	 be.”	Of	 that,	 I	 am	 certain.	 “You
should	head	off,	anyway.	I’ll	be	fine	for	the	rest	of	the	evening.”

“If	it’s	all	the	same	to	you,	ma’am,	I	think	I’ll	stay.”

“Isn’t	Mandy	waiting	 for	 you?”	Damon’s	wife	 is	 as	 lovely	 as	 her	 husband,	 so	 laid-
back,	she	is	virtually	horizontal.

“We	have	date	night	tomorrow	night.”	He	smiles,	almost	shyly.	“Because	you	have	no
plans	for	tomorrow	evening,	right?	So	I	don’t	need	to	be	here.	Correct?”

“Right.	And	what	does	one	do	on	date	night?”	I	raise	my	chin	and	bring	my	cigarette
to	my	mouth	again,	as	Damon	shifts	awkwardly	on	his	black	shiny	shoes.

“That,	ma’am”—he	reaches	forward	with	his	spare	hand	and	taps	the	end	of	my	nose
—“is	top	secret.”

“But	I’m	marvelously	good	at	keeping	secrets.”

“No,	Felix	and	the	PR	team	are	marvelously	good	at	keeping	secrets	for	you.”

I	pout,	with	no	argument	coming	to	me.	Damon	is	right.	They	are	wizards	at	keeping
things	contained	and	away	from	the	press,	but	not	so	much	from	my	father.	Not	that	I’m



ashamed	of	myself,	but	the	earache	from	the	hierarchy	is	utterly	boring.	To	them,	I	am	an
out-of-control	headache.	Regardless,	 spending	a	night	with	a	man	would	not	be	deemed
disgraceful	and	newsworthy	if	I	were	a	regular	thirty-year-old	woman.	But	I	am	not.	The
self-reminder	makes	my	face	screw	up.

“Oh,	okay,	keep	your	secret.”	I	sniff,	marveling	in	the	calming	powers	of	the	nicotine
as	I	take	another	draw,	as	well	as	the	calming	powers	of	my	beloved	Damon.	I’m	so	lucky
to	have	him.	“It’s	frightfully	chilly	this	evening.”

“Would	you	like	my	jacket,	ma’am?”	Damon	holds	his	cigarette	between	his	lips	and
starts	to	pull	off	his	suit	coat.

I	reach	for	him	and	rest	my	hand	on	his	arm,	stopping	him.	“No,	but	thank	you.”

“Glad	to	have	Prince	Eddie	home?”

“Delighted.	I	do	so	miss	him	when	he	is	gone.”

“Like	 the	 terrible	 two	are	back	 together,”	Damon	quips,	 taking	my	smoked	cigarette
from	me	and	stubbing	it	out	in	a	nearby	marble	plant	pot.	“I’m	sure	Felix	is	as	delighted	as
you	are.”

“Oh”—I	wave	a	dismissive	hand	at	him—“Felix	relishes	the	challenges	I	present	him
with.”

“What,	like	fixing	things?”

“Well,	yes.	After	all,	he’s	so	good	at	it.”	I	grin	wickedly.

“You’ve	 given	 him	 a	 lot	 of	 practice,	 Your	 Highness.”	 His	 arm	 slips	 across	 my
shoulders	and	he	leads	me	to	the	doors.	“Because	you	are	very	good	at	misbehaving.”

“Fun	is	prohibited	when	you	are	a	royal,	Damon.	You	know	that.”

“Not	for	you,	though.”

“Never.”

“But	tell	me	one	thing,	ma’am,	if	you	don’t	mind	me	asking.”	He	stops	us	and	looks
down	at	me,	clearly	pensive.

“What,	Damon?	Anything.”	My	staff	 is	not	 like	the	King’s	stuffy	aides,	 in	particular
Sir	Don	and	Major	Davenport,	who	have	a	permanent	stick	up	their	bottoms.	My	staff	is
more	laid-back,	but	that	is	not	to	say	they	do	their	job	any	less	effectively.	All	of	them	are
so	great,	and	I	would	fight	tooth	and	nail	if	my	father	ever	tried	to	replace	them.	But	I	am
particularly	fond	of	Damon.	I	don’t	know	how	old	he	is	exactly,	but	he’s	been	with	me	for
ten	years	now,	after	retiring	from	MI6	due	to	an	injury	sustained	during	a	secret	mission.	I
guess	he’s	nearing	fifty,	maybe	a	smidgen	older.

“Are	you	truly	happy,	ma’am?”

Damon’s	question	gives	me	pause,	too	long	of	a	pause	for	me	to	pass	off	with	a	laugh,
though	I	do	try.	“Of	course	I’m	happy.”

He	nods	sharply,	 though	I	sense	he’s	not	convinced.	“Then	that’s	 the	most	 important
thing.”



“Yes,	you	are	right.	I	mean,	it’s	not	like	I	will	ever	be	required	for	anything	more	than
keeping	up	royal	appearances.	What	I	do	in	private	is	my	own	business.	I’m	never	going
to	be	Queen.”	I	shudder	at	the	mere	thought.	“It’s	oppressive	enough	being	a	backup	to	the
backup	heir,	and	it	is	entirely	unfair	that	I	am	expected	to	live	a	life	of	suffocation	because
I	happened	to	be	born	to	the	King	of	England.	So,	if	it	is	all	the	same	to	my	father,	I	will
be	having	some	fun.	You	understand	what	I’m	saying,	don’t	you,	Damon?”

He	rolls	his	eyes.	“You	don’t	need	to	explain	yourself	to	me.	I	understand,	ma’am.”

“Good.	Now	then,	let	me	get	back	to	my	belated	birthday	celebrations.”

“As	you	wish.”

We	 both	 turn,	 but	 neither	 of	 us	 go	 anywhere,	 because	 someone	 is	 blocking	 the
entrance	into	the	library.

“Josh,”	I	breathe.



“YOUR	HIGHNESS.”	HIS	 STRAIGHT	LIPS	 do	not	 sit	well.	Not	well	 at	 all.	 I	 fold	on	 the	 inside,
grabbing	at	air,	unable	to	fathom	why	he	looks	so	annoyed,	and	more	significantly,	why	I
am	bothered	by	it.

“Ma’am?”	Damon	questions,	looking	at	me.

“I	will	be	fine,	thank	you,	Damon.”	I	give	him	a	forced	smile	that	most	definitely	does
not	have	him	fooled.	He	leaves	me,	nevertheless,	closing	the	French	doors	behind	him	and
taking	up	position	inside.

“Can	I	help	you?”	I	ask,	trying	to	convince	my	mind	to	level	out.	That	is	not	going	to
happen	while	I’m	staring	at	him,	only	two	feet	away,	so	I	turn	on	my	bare	feet	and	take	the
steps	to	the	granite	pathway	that	weaves	through	the	botanical	gardens.

“It’s	a	cold	night,”	Josh	muses,	tailing	me.

“Then	perhaps	you	should	go	back	inside.	Or	better	still,	go	home.”

“Anyone	would	think	you’re	trying	to	get	rid	of	me.”

“I	 am.”	 I	 take	 a	 right	 when	 the	 path	 forks,	 wandering	 slowly	 as	 I	 study	 the	 white
gravel	 in	 the	beds	 that	edge	 the	pathway.	The	small	stones	sparkle	with	 the	help	of	 tiny
spotlights	 embedded	 between	 the	 plants,	 illuminating	 the	 neatly	 trimmed	 display.	 “You
shouldn’t	have	come.”

“It’d	be	rude	to	decline	an	invitation	from	a	prince.”

“It	is	rude	to	spank	a	princess,	but	that	didn’t	hold	you	back,	did	it,	Mr.	Jameson?”

“The	princess	was	begging	for	it.	Flirting.	Goading.”	He	takes	a	deep	breath	and	sighs
dramatically.	“But	it	would	seem	she	couldn’t	handle	me.”

I	slow	to	a	stop	and	scowl	at	the	open	space	before	me.	“I	wasn’t	begging	for	it.”	I	lie.
“And	I	most	definitely	could	handle	you.”

Josh’s	front	meets	my	back,	his	mouth	at	my	ear.	Sparks	ignite	the	simmering	flames
within	me,	my	eyes	closing,	my	breathing	becoming	short,	my	body	refusing	to	break	the
contact.	“Your	Highness,	do	you	feel	like	you’ve	met	your	match?”

Yes.	Yes,	I	do,	and	it	is	freaking	me	the	hell	out.	Josh	Jameson	strips	me	of	my	trusty
sass	with	one	smoldering	look.	“You	realize	they	will	chase	you	out	of	the	country	if	they
get	a	sniff	of	your	interest	in	me.”	It	has	happened	before	when	my	father	has	found	out
about	some	of	the	men	who	I’ve	kept	company	with,	and	it	will	happen	again	and	again
until	I	relent	to	my	father’s	demands	and	marry	Haydon	Sampson.



“Then	I’ll	work	hard	to	make	sure	they	get	no	sniff.”

“The	King	has	a	way	of	finding	out	things.”

“I	don’t	think	you’re	scared	of	the	King,	Adeline.”	His	tongue	meets	my	ear	and	licks
slowly	up	the	shell,	spiking	wild	activity	in	every	nerve	I	possess.	“I	think	you’re	scared
of	me.”

My	body	softens,	leaning	back	into	him.	“I’m	not	scared	of	you.”

“Liar,”	he	whispers.	I	shiver,	and	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	cold	air.	“Want	to	let	me
prove	your	powers	of	resistance	are	worthless?”

“You	can’t.”

“You	know	I	will.”	His	arm	slips	around	my	waist	 and	hauls	me	back	 into	him,	 the
side	of	his	face	against	mine.	“Let’s	have	some	fun,	Adeline.”

My	 mind	 spins	 for	 a	 moment.	 But	 only	 for	 a	 moment.	 I	 turn	 in	 his	 arms	 without
thought	or	question,	and	 lift	my	eyes	 to	his.	 “That	 is	all	 it	will	be.”	Or	can	 be.	He	will
simply	be	a	pawn	in	my	mission	to	defy	all	the	rules.	I	won’t	get	attached,	because	I	can’t
get	attached.	I	don’t	want	to	get	attached.	“Fun.”

His	lips	meet	mine	softly,	carefully,	and	we	fall	into	a	delicate	kiss,	a	kiss	that	rebels
against	my	intention.	“Game	on.”	And	with	a	smack	of	my	recovering	arse,	I	am	reminded
that	Josh	Jameson’s	kind	of	fun	may	leave	its	mark	on	my	skin.	I	can	live	with	that.	Just	as
long	as	I	don’t	let	him	leave	his	mark	anywhere	else.	Like	on	my	heart.	I	almost	laugh	at
the	thought.	A	stupid	thought.

A	 light	cough	 interrupts	us,	and	 I	glance	 to	my	 left	 to	 find	Damon	a	 few	feet	away.
“Apologies,	ma’am,	but	you	have	a	visitor.”

“Who?”	I	ask,	not	liking	Damon’s	uneasy	disposition.	It’s	a	disposition	I’ve	grown	to
recognize	acutely.	Someone	is	here	who	I	don’t	want	to	see.

Damon’s	eyes	flick	to	Josh	momentarily.	“Mr.	Sampson,	ma’am.”

“Haydon?”

“Oh,”	 Josh	 breathes,	 a	 sarcastic	 edge	 apparent	 as	 he	 releases	 me.	 “This	 should	 be
amusing.”

I	 take	 his	 remark	 as	 a	 clear	 indicator	 that	 he	 is	 up	 to	 speed	 on	 all	 things	 Haydon
Sampson.	“How	so?”

Josh	takes	my	hand	and	lifts,	pointing	at	my	birthday	present	from	Haydon.	“I	know
you	appreciated	my	birthday	gift	a	lot	more.”

I	raise	my	brows,	interested.	“Oh,	really?”

“Really.”	 Turning	me	 toward	Damon,	 he	 swats	my	 bottom	 to	 send	me	 on	my	way.
“Get	rid	of	him.”

“I	can’t	just—”

His	palm	covers	my	mouth	from	behind,	and	I	stare	at	Damon,	eyes	wide,	while	Josh
pushes	his	mouth	to	my	cheek.	“Would	you	rather	I	did?”	I	shake	my	head.	“The	party’s



over.	His	party,	anyway.	Ours,	Your	Highness,	is	just	beginning.”	Releasing	me,	I	virtually
stagger	toward	an	interested	Damon,	caught	in	a	state	of	awe	and	trepidation.

“Ma’am.”	Damon	nods	as	I	pass	him.

“Do	not	say	a	word.”	I	exhale,	breaching	the	entrance	into	the	palace.

“Wouldn’t	 dream	 of	 it.”	 Damon	 picks	 up	 pace	 beside	 me.	 “Although	 it’s	 quite	 a
bemusing	sight,	seeing	you	do	what	you’re	told	for	once.”

I	 glare	 at	 him,	 not	 in	 the	 least	 bit	 amused.	 “I	 am	not	…”	 I	 trail	 off	when	Damon’s
eyebrows	pinch,	challenging	me	to	try	and	talk	my	way	out	of	it.	I	sigh,	relenting.	“Where
is	Haydon?”

“In	the	foyer,	ma’am.	I	thought	it	best	to	keep	him	away	from	the	…	action.”	He	nods
in	the	direction	of	the	dining	room,	where	I	expect	things	are	even	messier	now	than	when
I	escaped.

“Thank	you,	Damon.”	Goodness,	Haydon	would	keel	over	with	shock	if	he	saw	what
was	happening	in	there,	or	in	the	garden.	“What	is	he	doing	here,	anyway?”

“A	bedtime	kiss?”	Damon	quips.

“Funny	ha	ha.”

“With	all	due	respect,	ma’am.”	He	takes	my	arm	and	pulls	me	to	a	stop,	just	before	we
round	the	corner	to	the	foyer.	He	looks	back	toward	the	garden.

“I	know	what	I’m	doing,”	I	say	before	he	can	lecture	me.

Damon	laughs	lightly.	“Do	you?”

“Of	course.”

“I	don’t	think	you	do.”

“Why?”

His	hand	flexes	on	my	arm.	“You’re	still	shaking.	A	man	has	never	made	you	shake
before.”

“It’s	cold,”	I	say	automatically,	claiming	back	my	arm.

“You’ve	 also	 never	 done	what	 a	man	has	 told	 you	before.	And	 I’ve	 never	 seen	 this
sparkle	 in	 your	 eyes,	 either.	 I	 can’t	 figure	 out	 if	 it’s	 mischief,	 or	 something	 else.
Something	more.”

I	blink,	as	if	I	can	dull	down	this	so-called	sparkle.	I’m	struck	rather	dumb,	surprised
by	Damon’s	observations,	and	especially	surprised	he	has	voiced	them	to	me.	I	scamper
through	many	replies,	many	counters	 to	put	his	mind	at	 rest.	And	maybe	mine,	 too.	But
though	my	words	of	reassurance	gather	and	form	satisfactory	sentences	in	my	mind,	none
of	them	are	prepared	to	be	spoken.	“Is	that	all?”	I	mutter,	looking	away.

“That’s	all,	ma’am.”	Damon	 links	his	hands	behind	his	back	and	steps	away,	giving
me	space.	“Here	if	you	need	me.”

“Thank	you.”	I	find	Haydon	pacing	the	foyer	when	I	make	it	there.	“Whatever	are	you



doing	here,	Haydon?”

He	breathes	out	and	comes	to	me,	and	I	brace	myself	for	his	kiss.	But	he	stops	before
he	gets	his	hands	on	me,	looking	me	up	and	down.	“Are	you	okay?”

“Yes,	I’m	fine.”

“You	 look	 …	 off.”	 At	 that	 moment,	 a	 huge	 crash	 comes	 from	 the	 dining	 room,
followed	by	loud	cheers.	Haydon	glances	across	the	lobby.	“What	was	that?”

“Eddie	is	entertaining	a	few	friends.	I	was	just	going	to	bed.”

“Oh,	I	see.”	Haydon	mumbles,	as	more	bangs	and	crashes	ring	out.	I	wince	with	each
and	every	one	of	them.	“Sounds	…	rowdy.”

“It	 is,	which	 is	why	 I	 am	 retiring	 to	my	 room.”	Take	 the	 hint!	 “Why	 are	 you	 here,
Haydon?”

“Dinner,”	he	says,	his	attention	constantly	flicking	between	the	dining	room	doors	and
me.	“I	wanted	to	take	you	to	dinner	tomorrow	evening.	An	extended	birthday	treat,	if	you
will.”

I	 study	him	for	a	 few	moments,	his	disposition	 twitchy,	his	attention	split.	He	could
have	called	and	asked	me	to	dinner.	Is	he	checking	up	on	me?	“You	have	already	treated
me	enough.”	I	am	not	going	to	dinner	with	Haydon	Sampson.	It	will	potentially	give	the
press	pictures	and	cause	to	speculate.	My	father	and	his	minions	will	delight	in	it	all	too
much.	They	might	even	be	the	ones	to	tip	off	the	paps.

“Is	that	your	way	of	saying	no?”

“It	 is	 my	 way	 of	 saying	 you	 have	 already	 treated	 me	 enough,”	 I	 clarify.	 “Besides,
Damon	 is	 off	 tomorrow	 evening,	 and	 I	 have	 resided	myself	 to	 a	much-needed	 evening
beside	the	fire.”

“Then	another	day,	perhaps?”

“Perhaps,”	I	agree	easily,	if	only	to	move	things	along.	To	get	him	out	of	here	before
any	drunk	men	 fall	out	of	 the	dining	 room	and	Haydon	snitches	 to	 the	King,	or,	worse,
Josh	Jameson	makes	an—

“There	you	are.”	Josh’s	voice	has	my	shoulders	shooting	up	to	my	earlobes	on	a	flinch
of	 dread.	 I	watch,	 stunned	 into	 stillness,	 as	Haydon	 turns	 to	 seek	 out	 the	 source	 of	 the
rough	accent.	Oh,	goodness	me.	Josh	strides	toward	us,	confident,	his	blue	eyes	focused
solely	on	me,	as	 if	Haydon	is	not	here,	as	 if	he	 isn’t	 looking	at	Josh	in	worried	interest.
“I’ve	been	looking	for	you.”	Josh’s	arm	lands	around	my	bare	shoulders,	his	 lips	on	my
cheek.

Well	…	damn.

I	 soak	 up	 his	 attention,	 helpless,	 as	 he	 makes	 a	 banquet	 of	 my	 flaming	 face.	 The
bloody	rogue.	Damon	coughs,	and	I	shoot	my	gaze	to	him,	finding	him	trying	very	hard	to
conceal	an	amused	smirk.	I	narrow	my	eyes	on	my	head	of	security	and	shrug	off	Josh.

“Josh	Jameson,”	Haydon	says,	clearly	taken	aback	by	Josh’s	brash	behavior.

“And	 you	 are?”	 Josh,	 full	 of	 feigned	 politeness,	 offers	 his	 hand	 to	 Haydon,	 who



doesn’t	entertain	his	invitation	to	make	his	acquaintance.

Instead,	he	just	looks	at	Josh’s	extended	offering	before	turning	questioning	eyes	my
way.	“I	didn’t	realize	you	had	company.”

“I	don’t	have	company.”	I	move	away	from	Jameson,	feeling	irritation	growing.	“Mr.
Jameson	is	Eddie’s	guest.”	That	is	technically	true.	“Like	I	said,	I	was	just	retiring	to	my
suite.”	I	move	toward	the	stairs,	eager	to	remove	myself	from	the	thick	atmosphere.	“Good
evening,	gentlemen.”	I	take	the	steps	fast,	hearing	a	few	mutters	from	Haydon	before	the
doors	of	Kellington	close	behind	him.

When	I	reach	the	top	of	the	grand	staircase,	I	turn	to	find	Josh	standing	at	the	bottom,
Damon	 a	 few	 steps	 behind	 him.	 “That	 was	 not	 necessary,”	 I	 grate,	 my	 jaw	 tight	 with
frustration.	His	Tarzan	move	may	have	landed	me	in	very	hot	water	with	the	King.	I	don’t
need	any	more	lectures	on	appropriateness,	and	who	to	be	appropriate	with.

“Did	you	want	him	to	stay?”	Josh	asks	seriously.

“No,	but	that	is	not	the	point.”

“Would	you	like	me	to	stay?”

I	withdraw,	my	mouth	 snapping	 shut.	 I	 don’t	 know,	 is	 the	 truth.	 “Yes.”	The	 answer
comes	from	nowhere,	something	taking	over	my	questioning	mind,	and	I	reach	for	my	lips
as	if	I	have	said	something	sinful.	Josh	smiles,	victorious,	and	turns	to	Damon,	offering	his
hand.	“I’ve	got	it	from	here,	buddy.”

Buddy?	 I’m	stunned	 further	when	Damon	accepts	 Josh’s	hand	and	 shakes	on	a	nod.
“Watch	her,	Mr.	Jameson.	Like	your	life	depends	on	it.”

“Because	it	does?”	Josh	asks,	smiling.

Damon	returns	his	smile.	“I	don’t	want	to	hurt	you.	I	love	your	movies.”

My	mouth	falls	open	and	Josh	laughs.	“Understood.”

Damon	gives	me	 his	 customary	 nod,	 straight-faced	 and	 sharp,	 before	moving	 away,
leaving	me	alone	with	Josh	bloody	Jameson.

“Let	the	games	begin,”	he	muses,	slowly	pivoting	back	toward	me.	I	don’t	want	to,	but
I	start	fidgeting	with	anticipation,	my	blood	alight	with	thrilling	forbiddance.

“Maybe	I	don’t	want	to	play.”

“You	 don’t	 get	 to	 play.”	 Josh	 tells	 me	 with	 an	 authority	 I	 wouldn’t	 dream	 of
challenging.	 It’s	 a	 revelation,	one	 that	 I	 am	mad	at	myself	 for	 liking	entirely	 too	much.
“You,	Your	Highness,	will	obey.”	He	stalks	up	 the	carpeted	 steps	 slowly,	making	sure	 I
have	ample	time	to	try	to	regulate	my	ragged,	shallow	breaths.	Ample	time	that	is	useless
to	me.	All	the	time	in	the	world	wouldn’t	help.	I’m	virtually	panting	by	the	time	he	is	one
step	below	me,	his	face	perfectly	level	with	mine.	Brushing	his	palm	across	the	material	of
my	T-shirt,	 onto	my	 stomach,	 and	 over	my	hip	 toward	my	bum,	 he	 tilts	 his	 head,	 as	 if
thoughtful.	“I’m	the	one	who	gets	to	play.”	Slap!	I	jerk	forward,	my	palms	shooting	to	his
torso	to	support	me.	The	feel	of	solid,	sculpted	muscle	beneath	registers	quickly,	and	my
palms	 start	moving	 across	 his	 delectable	 chest.	 “I	 get	 to	 play	with	 you.	With	 this.”	His
gaze	plummets	down	my	body.	“And	I’m	quite	possessive	of	my	play	things.”



Oh,	bloody	hell.	“I’m	a	play	thing?”	I	should	feel	repulsed.	I	don’t.	I’m	simply	turned
on.

“You	 are,	 and	 I	 have	 a	 feeling	 you	might	 become	my	 favorite	 toy.”	 He	 bends	 and
catches	me	behind	the	thighs,	lifting	me	over	his	shoulder.

I	 pull	 in	 air	 quickly,	 nearly	 choking	 on	 it.	 “What	 on	 earth	 are	 you	 doing?	 Put	 me
down.”	A	man	has	never	dared	to	throw	me	over	his	shoulder	in	such	a	caveman	way.

“No.	Which	way?”

“Left	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 corridor,”	 I	 answer	 without	 so	 much	 as	 a	 millisecond’s
hesitation,	 quickly	 accepting	 that	 I’m	 desperate	 to	 be	 his	 play	 thing.	 His	 favorite	 toy,
because	I	know	without	question	I	have	found	mine.	I	get	a	lick	of	pleasure	bolt	through
me.	 It’s	 unnerving.	 But	 it	 is	 far	 more	 exhilarating	 than	 that.	 This	 scandalous	 bastard
deserves	at	least	some	of	my	time,	if	only	because	he	has	achieved	what	no	other	man	has
ever	 achieved	 before.	 He	 has	 made	 me	 want.	 Really	 want.	 He	 has	 made	 me	 desire
something	because	I	really	want	it	for	myself,	not	to	be	disobedient	and	defy	the	rules.	It
both	surprises	me	and	scares	me.

He	 carries	me	 like	 I	weigh	nothing.	 “Here?”	he	 asks,	 approaching	 the	 double	 doors
that	lead	into	my	suite.

“There.”	I	mentally	hurry	him	along.

He	 lets	 us	 in,	 makes	 a	 quick	 scan	 around,	 and	 moves	 straight	 across	 the	 thick,
luxurious	cream	carpet	to	the	bedroom	on	the	far	side.	“Nice	pad,”	he	quips,	throwing	me
onto	the	four-poster	bed.

I	 land	with	 a	 gentle	 thud.	 “You	must	 be	 used	 to	 nice	 pads.”	 I	 lie	 still,	 burning	 his
clothes	off	with	my	eyes.

“I’m	used	to	luxury,	not	palaces.”

“Comes	with	the	job,”	I	murmur,	and	he	smiles,	a	smile	that	could	blow	my	knickers
off.	 And	 then	 he	 walks	 away,	 casually	 strolling	 around	 my	 room,	 looking	 at	 photos,
gliding	 his	 finger	 across	 the	wood	 of	my	 dresser,	 picking	 up	 and	 toying	with	 pieces	 of
jewelry.	What	is	he	doing?

“Has	 a	 man	 ever	 been	 in	 here?”	 he	 asks,	 gently	 setting	 down	 a	 sixteenth	 century
broach	that	has	been	passed	down	to	me	through	my	mother’s	Spanish	royal	heritage.

It’s	only	now	I	realize	I	haven’t	ever	invited	a	man	into	my	private	quarters.	I	haven’t
done	this	before.	Mind	you,	Josh	Jameson	didn’t	exactly	ask	to	come	in.	“No.”

He	sits	on	the	edge	of	the	antique	dresser,	folding	his	arms	over	his	chest.	“So	I’m	the
first?”

“And	 the	 last,”	 I	 retort	 softly,	 casting	my	 eyes	 around	my	 space	 that’s	 packed	with
historical	pieces	of	art,	treasures,	and	family	heirlooms.	My	suite	is	so	very	old-fashioned
and	extravagant	for	a	thirty-year-old	single	woman,	but	again,	it	comes	with	the	job.

“I	like	the	sound	of	that,”	Josh	says,	kicking	one	ankle	over	the	other,	relaxing	back,
getting	himself	comfortable.



I	realize	my	error	quickly.	“I	didn’t	mean—”

“Are	you	gonna	rain	on	my	parade?”

“Are	you	going	to	fuck	me?”	I	ask,	losing	both	my	patience	and	will	to	remain	on	the
bed.	Lord,	if	I	have	to	have	a	man	in	my	suite,	he	could	at	least	hurry	himself	along	and
make	it	worth	my	while.

“Come	 get	 me.”	 He	 remains	 where	 he	 is.	 A	 ruggedly	 handsome,	 suave,	 if	 cocky,
Oscar-winning	Hollywood	actor	…	on	one	of	the	Princess	of	England’s	historical	dressers.

Pushing	 myself	 to	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 bed,	 I	 slowly	 get	 to	 my	 feet	 and	 take	 one	 step
forward.	I’m	not	too	shy	to	take	what	I	want.	And	I	want	him	more	than	I’ll	ever	openly
admit.	I	wrestle	with	my	mind	momentarily,	wondering	why.	The	men	I	bed	are	off	limits,
apparently.	But	you	don’t	get	any	more	off	limits	than	Josh	Jameson.	Is	that	why	he	thrills
me?	The	forbidden,	as	it	were.	Yes,	that	must	be	it.	Because	I	refuse	to	let	myself	believe
it	is	anything	else.	I	take	another	step,	and	ano—

“Stop	where	you	are.”

I’m	stunned	to	a	halt,	not	only	by	his	sharp	order,	but	by	his	palm	held	up.

“Take	off	your	clothes,	Your	Highness.”

I	balk	mildly.	“You	want	me	to	strip?”

“You’re	bright,	aren’t	you?”

I	scowl	at	him	as	I	pull	my	T-shirt	over	my	head,	toss	it	aside,	and	unzip	the	fly	of	my
jeans.	I	wriggle	them	down	my	legs	before	stepping	out	and	kicking	them	away.	I	take	the
greatest	pleasure	from	his	pupils	dilating	and	his	nostrils	flaring.

“Bra	and	panties.”

“I’m	sorry,	I	don’t	wear	panties.”	I	leave	my	underwear	exactly	where	it	is,	relishing	in
his	frown.	“I’m	British.	I	wear	knickers.”

His	smile	is	so	bloody	beautiful.	“Please,	ma’am,	will	you	remove	your	knickers?”

“I	will.”	I	smile	sweetly	and	push	them	down	my	thighs	slowly,	watching	his	lazy	gaze
follow	them	to	the	floor.

“That’s	 a	 line	 I	 never	 imagined	 I’d	 say,”	 he	muses	 quietly,	moving	 his	 stare	 to	 the
juncture	of	my	thighs,	before	continuing	to	my	breasts.	“The	bra.”

“Yes,	sir.”

“Sir?	You	learn	fast.”

“I’ll	call	you	sir,	and	you	can	call	me	Your	Highness?”	 I	 free	myself	of	my	bra	and
drop	it	to	the	floor.	“Anyone	would	think	you	are	feeling	inferior.	Sir.”

“On	the	contrary,	Your	Highness,	I	am	feeling	very	fuckin’	powerful	right	now.	Get	on
your	knees.”

I	 smile	 and	 slowly	 lower	 to	 my	 knees,	 no	 question,	 no	 argument.	 Nothing.	 The
weightless	feeling	is	new	and	thrilling,	and	most	of	all,	it	feels	cathartic.



“All	fours.”

“Are	you	going	to	spank	my	arse	again?”	I	rest	some	weight	on	my	palms	and	look	up
at	him.

“Crawl	to	me.”

My	 coolness	 wavers	 for	 a	 split	 second,	 but	 hopefully	 not	 long	 enough	 for	 him	 to
notice.	He	is	simply	trying	to	get	a	rise	out	of	me.	He	wants	the	princess	to	object,	to	tell
him	 she	 is	 better	 than	 crawling	 to	 a	 man	 on	 demand.	 Maybe	 she	 is.	 Yet	 she	 has	 an
overwhelming	 craving	 to	 give	 Josh	 Jameson	 exactly	 what	 he	 wants,	 and	 he	 wants	 the
princess	 to	 crawl	 to	 him.	So	 I	 do.	 Slowly.	Relishing	 in	 the	 sight	 of	 something	 growing
beyond	the	fly	of	his	jeans,	and	in	the	satisfaction	on	his	face.

“Does	 this	 turn	you	on,	 sir?”	 I	 purr,	 steadily	placing	one	palm	 in	 front	of	 the	other,
leisurely	making	my	way	to	him.

“You	have	no	fuckin’	idea.”	He	crouches	as	I	approach	and	takes	my	chin,	holding	me
in	place	firmly	as	he	pushes	his	lips	to	mine.	“You	are	one	sexy	fuckin’	woman,	Adeline
Lockhart.”

I	smile	around	his	lips,	feeling	a	sense	of	accomplishment.	“I	was	beginning	to	think
you	were	immune	to	my	spell.”

He	laughs	a	little,	breaking	the	contact	of	our	mouths,	and	he	stares	so	deeply	into	my
eyes,	I’m	sure	he	sees	right	through	my	false	bravado.	“I	wish	I	was	immune	to	your	spell,
’cause	 I	 have	 a	 feeling	 you’re	 gonna	 curse	 me	 for	 life,	 woman.”	 One	 more	 hard	 kiss
before	 he	 grabs	me	 and	 hauls	me	 up,	 directing	my	 thighs	 around	 his	waist.	 I	 grip	 him
tightly	and	smash	my	mouth	to	his,	feeling	power	surge	into	me.	I’ve	got	him.	Hook,	line,
and	sinker,	I’ve	got	him.

But	then	he	tosses	me	on	my	bed,	and	before	I	can	gather	my	bearings,	he’s	flipped	me
onto	my	front	and	trapped	me	on	the	mattress	with	his	hard	physique.	“Remember	this?”
he	 asks,	 dropping	 something	 to	 the	 pillow	 beside	 my	 head.	 The	 pink	 handkerchief	 he
gagged	me	with	yesterday	is	in	my	line	of	sight,	laughing	at	me.

“Fuck,”	I	exhale,	feeling	Josh’s	hands	move	to	my	wrists	and	take	a	secure	hold.

“Say	that	again.”	He	bites	my	earlobe,	and	I	buck	beneath	him.	“Say	it.”

“Fuck,”	I	yell.

He	stuffs	the	handkerchief	into	my	mouth	and	flips	me	over,	getting	his	face	up	close
to	mine.	“Pink	hanky	has	a	friend.”	Josh	pulls	his	belt	from	his	jeans	and	wraps	it	around
his	fist.	“I’m	thinking	helpless	will	suit	you	well.”

I	shake	my	head	and	Josh	nods	his,	taking	the	black	leather	to	my	wrists	and	expertly
wrapping	 it	 around	before	 using	 the	 buckle	 to	 secure	 the	 ends.	 I	 jiggle	my	 arms	out	 of
instinct.	He	did	that	far	too	swiftly	and	coolly	to	be	a	first	time.	I	am	his	toy	for	tonight
and	tonight	only.	He’s	had	plenty	more	before	me,	of	course	he	has,	and	there	will	plenty
more	to	come.

“Now,”	he	muses,	skating	his	gleaming	blues	down	my	naked	form.	“What	am	I	going
to	do	with	you?”	Reaching	for	my	nipple,	he	tweaks	it	viciously,	making	me	jerk	under	his



harsh	touch	on	a	muffled	yelp.	He	cocks	his	head,	enjoying	the	fact	that	I	am	at	his	mercy.
And,	Lord,	give	me	strength,	 so	am	I.	My	body	 is	 singing	with	need,	every	 inch	of	my
skin	 flaming	under	 the	power	of	his	 stare.	 “I	 think	 I’ll	 fuck	you.”	He	walks	his	 fingers
across	 my	 stomach,	 down	 to	 the	 narrow	 strip	 of	 hair	 marking	 my	 entrance.	 I	 stiffen,
working	to	breathe	through	my	nose	as	best	I	can.	“With	my	fingers	first.”	Brushing	over
my	pulsing	lips,	he	toys	with	me	teasingly,	and	I	whimper	my	despair,	closing	my	eyes	in
search	of	some	strength	to	carry	me	through.	“And	then	with	my	cock.”

I	 groan,	 tossing	 my	 head	 from	 side	 to	 side	 as	 he	 plunges	 a	 finger	 inside	 of	 me.
Everything	in	me	constricts,	gripping	him	harshly.	I	am	so	turned	on.	More	turned	on	than
I	have	ever	been,	my	heart	thumping	with	want,	my	body	blazing	with	need.	I	have	never
felt	so	utterly	consumed	by	a	man,	and	I	am	certain	it	is	doing	me	no	favors	in	the	long-
term.	 Though	 the	 long-term	 is	 hard	 to	 think	 about	 in	 this	 moment,	 when	 I	 am	 being
lavished	and	worshipped	by	this	American	god.

My	useless	wrists	wriggle	within	 the	 leather	 bounds,	 burning	my	 flesh,	 the	 licks	 of
pain	delicious	on	my	skin.	Suddenly,	my	jaw	is	grabbed,	and	my	eyes	fly	open,	finding	his
face	close	as	he	slowly,	so	painfully	slowly,	pulls	his	finger	free	from	inside	me.	Staring	at
me	with	too	much	satisfaction,	he	re-enters	me	with	force,	pushing	me	up	the	bed.	I	cry
out,	the	sound	muffled.	Oh	God,	my	blood	is	on	fire	as	it	races	through	my	veins	with	only
one	end	point	possible.	I	can’t	scream,	can’t	grab	him.	Josh’s	constant	smirk	tells	me	he
likes	that.	I	try	to	close	my	legs	to	stem	the	intense	beat	in	my	clit	and	get	nowhere,	his
knee	 forcing	 them	 apart	 again,	 his	 eyebrow	 hitching	 in	 warning.	 “What	 is	 it,	 Your
Highness?”	 he	whispers,	 low	 and	 smooth,	 doing	 nothing	 to	 cool	 down	 the	 burn	 in	my
body.	 “Feeling	 helpless?”	 Releasing	my	 jaw,	 he	 pulls	 free	 of	my	 dripping	 channel	 and
grabs	both	of	my	wrists,	yanking	them	up	to	the	bedframe.	I	moan,	unsure	if	it’s	in	protest
or	excitement,	when	he	unbuckles	the	belt	and	refastens	it	around	one	of	the	gold	posts,
leaving	my	arms	restrained	above	my	head.	Oh,	the	irony.	A	royal	princess	sleeps	in	this
bed,	the	most	famous	princess	in	the	world.

And	now	she	is	tied	to	it.

Helpless.

But	loving	it.

Sitting	 up,	 Josh	 straddles	 my	 stomach,	 placing	 his	 palms	 over	 my	 aching,	 heavy
breasts.	 I	breathe	in	as	he	molds,	squeezes,	and	pinches	my	nipples,	before	 lowering	his
mouth	 and	 licking	 across	 one	 of	 the	 bullets,	 sending	 a	 sharp	 flash	 of	 pleasure	 straight
down	 between	 my	 thighs.	 My	 eyes	 roll,	 my	 face	 trying	 to	 hide	 in	 the	 crook	 of	 my
extended	 arm.	 Jesus,	 his	 tongue,	 his	 mouth	 …	 his	 potency.	 He	 makes	 a	 feast	 of	 me,
dividing	his	attention	between	my	boobs	equally,	playing	and	fondling,	licking	and	biting.
I	 am	 out	 of	 my	 mind	 with	 want,	 moaning	 with	 every	 flash	 of	 pain,	 every	 part	 of	 me
vibrating.	“That	good?”	he	asks,	sucking	my	flesh	into	his	mouth	and	rolling	his	tongue.
My	groans	are	broken,	and	then	I	jolt	upward	when	he	sinks	his	teeth	in,	clamping	down
hard	 and	 pulling	 until	my	 nipple	 pops	 free.	Fuck!	 I	 curse	 like	 a	 sailor	 in	my	 head	 but
breathe	through	the	stab	of	pain.	His	laughing	eyes	both	anger	and	delight	me.	“Time	for
me	to	get	naked,”	he	declares,	taking	the	hem	of	his	T-shirt.	“You	ready?”	I	don’t	know.
Am	I	ready?	Josh	pulls	the	black	material	over	his	head,	and	the	sight	of	his	cut	torso	blurs



my	vision,	every	perfect	bit	of	it	calling	for	me	to	caress	it,	kiss	it,	lick	it.

No.	No,	I	definitely	am	not	ready.	He	stands	on	the	bed,	his	legs	straddling	my	hips,
and	pops	the	button	of	his	fly.	I	swallow	on	a	hard	gulp,	my	eyes	crossing.	I	get	a	glimpse
of	some	hair,	short	and	neatly	trimmed.	No	underwear?	More	swallows.	Then	he	drags	his
jeans	down,	revealing	inch	after	perfect	inch	of	his	assets.	I	sigh,	relaxing	a	little,	totally
overcome	by	his	long,	smooth	hardness.	Every	woman	on	the	planet	has	seen	this	man’s
body,	but	how	many	have	seen	his	 impressive	manhood?	Kicking	his	 jeans	off,	he	takes
his	position,	straddling	my	waist	again,	and	takes	a	firm,	possessive	hold	of	his	dick	at	the
root.	 My	 mouth	 is	 watering	 behind	 the	 stupid	 pink	 hanky	 gagging	 me,	 my	 hands
struggling	in	the	restraints	of	his	belt.	And	when	he	starts	to	massage	himself,	breathing	in
deeply,	I	lose	my	mind	completely,	no	longer	in	awe	of	him,	but	hating	him	for	being	so
bloody	cruel.	I	close	my	eyes,	refusing	to	indulge	in	the	sight.

“Open	your	eyes,	Princess,”	he	orders	 through	low	pants.	I	shake	my	head,	pleading
silently	for	him	to	stop	with	the	torture.	“Open.”	A	nipple	is	squished	savagely,	and	I	buck
hopelessly,	barely	moving	him	an	inch,	his	solid	body	restraining	me	as	effectively	as	his
belt.	My	eyes	spring	open,	wide	and	wild,	falling	straight	to	his	fist	pumping	his	erection.
I	whimper	pathetically,	but	I	can’t	move	my	gaze,	watching	as	beads	of	his	pleasure	gather
at	the	tip	and	his	fist	increases	in	pace.	His	stomach,	solid	and	chiseled,	tenses	and	relaxes,
causing	a	ripple	effect	up	his	torso.	This	is	hell	and	heaven.	His	spare	hand	lands	on	my
breast	as	he	works	himself,	squeezing,	his	jaw	tightening.	He’s	on	his	way	to	climax,	his
body	 rolling,	 his	 gaze	glazed.	 I	 couldn’t	 close	my	 eyes	 if	 I	wanted	 to,	 the	 sight	 of	 him
pleasuring	himself	now	holding	me	rapt.	His	head	drops	back,	his	throat	pulled	taut,	and
he	starts	to	mumble	a	jumble	of	incoherent	words	to	the	ceiling.	Then	on	a	yell,	he	moves
forward	 on	 his	 knees,	 releasing	 his	 cock,	 and	 rests	 it	 between	 my	 boobs,	 clamping	 it
between	 them	 by	 pushing	my	 swollen	mounds	 of	 flesh	 together.	He	 starts	 to	 thrust	 his
hips,	both	of	us	looking	down	at	his	cock	sliding	back	and	forth	between	by	breasts.	His
quiet	curse	signifies	his	ending,	followed	by	the	flow	of	white	liquid	that	shoots	from	the
tip	 of	 his	 pulsing	 dick,	 spurting	 up	my	neck,	 some	 landing	on	my	 chin	 and	 around	my
mouth.	My	 tongue	 fights	behind	 the	cloth	 in	my	mouth,	desperate	 to	 taste	him.	But	 it’s
trapped,	so	I’m	forced	 to	settle	 for	 the	vision	of	Josh	Jameson,	 the	object	of	millions	of
women’s	fantasies,	sweating	and	heaving	his	way	through	his	release	as	he	straddles	me.
This	is	the	best	belated	birthday	present	ever,	despite	a	lack	of	release	for	me.	This.	This
sight.	This	feeling.

“Wow,”	he	breathes,	 his	 cheeks	blowing	out.	Releasing	himself,	 he	 shuffles	 down	a
little	and	drops	to	his	forearms,	suspending	himself	above	me,	his	face	close	to	mine.	His
smile	is	otherworldly.	Pulling	the	hanky	from	my	mouth,	he	uses	it	to	wipe	me	up	before
tossing	 it	 aside	 and	 resting	 his	 mouth	 on	 mine,	 not	 kissing	 or	 licking	 or	 biting.	 Just
touching.	“I	feel	honored.”

“Why?”	I	ask,	 thinking	 it	 is	me	who	 is	 the	 lucky	one	here,	which	 is	a	claim	I	never
thought	I’d	make,	given	the	lack	of	my	own	orgasm.

“I	just	came	all	over	the	Princess	of	England.	How	many	men	can	claim	that?”

“None,”	 I	 answer	 truthfully,	 clearly	 delighting	 him.	 “Except	 you.	 That	 must	 please
you.”



Beaming	at	me,	he	pushes	his	lips	to	mine.	“It	did,	but	not	nearly	as	much	as	watching
you	come	apart.”

“Are	you	finally	going	to	fuck	me?”

Josh	laughs	a	little,	like	he’s	privy	to	something	that	might	shove	my	brashness	clean
away.	“In	time,	Princess.”	He	reaches	for	my	bedside	table	drawer.

“What	are	you	doing?”	I	ask,	a	little	panicked.	“That	drawer	is	private.”

He	ignores	me	and	pulls	it	opens,	revealing	the	contents.	“Well,	what	have	we	here?”
He	reaches	in	and	pulls	out	my	vibrator,	and	I	close	my	eyes,	not	embarrassed,	but	more
nervous.	Especially	when	I	hear	the	buzz	kick	in.

“That	is	mine,”	I	say	as	firmly	as	I	can,	with	no	hope	that	he	will	listen	to	me.

“How	often	do	you	pleasure	yourself,	Your	Highness?”	he	asks,	placing	 the	 tip	on	a
nipple	and	swirling	 it	slowly	around.	 I	groan,	stretching	out	my	body	as	best	 I	can	with
him	pinning	me	down.	“Once	a	month?	Once	a	week?”	He	 trails	 it	down	 to	my	 tummy
and	drags	it	from	side	to	side.	“Once	a	day?”

“Josh,	please.”

“What,	Adeline?	What	do	you	want?”	He	scoots	down	my	thighs,	exposing	my	pussy,
though	 my	 legs	 remain	 closed,	 and	 I	 am	 quietly	 grateful.	 Until	 he	 moves	 off	 me	 and
spreads	them.	“Tell	me.”

I	pull	at	my	bonds	pointlessly.	“Make	me	come.”

“With	 this?”	 He	 drops	 the	 buzzing	 silicone	 to	 the	 patch	 of	 hair	 framing	me,	 and	 I
choke	on	an	inhale,	fearing	the	condition	I’ll	be	in	if	he	moves	south	just	a	fraction.	And
the	bastard	knows	it.

“Josh.”	I	 level	my	wild	eyes	on	his	flawless	face,	pushing	as	much	warning	 through
the	lust	of	my	gaze	as	I	can.	He	simply	smiles	and	slides	my	vibrator	between	my	legs,	the
pulsations	catching	my	clit.	I	jolt	like	I	could	have	had	a	million	volts	of	electricity	surge
through	me.	“No.”	Sweat	instantly	beads	on	my	forehead	and	trickles	down	my	temples.
He	removes	the	device	and	chuckles.

“What’s	 it	worth?”	he	asks	seriously.	“If	I	bury	my	cock	inside	you	and	fuck	you	to
orgasm,	what	will	I	get	in	return?”

Just	the	thought	of	his	cock	gracing	my	pussy	tips	me	over	the	edge.	“Anything,”	I	say
desperately.	Any	caution	I	should	have	has	been	obliterated	by	my	desperation.	“Anything
you	want.”

“I	 want	 you.”	 Another	 teasing	 touch	 of	 the	 vibrating	 tip	 on	my	 clit	 sends	 pleasure
ripping	through	me,	but	just	as	quickly,	he	pulls	it	away,	leaving	me	a	panting,	despairing
mess.

“You	have	me,”	I	pant,	yanking	on	my	restraints	to	demonstrate.

“I	mean	again.	And	maybe	again	after	that.”

I	still,	pleasure	draining	from	me	quickly,	being	replaced	with	caution.	“What?”



He	smiles	a	small	smile.	“You’re	flighty.”

“Where	 have	 you	 heard	 that?”	 I	 ask,	 unreasonably	 indignant.	 I’m	 flighty	 because
there’s	no	point	getting	attached.

He	shrugs.	“Rumors.”

“I’ve	told	you,	rumors	are	rumors.”

“And	 I’m	quickly	 figuring	 out	 that	 all	 rumors	 I’ve	 heard	 about	 Princess	Adeline	 of
England	are	true.”

“And	your	point	is	what?”

“I	don’t	have	a	point.”

“Then	what	is	the	bloody	point?”	I’m	getting	wound	up,	but	not	in	a	sexual	way.	I’m
agitated.	 So	 what	 if	 I	 am	 flighty?	 What	 does	 it	 matter	 to	 Josh	 Jameson?	 I’m	 not
necessarily	 flighty	 through	 choice.	 The	 King	 catches	 wind	 of	 me	 seeing	 someone	 and
takes	 the	 necessary	 steps	 to	 halt	 it	 going	 further,	whether	 it	 be	 blackmail	 or	 something
else.	 I	never	ask,	because	 I	never	want	 to	 see	 them	again,	anyway.	 I	don’t	get	attached.
And	there	is	my	point.	From	the	moment	Josh	Jameson	and	I	started	sparring	with	words
and	chemistry,	I	knew	I	could	quite	easily	get	a	little	addicted	to	his	disregard	for	who	I
am,	his	playfulness,	his	wickedness,	and	his	ego.	He	is	like	nothing	I’ve	dealt	with	in	the
past.	He’s	not	tiptoeing	around	me,	treating	me	like	a	lady,	bowing	to	me.	He’s	doing	the
exact	opposite,	and	it	is	quite	possibly	the	worst	thing	he	could	do.	Because	I	like	it.	I	like
him.	 I	 like	 the	 fact	 that	 he’s	 keeping	me	 in	my	 place	with	 his	 palm	 and	 a	 few	 leather
bounds.	 I	 like	 the	 feeling	of	abandon	when	he	 takes	charge.	 I’m	always	so	hell-bent	on
being	defiant	 and	 strong-willed;	 it’s	 a	 relief	 to	hand	 the	 control	over	 to	 someone	who	 I
actually	want	to	have	it.	And	all	this	is	worrying.	Very	worrying,	because	when	the	King
finds	out,	there	will	be	no	playing	anymore.	There	will	be	no	more	Josh	Jameson.	It	will
be	game	over.

Josh	studies	me	for	a	few	quiet	moments,	the	vibrator	still	buzzing	in	his	hand.	“The
point	is,”	he	whispers,	dropping	a	gentle	kiss	on	my	lips.	“I	want	you	to	agree	to	play	with
me	again.”

“You	call	this	playing?”	I	half	laugh,	despite	very	much	enjoying	myself.

“Don’t	pretend	you’re	not	having	an	amazing	time.”	He	teases	my	clit	with	the	tip	of
my	vibrator	again,	and	I	stiffen	everywhere	as	a	result,	gritting	my	teeth.	“I’ll	admit,”	he
goes	on,	“at	first	you	were	a	challenge.”

I	roll	my	eyes	to	myself.	I	already	knew	that.	“Lucky	me.”

“But	now,”	He	gets	his	 face	close	 to	mine,	and	 I	breathe	 in,	waiting	 for	what	might
come	next.	Now,	what?	“Now	I’m	thinking	nailing	it	won’t	be	enough.”	He	smiles	when	I
balk.	“So,	will	you	play	with	me	again,	Your	Highness?”

Nailing	it?	The	nerve.	“Make	me	come.”

He	pulls	 back,	 refocusing	his	 attention	 further	 down	my	body.	 “I	 decide	when	your
orgasms	come.	Not	you.”	One	more	tease	of	my	clitoris	increases	my	body	temperature,	as
I	lift	my	hips	to	try	and	seize	the	looming	climax.	But	he	pulls	it	away,	a	cocky	eyebrow



raised.	“Say	yes.”

“Before	you	make	me	come?”

“Yes.”

“No.”	I	slam	my	head	back.	“I’m	not	bargaining	for	an	org	…	ohh.”	My	body	locks	up
when	the	vibrator	pushes	firmly	into	my	clit,	pushing	my	simmering	blood	quickly	back	to
boiling	point.	My	hips	flex	against	the	pressure,	savoring	the	sweet	sensations.

“Agree,”	he	whispers	in	my	ear,	licking	the	sensitive	spot	beneath	my	lobe.	“Agree	to
play	with	me	again.”

“You	sound	desperate.”

“I	am.	I	want	you	and	me	to	be	a	rumor,	Your	Highness.”

“Okay,”	 I	 breathe,	 lost	 in	 ecstasy,	 vulnerable	 to	 his	 every	 demand.	Right	 now,	with
pleasure	drenching	me,	I	would	agree	to	anything.	“Kiss	me.”

His	 lips	 touch	mine	as	he	works	me	with	 the	vibrator,	my	arms	locked	at	 the	elbow.
“Talk	to	me,”	Josh	demands.	“Tell	me	how	it	feels.”

“Good.”	I	roll	my	tongue	through	his	mouth,	savoring	the	hint	of	Scotch	mixed	with
his	scent.	“So	good.”

Biting	 my	 bottom	 lip	 harshly,	 I	 get	 a	 hint	 of	 the	 coppery	 taste	 of	 blood	 as	 he
maneuvers	 quickly,	 pulling	 the	 vibrator	 away	 and	 replacing	 it	with	 his	mouth.	 Licking,
sucking,	 biting,	 kissing.	 I’m	 done	 for.	 I	 tumble	 into	 an	 abyss	 of	 unspeakable	 pleasure,
feeling	 totally	weightless,	my	body	 trembling	deliciously	 as	 the	most	 satisfying	orgasm
rips	 through	me.	“Oh	…	my	…	God.”	I	arch	my	back,	my	arms	going	rigid	against	my
restraints	as	Josh	feasts	on	me,	his	whole	mouth	encasing	me	and	sucking	me	dry.

“Hmm,”	he	mumbles	in	appreciation.	His	fingers	claw	into	the	flesh	of	my	thighs	until
my	body	liquefies	and	goes	lax	beneath	him.	I	keep	my	eyes	closed,	breathing	shallow	and
low,	willing	my	heartbeats	back	to	a	steady	rhythm.

“Jesus,”	I	exhale,	so	unbelievably	sated	and	relaxed.

“Royal	 pussy	 tastes	 as	 fine	 as	 I	 imagined.”	 Josh’s	 voice	 is	 husky	 as	 he	 pecks	 light
kisses	on	my	sensitive	button	of	nerves,	before	moving	his	mouth	to	my	thighs,	and	then
working	 his	 way	 up	 my	 navel	 to	 my	 breasts,	 flicking	 his	 tongue	 across	 each	 nipple.
“Fuckin’	delicious,”	he	declares,	and	I	smile	as	his	tongue	makes	it	to	mine	and	he	wipes
his	 lips	 across	my	mouth.	 Lifting	 his	 face,	 I	 catch	 the	 evidence	 of	my	 release	 smeared
around	his	 lips,	 his	 tongue	 sweeping	 across	 them	 to	 clean	up	 the	 remnants.	Oh	 Jesus,	 I
have	never	seen	anything	so	erotic.	“And	now	I’m	keen	to	find	out	if	your	cunt	around	my
cock	will	feel	as	good	as	I’ve	imagined.”

His	mouth	 is	 vulgar,	 yet	 just	 like	 that,	 I’m	 swimming	with	want	 all	 over	 again,	my
orgasm	barely	leaving	my	body,	another	building.	“So	you’re	going	to	fuck	me	now?”

His	grin	is	wicked.	“Beg,	Your	Highness.”

“Please,”	I	whisper,	caution	completely	and	utterly	thrown	to	the	wind,	my	inner	slave
breaking	free	willingly.	It’s	alien	territory	but	at	the	same	time,	so	very	natural.	Especially



when	the	gratification	in	his	gaze	at	those	words	is	almost	blinding.	“Please,	sir,	I	beg	you.
Play	with	me.	Lick	me,	bend	me.”	I	lick	my	lips	seductively.	“Fuck	me.”

“Oh,	shit,	Adeline	Lockhart.”	His	lazy	eyes	scan	my	face,	a	small	frown	marring	his
perfect	brow.	“I	have	a	very	addictive	nature,	and	that’s	bad	news	for	you.”

“Why?”

“Because	 addiction	means	 wanting	 constant	 access	 to	 the	 hit	 you	 need.”	 He	 kisses
each	corner	of	my	mouth.	“And	constant	access	isn’t	the	kind	of	thing	a	man	can	depend
on	when	he’s	addicted	to	one	of	the	most	protected	women	in	the	world.”

I	catch	his	lips	and	coax	his	mouth	open,	lapping	my	tongue	softly	across	his.	“So	it	is
bad	news	for	you,	yes?”

“I	 don’t	 think	 I’ve	 ever	 been	 in	 so	 much	 trouble.”	 He	 deepens	 our	 kiss,	 his	 body
sliding	 across	 mine	 briefly	 before	 he	 rises	 to	 his	 knees,	 smiling	 at	 his	 growing	 cock.
“Cross	your	hands	at	your	wrists,”	he	orders,	which	I	do	immediately,	just	in	time	for	him
to	 flip	 me	 onto	 my	 knees.	 “Hold	 tight,	 Your	 Highness.”	 I	 grip	 the	 gold	 bar	 of	 my
headboard	 hard,	 grunting	 when	 his	 palm	 connects	 with	 my	 right	 cheek,	 reigniting	 the
blaze	 across	my	 skin.	 I	 don’t	 shout,	 don’t	 curse,	 and	 I	 don’t	 even	 jolt.	 In	 fact,	 I	 smile
sadistically,	focusing	on	the	warmth	that	follows	the	sting	and	my	body’s	need	to	turn	that
sting	into	pleasure.	My	hair	is	gathered	into	his	fist	and	tugged	back	viciously,	and	I	still
smile.	With	his	body	bent	over	mine,	he	brings	his	mouth	to	my	ear.	“Was	that	a	smile?”

“What	of	it?”

“I	love	your	cockiness.”	He	curls	my	hair	around	his	hand	and	yanks	until	my	head	is
forced	back	and	I’m	confronted	with	his	face.	“I	need	my	belt.”

“Too	bad	it’s	being	used	to	restrain	your	prey.”

“Then	I’ll	have	to	find	another.”

I	wonder	what	for,	but	I	don’t	voice	it.	Because	deep	down,	I	already	know.	Squaring
unaffected,	sure	eyes	on	him,	 I	 speak,	 just	as	certain	and	strong.	“Bottom	drawer	of	 the
chest	in	my	dressing	room.”

His	smile	is	a	blend	of	awe	and	approval,	and	he	kisses	me	hard,	fisting	my	hair	tightly
as	he	does.	“Don’t	move,”	he	orders	as	he	gets	off	the	bed	and	paces	to	my	dressing	room.

“Because	where	 the	hell	can	I	go?”	I	say	quietly,	knowing	I’m	about	 to	be	 thrashed,
and	wondering	where	the	hell	my	objection	is.	I’m	on	my	knees,	hands	tied,	arse	exposed,
and	I	have	never	been	so	relaxed	in	my	entire	life.	What	is	wrong	with	me?

Or	maybe	I	should	be	asking	what	is	right	with	me?	Him.	He	is	what’s	right	here.	Josh
bloody	Jameson,	actor	extraordinaire,	who	is	currently	rummaging	through	my	drawers	to
find	a	belt	in	order	to	whip	my	arse.	I	shake	my	head	at	myself	and	then	still	when	I	hear
the	crack	of	leather.

“Nice	belt,”	Josh	says	quietly,	prompting	me	to	look	over	my	shoulder.	He’s	threading
the	leather	between	his	hands,	slowly	and	purposefully,	that	wicked	grin	on	his	face	again.
It	doesn’t	take	a	genius	to	figure	out	that	Josh	Jameson	is	a	kinky	bastard.	Hankies,	slaps,
belts,	and	restraints.	Why	I	am	so	eager	to	play	with	him	is	not	something	I’m	prepared	to



analyze	right	now.	I’m	too	wound	up.	Too	desperate	for	him	to	bend	me	to	his	will,	to	beg,
to	make	me	melt	away	under	his	expert	 touch.	To	make	me	 forget	 I’m	a	product	of	 the
most	 privileged	 family	 in	 the	 world,	 and	 this	 kind	 of	 behavior	 should	 be	 well	 off	 the
agenda.

Another	sharp	crack	jolts	me	from	my	reasoning,	and	I	zoom	in	on	the	belt	again,	now
dangling	by	his	naked	thigh.	He	stalks	slowly	forward,	eyes	rooted	to	my	bare	bottom,	his
face	 full	 of	 gratitude.	 “When	 I’m	 done	 with	 you,	 Your	 Highness,	 you’re	 going	 to	 be
questioning	who	your	true	king	is.”

I	 inhale	 sharply,	not	 just	at	his	words	and	 that	he’s	most	probably	 right,	but	at	what
he’s	 holding	 in	 his	 other	 hand.	 My	 maternal	 grandmother’s	 tiara,	 a	 beautiful	 piece
bequeathed	 to	me—her	only	granddaughter—by	 the	 late	Spanish	queen.	 It’s	personal	 to
me,	and	though	it	was	argued	that	the	treasure	should	be	locked	away	with	the	rest	of	the
family	jewels,	my	mother	insisted	that	as	a	Spanish	treasure,	it	was	a	gift	for	me	to	admire,
to	wear,	to	cherish.	It	is	one	of	the	only	battles	she	has	won	with	the	King.	The	antique,
diamond-encrusted	 headpiece	 weighs	 a	 ton,	 and	 is	 so	 very	 uncomfortable.	 But	 it’s
stunning,	and	it	screams	royalty.	And	it’s	even	more	special	because	my	mother	fought	for
it.	For	me.	What’s	Josh	doing	with	it?

He	must	catch	the	question	in	my	eyes.	“It’s	beautiful.”	He	comes	to	a	stop	by	the	bed.

“It	was	the	Queen	of	Spain’s.”

“It’s	heavy.”

“Which	is	why	I	rarely	wear	it,	except	for	the	occasional	royal	engagement	in	Spain.”

“That’s	 a	 shame.	 Something	 so	 beautiful	 shouldn’t	 be	 hidden	 away.”	 He	 reaches
forward	and	places	the	embellished	tiara	on	my	head.

I	close	my	eyes,	aware	of	what	happens	next.	“Get	on	with	it,	Josh.”

“Are	you	telling	me	what	to	do?”	The	leather	of	the	belt	snaps	threateningly.

My	flinch	is	mild.	“No.”

“Good.	As	long	as	you	know	where	you	stand.”

“I’m	not	standing,”	I	retort,	unable	to	stop	the	words	before	they	fall	from	my	mouth.

“One,”	 he	 shouts	 as	 I’m	 thrashed	 with	 the	 belt,	 my	 backside	 bursting	 into	 raging
flames.	But	just	as	quickly,	 the	tip	of	his	finger	draws	a	line	up	my	center,	 transforming
that	pain	into	pleasure	of	the	most	desperate	kind.

“Too	hard?”

I	bite	down	on	my	lip,	taking	oxygen	into	my	lungs,	breathing	through	the	pain.	“Not
enough.”

I	can	almost	hear	his	smile.	And	a	second	later,	another	thrash	of	the	belt.	“Two.”

I	pant,	squeezing	my	eyes	closed	as	his	whole	palm	strokes	at	my	entrance.

“Fuck	me,	Adeline.	I	don’t	think	I’ve	ever	seen	such	a	superb	vision.	You,	restrained,	a
crown	upon	your	head,	and	your	ass	glowing.”



I	can	only	imagine	what	I	must	look	like.	The	Princess	of	England	on	her	knees,	bound
by	 leather,	 being	whipped	 by	 leather,	 a	 priceless	 family	 heirloom	perched	 on	 her	 head,
with	 a	 famous	Hollywood	 actor	 delivering	 the	 blows.	 It’s	 a	mind-bender,	 for	 sure.	 But
good	God,	I	feel	too	uninhibited	to	devote	any	time	to	examining	it	further	than	that.	He	is
a	hedonistic	man.	I	am	a	willing	woman.	That	is	it.

I	 space	 out,	 struggling	 to	 keep	my	head	up	with	 the	weight	 of	 the	 tiara	weighing	 it
down,	my	palms	sweating	and	slipping	around	the	gold	bar	that	I’m	clinging	to,	causing
me	to	slip	a	few	times,	the	bonds	cutting	into	my	skin.	Yet	the	pain	is	only	a	blip	on	the
pleasure	 sweeping	 through	me,	 Josh’s	 fingers	 tickling	 the	 edges	 of	my	 dripping	 pussy,
teasing	me,	torturing	me.	I	vaguely	hear	him	count	through	five	lashes,	three	to	my	arse,
and	 then	 one	 to	 the	 top	 of	 each	 thigh.	 They	 sting	 terribly—my	 flesh	 throbbing—but	 it
doesn’t	even	dent	the	passion	surging	through	my	veins.	I	am	on	the	brink.

I	hear	the	ripping	of	a	foil	packet,	and	then	a	firm	hand	on	my	waist	holds	me	in	place
as	he	walks	on	his	knees	toward	my	waiting	arse,	the	head	of	his	cock	sliding	straight	past
my	lips	and	hitting	me	deep.	“Have	mercy,”	Josh	chokes,	stilling,	sending	me	dizzy	with
the	 depth	 he	 has	 achieved	 from	 one	 perfect	 stroke.	 I	 pant,	 fighting	 for	 air,	 my	 mind
twisting.	He	reaches	for	my	hair	and	yanks	back,	eliciting	a	small	cry	from	me.	“Ready	to
let	go?”

“Ready,”	 I	 confirm,	desperate	 to	 let	 go.	Or	 let	 go	 even	more.	 I’m	already	 in	 a	 sex-
induced	daze.	It’s	laughable	really,	because	we	haven’t	even	had	sex	yet.

“God,	I’m	so	ready.”	He	withdraws	and	pounds	forward	brutally,	and	 the	pace	 is	set
from	there.	Fast.	Hard.	No	mercy,	no	holding	back.	Our	bodies	slap	together	as	loudly	as
the	 leather	 did,	 the	 force	 of	 his	 body	 smashing	 into	 mine	 making	 me	 unstable	 on	 my
knees.	I	lose	my	grip	of	the	bar,	forcing	Josh	to	release	my	hair	and	manipulate	my	hands
back	into	place.	“You	tell	me	if	it’s	too	much.”

“No.”	I	accept	his	ruthless	pounding,	silently	begging	him	for	more.

Because	with	each	violent	drive,	 I’m	being	 taken	 further	 and	 further	 away	 from	my
reality.

My	stomach	begins	to	furl,	my	mind	spinning	faster,	the	blood	racing	quicker.	“Josh,”
I	breathe,	warning	him.

“Not	yet,	baby,”	he	spits	urgently.	“Don’t	you	dare	let	go	yet.”

I	groan,	tinkering	on	the	edge	of	explosion,	losing	my	fight.	“Josh,	I	can’t	hold	it.”

His	strokes	become	more	measured,	more	timed	and	accurate.	“There’s	no	such	thing
as	can’t.”	He	slaps	my	sore	arse,	but	it	doesn’t	serve	as	a	warning;	it	is	more	of	a	trigger,
making	my	mission	 to	 cling	 to	my	 release	 harder.	And	 I	 think	 the	 bastard	 knows	 that.
“Hold	it,”	he	growls,	squeezing	my	breast.

“You	are	not	helping.”

“No?”	He	pinches	my	nipple,	sending	a	shot	of	pain	straight	to	my	pussy,	the	sensation
mixing	with	the	unrelenting	burn.

“Oh	God!”



“Hold	it.”

“Josh!”

“Don’t	disappoint	me,	Adeline.”	He	rams	into	me,	grunting	with	every	hit.	“You	can
do	it.”

I	 zone	out,	 closing	my	eyes	 and	breathing	 through	 the	 torture.	Because—and	 it	 is	 a
revelation—I	 don’t	 want	 to	 disappoint	 him.	 His	 strokes	 are	 beautifully	 consistent	 now,
albeit	still	brutal.	I	feel	completely	out	of	my	body,	entirely	at	his	mercy,	and	my	challenge
has	lessened	under	his	expectation.	Then	I	hear	the	words,	“Let	go,	baby,”	and	I	tumble,
spiraling	into	my	release	on	his	command,	my	skin	tingling	fiercely	as	my	inner	walls	are
massaged	through	my	climax	by	Josh’s	throbbing	cock.

He	 moans,	 his	 pace	 reducing	 until	 his	 movements	 stop	 and	 he’s	 held	 within	 my
warmth,	our	heaving	bodies	rolling	as	we	both	gasp	for	air.	I	would	collapse	if	it	wasn’t
for	the	belt	and	Josh	holding	me	in	place.

I	 feel	 his	 hands	move	 to	mine,	 unfastening	 the	 buckle	 quickly	 until	my	wrists	 slide
free.	I	don’t	have	the	chance	to	fall	 to	the	mattress.	Josh	catches	me	and	turns	me	in	his
arms,	bringing	me	to	my	back	and	our	sweaty	chests	together.	My	arms	are	stiff,	my	wrists
sore,	 and	 my	 arse	 burning.	 But	 none	 of	 it	 takes	 away	 from	 the	 serenity	 I	 feel	 in	 this
moment.

“Thanks	 for	playing,”	he	mumbles	 against	my	wet	 cheek,	biting	 it.	 I	 feel	him	smile
around	his	mouthful	of	my	flesh.

“Have	you	not	marked	me	enough	without	putting	teeth	marks	in	my	face,	too?”

“Be	quiet	and	give	me	a	hug.”

I	laugh,	utterly	amused.	“You	have	thrashed	me	to	within	an	inch	of	my	life,	and	now
you	want	a	hug	for	it?”

“Are	you	questioning	me	again?”

“No.”	I	reach	around	his	shoulders	and	hug	him,	smiling	into	the	crook	of	his	neck.	“It
was	fun.”

“Wasn’t	 it.”	 Lifting	 up,	 he	 blows	 a	 wisp	 of	 hair	 from	 my	 face	 and	 pushes	 my
grandmother’s	tiara	to	the	side	of	the	bed.	“Let	me	get	you	a	drink.	Water?”

I	frown	around	my	smile,	intrigued	by	his	offer	to	wait	on	me.	“I	have	staff	who	can
fetch	drinks	if	you	would	like	one.”

“Of	course.	How	could	I	forget?	But	surely	you	don’t	want	them	to	see	me.”	He	plants
a	solid	peck	on	my	mouth	and	gets	off	the	bed.	“Besides,	I’d	like	to	get	you	a	drink.”

“If	you	must.	There	are	glasses	and	bottled	water	on	the	cabinet	through	there.”	I	roll
over,	wincing	at	 the	 instant	pull	of	every	muscle	 I	have,	some	of	which	I	didn’t	know	I
had.	“Hurry	up,	now.”

Josh	grabs	his	jeans	and	tugs	them	up	his	perfectly	sculptured	thighs,	grinning.	“Yes,
ma’am.”	He	 disappears	 out	 of	my	 bedroom,	 and	 I’m	 unable	 to	 stop	 the	 satisfied	 smile
from	 forming.	 I	 have	 never	 felt	 this	 before.	 So	 …	 sated.	 So	 looked	 after.	 Yet	 I	 was



anything	but,	really.

I	 look	 at	 my	 wrists,	 where	 red	 welts	 are	 developing	 before	 my	 eyes,	 and	 I	 shift,
flinching	at	 the	soreness	 rubbing	on	 the	covers.	He	really	doesn’t	give	a	 stuff	about	my
status.	“Bloody	hell,”	I	mutter,	struggling	to	sit	up.	I	have	an	official	engagement	in	two
days,	opening	a	new	art	gallery	that’s	been	set	up	by	a	charity	that	I’m	a	patron	of.	It	looks
like	long	sleeves	will	be	in	order.

I’m	distracted	 from	 inspecting	my	 injuries	when	Josh	 rushes	back	 into	 the	 room,	no
water	in	sight.	“You	forget	something?”	I	ask.

“Your	boyfriend’s	back.”

“What?”

Josh	makes	quick	work	of	snatching	up	his	shoes,	T-shirt,	and	belt,	before	darting	into
the	bathroom,	just	as	Haydon	marches	into	my	room.	I	quickly	grab	my	covers	and	pull
them	up	my	body.	“Haydon,	what	on	earth	do	you	think	you	are	doing?”

He	 scans	 the	 room,	 before	 his	 eyes	 land	 on	me.	 “I	was	 just	 checking	 if	 you	 are	 all
right.”

What	the	hell?	Annoyance	replaces	the	amazing	weightless	feeling	I	had,	which	only
serves	to	piss	me	off	more.	He’s	not	checking	if	I	am	all	right.	He’s	checking	if	I	am	alone.
“I’m	fine,	Haydon.	Now,	if	you	don’t	mind,	I	was	trying	to	get	to	sleep.”

His	face	screams	regret,	and	I	don’t	feel	in	the	least	bit	guilty	that	he	is	onto	me,	even
if	he	 thinks	he	has	made	a	massive	mistake.	How	dare	he?	How	dare	he	barge	 into	my
suite	unannounced	like	this?	Where’s	Damon?	“I	thought	you	left?”

“My	car	won’t	start.	Damon’s	taking	a	look	at	it.”

So	 he	 used	 Damon’s	 distraction	 to	 sneak	 up	 here?	 “I	 suggest	 you	 leave	 right	 this
minute	before	I	call	Damon	and	have	you	escorted	off	the	grounds.”

“Adeline,	I’m—

“I	don’t	want	to	hear	it.”	I	flip	myself	onto	my	side	and	snuggle	down,	dismissing	him.
“Please	 leave.”	I	wait	until	 the	door	closes	before	I	 look	over	my	shoulder,	checking	he
has	gone.	Then	I	cast	my	eyes	across	to	my	bathroom.	Josh	appears	in	the	doorway,	but	he
isn’t	grinning	in	satisfaction	like	I	would	have	expected.	He	looks	pensive,	and	for	the	first
time	 since	 he	 sprinted	 away	 to	 hide,	 I	 wonder	 why.	 He	 was	more	 or	 less	 marking	 his
territory	in	the	foyer	earlier	when	Haydon	showed	up.	“Why	did	you	hide?”

He	pouts	his	lush	lips,	seeming	to	think	really	hard	about	it.	“I	don’t	know,”	he	admits,
making	his	way	back	to	me.	I	eye	him	suspiciously,	moving	over	when	he	nudges	me	to
give	him	room.	He	lies	next	to	me	in	his	jeans,	his	bare	back	against	the	headboard.	“All
part	of	the	game,	right?”

“Right,”	I	agree	slowly,	a	little	injured	for	reasons	I’m	not	willing	to	look	into.	We’re
playing.	Just	playing.

“So,	are	you	gonna	marry	him,	then?”

I	snort,	patting	down	the	covers	around	my	body.	“Did	it	sound	like	I	want	to	marry



him?”

“Do	you	have	a	choice?”

“Yes,”	I	reply	adamantly.	“Despite	what	my	father	thinks.”

“But	 your	 father	 is	 the	 King	 of	 England,	 Adeline,”	 Josh	 cruelly	 and	 unnecessarily
reminds	me.	“No	one	gets	away	with	saying	no	to	him.”

“What	can	he	do?”	I	ask.	“Send	me	into	exile?	To	the	Tower	of	London	to	rot?	Behead
me?”	Any	iota	of	peace,	any	serenity	I	found,	has	been	completely	chased	away	with	the
reminder	of	who	my	father	is	and	what	my	obligations	are.

Josh	crosses	his	ankles,	his	 long	 jean-clad	 legs	 stretched	 to	 full	 length	on	my	bed.	 I
have	 to	 admit,	 he	 looks	 good	 on	 my	 bed,	 all	 roughed	 up	 and	 relaxed.	 “You	 sound
resentful.”	He	looks	at	me,	a	little	thoughtful.	“Is	life	as	a	royal	that	bad?”

I	shrug	a	lot	more	nonchalantly	than	I	feel.	“It	is	if	you	refuse	to	abide	by	the	rules.	I
guess	it	wouldn’t	be	so	bad	if	I	bowed	to	every	order	and	expectation.”

“So	why	don’t	you?	For	an	easy	life?”

“Easy	doesn’t	make	me	happy.	 It	would	be	 settling	 for	 second	best.	 I	 don’t	want	 to
settle	for	anything.”

He	holds	my	eyes,	and	I	 see	compassion	 in	 their	blue	depths.	“Then	don’t,”	he	says
quietly,	taking	my	hand	and	toying	with	my	fingers.

“I	don’t	plan	to.”

“I’m	glad	to	hear	that.”

“Why?”

“Because	I’m	not	a	second-best	kinda	guy.”	Tracing	one	of	the	red	blemishes	around
my	wrist,	he	stares	at	it,	leaving	silence	lingering	that	I	try	to	use	to	figure	out	the	meaning
of	his	statement.	And	in	this	moment	of	quiet,	I	sense	a	kindred	spirit	in	Josh.	He	lives	a
life	before	the	focus	of	many	lenses	too,	has	little	to	no	privacy,	and	quite	possibly	feels	as
suppressed	 as	 I	 do.	 But	 before	 I	 can	 think	 more	 about	 that,	 he	 shakes	 his	 head,	 as	 if
shaking	 himself	 from	 some	 unwanted	 thoughts.	 “So,	 when	 are	 we	 playing	 again?”	 He
smirks	that	devilish	smirk	and	rolls	onto	his	side,	settling	his	hand	neatly	on	my	stomach.

I	stall,	and	even	though	it’s	because	I’m	wondering	if	playing	again	would	be	a	good
idea,	I	don’t	express	my	reservations.	“I’m	a	busy	woman.”

“Then	make	yourself	unbusy,”	he	orders,	with	no	hint	of	amusement.

I	 laugh	 anyway.	 “I	 am	 in	 demand,	 Mr.	 Jameson.	 Representing	 the	 Monarchy	 and
behaving	for	the	cameras,	remember?”

“Behaving?	Oh,	behave.”	 Josh	chuckles	and	shifts	quickly,	pinning	my	wrists	above
my	 head	 and	 crowding	my	 body	with	 his.	His	 nose	 touches	mine,	 his	 brow	 furrowing.
“You’re	only	allowed	to	misbehave	with	me	in	future.”

Creases	invade	my	forehead.	Is	he	telling	me	no	other	men	are	allowed?	“I	don’t	do
exclusive,”	I	say.	“You	know	that.”



“The	rules	have	changed.”

“What	rules?”

“The	rules	of	this	game	we’re	playing.”	He	subtly	pushes	his	groin	into	mine,	failing
to	hold	back	his	victorious	smile	when	I	breathe	in	and	hold	it.	Bloody	hell,	there	goes	my
body	temperature	again,	through	the	flipping	roof.

“I	thought	the	game	was	finished.”

“The	game	only	finishes	when	I	say	it	finishes.”	Landing	his	lips	on	mine,	he	kisses
me	deeply,	backing	up	his	confident	words	with	a	confident	kiss.	And	as	I	lose	myself	in	it
completely,	 I	wonder	 if	 Josh	hiding	 in	 the	bathroom	was	because	he	understands	 that	 if
anyone	catches	wind	of	our	encounter,	this	game	really	will	be	over.	And	the	game	only
finishes	when	Josh	says	it	finishes,	therefore	no	one	can	know	about	us.	Which	should	be
fine	by	me,	since	a	massive	part	of	me	wants	to	play	his	game.	But	another	part	of	me,	a
part	I	am	finding	too	easy	to	ignore,	is	wondering	if	I	should	get	out	before	I	become	too
swept	up	in	it.	“Aren’t	you	a	little	too	busy	also?”	I	ask	around	his	mouth.	“Films	to	make,
billboards	to	grace,	women	to	send	dizzy?”

He	 smiles	 against	 my	 lips	 and	 pulls	 away.	 “Are	 you	 trying	 to	 get	 rid	 of	 me,	 Your
Highness?”

“I’m	simply	reminding	you	of	who	you	are.”	When	does	he	imagine	we	are	going	to
play	this	game	of	his?

“Don’t	 you	worry	 that	 pretty	 little	 princess	 head	 of	 yours.”	 He	 kisses	my	 forehead
delicately.	“All	you	have	to	do	is	as	you’re	told.”

“You	are	outrageous.	Haven’t	you	figured	out	yet	that	I	don’t	like	being	told	what	to
do?”

Taking	my	cheeks	in	his	palms,	he	scans	me	for	a	few	thoughtful	seconds,	allowing	me
the	pleasure	of	viewing	his	 lovely	 face	so	close.	His	 jaw	 is	perfectly	peppered,	his	eyes
perfectly	sparkly,	and	his	hair	perfectly	fucked.	Josh	Jameson	is	perfect.	“And	haven’t	you
figured	 out,	 Your	 Highness”—he	 languidly	 brings	 his	 eyes	 to	 mine,	 his	 pupils	 dilated,
drawing	out	the	blue	and	green	completely—“that	you	did	very	well	being	told	what	to	do
when	it	was	me	telling	you?”	He	watches	as	my	eyes	expand	in	silent	realization,	and	he
nods	mildly.	“It	was	easy	then,	wasn’t	it,	Princess?”

He’s	right.	So	easy.	“Yes.”

“Why	do	you	think	that	is?”	he	drawls,	his	accent	enhanced.

“I	have	no	bloody	idea,”	I	admit,	and	he	smiles,	white	and	blinding,	clearly	relishing
my	confusion.

A	chime	of	a	mobile	phone	sounds,	and	Josh	looks	around	my	suite.	“That’s	my	cell.”

“Then	you	had	better	answer	it.”

“There	you	go	again,	trying	to	get	rid	of	me.”	He	bites	my	nose	and	jumps	off	the	bed,
answering.	“Yeah,	I’ll	be	there	in	a	minute.”	Josh	looks	at	me	and	pulls	a	face	to	suggest
he’s	cringing.	“Just	getting	a	 tour	of	 the	 royal”—he	stalls	and	skates	his	gaze	down	my
half-exposed	naked	body—“palace.”	He	finishes	on	a	grin.	“Awesome.”	He	hangs	up	and



slips	his	feet	into	his	shoes.	“My	driver’s	waiting.”	Making	his	way	over	as	he	feeds	his
belt	through	the	loops	of	his	jeans,	he	dips	and	kisses	me	more	sweetly	than	I	would	have
liked	him	to.	Although,	apparently,	my	body	is	absolutely	fine	with	his	affection,	my	arms
twitching	with	the	force	it’s	 taking	me	to	keep	them	by	my	side	and	not	cradle	his	wide
shoulders.	 He	 needs	 to	 leave	 so	 I	 can	 have	 a	 little	meltdown	 and	 reflect	 on	 his	 claim.
Reflect	 on	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 bowed	 to	 him	without	 question	 or	 hesitance.	Without	 hardly
thinking.	That	is	not	me.	I	shouldn’t	let	it	be	with	Josh.	“It’s	been	a	pleasure,	ma’am.”	He
nibbles	on	my	bottom	lip.	“I’ll	call	you.”

“How?”

He	 takes	 his	 phone	 and	 hands	 it	 to	 me.	 “Because	 you’re	 going	 to	 give	 me	 your
number.”

Like	a	programmed	robot,	I	punch	my	number	into	his	phone	and	hand	it	back	to	him.

His	smile	is	victorious	as	he	lands	a	hard	kiss	on	my	cheek.	“Sweet	dreams,	Princess.”
He	strides	out	while	I	wonder	what	the	hell	I	was	thinking	giving	him	my	number.	Am	I
mad?	I	laugh.	Yes,	quite	possibly.	Then	I	ridicule	myself	for	my	stupidity,	forcing	myself
not	to	take	any	pleasure	from	the	vision	of	Josh’s	solid,	defined	back	as	he	leaves.	I	don’t
admire	 him.	 I	 don’t	 analyze	 every	 detail,	 every	 feeling,	 every	 height	 of	 pleasure	 I	 just
experienced.

I	shouldn’t	think	of	Josh	Jameson	ever	again,	because	despite	him	doing	everything	he
could	to	make	me	feel	less	precious,	he	actually	made	me	feel	more	precious.	Treasured.
And	that	is	dangerous	territory	to	venture	into,	for	no	other	reason	than	I	know	I	cannot
sustain	a	long	relationship	with	Josh	Jameson.	He’ll	be	taken	away	from	me	faster	than	he
caught	my	attention	in	the	first	place.



OF	COURSE,	MY	SLEEP	 IS	 restless,	and	I	wake	 too	many	 times	with	a	startle,	echoes	of	our
cries	of	pleasure	and	visions	of	our	tangled	bodies	invading	my	slumber.	By	dawn,	I	am
utterly	exhausted,	 aching,	 and	as	 I	 stare	at	my	 reflection	 in	 the	 full-length	mirror	 in	 the
dressing	area	of	my	suite,	I’m	horrified	by	what	I	see.	Bruises,	welts,	and	red,	tender	skin.
I’m	disturbed	I	 let	him	do	 this	 to	me.	And,	worse,	 I	 loved	every	minute,	almost	goaded
him,	pushed	him	on.	What	on	earth?	Shame	engulfs	me.	It	is	a	misplaced	emotion,	and	I
really	have	no	idea	what	I	should	do	with	it.

“Your	Highness?”	Kim’s	voice	drifts	 into	my	suite,	and	I	urgently	scan	the	room	for
something	to	cover	my	naked,	marked	body.	Oh	my	goodness,	I	cannot	let	anyone	see	me
like	this.

I	 spot	my	 robe	 lying	 across	 the	 back	 of	my	 velvet	 couch	 and	 quickly	 snatch	 it	 up,
throwing	it	over	my	shoulders.	“In	here.”

“As	ordered,	not	too	early.”	She	stops	at	the	door	and	runs	eyes	up	and	down	my	body,
settling	 on	 my	 wrists.	 “What	 the	 hell	 happened	 to	 you?”	 she	 screeches	 incredulously,
pointing	at	my	arms.

I	look	down	and	cringe	when	I	see	the	angry	marks,	not	even	remotely	concealed	by
the	sleeves	of	my	robe.	Because	my	robe	has	three-quarter	length	sleeves.	Bugger.	I	take
my	arms	behind	my	back	and	scan	the	floor	at	my	bare	feet.	“It’s	nothing.”

“Nothing?”	 Kim	 marches	 over	 to	 me	 and	 seizes	 my	 arms	 from	 their	 hiding	 place,
gasping	when	she	gets	the	full	visual	force	of	the	welts.	“Oh	my	God.”

I	reclaim	my	sore	limbs	and	head	for	the	bathroom,	pulling	my	hair	into	a	ponytail	as	I
go.	 “I’ll	 be	 going	 to	 the	 stables.”	 I	 tell	 her,	 my	 curt	 tone	 making	 sure	 she	 dares	 not
interrogate	me	 further.	 “Please	ask	Damon	 to	have	 the	car	 ready	 in	an	hour.”	 I	 shut	 the
door	behind	me,	just	catching	sight	of	Kim’s	dropped	jaw.

Letting	my	back	 fall	 against	 the	wood,	 I	 sigh,	 inspecting	my	wounds.	Christ,	 I	 look
like	I’ve	been	brutally	beaten.	Not	that	I	need	to	remind	myself	of	the	state	of	my	arse,	I
lift	my	 robe	 and	 turn	 toward	 the	mirror	 over	 the	 vanity	 unit,	 staring	 at	 the	 lash	marks
across	my	bottom	and	upper	 thighs.	They	seem	to	be	getting	 fiercer.	Maybe	riding	 isn’t
such	a	good	idea.

“Adeline?”	Kim	calls	through	the	door.	“Your	phone	is	ringing.”

“Take	a	message,”	I	reply,	flipping	the	shower	on	and	letting	my	robe	fall	to	my	feet.	I
make	sure	the	setting	is	cool,	flinching	at	the	mere	thought	of	hot	water	on	my	sore	skin.	I
hear	Kim	greet	my	caller	as	I	walk	into	the	shower	stall,	but	a	knock	on	the	door	stops	me
from	reaching	the	spray.	“Yes?”



“I	believe	you’ll	want	to	take	this,”	Kim	says,	almost	dryly.

“Who	is	it?”

“Josh	Jameson.”

My	eyes	bug	at	the	closed	door.	I	gave	him	my	number!	I	fumble	for	my	robe	and	sling
it	on,	yanking	the	door	open	to	find	Kim	with	high,	interested	eyebrows.	Her	red	hair—as
usual,	pulled	back—ensures	every	disapproving	 line	on	her	 face	 is	visible.	“The	actor?”
she	hisses,	thrusting	my	mobile	at	me.

I	 snatch	 it	 and	push	 it	 into	my	chest	 to	muffle	what	he	will	hear.	 “Yes,	 the	actor,”	 I
answer	indignantly.	“What	of	it?”

“Did	he	do	that	to	you?”	She	motions	a	limp	hand	up	and	down	my	body.

“Of	course	not,”	I	snap,	 looking	down	at	my	phone,	wondering	why	on	earth	I	gave
him	 my	 number.	 I	 certainly	 don’t	 want	 to	 talk	 to	 him.	 So	 in	 a	 moment	 of	 impulse,	 I
disconnect	the	call.

“Who	gave	Mr.	Jameson	your	number	and	why	would	he	be	calling	you?”

I	cringe	on	the	inside.	“I	don’t	know,	probably	Eddie.	Mr.	Jameson	attended	the	garden
party	at	the	palace	by	invitation	of	the	King.	His	father	is	an	American	senator.	Knows	my
father.”	My	phone	rings	again,	and	my	jaw	clenches	as	I	reject	the	call.

“So,	again,	why	is	he	calling	you?”

“I	don’t	know.”	My	shortness	doesn’t	affect	Kim	in	the	slightest.

“Do	 I	need	 to	 call	 a	meeting	with	Felix?”	 she	 asks,	 going	 into	 fixing	mode	without
even	knowing	what	needs	to	be	fixed.	Goodness,	she	would	disintegrate	with	panic.	I’m
halfway	there	myself.

“No,	you	do	not.”	It’s	my	body	that	needs	fixing,	and	Felix	can’t	help	with	that.	And
maybe	my	willpower,	too.	“Now,	can	I	please	take	a	shower	in	peace?”

“Sure.	Jenny’s	on	her	way	up	to	do	your	hair.”

“Send	her	home.	 I’m	only	going	 to	 the	 stables,	 and	 I	have	no	arrangements	 for	 this
evening.”

“As	 you	 wish.”	 Kim	 nods	 in	 feigned	 obedience,	 her	 eyes	 constantly	 falling	 to	 my
wrists.	 “I’ll	 see	 you	 downstairs,	 Princess	 Adeline.”	 She’s	 being	 sarcastic,	 placing
emphasis	on	my	title	as	if	it	is	a	joke	that	I	am	royalty.	I	guess	it	is.

“Very	well.”	I	shut	the	door	and	look	at	the	screen	of	my	phone	where	a	voicemail	is
waiting	for	me.	Perhaps	it’s	stupid	of	me,	but	I	click	and	raise	my	phone	to	my	ear.	His
deep	voice	sinks	into	me	like	I	could	be	a	sponge,	reviving	every	wonderful	feeling	I	felt
with	him.

“Your	Highness,	I	hope	you	slept	well	and	woke	feeling	as	satisfied	as	I	am.”	I	scoff,
tempted	to	delete	his	message	before	listening	to	any	more.	But	I	don’t.	Of	course	I	don’t.
Damn	me.	Satisfied?	More	like	really	dissatisfied.	I	listen	on.	“I’m	ready	for	round	two	of
our	game.	Call	me.”



He	may	well	be	ready	for	round	two,	but	my	body	definitely	isn’t.	Call	him?	“I	will	do
no	 such	 thing,”	 I	 say	 to	 my	 phone,	 deleting	 his	 message	 and	 holding	 it	 to	 my	 chest,
thoughtful.	 I’m	 far	 from	 dissatisfied,	 and	 I’m	 a	 fool	 for	 trying	 to	 convince	 myself
otherwise.	“The	brash,	American	idiot,”	I	mutter.

	

AFTER	I’VE	SHOWERED	AND	AM	ready,	I	stand	on	the	threshold	of	the	dining	room,	gazing	at
the	mess.	Olive	is	on	her	hands	and	knees	scrubbing	at	the	antique	rug,	and	various	other
household	staff	members	are	collecting	up	endless	empty	liquor	bottles.

“Have	fun?”	Felix	appears	across	the	other	side	of	the	vast	room,	his	journal	resting	on
his	 forearm,	 his	 phone	 on	 top	 of	 it.	 The	 shine	 of	 his	 polished	 Italian	 loafers	 would
probably	blind	me	if	my	vision	wasn’t	so	foggy	from	lack	of	sleep.

“I	sense	disapproval,”	I	breathe,	going	to	my	bag	to	reject	the	fifth	call	since	I	got	out
of	the	shower.

“Your	 senses	 serve	 you	well,	 ma’am.”	He	 sweeps	 an	 arm	 around	 the	 room,	 as	 if	 I
could	have	missed	the	condition	of	the	stately	room.	“And	we	have	bodies,	too.”

I	 look	 under	 the	 table	where	 he’s	 pointing,	 seeing	 three	men,	 all	 in	 army	 uniforms,
sprawled	out	on	the	rug,	unconscious.	“Oh	dear,”	I	muse,	noting	one	of	the	stray	bodies	is
the	Prince	himself.	I	scowl	at	his	comatose	form,	making	a	mental	note	of	his	condition	to
hold	it	against	him	in	future	if	he	chooses	to	berate	me	on	my	inappropriate	behavior.

“I	 have	 some	 calls	 to	make,”	 Felix	 says,	 strutting	 toward	 the	 corridor	 of	 offices.	 “I
trust	I	have	no	clearing	up	to	do.”	He	looks	over	his	shoulder	at	me,	eyebrows	high.	“No
calls	from	editors	to	prep	for?”

“We	were	on	our	best	behavior.”

“Looks	 like	 it.”	 Felix	 sniffs,	 taking	 one	 more	 despairing	 glance	 around	 the	 dining
room	before	he	disappears	toward	his	office.

I	wander	over	and	poke	Eddie’s	thigh	with	the	toe	of	my	riding	boot.	“Wake	up,	sleepy
head.”

He	groans	and	blinks	his	eyes	open,	frowning	when	he	catches	sight	of	the	underside
of	the	table	floating	over	his	face.	“What	happened?”	he	croaks,	struggling	to	pull	himself
up	to	his	elbows.

“I	would	take	an	educated	guess	and	say	that	you	passed	out,	brother	dearest.”

“Wow,	that	was	wild,”	he	mumbles	as	he	sits	up,	smacking	his	head	on	the	table	on	a
load	thwack.	“Shit.”

I	laugh	as	Eddie	rubs	at	his	head	and	falls	back	to	the	rug.	“I’m	spending	the	day	at	the
stables	so	I’ll	see	you	later.”

“Oh,	Spearmint.	I	forgot	about	your	new	man.”

I	smile,	proud	as	punch.	“I’m	certain	it’s	father’s	way	of	bribing	me.	Why	would	he
finally	relent	to	my	desire	to	dip	a	toe	in	the	racing	world	when	it	has	always	been	strictly
for	the	males?”



“We	both	know	the	answer	to	that	question.”	Eddie	gets	onto	his	hands	and	knees	and
crawls	 from	 beneath	 the	 table,	 and	 I’m	 attacked	 by	 an	 onslaught	 of	 flashbacks.	 Me.
Crawling	to	Josh.	His	wicked	smile.	His	wicked	touch.	“Adeline?”

I	 jump,	 immediately	 looking	 to	my	wrists	where	 they’re	 safely	 concealed	 under	 the
sleeves	 of	my	 black	 roll-neck	 sweater.	 “Sorry,	 I	 was	 daydreaming.”	 I	 turn	 and	make	 a
hasty	getaway	before	my	brother	can	quiz	me	about	last	night.

“Wait	right	there,	Addy,”	he	orders,	and	I	stop,	scowling	at	my	escape	route.	I	hear	his
army	boots	treading	the	rug.	“Where	did	you	disappear	to	last	night?”

I	paint	on	a	smile	and	turn	to	him.	“I	was	rather	sleepy,	so	I	retired	to	my	suite.”

One	of	his	hazel	eyes	narrows,	his	lips	twisting	in	contemplation.	“It’s	rather	uncanny
that	a	certain	American	disappeared	around	the	same	time	as	you,	isn’t	it?”

“I	have	no	idea	what	you	are	insinuating,	but	I	am	offended.”

Eddie,	quite	rightly,	scoffs.	“You	are	not	talking	to	Father	now,	little	princess.”

“I’m	not	talking	to	anyone.”	I	march	out,	relieved	to	see	Damon	waiting	for	me	by	the
car.	“Thank	you.”	I	slide	into	the	back	and	let	him	shut	the	door,	and	though	I	know	Eddie
can’t	see	me	through	the	blacked-out	windows,	I	can	see	him,	and	he	looks	miffed.	It	is	all
his	 damn	 fault,	 anyway.	 Had	 he	 not	 invited	 Josh	 Jameson	 to	 my	 party,	 I	 would	 not
currently	be	shifting	in	my	seat	 trying	to	get	comfortable	on	my	sore	bottom,	and	I	also
would	not	be	at	war	in	my	mind,	which	is	running	riot	trying	to	surmise	exactly	what	that
flutter	 in	my	 tummy	 is	every	 time	I	 think	of	 Josh.	 I	mean,	 really?	What	has	gotten	 into
me?	I	should	be	repulsed	by	his	treatment	of	me.	Not	fantasizing	about	enduring	his	kink
all	over	again.

“Nice	evening,	ma’am?”	Damon	asks	as	he	pulls	out	of	the	gates	of	the	palace.

I	glance	up	 to	 the	rearview	mirror,	 finding	my	driver’s	eyes	on	 the	road,	where	 they
should	 be,	 I	 suppose.	 It	 doesn’t	 stop	 the	 blush	 creeping	 into	 my	 cheeks,	 though.
“Wonderful,	thank	you,	Damon.”

His	eyes	 flick	 to	me,	a	definite	knowing	 twinkle	 in	 them.	“Glad	 to	hear	 it,	ma’am.”
He’s	saying	something	without	really	saying	anything.

“You	love	his	movies?”	I	mimic	Damon’s	words	to	Josh	last	night,	cocking	my	head	in
mockery.	“Really,	Damon?”

His	big	shoulders	shrug	under	his	suit	jacket.	“The	man	has	talent.”

Especially	in	his	hands.	“You	have	no	idea,”	I	breathe.

“Pardon,	ma’am?”

“Nothing.”	I	settle	in	my	seat	and	focus	on	planning	my	day	ahead	in	a	vain	attempt	to
stop	my	mind	from	wandering	elsewhere.

	

AS	DAMON	ROLLS	TO	A	stop	on	the	cobbles	of	the	stable	courtyard,	I	spot	my	mother	riding
in	 from	 the	 fields	with	Aunt	Victoria.	My	father’s	 sister	 is	a	massive	 fifth	 in	 line	 to	 the
throne,	much	 to	 her	 displeasure.	 The	woman	 is	 aloof	 and	 frosty,	 and	 speaks	with	 three



plums	in	her	mouth	as	opposed	to	the	customary	one.

Damon	opens	the	car	door	for	me.	“I	assume	you’ll	be	here	for	a	while?”

“Yes,	at	least	a	few	hours.”

“I’m	to	collect	Prince	Edward	and	drive	him	to	the	barracks.	Shouldn’t	be	longer	than
an	hour.”

“No	problem.	See	you	soon,	Damon.”

“Adeline,	darling,”	Mother	croons	as	Aunt	Victoria	nods	her	acknowledgment	of	me.

“Mother.”	I	smile	as	their	stallions	trot	toward	me.

Aunt	Victoria	is	the	first	to	dismount,	sliding	off	her	horse	with	the	grace	expected	of
the	Duchess	 of	 Sussex.	 “Good	morning,	Adeline,”	 she	 says	with	 no	warmth.	 “Did	 you
enjoy	your	birthday	celebrations?”

I	smile	to	myself,	reflecting	on	last	night	when	the	real	party	began,	the	dancing	and
the	 disgraceful	 rate	 at	which	we	 poured	 alcohol	 into	 our	mouths.	 I	would	 love	 nothing
more	than	to	bring	Aunt	Victoria’s	snootiness	down	a	notch	or	ten	by	telling	her	that	her
precious	Matilda	had	a	fabulous	time,	but	I	would	never	do	that	to	my	cousin.	“The	garden
party	 was	 wonderful,”	 I	 exclaim,	 with	 a	 pathetic	 amount	 of	 enthusiasm.	 My	 faux
excitement	doesn’t	escape	my	mother’s	notice,	her	lips	straightening	in	displeasure.	Lord
Almighty,	 I	 can	 only	 imagine	 the	 family’s	 disgust	 if	 they	 saw	 the	 shenanigans	 of
Kellington	Palace	last	night.	But	I	definitely	cannot	imagine	their	abhorrence	if	they	were
privy	 to	 what	 I	 got	 up	 to	 in	 the	 privacy	 of	 my	 suite	 with	 a	 certain	 tall,	 handsome,
American	actor.	It	 is	off	 the	disgrace	scales,	 like	nothing	heard	of	before	from	a	royal.	I
grin	on	the	inside,	and	then	kick	myself	for	it.	Because	I,	too,	should	be	repulsed.	“Must
dash,”	I	blurt,	kicking	my	feet	into	action	before	I	can	let	any	flashbacks	take	hold.

“But,	darling,”	Mother	calls.	“Are	you	not	joining	us	for	afternoon	tea?”

I	cringe,	running	through	all	the	things	I	would	rather	do.	“I	was	not	aware	that	there
was	an	afternoon	tea	in	the	schedule,”	I	say,	pivoting	to	find	my	mother	shaking	her	head
in	dismay	as	she	slips	off	her	horse.

“My	secretary	called	Kim.	We’re	celebrating	your	brother’s	wonderful	news	with	the
ladies.	Did	she	not	mention	it?”

It’s	 utterly	 ridiculous	 for	my	mother’s	 private	 secretary	 to	 call	my	 private	 secretary.
Why	 can’t	my	mother	 simply	 call	me?	 “She	 didn’t.”	 I	 can	 think	 of	 nothing	worse	 than
enduring	my	sister-in-law	for	 the	afternoon,	especially	now	she’s	carrying	 the	second	 in
line	to	the	throne.	I	would	not	be	surprised	if	an	army	of	close	protection	officers	tail	her
every	 waking	 moment.	 And	 every	 sleeping	 moment,	 for	 that	 matter.	 And	 on	 top	 of
enduring	Princess	Helen	 for	 an	 afternoon	 tea,	 every	 other	 female	member	 of	 the	Royal
Family,	 too?	 All	 in	 one	 room,	 sipping	 tea	 and	 picking	 delicately	 at	 cute	 cakes	 and
sandwiches?	 I	 would	 rather	 be	 whipped	 with	 a	 riding	 crop.	 I	 flinch	 at	 my	 stray,
inappropriate	 thought,	my	eyes	 falling	 to	 the	 riding	crop	 in	my	mother’s	hand.	And	my
body	heats.	And	my	heart	speeds	up.	And	a	throb	starts	a	cruel	beat	between	my	thighs.	“I
have	made	plans	to	spend	the	day	here	getting	to	know	Spearmint.	Sabina	has	kindly	set
some	time	aside	for	me,	and	I	really	don’t	want	to	cancel.	I	know	she	is	busy,	and	her	time



is	precious.”

Aunt	Victoria	rolls	her	eyes	slowly	and	dramatically,	fully	intending	for	me	to	catch	it.
“Priorities	askew	as	normal,”	she	mutters,	walking	her	horse	on	to	the	south	stable	block.

I	 barely	 restrain	 my	 scowl	 at	 her	 back,	 and	Mother	 doesn’t	 breathe	 a	 word	 in	 my
defense.	I’m	not	sure	why	I	continually	let	it	bother	me	that	she	never	fights	in	my	corner.
She	 knows	 as	 well	 as	 I	 do	 that	 the	 women	 in	 my	 family,	 all	 but	 Matilda,	 see	 me	 as
rebellious	and	 insolent,	 just	because	 I	have	not	allowed	myself	 to	be	marched	down	 the
aisle	 and	 handed	 over	 to	 a	man	 of	 the	King’s	 choosing.	Because,	 of	 course,	 they’re	 all
living	 in	wedded	bliss.	 It	 hacks	me	off.	They	 are	 a	 bunch	of	 frauds.	The	whole	bloody
family	 is	an	 institution	of	frauds.	“I	will	be	sure	 to	send	my	love	and	a	gift	 to	John	and
Helen,”	 I	 assure	my	mother,	making	 a	mental	 note	 to	 ask	Kim	 to	 order	 some	 elaborate
baby	gift	for	my	brother	and	his	wife.

Mother	 sighs,	 and	 I	 make	 tracks	 to	 the	 north	 stables	 before	 I	 can	 be	 forced	 into
showing	my	face	at	their	afternoon	tea.	I	send	a	quick	text	to	Kim	as	I	walk,	asking	her	to
source	a	gift,	and	then	drop	Matilda	a	quick	message	wishing	her	luck	this	afternoon.	Her
response	is	immediate.

You’re	 not	 coming?	How	do	 you	 always	wriggle	 your	way	 out	 of	 these	 things?
And	where	did	you	disappear	to	last	night?

I	stall	for	a	beat,	breathing	in.

I	was	tired.	Enjoy	the	afternoon	tea!

As	I	round	the	corner,	I	slip	my	phone	into	my	suede	tote	and	look	up,	spotting	Sabina
hunched	against	the	giant	trailer	that	stores	the	manure	collected	from	the	fields.	I’m	about
to	call	for	her,	but	someone	appears	from	behind	the	wagon.	The	King.	I	skid	to	an	abrupt
halt	 and	 hide	 myself	 from	 view.	 Avoiding	 my	 father	 is	 at	 the	 top	 of	 my	 priority	 list,
especially	after	our	little	meeting	on	my	birthday.

I	watch	as	he	rests	his	hand	on	Sabina’s	arm,	a	gesture	of	comfort	as	she	wipes	at	her
cheek.	 She’s	 upset,	 clearly,	 but	 why?	 Sabina	 and	 her	 husband,	 Haydon’s	 grandparents,
have	 been	managing	 the	 royal	 stables	 for	 as	 long	 as	 I	 can	 remember.	 Sabina’s	 a	 gentle
soul,	unassuming	and	open-minded,	and	despite	her	son	being	 relentlessly	supportive	of
my	father’s	attempts	to	marry	me	off	to	her	grandson,	Sabina	has	never	pushed	the	matter
with	me.	It	has	only	made	me	appreciate	her	more.

“If	 there	 is	 anything	 I	 can	 do,”	my	 father	 says,	 smiling	 sadly	 at	 Sabina.	 It’s	 a	 rare
display	of	compassion	and	comfort.	“Please,	just	ask.	You’ve	been	so	loyal	and	committed
to	my	family	for	many	years.	Maybe	you	should	go	home.”

Sabina	 removes	her	arm	 from	 the	King’s	 touch,	 leaving	his	hand	 falling	 to	his	 side.
“Thank	you,	Your	Majesty.	But	I	would	rather	keep	myself	busy.”

My	father	nods	his	understanding,	pulling	on	his	tweed	coat	before	settling	his	flat-cap
atop	his	head.	 “You	have	always	been	a	 fighter.”	He	motions	 for	one	of	his	 footman	 to
come	to	him,	accepting	his	shotgun	and	checking	the	chamber.

“I	have,”	Sabina	says	quietly,	taking	a	tissue	from	the	pocket	of	her	Barbour	jacket	and
wiping	her	nose.	I’m	sure	I	detect	a	flash	of	resentment	as	she	utters	her	agreement.	“One



needs	to	be	in	this	world,	Your	Majesty.”

“One	does,”	my	father	agrees	easily,	almost	automatically.

I	watch	as	Sabina	stares	at	my	father,	who	is	now	distracted,	inspecting	his	gun.	Yes,
that’s	resentment,	easily	detectable	on	Sabina’s	face,	whose	features	are	normally	so	soft
and	serene.	I’ve	never	seen	this	hardness	in	her	expression	before.

“Princess	Adeline.”

I	jump	and	swing	around,	finding	a	stoic	Davenport	looming	behind	me.	I	breathe	out
and	roll	my	eyes.	“You	don’t	have	to	creep	up	on	me,	Major,”	I	mutter.

“No	 creeping,	 ma’am.	 Perhaps	 you	 were	 too	 engrossed	 to	 hear	 my	 approach.”	 He
passes	me,	and	 I	 follow	him	 to	my	 father,	 aware	 that	my	cover	 is	blown.	Damn	 it.	The
King’s	right-hand	man	never	misses	a	bloody	thing,	which	is	undoubtedly	why	he	carries
one	of	the	longest	records	of	royal	service.	He	could	have	retired	three	years	ago,	but	he
has	devoted	his	 life	 to	serving	 the	Sovereign.	He’ll	probably	outlive	my	father,	 too.	 I’m
told	the	Major	has	never	taken	a	sick	day	in	his	career,	not	when	serving	my	father,	and
not	when	 serving	my	grandfather	 either.	His	 commitment	 is	 unquestionable,	 yet	 I	 often
wonder	 how	 lonely	 he	 is	when	 he	 is	 off	 duty,	 albeit	 rarely.	The	miserable	 old	 goat	 has
never	married,	 and	he	has	no	children.	Not	 that	 I	 could	 imagine	 the	cold,	 stony	 stickler
ever	 being	 loving	 toward	 a	 woman	 and	 kids.	 In	 fact,	 I	 can’t	 imagine	 the	Major	 being
anything	less	than	stiff	and	impassive	with	anyone.

“Your	Majesty,”	Davenport	says	as	he	approaches	my	father.	“The	Prime	Minister	has
requested	an	audience.”

“He	has?	Outside	of	our	usual	weekly	meet?	Whatever	 for?”	My	 father’s	 interest	 in
the	man	who	runs	the	country	is,	as	always,	lacking.	Not	that	I’m	included	in	affairs	of	a
political	nature,	but	one	thing	I	do	know	is	that	my	father	believes	it’s	preposterous	that	in
these	modern	times,	the	Sovereign	has	no	say	over	who	runs	his	country	for	him.

My	father	continues	to	faff	with	his	shotgun	while	Davenport	mentions	the	Chancellor
of	 the	 Exchequer	 and	 something	 about	 this	 year’s	 budget.	 “Shall	 I	 confirm	 four	 thirty,
Your	Majesty?”

“Yes,	yes.	I	should	have	popped	a	few	birds	by	three.”	He	points	his	gun	to	the	sky	and
mock	shoots	a	real	pigeon.	“Get	the	clays	loaded.”

“Sir.”	Davenport	nods	and	leaves	to	relay	the	King’s	orders	to	whoever’s	controlling
the	trap	for	Father’s	shooting	session.

“Adeline.”	The	King	finally	notices	my	presence,	turning	his	pot	belly	toward	me	and
pulling	 a	 cigar	 from	 the	 inside	of	his	 tweed	 jacket.	A	 footman	 is	under	his	nose	with	 a
lighter	before	the	fat,	brown	stick	makes	it	to	his	mouth.	“I	didn’t	see	you	on	the	schedule
to	ride	today.”

“Last-minute	 plan,”	 I	 answer,	 glancing	 at	 my	 phone	 when	 it	 rings.	 It’s	 him	 again.
“Sabina	said	she	 is	 free	 to	spend	a	 few	hours	with	Spearmint	and	me.”	 I	 slip	my	phone
into	my	pocket	as	Father	sucks	on	the	end	of	his	cigar.	“But	if	it	is	a	bad	time,	Sabina,	I
understand.”



“No,	no.”	She	waves	off	my	concern	as	Father	 and	Davenport	head	off	 to	 the	Land
Rover,	and	I	sag	a	little,	glad	I	avoided	another	earache	about	Haydon	and	my	obligation
to	marry	him.	“Let’s	go	see	that	fine	beast	of	yours,”	Sabina	says.	“I	haven’t	had	a	chance
to	saddle	him	up	just	yet.”

“No	problem.	I	would	actually	like	to	do	it	myself.”	The	more	time	I	kill,	the	better.	I
will	muck	out	his	stables	too,	and	even	plough	the	field	for	horse	shit	if	I	must.	Anything
to	keep	me	busy.	“Are	you	okay,	Sabina?”

“I’m	 fine.”	She	 smiles	 and	 links	 arms	with	me,	 and	we	 start	 to	wander	 to	 the	north
stable	 block.	 “It’s	 Colin.	He	was	 admitted	 into	 the	 hospital	 last	 night	with	 a	 suspected
heart	attack.”

“Oh	my	goodness,”	I	gasp.	Sabina’s	husband,	 like	Sabina,	 is	so	active,	his	racehorse
training	skills	making	sure	of	it.	A	heart	attack?	I	suddenly	feel	rotten,	not	only	for	Sabina,
who	I’m	so	fond	of,	but	for	Haydon,	too.	I	was	so	short	with	him	last	night.	Did	he	know
his	grandfather	was	unwell	when	I	dismissed	him	from	my	suite?	“Sabina,	you	shouldn’t
be	here.	Please,	I	can	see	to	things	myself.”

“Like	I	said	to	His	Majesty,	distraction	is	better.	Besides,	Colin’s	sleeping	mostly.	I’m
of	 no	 use	 fussing	 over	 him	 when	 there	 are	 an	 army	 of	 nurses	 to	 do	 that.	 In	 fact,	 he
dismissed	me	himself.”

“Does	David	know?	And	Haydon?”

The	mention	of	her	grandson	and	son	brightens	her	smile.	“David	escorted	me	to	the
hospital	late	last	night.	We	didn’t	want	to	worry	Haydon	unnecessarily	so	delayed	advising
him	of	his	grandfather’s	condition	until	this	morning.”

“And	how	is	his	condition?”

“He’s	 stable.	 Tough	 as	 old	 boots,	 my	 husband.”	 She	 chuckles	 a	 little.	 “Anyway,
enough	of	that.	How	did	you	enjoy	your	birthday?”

“It	was	lovely,	thank	you.”

Sabina	 glances	 at	my	 hand,	 and	 then	 back	 to	me,	 a	 semblance	 of	 a	 knowing	 smile
gracing	her	lips.	“You’re	not	wearing	Haydon’s	ring.”

I,	too,	look	at	my	hand.	“Oh,	I	didn’t	want	to	damage	it	while	riding.”	I	scan	my	mind
for	the	last	time	I	saw	it.	In	the	bathroom.	I	took	it	off	to	shower	this	morning	and	forgot	to
put	it	back	on.

“Understandable,”	 Sabina	muses,	 “that	 you	would	 forget	 to	 put	 it	 back	 on,	 since	 it
doesn’t	hold	the	sentiment	that	Haydon	would	hope.”

I	flame	red	and	glance	away	from	her	knowing	eyes.	“That’s	not	the	case,”	I	murmur
pitifully.

Sabina	 stops	 and	 turns	me	 into	 her,	 taking	me	 by	 the	 tops	 of	my	 arms.	 There’s	 no
escape,	and	strangely,	I	don’t	want	to.	I	am	so	fond	of	Haydon’s	grandmother,	hold	her	in
high	regard,	and	only	a	small	reason	for	that	 is	because	she	doesn’t	push	me	toward	her
grandson	like	everyone	else	does.	“Adeline,	you	know	my	thoughts	on	the	King	and	my
David’s	 persistence	 in	 trying	 to	 bring	 you	 and	Haydon	 together.	You	 can’t	manufacture



love.”

I	sag	a	little,	so	relieved	to	hear	her	say	that.	“They	won’t	listen	to	me,	Sabina.	I	adore
Haydon,	I	do.	We	grew	up	together,	but—”

“You	don’t	need	to	explain	yourself	to	me,	Adeline.”	She	laughs.	“Lord,	you’d	eat	my
grandson	alive.”

I	laugh	too,	because	she’s	right.	I	can’t	promise	if	my	father	and	Haydon’s	father	ever
succeeded	 in	 wrestling	 me	 down	 the	 aisle,	 I	 would	 not	 take	 out	 my	 bitterness	 and
resentment	on	Haydon.	He	doesn’t	deserve	that.	He	deserves	someone	who	will	love	him
truly	and	deeply.	That	someone	is	not	me.	“How	can	I	make	them	see?”

“You	can’t.”	Sabina	starts	walking	again.	“No	one	can	challenge	the	Monarchy	when	it
comes	to	their	public	image.	The	smokescreen	is	too	thick	to	penetrate.”	There	is	that	hard
edge	to	her	features	again,	and	I	frown.	I	know	she’s	right,	but	why	do	I	sense	there	is	a
personal	tinge	to	that	statement?	“I’m	speaking	hypothetically,	of	course.”

“Of	course,”	I	reply	quietly,	falling	into	thought,	desperate	to	ask	if	there	is	something
specific	 she	 is	 referring	 to.	 But	 one	 thing	 I	 know	 is	 that	 asking	 questions	will	 get	 you
nowhere	with	the	royals	and	their	close	aides.

We	 enter	 the	 block,	 and	 I	 spot	 Spearmint	 in	 the	 second	 stable.	 “There	 he	 is.”	 His
beauty	wipes	all	questions	from	my	mind.	I	slide	the	bolt	across	and	coax	him	back	as	I
enter.	“God,	you	are	so	handsome.”

“His	 grandsire	 won	 countless	 races,”	 Sabina	 says,	 looking	 over	 her	 shoulder	 when
someone	approaches.	“Doctor	Goodridge,”	she	murmurs,	her	face	noticeably	dropping.

The	old	man	nods,	his	face	somewhat	solemn.	“Your	Highness.”

I	 smile	 my	 hello.	 “You	 go,”	 I	 say	 to	 Sabina,	 not	 wanting	 to	 keep	 her.	 Doctor
Goodridge	obviously	wants	 to	 talk	about	her	husband,	and	I	 feel	somewhat	grateful	 that
he’s	on	hand	to	care	for	Colin	Sampson.	The	old	doctor	has	served	as	the	King’s	private
physician	for	decades,	serving	my	grandfather	before	that.	He’s	way	past	retirement,	but
like	most	people	who	serve	the	Royals,	he	doesn’t	seem	to	want	to	break	free.	I	run	a	palm
down	Spearmint’s	muscled	neck.	“I	can	see	to	Spearmint	myself.”

“You	sure	you	don’t	want	me	to	saddle	him	up?”

“No,	I’ll	do	it.	I	should	get	to	know	him.”

“Thank	you,	ma’am.”	Sabina	gives	my	arm	a	soft	pat.	“Go	easy	on	him.	He’s	been	out
cantering	already	this	morning.”

“We’ll	do	no	more	than	an	hour.”

“Okay.	 And	 then	 we	 need	 to	 discuss	 his	 routine.	 If	 you	 want	 to	 run	 him	 in	 the
mornings,	that’s	fine.	Just	give	me	notice	so	I	don’t	send	him	out	before	you	arrive.	He’ll
need	a	rest	day,	too.”

“That’s	fine.	I	can	ride	Stan	if	Spearmint	needs	to	rest.”

“Call	 if	 you	 need	 anything.”	 Sabina	 heads	 off	with	Dr.	Goodridge,	 leaving	me	 and
Spearmint	to	get	to	know	each	other.



“So	then,	Spearmint.	What	is	your	guilty	pleasure?”	I	pull	my	fingers	though	his	silky
mane,	laughing	when	he	snorts.	I	reach	into	my	pocket	and	pull	out	a	sugar	lump.	“You
look	 like	 a	 sugar	 kind	 of	 guy	 to	me.”	 Spearmint	 chomps	 down	 the	 cube,	 giving	me	 a
chance	to	inspect	his	teeth.	They	are	about	as	perfect	as	a	horse’s	teeth	could	be.	“Let’s	get
you	saddled	up,	boy.	Back	in	a	moment.”	I	let	myself	out	of	the	stable,	but	before	I	head
for	the	tack	room,	I	wander	down	to	the	far	end	of	the	block	to	see	Stan,	my	pride	and	joy.
“Stan,”	I	sing	as	I	approach	his	stable,	smiling	when	I	hear	his	hooves	clip-clop	across	the
concrete	floor.	His	grey	speckled	head	pokes	out,	and,	I	swear,	the	big	burly	beast	smiles.
“Hey,	boy.”	I	make	a	huge	fuss	of	him	to	be	sure	he	doesn’t	feel	left	out,	and	I	don’t	just
give	him	the	one	sugar	 lump.	I	 indulge	him	with	 two.	“I’ll	be	back	 later.	We’ll	go	for	a
hack,	what	do	you	say?”

My	friend	nuzzles	at	my	pocket	in	search	of	more	treats,	making	me	laugh.	“You	only
want	 me	 for	 my	 sugar	 lumps.”	 I	 slip	 him	 one	more	 and	 then	 head	 for	 the	 tack	 room,
scanning	the	rows	of	bridle	hooks	and	saddle	pegs,	spotting	Spearmint’s	name	on	the	very
end.	I	heave	his	giant	saddle	up	and	grab	his	tack,	heading	back	to	the	stable.	Every	time	I
come	here,	Stan	is	always	ready	for	me	to	jump	on	and	trot	off.	I	had	forgotten	how	much
I’ve	missed	saddling	up.

I’m	 in	my	 element	 as	 I	 get	 Spearmint	 ready	 for	 our	 first	 outing	 together,	my	hands
working	fast	and	expertly.	He	fights	me	a	little	as	I	slip	the	bit	into	his	mouth,	flinging	his
head	in	protest,	but	a	stern	word	and	firm	handle	soon	has	him	complying.	After	a	quick
check	 that	 the	 leg	 reins	 are	 even	 and	 his	 girth	 belt	 not	 too	 tight,	 I	 lead	 him	 out	 to	 the
courtyard.

“Fine	beast	you	have	there,	Your	Highness,”	Burt	calls	from	the	piles	of	hay,	his	fork
breaking	 up	 the	 bales.	 The	 old	 farmer	 has	 supplied	 the	 stables	 stock	 of	 horse	 feed	 and
bedding	for	decades,	rumbling	down	the	lane	in	his	tractor	twice	a	day.

“Thanks,	Burt.”	I	put	on	my	riding	hat	and	fasten	it	before	working	my	hands	into	my
leather	 gloves.	 Then	 I	 slip	 my	 left	 foot	 into	 the	 stirrup	 and	 grab	 the	 pommel,	 hauling
myself	into	the	saddle.	“Easy,	boy,”	I	soothe	when	Spearmint	shifts	on	his	hooves.

I	 try	 to	 get	 comfortable	 in	 the	 seat,	 wincing	 and	 hissing	 as	 I	 do.	 Holy	 good	 Lord.
Riding	after	a	night	with	Josh	Jameson	is	a	terrible	idea.	My	backside	and	thighs	hurt	in
places	they’ve	never	hurt	before.	But	I	persevere,	and	on	a	few	more	winces	and	grimaces,
I	click	Spearmint	on,	walking	to	the	training	arena.	His	stride	is	different	to	what	I’m	used
to	after	years	of	riding	Stan,	but	my	body	soon	falls	into	his	rhythm	and	as	soon	as	we	are
in	the	large	square	enclosure,	I	work	him	up	to	a	trot	and	do	a	few	laps,	feeling	him	just	as
much	as	he	needs	to	feel	me.	“I	think	you	and	I	are	going	to	get	on	just	fine,	Spearmint.”
He	rides	like	a	dream,	gracefully	and	confidently,	as	if	there	is	no	weight	upon	his	back,	as
if	he	is	wild	and	free.	It’s	exactly	how	I	feel	every	time	I	ride	Stan	through	the	fields,	and
though	my	horse	is	different	and	our	cantering	space	is	limited	to	the	safety	of	the	royal
land,	it	is	still	the	best	feeling.	My	mind	clears	and	I	focus	on	being	at	one	with	Spearmint,
taking	him	through	the	motions,	getting	to	know	him.	I	feel	no	discord,	no	need	to	defy.
I’m	alive,	more	myself.	This	is	what	freedom	feels	like	for	me.	I	won’t	allow	any	negative
thoughts	 to	 intrude	 on	 this	 moment,	 because	 this	 is	 where	 my	 heart	 feels	 full.	 This	 is
where	my	heart	knows	peace.	This	is	where	I	can	imagine	my	life	beyond	the	constraints
of	my	 royal	 life.	Where	 I	may	 pursue	 dreams	 and	 live	 a	 life	 I	 choose.	Where	 I	 can	 be



myself	and	not	what	I	am	expected	to	be.

This	is	the	real	me.



AN	HOUR	HAS	 PASSED	BEFORE	 I	 realize	 it,	 and	Spearmint	has	worked	up	a	good	 sweat.	 “I
think	that	is	enough	exercise	for	you	today,	boy.	Sabina	will	be	scolding	me.”	I	slow	him
to	a	steady	walk,	shifting	myself	in	the	saddle	on	a	hiss	of	discomfort.	“And	my	backside
can’t	take	much	more	friction,”	I	tell	him	as	we	head	back	to	the	stables,	stopping	at	the
water	trough	where	I	swing	my	leg	over	his	saddle	and	jump	down.

“He	looked	good,”	Sabina	calls	across	the	courtyard,	her	arms	full	of	tack.

“He	 did	 beautifully.”	 I	 assure	 her	 as	 she	 nears.	 “Is	 everything	 okay,	 Sabina?	With
Colin,	I	mean.”

“Yes.	Doctor	Goodridge	was	giving	me	an	update.”	She	gives	me	one	of	her	famous
soft	smiles	and	carries	on	her	way.

I	let	Spearmint	get	his	fill	of	water	before	I	lead	him	to	his	stable	and	strip	him	down.
Slipping	his	saddle	over	the	stable	door,	I	pull	off	his	cloth	and	spend	some	time	brushing
him.	 I	 need	 to	 do	 this	more	 often.	 It’s	 so	 therapeutic.	 I	 reluctantly	 finish	 on	 his	mane,
stopping	before	I	brush	him	until	he	disappears.	“You’ll	do,”	I	say,	smacking	him	lightly
on	his	muscled	rump.

“Is	it	my	turn	for	a	rubdown?”

I	swing	around	and	find	Josh	with	his	forearms	resting	on	Spearmint’s	saddle	where	it
hangs	over	the	half-height	stable	door.	“Oh	bloody	hell,”	I	mumble,	not	nearly	as	quietly
as	intended.	My	relaxed,	serene	state	quickly	changes	to	tense	and	shaky,	and	my	bucking
heart	does	not	assist	in	helping	me	fix	that.	Josh’s	grin	is	almost	angelic,	contradicting	the
devilish	 intentions	 in	his	eyes.	And	just	 like	 that,	 I	am	ambushed,	not	only	by	countless
flashbacks,	but	by	a	formidable	desire	I	really	don’t	want	to	feel.

Shit.

Shit,	shit,	shit.

“How	did	you	get	in	here?”	I	ask,	taking	my	brush	back	to	Spearmint,	ignoring	the	fact
that	his	skin	is	probably	numb	from	being	groomed	so	much	already.

“Why	are	you	ignoring	my	calls?”

“Maybe	because	I	don’t	want	to	speak	with	you.	Again,	what	are	you	doing	here?”

“The	King	offered	my	dad	the	use	of	one	of	his	horses.”

His	rough	accent	drips	over	me	in	the	most	infuriatingly	pleasing	way.	“That	was	very
kind	of	him.”



“I	thought	so,	too.”

I	hear	the	bolt	of	the	stable	door	slide.	Oh	no.	My	hand	falters	in	its	sweeping	motion
across	Spearmint’s	coat.	“You	shouldn’t	come	in	here.”	It	is	way	too	cozy	already.

Of	course,	he	completely	ignores	me.	“You	don’t	sound	happy	to	see	me.”

“I’m	not.”

“Why?”

I	breathe	in	and	force	myself	to	face	him,	except	now	I	have	the	full	length	of	him,	and
the	sight,	in	addition	to	his	stunning	face,	is	all	too	lovely.	His	cream	chinos	are	a	perfect
fit,	and	with	his	shirt	hanging	out,	he	looks	all	relaxed	and	yummy.	And	his	hair	…

I	drag	myself	back	from	the	brink	of	pathetic	and	level	Josh	with	a	cool	expression.	“I
am	rather	busy.”

“Is	that	an	answer	to	my	question?	Because	if	so,	I	won’t	get	in	your	way.”

“You	are	already	in	my	way,”	I	retort	as	he	steps	forward	and	I	step	back.	He	stops	and
smiles,	and	then	takes	one	more	step	forward.	Instinctively,	I	move	back.	My	only	escape
is	around	the	back	of	Spearmint,	and	being	behind	a	horse	should	be	avoided	at	all	costs.
And	it	seems	now	the	cost	is	my	dignity,	because	if	I	remain	here	a	moment	longer,	there
is	 a	 huge	 chance	 I	may	 grab	 Josh	 Jameson	 and	 tackle	 him	 to	 the	 hay.	 I	 can’t	 seem	 to
control	myself	 around	 this	man.	 It’s	 dangerous.	 Possibly	more	 dangerous	 than	 escaping
him	around	the	back	of	Spearmint.	Damn	it!

“You	won’t	even	know	I’m	here.”	He	pulls	an	imaginary	zip	across	his	mouth.

“Not	likely,”	I	mutter	to	myself,	facing	my	fear	and	walking	forward.	I	stop	before	him
when	 he	 doesn’t	move,	 cocking	my	 head	 and	 fighting	 back	 the	want	 consuming	me.	 I
knew	this	would	happen.	I	just	knew	I	would	wind	up	wanting	him	again.	It	doesn’t	make
much	sense	to	me.	“Excuse	me,”	I	say	politely.

Josh	steps	back,	opening	up	my	path,	and	I	make	quick	work	of	collecting	Spearmint’s
tack	before	escaping	the	stable.	The	huge	horse	isn’t	the	only	thing	taking	up	all	the	space.
It	 is	 also	 the	 thick	 chemistry,	 and	 it’s	 overpowering.	 I	 scuttle	 to	 the	 tack	 room,	holding
everything	in	my	arms	tightly	to	avoid	revealing	my	trembles.	Christ,	why	him?	Why	does
his	mere	presence	have	my	heart	racing	like	a	pathetic	little	school	girl	with	a	crush?

“You	look	fuckin’	awesome	in	your	riding	gear,	by	the	way,”	Josh	says	casually.

I	dump	 the	saddle	on	 the	saddle	horse	with	 far	 less	care	 than	 I	 should,	and	 loop	 the
tack	over	a	hook	hanging	from	the	ceiling.	“Thank	you.”	I	wander	over	to	the	sink	and	fill
it	with	warm	water.

“Want	some	help?”	Josh	appears	next	to	me,	brushing	my	arm	with	his,	forcing	me	to
put	some	space	between	our	close	bodies.

“You	want	to	help	me	clean	tack?”	I	ask,	amused,	grabbing	a	sponge	and	plunging	it
into	the	water.	I	squeeze	it	out	and	make	my	way	to	the	saddle	horse,	Josh	on	my	tail.

“Yes,	I	want	to	help.”

I	start	to	wipe	over	the	leather,	my	eyes	dancing	between	the	saddle	and	Josh,	who	is



roaming	 the	 room	with	 his	 hands	 buried	 in	 his	 chino	 pockets,	 casually	 looking	 around.
“What	do	you	know	about	horses	and	their	care?”	I	ask.

“Nothing,”	 he	 admits,	 turning	 his	 eyes	 onto	me.	 They’re	 bright	 blue	 today.	 I	 could
melt	under	that	gaze.	Quite	easily.	“But	you	can	teach	me.”

I	laugh,	looking	away	from	him	before	I	do	actually	melt,	and	concentrate	on	cleaning
Spearmint’s	saddle.	“You	want	me	to	teach	you	about	horses?”

“Yes.	Seems	fair,	since	I	gave	you	a	few	lessons	last	night.”

My	working	hands	pause,	and	I	look	at	him.	Don’t	ask!	“Lessons?”

His	smile	is	smug	and	victorious.	“In	submission,	Your	Highness.”

“Excuse	me?”	I	choke.

“You	heard.”

“I	think	I	heard.”

“Oh,	you	heard.”	He	meanders	 over	 to	me,	 placing	himself	 on	 the	other	 side	of	 the
saddle	horse.	There	is	a	huge	wooden	stand	between	us,	but	it	still	feels	like	he	could	be
touching	me,	and	my	skin	erupts	in	tingles.	He	smiles,	like	he	is	aware	of	my	condition.
“The	 notoriously	 headstrong	 Princess	 of	 England	 is	 submissive,”	 Josh	whispers.	 “Who
would’ve	thought?”

“I	 am	not	 submissive,”	 I	 argue	weakly,	 remembering	how	 I	 succumbed	 to	his	 every
demand,	how	I	took	everything	he	dished	out	to	me,	and	how	I	willed	him	on,	begged	for
it.

Loved	it.

The	 sense	 of	 freedom,	 the	weightlessness,	 the	 relief	 of	 surrendering	 control.	Of	 not
having	to	think,	just	do.	Of	being	at	someone’s	mercy,	and	most	significantly,	wanting	to
be.	The	whole	time	I	was	lost	in	Josh	Jameson,	bending	to	his	will,	I	didn’t	feel	the	stifling
containment	of	my	everyday	existence.	I	was	free.	I	want	to	feel	free	again.

I	swallow	and	glance	down,	disturbed	by	my	revelation.	I	have	never	once	considered
submitting	power	to	a	man	in	the	bedroom.	Why	would	I	when	I	fight	so	hard	to	keep	it	in
my	life?	But	I	guess,	now	I	am	enlightened,	I	should	ask	myself	if	it	is	built	into	me,	or
whether	my	apparent	subservient	nature	is	reserved	only	for	Josh	Jameson.	“What	do	you
want	to	know	about	horses?”	I	ask	quietly,	my	mind	sprinting.

“Everything	 you	 can	 tell	me.”	 He	 fondles	with	 the	 bridle	 hanging	 from	 the	 ceiling
hook,	and	I	just	know	he	is	imagining	tying	me	up	with	it,	maybe	even	whipping	my	arse
with	it.	I	swallow	and	shift	in	my	stance,	feeling	my	tight	jodhpurs	rubbing	at	my	sensitive
bottom.	“What’s	this?”	he	asks.

“That	is	a	brow	band.”

“And	this?”

“A	throat	lash.”

Josh’s	eyes	widen,	and	I	hear	 the	thrash	of	my	belt	connecting	with	my	upper	thigh.



“Lash,”	he	whispers.

I	 make	 a	 hasty	 getaway	 from	 his	 suggestive	 gaze,	 tossing	 my	 sponge	 in	 the	 sink,
grabbing	 the	 pot	 of	 saddle	 soap,	 and	 swiping	 a	 clean	 sponge	 around	 the	 inside	 of	 the
container.	“Anything	else?”	I	rub	at	the	leather	of	the	saddle	like	a	madwoman.

“What’s	this?”	he	asks,	fingering	a	metal	piece	of	the	tack.

“A	bit.	It	goes	in	the	horse’s	mouth.”

“What	are	you	doing	there?”

“Oiling	the	leather.”

“With?”

“Glycerin.”

“Oh,”	he	says,	drawing	out	the	word	on	a	long	exhale	as	he	swipes	a	fingertip	across
the	seat	of	the	saddle.	“Like	lubricant,	right?”

I	stop	and	inhale,	straightening	and	facing	his	cheeky	smile.	He’s	adorable	in	the	most
annoying	fashion.	“Yes,	like	lubricant.”

“Wow.	 Throat	 lashes,	 mouth	 bits,	 lubricants.”	 He	 gazes	 around	 the	 tack	 room
languidly,	before	dropping	those	starry	eyes	onto	me.	“A	sexy	princess,	too.	I	think	I	might
like	it	around	here.”

I	breathe	out	on	a	laugh,	astounded	by	his	front.	“You	are	a	cocky	American	arsehole,
Josh	Jameson.”

He’s	around	the	saddle	horse	in	a	flash,	seizing	me	and	pinning	me	against	the	nearest
wall.	I	don’t	get	a	moment	to	gather	my	bearings,	or	to	warn	him	off.	Not	that	I	want	to.
His	hard	body	is	flush	with	mine—touching	everywhere—and	it	feels	amazing.

Nose	to	nose	with	me,	lips	almost	touching,	he	breathes	in	my	face.	“Actually,	I’m	a
cocky	American	asshole.	But	whatever.	To-may-to,	to-mah-to.”

My	smile	is	unstoppable,	and	so	is	the	want	flooding	me.

“Kiss	me,	Your	Highness,”	he	whispers,	and	that’s	all	it	takes.	One	order,	and	I	am	his.
I	push	my	lips	to	his	and	drop	the	sponge	in	my	hand	so	I	can	hold	his	shoulders.	Soft	lips
roam	 mine,	 a	 soft	 tongue	 swirls	 through	 my	 mouth,	 and	 his	 body	 softens	 against	 me,
molding	to	my	every	curve,	fitting	perfectly.	He	smiles	around	my	mouth—happy	he	has
me—and	nibbles	gently	on	my	bottom	lip.	 It	 is	worlds	away	from	the	command	he	had
over	me	 last	night,	but	commanding	nonetheless.	And	 the	sense	of	 freedom	that	sweeps
through	my	body	with	 the	pleasure	 indicates	 I	 really	 am	 in	 trouble	here.	His	 soft	 touch
caresses	my	cheek	as	his	eyes	wander	across	my	face.	“How’s	your	ass?”	he	asks,	sliding
a	palm	down	to	my	bottom	and	stroking	gently.	“Sore?”

“Yes.”

“Regret	it?”

“No.”

He	grins	and	smacks	me	lightly	on	my	bottom.	“Me	neither.”



“You	hardly	suffered.”	I	laugh,	pushing	him	off	my	body	to	free	myself.	We’re	at	the
stables.	Anyone	could	walk	right	in	at	any	second.

“I	assure	you,	I	suffered.”

“How?”

“When	I	 left,”	he	answers	candidly,	and	 I	 shoot	him	a	surprised	 look.	His	 shoulders
shrug	under	his	shirt,	his	smile	shy	and	boyish.	“Don’t	make	a	big	deal	of	it.”

“I	didn’t	say	a	word.”

“You	didn’t	have	to.”

“You	didn’t	want	to	leave?”

“It	was	the	last	thing	I	wanted	to	do,	actually.”

I	don’t	know	what	to	do	with	that	information.	Or	even	know	what	to	say,	and	I	think
Josh	must	 sense	 that	 because	he	 jumps	 in	with	 a	quick	 subject	 change.	 “So,	you	gonna
teach	me	how	to	ride,	or	what?”

“Yes,”	I	answer	without	thought,	because—and	maybe	I	should	be	worried	about	this
—I	 want	 to	 spend	 more	 time	 with	 him.	More	 time	 when	 he	 is	 not	 whipping	 me	 into
submission,	that	is.

Josh	smiles,	a	knowing	smile,	one	that	I	mirror	on	a	shake	of	my	head.	What	has	this
man	 got	 me	 doing?	 “We’ll	 call	 it	 our	 first	 date,”	 he	 declares,	 clapping	 his	 hands	 and
rubbing	them	together.	“Where	do	we	start?”

“We	need	to	saddle	up.”

His	rubbing	hands	cease	to	rub,	his	eyebrow	hitching	in	interest.	“I	like	the	sound	of
that.”

“Of	course	you	do.”	I	laugh,	fetching	Stan’s	saddle.

“Stan?”	 Josh	 questions,	 looking	 at	 his	 name	 above	 the	 wooden	 peg.	 “What	 about
Spearmint?”

“He’s	in	training.	He	has	already	been	over	exercised	today.”	I	dump	Stan’s	saddle	in
Josh’s	arms	and	grab	his	bridle.	“And	I	don’t	know	him	well	enough	to	trust	him	with	a
beginner.	Stan’s	reliable.	I	know	him	best	after	riding	him	for	the	past	seven	years.”

“Lucky	Stan,”	Josh	quips,	following	me	back	through	the	stables.	“What	do	I	have	to
do	to	earn	those	privileges?”

“What,	me	riding	you	every	day?”	I	ask	over	my	shoulder,	laughing	when	Josh	moves
the	 saddle	down	over	his	groin	area,	giving	me	a	warning	 look.	The	 thrilling	 feeling	of
knowing	I	can	have	the	same	effect	on	him	as	he	does	on	me	satisfies	me	deeply.	“Okay?”
I	ask.

His	 jaw	 tenses	 from	 his	 clenched	 teeth.	 “Ever	 got	 the	 feeling	 you	 might	 regret
something?”

I	 laugh	 on	 the	 inside,	 hysterical	 laughter,	 because	 there	 is	 a	 potentially	 huge	 regret
following	me.	 “As	a	matter	of	 fact,	yes.”	 I	offload	Stan’s	bridle	 and	 relieve	 Josh	of	 the



saddle.	“You	need	to	change.”

Josh	looks	down	his	front.	“What’s	wrong	with	this?”

“Those	trousers	don’t	look	like	they	have	much	stretch.”

He	bends	at	the	knees	until	they	pull	taut.	“Sure	they	have.”

“Suit	yourself.”	I	continue	saddling	Stan,	quick	and	efficient	after	years	of	practice.

“What’s	 that	 you’re	 doing?”	 Josh	 asks,	 making	 me	 smile.	 He’s	 like	 an	 inquisitive
child.

“Making	sure	Stan’s	girth	strap	is	not	too	tight.”	I	slip	two	fingers	between	the	leather
and	his	ribs.	“Always	two	fingers.”

“Two	fingers?	This	gets	better.”

“You	are	incorrigible.”	I	chuckle,	nodding	to	the	stable	door	for	Josh	to	open,	which	he
does	speedily	on	a	charming	smile.

“Your	Highness.”

“Thank	you,”	I	say	as	I	pass	him,	tugging	Stan’s	side	reins	until	he	clip-clops	after	me.
“Sir.”

“Adeline.”	My	 name	 is	 a	warning,	 delivered	 slow	 and	 clearly,	 and	 I	 secretly	 smile,
playing	Josh	Jameson’s	game	with	way	too	much	ease.	“If	you’re	lucky”—Josh	falls	into
stride	 beside	me,	 dipping	 to	 get	 his	 mouth	 close	 to	my	 ear—“for	 letting	me	 ride	 your
horse,	I	might	let	you	ride	me	later.”

“Very	 lucky	 me,”	 I	 whisper	 back,	 every	 nerve	 ending	 in	 my	 body	 sizzling
electrifyingly.	I	am	struggling	so	badly	to	repel	the	effect	he	has	on	me.	His	game	is	too
easy	to	play,	too	much	fun,	and	the	sense	of	abandon	is	all	too	addictive.	I	pull	Stan	to	a
stop	where	 the	hats	 are	 stored,	grabbing	mine	 from	 the	hook	before	 selecting	a	 suitable
one	for	Josh.	“I’m	really	not	sure	if	we	have	a	hat	that’ll	fit	your	big	head,”	I	say	seriously,
scanning	the	rows.

He	grabs	me	around	the	waist	and	sinks	his	face	into	my	neck,	mauling	me,	making
me	shriek	with	a	mixture	of	shock	and	undeniable	enjoyment.	“Very	funny.”

I	smile	like	mad,	turning	my	face	to	his,	being	blinded	by	the	sparkle	that	greets	me.
Eyes	 locked,	 breaths	 suddenly	 strained,	we	 stare	 at	 each	 other,	my	 smile	 slowly	 falling
away.	It’s	a	game,	Adeline.	Josh	plays	games.	But	my	thoughts	wobble	when	Josh	starts	to
lower	his	mouth	to	mine,	and	suddenly,	the	only	thought	running	rampant	in	my	mind	is
how	amazing	it	is	going	to	feel	with	his	lips	on	mine	again,	to	taste	him,	savor	him.	His
flesh	 has	 barely	 brushed	 mine	 when	 a	 loud	 clatter	 sounds,	 snapping	 me	 from	 my
carelessness.	I	withdraw	and	scan	our	surroundings	for	peeking	eyes.	We’re	alone.

Goodness,	 how	 stupid	 of	 me.	 But	 Josh	 makes	 being	 stupid	 easy.	 Almost	…	 right.
Grabbing	a	hat,	I	hand	it	to	him,	but	he	doesn’t	take	it.	“This	looks	like	it	will	fit.”

“I	want	you	to	put	it	on,”	he	declares	quietly,	closing	the	distance	I’ve	put	between	us.

I	try	not	to	let	his	request	faze	me,	handing	him	my	own	hat	to	hold	so	I	can	follow	his
request.	He	takes	it	and	dips	a	fraction,	allowing	me	to	rest	the	hat	on	his	head.	“Lift	your



chin,”	 I	 order	 softly,	 having	 to	 bat	 down	 my	 admiration	 when	 his	 throat	 stretches,
presenting	me	with	 the	challenge	of	not	 licking	his	 taut,	stubbled	skin.	My	fingers	work
fast	adjusting	the	straps,	that	wretched	tremble	returning	and	making	my	task	trickier	than
it	should	be.	My	eyes	jump	up	to	his,	finding	him	watching	me	closely.

“Concentrate,”	he	commands	on	a	small	smile.	“It’ll	hurt	 like	a	motherfucker	 if	you
pinch	my	skin	in	that	clip.”

“Please,	do	not	tempt	me,”	I	warn,	pursing	my	lips	playfully.	It	will	be	a	small	price
for	him	to	pay	for	the	torture	he	put	me	through	last	night.	And	I	don’t	mean	the	pain.

“Does	it	suit	me?”	he	asks.

“Very	much	so.”

“How	 come	 your	 hat	 has	 a	 fancy	 red	 cover	with	 a	 gold	 emblem,	 and	mine’s	 plain,
boring	black?”

“Because	I	am	a	princess.”	I	step	back	and	take	my	hat	from	his	hands,	putting	it	on.
“The	emblem	is	the	British	Monarchy’s	coat	of	arms.	The	cloth	is	a	silk.”

“Silk,	leather	…”

I	grin	and	reclaim	Stan’s	reins.	“Come	on.”

“Yes,	ma’am.”

I	lead	Stan	on,	bringing	him	to	a	stop	by	the	giant	mounting	block,	while	Josh	tails	me,
faffing	with	 the	 strap	 under	 his	 chin,	 constantly	 stretching	 his	 neck,	 as	 if	 realizing	my
battle	not	to	stare.	Or	touch.	Or	lick.	“Climb	up,”	I	order,	shaking	my	thoughts	away.

“Onto	that?”	he	asks,	eyeing	the	huge	lump	of	concrete.

“Yes.”

“I	see	something	better	I’d	like	to	climb,”	he	mumbles,	going	around	the	back	of	Stan.

It	 is	 terribly	 hard,	 especially	 after	 that	 almost	 smoldering	 kiss,	 but	 I	 disregard	 his
cheeky	wit.	“Always	give	a	horse	a	wide	berth	if	you	are	behind	them.”

Josh	moves	away	speedily,	eyeballing	Stan	with	caution.	“He’s	a	big	dude,	isn’t	he?”
He	plods	up	the	steps	to	the	top	of	the	mounting	block.

“Seventeen	hands.”

“You’re	enjoying	all	this	talking	in	code,	aren’t	you?”

“Not	at	all.	Slip	your	foot	into	the	stirrup,”	I	say,	pointing	to	it.

“I	know	what	that	is.”

“Then	do	it.”

“Are	you	telling	me	what	to	do?”

“Yes,	and	I’m	enjoying	it.	Don’t	spoil	my	fun	and	do	as	you	are	told.”	I	smile	a	sweet
smile.	“Please,	sir.”

His	 eyes	 narrow	 to	 warning	 slits,	 and	 I	 can	 literally	 see	 him	 mentally	 plotting	 his



revenge.	A	revenge	I	will	no	doubt	enjoy.	Slipping	the	toe	of	his	shoe	into	the	stirrup,	he
searches	for	somewhere	to	hold.

“Here.”	I	take	his	left	hand	and	place	it	on	the	pommel.	“Use	that	to	pull	yourself	up
and	throw	your	leg	over	the	saddle.”

Josh	does	it	with	surprising	grace.	“Okay?”	he	asks.

“Okay.	Just	keep	hold	of	the	pommel.”	I	walk	Stan	a	few	steps	away	from	the	block	so
I	can	access	both	sides.

“Pommel?”

“Yes,	and	there	is	no	sexual	spin	you	can	put	on	that.”	I	flip	him	a	small	smirk.

“Oh,	I	don’t	know.	Let	me	think	about	that	one.”

I	find	myself	laughing	again.	He’s	just	too	cheeky	for	his	own	good.	And	handsome.
And	talented.	“Drop	your	legs.”

“What?”	Josh	gives	me	surprised	look.	It	is	so	totally	false.

“Take	your	feet	out	of	the	stirrups	and	drop	your	legs.	Your	knees	are	too	high.	I	need
to	adjust	the	stirrup	leathers.”

Josh	follows	my	order,	and	I	push	his	leg	back	so	I	can	flip	the	saddle	flap.	“Are	you
trying	to	spread	my	legs,	Your	Highness?”

I	smile	as	I	work,	unbuckling	the	leathers	to	release	them	a	few	notches	before	taking
his	foot	and	placing	it	back	in	the	stirrup.	“Better?”

“Much.”

“Good.”	 I	walk	around	 to	 the	other	side	and	match	 it,	and	 then	stand	at	 the	 front	of
Stan	to	make	sure	Josh’s	legs	are	even.	“Perfect.”	Claiming	the	reins,	I	look	up.	“Ready?”

Josh	smiles	down	at	me.	“Are	you?”

I	prepare	to	fire	some	smart	counter,	I’m	not	sure	what,	just	something	that	will	shut
him	up,	but	I	am	interrupted	mid-thought	when	I	hear	the	clip-clop	of	hooves	from	behind.
I	turn	and	find	Senator	Jameson	leading	Bob,	one	of	our	resident	horses,	out	to	the	field	by
his	reins.

“Hey,	y’all,”	he	croons,	his	strong	southern	accent	drawling,	and	so	very	different	to
Josh’s	smooth,	almost	dulcet	tone.

“Pops.”	Josh	definitely	sighs	through	his	greeting.

“Good	morning,	Senator	Jameson,”	I	say	politely.

“Your	Highness.”	He	bows	his	head.	“What	a	pleasure.	I	didn’t	get	the	opportunity	to
speak	with	you	at	your	garden	party.”	He	eyes	his	son	atop	Stan	with	interest,	and	I	look	to
Josh	to	find	he	is	no	longer	looking	cocky,	and	his	lips	are	firmly	shut.

“Heading	out	for	a	hack?”	I	ask	Senator	Jameson,	wondering	what	has	made	Josh	so
quiet	all	of	a	sudden.

“Yes.”	 Josh’s	 father	 mounts	 Bob	 and	 gets	 himself	 comfortably	 and	 expertly	 into



position.	“I	don’t	ride	nearly	as	much	as	I	want	to	these	days.”

All	that’s	missing	from	him	is	his	cowboy	hat,	but	then,	as	if	by	magic,	it	appears	from
a	 saddlebag	 and	 he	 pops	 it	 on	 his	 head.	 “Back	 to	 my	 roots	 on	 the	 ranch.”	 He	 winks,
nodding	to	his	son.	“What’s	my	lovely	boy	roped	you	into?”

Roped?	I	flick	Josh	a	nervous	look,	and,	of	course,	he’s	now	sporting	a	devilish	smirk.
“A	few	riding	lessons,”	I	reply.

“Lessons?”	Senator	 Jameson	belly	 laughs,	 looking	at	 Josh	with	a	 shake	of	his	head.
“You	ass.”

I	frown	and	look	at	Josh,	getting	a	sheepish	disposition	in	return.	And	then	it	hits	me.
“You	 bugger,”	 I	 exclaim,	 smacking	 his	 leg.	 “You	 know	 perfectly	 well	 how	 to	 ride	 a
horse.”

“Thanks,	Pops,”	Josh	mutters,	flipping	off	Stan	in	a	swift,	acrobatic	move.	“I	thought
you	were	already	out	in	the	fields.”

“On	my	way	now,	son.”	He	directs	a	warning	glare	Josh’s	way	before	he	clicks	Bob
on.	“Have	fun.”

I	turn	my	narrowed	eyes	onto	Josh.	“You	fraud.”

He	laughs	through	a	shrug.	“I	can’t	help	it.	I	like	playing	with	you.”

“Lesson	over,”	I	declare	indignantly,	marching	on	my	way	with	Stan	in	tow.

“Hey,	hey,	hey.”	Josh	claims	my	arm	and	pulls	me	to	a	stop.	“I’m	not	finished	playing
yet.”

“Well,	I	am.”

“C’mon,	Adeline.	Stop	being	so	stuffy.	Let’s	ride	together.”	He	lowers	his	chin	when	I
deepen	my	scowl.	“On	Stan,	I	mean,	of	course.”

When	 he	 says	 ride	 together,	 I	 sense	 he	 does	 not	 mean	 him	 on	 one	 horse,	 me	 on
another.	I’m	just	about	to	declare	it	impossible	for	us	to	ride	double	due	to	Stan’s	size,	but,
of	course,	I	can’t	now	that	I	know	Josh	has	an	expansive	equestrian	knowledge.	Any	horse
enthusiast	would	look	at	Stan’s	sturdy	frame	and	know	he	will	carry	both	of	us	with	ease.
“I	don’t	think	so.”

“I	do.”	He	starts	to	unfasten	Stan’s	saddle,	his	motions	quick	and	confident.

“You	are	surely	not	suggesting	that	we	ride	bareback?”

Josh	bursts	out	laughing,	and	I	cringe,	wanting	to	grab	the	words	and	stuff	them	back
into	my	stupid	mouth.	I	know	what	is	coming	as	he	continues	to	strip	Stan	of	his	saddle,
chuckling	his	way	 through	his	 task.	“I	hope	one	day	we	can.”	All	 this	horse	business	 is
making	 being	 around	 Josh	 Jameson	 even	 harder.	 “You	 offering	 to	 take	 care	 of	 birth
control?”

I	balk	at	him.	I	honestly	don’t	think	I	have	ever	met	such	an	arrogant	male	in	my	life.
“You	are	assuming	there	will	be	another	encounter.”

“Oh,	I	know	there’ll	be	another	encounter.”	He	unhooks	Stan’s	side	reins	from	the	D-



rings	and	pulls	his	saddle	off,	pushing	it	into	my	hands.	“We’re	going	for	a	romantic	ride
together,	Your	Highness.	Go	get	a	pillion	saddle.”

I	pout.	Romantic?	I	would	say	it’d	be	impossible	for	Josh	Jameson	to	be	romantic,	but
I	 remember	 him	 cuddling	 into	 me	 last	 night	 after	 he	 had	 screwed	 me	 mindless,	 and	 I
remember	him	wanting	to	fetch	me	water.	Silly,	but	still.	It	was	nice.	And	then	I	remember
everything	that	came	before	that	small	window	of	affection.	The	dominance.	The	control
he	 took	with	 such	 ease.	How	much	 I	 loved	 surrendering	 to	 him.	My	 heart	 flutters	 and
those	flutters	work	their	way	down	to	my	tummy.	“I	think	I’ll	pass,”	I	say,	stepping	back.
Josh	 Jameson	 is	 about	 as	 far	 from	grace	 as	 I	 could	 fall.	And,	worse,	 I	want	 to	 fall.	Or
throw	myself	off	the	edge.	It	is	obscene	for	me	to	think	that	way,	because	I	know	it	will
result	in	an	agonizing	crash	to	the	ground.	I	like	him.	Way	too	much	for	a	princess	to	like
a	man	like	him.	Because	I	will	never	be	able	to	have	him.

“What	are	you	afraid	of,	Adeline?”	Josh	asks,	his	features	softening.	“Having	real	fun
instead	of	the	manufactured	fun	you	claim	maintains	your	free	will?”

“I	have	fun,”	I	counter	quietly.	Unconvincingly.

He	 huffs	 a	 little	 bout	 of	 amusement,	 and	 then	 breathes	 in	 deeply,	 reaching	 for	 my
cheek	and	stroking	down	my	skin	with	the	pad	of	his	thumb.	I	close	my	eyes	and	relish	his
gentle	touch,	forgetting	everything	in	that	moment	except	for	him.	“I’m	in	London	for	a
week.	I	like	hangin’	out	with	you.	Let’s	make	the	most	of	it,	yeah?”

I’m	 having	 the	 most	 fun	 that	 I’ve	 had	 in	…	 forever.	With	 someone	 I	 rather	 enjoy
spending	time	with.	What	harm	can	a	week	do?	“Yeah,”	I	breathe	easily.

“Go	get	the	pillion	saddle,”	he	orders	again,	this	time	gently.

I	back	away	and	do	what	comes	instinctively	to	me	where	Josh	is	concerned:	what	I’m
told.	Trekking	to	the	stables,	I	hand	Stan’s	saddle	to	one	of	the	stable	girls	and	request	a
pillion	one	instead,	then	spend	the	few	minutes	it	takes	her	to	deliver	it	trying	not	to	think
about	 the	 potential	 deeper	 trouble	 I’m	 about	 to	 get	 myself	 into.	 A	 week.	 We	 are	 just
hangin’	out,	as	he	says.

“Would	you	like	me	to	saddle	him	up,	ma’am?”	the	girl	asks	when	she	returns.

“No	need,”	I	say,	getting	on	my	way.

When	 I	make	 it	back	 to	 the	courtyard,	 Josh	 is	chatting	 to	Stan.	He	 looks	up	when	 I
approach,	taking	the	saddle	and	putting	it	on.	“Stan	and	I	are	best	friends,”	Josh	declares.

“He	already	has	 a	best	 friend.”	 I	 frown	at	my	beloved	horse	 as	 I	 take	a	 sugar	 lump
from	my	gilet	pocket	and	hold	it	out	for	him.

“Oh,	playing	dirty,	are	we?”

“Dirty	is	your	way	of	playing,	Josh.”

Slipping	his	foot	into	the	stirrup,	he	swings	himself	into	the	saddle	and	holds	his	hand
out	to	me.	“Side-saddle,	my	lady?”

“No,”	I	laugh,	placing	my	hand	in	his.

“You	like	to	straddle?”



“A	horse,	yes.	You	want	me	in	front	or	at	the	back?”

His	eyes	gleam.	“After	last	night,	I	think	I’ll	try	the	front.”	He	pulls	me	up	as	I	giggle
like	a	silly	little	girl,	once	again	wondering	how	he	does	this	to	me.	The	butterflies.	The
smiles.	The	 lightness	 that	could	easily	be	weighted	back	down	 if	 I	 think	 too	hard	about
what	on	earth	I’m	doing.	So	I’ll	simply	not	think	about	it.

I	come	to	rest	in	the	saddle	and	hiss	at	the	unrelenting	soreness	of	my	backside.

“Still	hurting?”	he	whispers	in	my	ear.

“Very	much.”

He	 laughs,	 a	 light	 laugh	 full	of	 satisfaction,	 as	 I	 take	a	hold	of	 the	pommel,	 feeling
Josh’s	chest	pushed	flush	with	my	back.	I	gulp	involuntarily,	straightening	my	spine	as	he
reaches	past	me	and	 takes	 the	 reins.	 I	can	hear	him	breathing,	as	well	as	 feel	 it.	 “Don’t
move	too	much,”	he	warns.	“There’s	no	more	room	in	this	saddle	for	any	guests.”	His	hips
push	into	my	lower	back,	and	I	look	to	the	sky	for	help.	“Ready?”

That’s	the	operative	question,	isn’t	it?	“Ready,”	I	reply,	and	he	kicks	Stan	on,	heading
toward	 the	 lane	 that	will	 take	 us	 to	 the	 bridle	 path.	 Stan	 falls	 into	 an	 easy,	meandering
pace,	and	I	start	to	relax	into	Josh’s	chest,	content	with	him	taking	the	reins,	so	to	speak.
Besides,	he	does	it	so	well.	In	all	areas	of	our	involvement,	 it	seems.	The	atmosphere	is
easy	and	comfortable.	 It’s	 refreshing	not	having	a	man	 fussing	and	 so	keen	 to	 strike	up
boring	conversation	in	an	attempt	to	keep	my	attention.

“Is	that	your	car?”	Josh	asks.

I	look	up	as	it	rounds	the	corner	onto	the	lane.	“Yes.”	I	had	completely	forgotten	about
Damon,	and	I	had	also	completely	let	it	slip	my	mind	that	I’m	not	supposed	to	leave	the
stables	 without	 him.	 I	 can	 only	 blame	 the	 present	 distraction.	 “He	 should	 be
accompanying	me.”

“This	will	be	 even	more	 romantic	 than	 I	planned,”	 Josh	quips	 as	Damon	slows	 to	 a
crawl.	 I	 see	 his	 window	 slide	 down	 as	 he	 approaches	 us,	 and	 I	 smile	when	 his	 thumb
appears	 out	 of	 the	window,	 hovering	 between	 up	 and	 down.	 “Is	 that	 some	 sort	 of	 code
thing	you	guys	have	going	on?”	Josh	asks,	bemused.

I	 smile	and	give	my	head	of	 security	a	 thumbs	up	as	he	passes.	 “Do	you	have	your
phone?”	Damon	asks,	and	I	tap	my	pocket.	“Don’t	pass	the	boundary,”	he	orders,	with	all
the	threat	he	means.	“You	have	half	an	hour.”

“Thanks,	Damon.”	I	smile	and	he	nods,	rumbling	up	the	lane	toward	the	stables.

“I	get	a	thumbs	up?”	Josh	murmurs	in	my	ear,	causing	all	kinds	of	funny	sensations	to
spring	into	various	parts	of	my	body.	“Does	that	mean	I	get	to	keep	my	head?”

“Yes.”	I	laugh	as	he	steers	Stan	onto	the	bridle	path.

He	sighs,	inching	forward	in	the	saddle	a	little	more,	as	if	he	doesn’t	feel	close	enough.
“Then	why	do	I	worry	that	I’m	already	losing	it?”

I	 smile	 at	 the	 endless	 space	 before	 us.	 “What,	 you?	 The	 irresistible	 Hollywood
heartthrob?	Behave.	With	 the	amount	of	women	 throwing	 themselves	at	your	 feet,	 I	bet
you	are	losing	your	mind	weekly.”



He	drops	a	light	kiss	on	my	cheek.	“I’m	a	single	guy.	I	date.”

“A	lot	of	women.”

“I	get	bored	easily.”

My	lips	purse.	That	right	there	is	another	reason	to	rein	myself	in.	“I	must	remember
that,”	I	reply	quietly.

“I	don’t	 think	 I	could	ever	get	bored	of	you,	darlin’.”	 I	don’t	want	 that	 statement	 to
warm	me.	Yet	it	does.	“And	that’s	bad	news.”

“Why?”

“Because	you	are	quite	literally	the	only	woman	in	the	world	that	I	can’t	have.”

“One	week.	Fun.”	I	force	the	words	over	the	worry	clogging	my	throat.	Josh	doesn’t
reply,	and	my	thoughts	become	further	warped	with	what	he	might	be	thinking.

We	walk	for	a	while,	the	silence	easy,	the	fresh	air	luscious	and	refreshing.	The	sky	is
a	 tie-dye	of	powder	blue	and	fluffy	white,	 the	sun	drifting	in	and	out	of	 the	clouds.	The
springtime	breeze	 licks	my	cheeks	as	we	amble	along	 in	a	blissful	haze,	 the	only	sound
that	of	nature.	The	English	 countryside	 cannot	be	 rivaled—the	various	 shades	of	green,
from	subtle	to	vivid,	canopying	the	path	we’re	taking	down	the	side	of	a	field.	A	tractor
rumbles	in	the	distance,	cows	graze,	and	birds	swoop	the	sky	as	free	as	I’m	feeling	right
now.	Every	so	often,	a	bunny	darts	across	the	path,	and	a	couple	of	times	Josh	has	to	calm
Stan	when	he	is	startled	by	one	of	the	speedy	little	creatures.

“Whoa.”	 Josh	pulls	on	 the	 reins	when	a	 swan	waddles	out	of	 a	nearby	clearing	 and
stops	slap	bang	in	the	middle	of	our	path.

“Just	hold	him	still,”	 I	 tell	 Josh,	as	Stan	 starts	 to	 tread	on	 the	 spot.	 “There	 is	a	 lake
through	these	bushes.”	The	swan	starts	to	hiss,	warning	us	back.

“Nasty	 little	 fucker,”	 Josh	 mutters.	 “If	 we	 were	 back	 home,	 I’d	 have	 my	 shotgun.
Boom.	Bye-bye,	Mr.	Swan.”

“You	can’t	kill	it.”	I	laugh.

“Why	not?”

“Because	it	belongs	to	the	King.”

“He	has	a	pet	swan?”

I	 shake	 my	 head,	 thoroughly	 amused	 by	 his	 ignorance.	 “The	 King	 owns	 every
unmarked	mute	swan	in	UK	open	waters.”

“He	 does?	Fuck,	 that	must	 keep	 him	busy.”	He	 nudges	me	 in	 the	 back	with	 a	 light
thrust	of	his	hips,	and	I	laugh.	He	does	it	so	easily.	Makes	me	laugh,	just	as	easily	as	he
makes	me	a	wanton	mess.	“So	what	do	we	do?”	he	asks.

“About	the	swan?”

“No,	about	this.”	Another	thrust.

“Will	you	stop?”	 I	 swat	his	hand	 in	 front	of	me,	and	squeal	when	he	sinks	his	 teeth



into	my	neck.

“Having	fun?”	he	asks	around	a	mouthful	of	my	flesh.	“I	mean	real	fun?”

“I	am.”	I	push	the	side	of	my	face	into	him.	“You	can	walk	on	now,”	I	say	as	the	swan
relents	and	waddles	out	of	our	way.

“We	should	probably	turn	back	before	they	send	out	a	search	party	for	you.”

I	sag,	disappointed.	He	is	right,	of	course.	We	have	been	gone	for	twenty	minutes,	and
it	will	take	another	twenty	to	make	it	back.	I’m	already	going	to	be	late.	“No,	keep	going,”
I	say,	not	wanting	our	time	to	be	up	just	yet.	“I’ll	text	Damon.”

“I’m	not	going	to	argue	with	you.”	He	kicks	Stan	on	while	I	tap	out	a	quick	message	to
Damon,	telling	him	that	I’m	fine	and	we’ll	be	another	half	hour.

“Your	 father’s	 accent	 is	 different	 to	 yours,”	 I	 muse,	 clicking	 send	 and	 slipping	my
mobile	back	into	the	pocket	of	my	gilet.

“I’m	a	 southern	boy,	darlin’,”	 Josh	drawls,	his	 accent	now	as	 thick	as	 the	 senator’s.
“Born	and	raised,	but	fifteen	years	bouncing	between	New	York	and	LA	diluted	it.	I	grew
up	on	my	father’s	ranch	in	Alabama.”

“So	 you’re	 a	 true	 cowboy?”	 I	 smile,	 imagining	 Josh	 in	 boots	 and	 a	 Stetson.	 It	 is	 a
ridiculously	hot	mental	image	indeed.

“Until	I	was	eighteen.	Rodeos,	mountain	trekking,	you	name	it.	Two	hundred	acres	of
unspoiled	beauty.”

“Sounds	wonderful.”

He	breathes	in,	not	that	I	hear	it,	more	feel	it	from	the	expansion	of	his	chest	against
my	back.	“It	wasn’t	really	all	that	awesome.”	He	pauses	for	a	few	long	seconds,	and	I	look
back	to	him.	He	smiles,	but	it	goes	nowhere	near	his	starry	eyes.

“Are	you	okay?”

“Yeah,	 I’m	 fine.”	 He	 returns	 his	 attention	 forward,	 prompting	 me	 to	 do	 the	 same,
though	I	do	it	reluctantly,	wondering	what	is	playing	on	his	mind.	“It’s	weird	how	so	much
space	can	be	suffocating.”

“I	know	how	that	feels,”	I	agree,	casting	my	eyes	across	the	vast	beautiful	land	before
us.	Feeling	damned	and	blessed	is	so	conflicting.

“My	hometown	was	in	the	middle	of	nowhere.	Population	1341.”

“That’s	tiny.	How	did	you	meet	people?”

“I	didn’t.	Everyone	knew	everyone	or	was	related	to	you	in	one	way	or	another.”

“So	how	did	you	get	into	acting?”

“Anyone	would	think	you	want	to	get	to	know	me,”	he	muses	teasingly.	“Isn’t	that	off
limits	for	you?”

“Everything	 about	 you	 is	 off	 limits.	 Yet	 here	 I	 am	 on	 a	 romantic	 horse	 ride	 in	 the
English	countryside	with	you.”



I	feel	him	smile	against	my	cheek	as	he	moves	the	reins	into	one	hand,	his	spare	now
pulling	up	the	sleeve	of	my	jumper.	“Quite	a	contrast	to	last	night,	huh?”

I	look	down	and	see	him	fingering	the	red	welts	glowing	around	my	wrists.	“Quite.”

“Do	they	hurt?”

“Not	as	much	as	my	bottom.”	I	say	as	he	lifts	my	hand	and	gently	kisses	my	reddened
flesh,	 heating	 the	dying	burn.	 “Have	you	 always	been	 so	…”	Drifting	off,	 I	 ponder	 the
right	word.

“Kinky?”	he	finishes.

“Or	brutal.”	I	shudder	for	effect,	earning	myself	another	bite	of	my	neck.

“You	loved	it.”

I	really	can’t	oppose	him.	“So	have	you	always	been	kinky?”

“Not	 really.	 I	 guess	my	 tastes	 developed	 as	 I	 did.	My	 first	 time	was	 a	 very	 clumsy
affair.”

“Who	was	your	first	time	with?”	I	ask,	smiling	to	myself.

“I’ll	tell	you,	but	remember	I	told	you	I	was	from	a	small	town,	okay?”

I	frown.	“Okay.”

“My	third	cousin.”	I	feel	him	juddering	behind	me.	“Nice,	huh?”

“That’s	not	so	bad.	My	great	grandparents	were	first	cousins.”

“They	were?	That’s	kinda	…	wrong.”

I	shrug.	“It	wasn’t	unusual.	It	kept	the	royal	bloodline	strong.”

“Rather	than	diluting	it	with	vulgar	American	commoners	such	as	me?”	He	dips	and
rests	his	chin	on	my	shoulder,	and	I	peek	out	the	corner	of	my	eye	on	a	grin.

“You	are	not	vulgar.”

“Why,	thank	you,	Your	Highness.	Does	that	mean	you	like	me?”

“You’re	all	right,	I	suppose.”	I	return	my	attention	forward,	smiling	like	crazy	on	the
inside	when	he	flexes	his	hips	into	my	bottom.	“So	tell	me	about	your	acting.”

“I	 left	 Alabama	 when	 I	 was	 eighteen.	 I	 caught	 a	 part	 in	 a	 low-budget	 series.	 In
fairness,	no	one	held	out	much	hope	for	the	network	taking	it	from	the	pilot	episode.”	He
laughs.	“I	look	back	and	cringe	my	ass	off.	It	was	a	pile	of	trash,	but	they	bought	it.	Six
years	and	six	seasons	later,	total	hit.”

“What	was	it	called?”

“The	Wanderer.	I	was	a	bounty	hunter	in	the	late	eighteen	hundreds.	My	horse	and	I
roamed	the	West	and	wreaked	havoc	on	the	vigilantes.	And	the	women.”	I	hear	the	smile
in	his	tone	and	turn	my	face	into	him,	finding	a	smile,	too.	He	shrugs.	“I	was	quite	good
on	a	horse.”

“And	on	a	woman.”



“A	pro,”	he	replies,	biting	my	nose.	“Tell	me	about	you.”

“Me?”	 I	 ask	 abruptly,	 turning	 away	 from	him.	 “Doesn’t	 the	world	 know	 everything
there	is	to	know	about	me?”

“I’m	 not	 talking	 about	 Princess	Adeline	 of	 England	 that	 the	 papers	 talk	 about.	 I’m
talking	about	the	real	you.”

“That	is	the	real	me.”

“What,	the	style	icon?	The	headstrong	royal	who	doesn’t	believe	in	marriage?”

“I	do	believe	in	marriage.	Just	marriage	to	someone	I	love.	Not	someone	unsuitable	for
me	but	suitable	for	my	family.”

“Is	Haydon	Sampson	unsuitable?”

“Grossly,”	I	mutter.

“Not	according	to	the	British	Monarchy.”

“What	do	 they	know?”	 I	ask,	 resentment	 tingeing	my	words.	 “Half	 the	marriages	 in
my	family	are	loveless.	Arranged	to	strengthen	the	crown.”

“You	want	to	be	loved	for	who	you	really	are,	not	who	your	family	wants	you	to	be.”

His	words	come	from	leftfield,	startling	me	a	little.	“Is	that	a	statement	or	a	question?”

He	doesn’t	hesitate.	“A	statement.”

“That’s	very	observant	of	you.”

“You	don’t	need	to	be	observant	to	realize	that.”

“How	come	no	one	else	has,	then?”

“Because	 you’ve	 not	 let	 them	 close	 enough.”	He	 pulls	 Stan	 to	 a	 stop	 and	 takes	 the
reins	 in	 one	 hand,	 using	 the	 other	 to	 slip	 around	 my	 waist	 and	 pull	 me	 back	 into	 his
warmth.	 I	 go	 with	 ease,	 no	 resistance	 at	 all,	 despite	 not	 liking	 our	 direction	 of
conversation.	Nuzzling	into	my	face	so	I	am	forced	to	turn	into	him,	Josh	looks	so	deeply
into	my	eyes,	I	fear	he	may	have	found	my	bitter	soul.	“The	question	is,	have	I	got	the	real
Adeline?”

I	 don’t	 realize	 my	 hand	 is	 over	 his	 on	 my	 stomach	 until	 he	 laces	 our	 fingers	 and
constricts,	and	I	don’t	realize	I	am	holding	my	breath	until	I	release	it	on	my	answer.	“I
don’t	know	who	the	real	Adeline	is	anymore.”

He	 doesn’t	 say	 anything	 in	 return,	 he	 just	 kisses	me,	 tilting	 his	 lips	 onto	mine	 and
gently	working	 them	 in	a	delicate,	dreamy	dance	of	 tongues.	“I	don’t	 think	you’ve	ever
really	known,”	he	murmurs,	and	I	know	he	is	right.	I	haven’t.	And	I’m	not	in	a	position	to
figure	it	all	out	at	this	moment	in	time,	when	I’m	lost	in	his	deep,	meaningful	kiss.	I’m	not
sure	which	side	of	Josh	I	like	the	most.	The	domineering,	controlling,	brutal	lover.	Or	the
gentle,	soft,	and	giving	gent.	 I’ll	 take	both.	Both	sides	of	him	ease	me,	settle	me	 in	one
form	or	another.	I	hum	my	contentment	and	fall	deeper	and	deeper	and	deeper.	“You	taste
fine,	Your	Highness.”

I’m	floating	away,	but	I	am	cruelly	yanked	from	my	dreamy	moment	by	the	sound	of	a



roaring	engine,	and	I	pull	away,	all	too	breathless,	blinking	back	the	stars	from	my	vision
until	I	see	a	Land	Rover	racing	across	the	field	in	the	distance.	I’m	about	to	curse	whoever
is	at	the	wheel,	knowing	if	they	come	much	closer	at	that	speed,	Stan	will	get	distressed,
and	with	two	of	us	in	the	saddle	he’ll	be	harder	to	control.	But	then	the	vehicle	slows,	and
the	blurry	form	of	the	driver	becomes	Damon.	I	have	seen	Damon	mad	only	once	in	the
time	he	has	served	me.	It	was	not	a	sight	I	relished.	And	it	isn’t	now.	He	looks	fuming.

“Damon?”	 I	 question	 when	 he	 gets	 out	 of	 the	 Land	 Rover,	 his	 shiny	 leather	 shoes
sinking	into	the	soft	muddy	ground.	He	looks	down	and	breathes	in,	his	jaw	tight.

“Your	Highness.”	He	addresses	me	properly	but	tightly.	“We	agreed	half	an	hour.”

“But	I	texted	you,”	I	argue,	getting	my	phone	and	pulling	up	my	messages	to	prove	it.
“Oh.”	 I	 stare	 at	 the	 red	 icon	 telling	 me	 the	 message	 failed	 to	 send.	 “I	 must	 have	 lost
network.”	 I	hold	up	my	phone	 to	Damon	and	give	him	an	apologetic	smile.	“Sorry.”	At
that	moment,	with	my	phone	held	high,	obviously	catching	a	few	bars	of	service,	Damon’s
phone	dings	and	mine	notifies	me	of	a	dozen	missed	calls.

He	shakes	his	head.	“I	believe	it’s	time	to	get	back,	ma’am.”	He	sounds	calmer	than
he’s	clearly	feeling.	“Kim	is	on	her	way	to	the	stables	and	wishes	to	see	you	urgently.”

“She	couldn’t	have	waited	for	me	to	get	back	to	Kellington?”

“Apparently	not,	ma’am.	I	believe	Felix	has	accompanied	her.”

Felix?	Stupidly,	I	wrack	my	mind	for	another	Felix	who	works	for	the	household.	Any
Felix.	Any	Felix	other	than	the	head	of	communications	at	Kellington.	The	fixer.

Damon	clears	his	throat,	obviously	seeing	the	questions	and	worry	in	my	expression.
“Something	about	a	bank,	ma’am.”

I	recoil	without	thought,	and	Josh	catches	it,	tightening	his	grip	of	me.	A	bank?	Or	a
banker?	“Oh	…	umm	…	yes.”	I	nod	decisively.	“Then	I	suppose	I	ought	to	get	back.”

Shit,	shit,	shit.

There	is	only	one	reason	Felix	would	make	a	trip	to	the	mucky	stables,	where	his	fine
threads	and	Italian	loafers	are	at	risk	of	being	polluted	by	horse	manure.	There	is	a	crisis
that	needs	fixing.	With	a	banker.

Damon	motions	 to	 the	 Land	 Rover.	 “I	 suspect	 they’ll	 have	 arrived	 by	 now.	May	 I
suggest	Your	Highness	drives	back	with	me?”	He	looks	past	me	to	Josh,	communicating
silently	everything	he	means.	I	have	to	agree.	I	trust	Kim	wholeheartedly,	but	I	won’t	hear
the	 end	 of	 it	 from	 her	or	 Felix	 if	 they	 catch	me	 riding	 back	 into	 the	 stables	with	 Josh
Jameson	wrapped	around	me.	Especially	after	Kim	caught	sight	of	my	blemished	wrists
this	morning	and	answered	my	phone	to	him.

I	look	at	Josh,	who	has	remained	respectfully	quiet,	but	I	can	see	the	questions	in	his
eyes.	“Do	you	mind?”

“Sure	thing.”	He	drops	a	chaste	peck	on	my	lips	and	helps	me	down	from	Stan.	“He
hasn’t	had	a	good	run	yet.	I’ll	ride	him	back.”

“Thank	you.”



Josh	makes	no	big	deal	of	it	and	turns	Stan,	before	kicking	him	into	a	trot,	and	quickly
breaking	into	a	full-on	canter.	And	I	stand	there,	watching	in	awe	as	he	rides	away	like	the
pro	he	is,	his	strong	legs	keeping	his	body	out	of	the	saddle	with	ease.

“Ma’am?”	Damon	nudges	me	from	my	daydream	and	I	sigh,	wandering	 to	 the	Land
Rover	as	I	remove	my	hat.

“I’m	 sorry,	 Damon.”	 I	 know	 he’ll	 have	 been	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 losing	 it	 while	 I	 was
enjoying	my	trot	through	the	countryside.	I	like	romantic	Josh.

“All	is	well,	ma’am.	Let’s	not	make	a	big	deal	of	it.”

I	laugh	on	the	inside,	but	I	choose	not	to	mention	the	epic	speed	at	which	he	appeared
over	the	horizon	of	the	field,	like	he	could	have	been	in	pursuit	of	my	kidnapper.	I	know
he	was	probably	sweating	while	he	couldn’t	get	hold	of	me.	If	the	King	found	out	Damon
had	allowed	me	out	in	the	fields	alone,	his	job	would	be	on	the	line.	The	fact	that	I	wasn’t
alone	would	not	make	a	teeny	tiny	bit	of	difference.	In	fact,	the	matter	would	be	a	whole
lot	worse.

	

I’M	 FULL	OF	DREAD	WHEN	Damon	pulls	 up	 at	 the	 stables,	 especially	when	 I	 see	Kim	and
Felix	 step	 out	 of	 a	 shiny	 Mercedes,	 both	 looking	 stiff	 and	 stony.	 “I’m	 in	 trouble,”	 I
mumble,	unclipping	my	belt.

“I’ll	take	care	of	this.”	Damon	takes	my	hat	from	my	lap.

“Can’t	you	take	care	of	them?”	I	ask,	giving	him	pleading	eyes.	“Please?”

He	laughs	softly,	the	fine	lines	around	his	eyes	deepening,	and	then	his	face	is	deadly
serious.	“No.”	His	answer	is	abrupt	and	flat	as	he	gets	out	of	the	Land	Rover.

“Great.”	I	wouldn’t	usually	wait	for	Damon	to	open	the	car	door	for	me	when	here,	but
it	buys	me	a	few	more	seconds	to	mount	my	defense.	“Thanks.”	Stepping	out,	I	straighten
my	shoulders,	all	confident	…	but	I	still	have	no	words	in	my	defense.

“Your	Highness.”	 Felix	 nods	 as	 I	 approach,	 as	 formal	 as	 ever,	 grimacing	 at	 a	 small
mark	on	his	Italian	loafers.

“Felix.”	I	greet	him	before	nodding	at	Kim,	tilting	my	head	in	question.	I	get	discreetly
widening	eyes	in	return,	but	she	doesn’t	say	a	thing.	I	sigh.	“Whatever	could	be	so	urgent
that	you	needed	to	come	to	the	stables?	I	was	rather	enjoying	a	long	overdue	hack.”

Felix	clears	his	throat.	“There’s	a	matter	of	concern,	ma’am.”

“There	is?”	I	ask,	bracing	myself.

“About	Gerry	Rush,	ma’am.”

The	banker.	“What	about	him?”	I	try	to	sound	nonchalant,	but	my	stomach	sinks	and	I
swallow,	betraying	my	forced	front.	I	was	assured	those	pictures	were	intercepted;	I	don’t
know	how	and	I	tend	not	to	ask.

“Mr.	Rush	has	been	trying	to	make	contact	with	you,	ma’am.”

“Pardon?”



“He	would	like	to	see	you.”

Needless	to	say,	that	isn’t	going	to	happen.	“Whatever	for?”

“It	would	seem	he’s	been	bewitched,	ma’am.”

I	laugh.	“After	one	night?”

“Yes.”

“That’s	utterly	ridiculous.”

They	look	at	each	other	out	of	the	corner	of	their	eyes,	as	if	it	is	I	who	is	the	ridiculous
one.	“Ma’am,”	Felix	pushes	on,	“we	have	blocked	his	attempts	 to	 reach	you,	of	course.
But	it	seems	he	won’t	heed	our	warning.	Mr.	Rush	is	married,	as	you	know.”	Felix	cocks	a
sarcastic	eyebrow.	I	don’t	appreciate	it,	and	my	deep	breath	of	impatience	tells	him	so.	“It
goes	without	saying	that	we	need	to	contain	this.	Rest	assured,	there	won’t	be	an	issue	if
we	handle	it	swiftly	and	diligently.”

“Handle	 it	 swiftly	 and	 diligently,	 then,”	 I	 retort,	 far	 shorter	 than	 I	 should.	They	 are
only	trying	to	avoid	me	getting	caught	in	a	potential	scandal.	“Thank	you.	Both	of	you.”	I
unbutton	my	 gilet,	 feeling	 a	 little	 hot,	 and	 shrug	 it	 off	 before	 pulling	my	 hair	 from	 its
ponytail.	But	my	motions	slow	as	it	occurs	to	me	to	wonder,	again,	why	they’re	here	at	the
stables	telling	me	all	this.

“There	is	one	other	small	matter,	ma’am,”	Felix	goes	on	before	I	get	the	opportunity	to
ask.

“What?”	I	sound	as	cautious	as	I	feel.

“We	need	to	discuss	how	we’re	handling	this	situation.”

“We	 do?”	 That’s	 not	 normal.	 The	 communications	 team	 do	 what	 they	 do,	 and	 I’m
rarely	 consulted	 in	 the	methods	 they	 adopt	 to	 clean	 up	my	mess,	whether	 I	want	 them
cleaning	up	that	mess	or	not.

“Yes,	ma’am.	 It	 appears	Mr.	Rush	 has	 been	 enjoying	 some	 extracurricular	 activity.”
Something	in	the	way	that	Felix	speaks	tells	me	that	I	am	not	the	extracurricular	activity
he’s	referring	to.

“But	not	from	me?”

Felix	hands	me	a	file,	and	I	open	it	 to	find	some	photographs.	“What	is	this?”	I	ask,
flicking	through,	trying	to	make	something	out	in	the	darkened	shots.

Kim	reaches	forward	and	takes	a	photo,	turning	it	the	right	way	up.	I	still	at	the	sight
of	what	is	all	of	a	sudden	a	perfectly	clear	image.	Too	clear.	“That,	ma’am,	is	Gerry	Rush
in	the	throes	of	passion.”

Yes,	isn’t	it	just.	His	face	is	strained,	his	body	rigid,	as	he	holds	on	to	a	woman’s	hips
who’s	bent	over	a	chair.	My	heart	jumps	too	many	beats	as	I	pull	the	picture	closer,	trying
to	make	out	the	woman’s	face.

“It’s	a	prostitute,	ma’am,”	Kim	tells	me	matter-of-factly,	and	I	look	at	her,	unable	to	be
relieved	that	it	isn’t	me.	She	steps	back,	as	if	nervous.



“What?”	I	drop	the	file,	retracting	my	hands	to	my	chest.	“A	hooker?	When	was	this?”
I	suddenly	want	a	shower.

“A	few	weeks	ago,	ma’am.	We	thought	you	should	know	in	case—”

“In	case	what?	I	choose	to	see	him	again?”	I	 laugh,	 thinking	these	two	should	know
me	 better.	 “I	 can	 assure	 you,	 that	 is	 not	 going	 to	 happen.”	 I	 look	 at	 the	 pictures	 on	 a
grimace	as	Kim	gathers	 them	up.	“Not	after	 I	saw	the	picture	of	him	with	his	wife,	and
especially	not	now.”

“Just	needed	to	be	sure,”	Kim	says,	tucking	them	away.

I	 don’t	 understand.	 Gerry	 Rush	 is	 a	 respected	 man,	 with	 kids	 and	 a	 gleaming
reputation.	If	he	doesn’t	back	off	and	stop	trying	to	reach	me,	I	just	know	those	pictures
will	make	it	onto	the	desk	of	some	editor	at	some	tabloid	in	London.	He	will	be	ruined.
Where’s	his	sense?	Then	again,	he	took	me	back	to	his	hotel	room	and	has	been	trying	to
contact	me.	Clearly	he	has	no	sense.	I	know	better	than	to	ask	how	Felix	got	hold	of	those
photographs.	That	won’t	be	information	I	will	be	privileged	with.	A	hooker?

My	lip	curls.	“Do	whatever	 it	 takes	 to	get	rid	of	him,”	I	order,	swinging	around	and
marching	away,	shuddering	as	I	go.	The	dirty,	 rotten	womanizer.	A	hooker.	So	much	for
clean-cut	image.	He	wants	to	see	me?	Bewitched?	The	nerve.

My	thoughts	trail	off	and	my	pace	slows	as	I	catch	sight	of	Stan	trotting	up	the	lane
with	Josh,	both	of	them	a	little	out	of	breath.	All	agitation	eating	me	alive	melts	away	at
the	 sight	of	 Josh’s	 smile	when	he	 spots	me.	When	he	 slows	 to	a	walk,	 I	give	him	wide
eyes,	discreetly	flicking	my	head	in	an	indication	that	he	should	be	wary	of	the	people	in
close	proximity.

“Your	Highness,”	he	greets	me	rather	formally,	yet	those	words	and	his	accent,	in	his
voice,	still	caress	my	tingling	skin.

“Mr.	Jameson.”	I	nod	as	he	passes,	heading	straight	for	the	stable	block.

I	let	Felix	and	Kim	pull	away	before	I	wander	in	after	Josh	to	help	him	strip	Stan	down
of	his	saddlery.	He	is	nearly	done	by	the	time	I	make	it	to	him.	“He’s	worked	up	a	good
sweat,”	I	say	as	I	take	a	brush	to	Stan’s	coat.

“He’s	had	an	awesome	time,	haven’t	ya,	boy?”	Josh	lightly	smacks	his	neck.	“Are	you
okay?	You	look	…	stressed.”

“I’m	fine.”

“So	your	people	were	here	for	their	health,	were	they?	Because	they	didn’t	look	like
the	riding	type.”

“Small	matter	now	dealt	with.”

“A	matter	like	you	and	I	could	be?”	he	asks	casually,	clearly	reading	between	the	lines
and	getting	the	gist	of	my	small	matter.

Shame	eats	me	from	the	inside	out,	remorse	and	guilt,	 too.	Why	do	I	care	what	Josh
thinks	of	my	exploits?	He	is	hardly	Mr.	Straight-laced	himself,	dating	woman	after	woman
and	getting	bored.	Besides,	 it’s	not	 like	 I	knew	Gerry	Rush	and	his	wife	were	 trying	 to
reconcile,	or	that	he	dabbled	in	hookers.	I	shudder	at	the	thought	again.	“It	was	a	family



matter,”	 I	 lie,	 if	 hesitantly,	 earning	 a	 quick	 flick	 of	 Josh’s	 eyes	 to	 mine.	 I	 look	 away,
feeling	my	cheeks	heat	with	guilt.	“Did	you	enjoy	your	hack?”

“I	 did.	 Thanks	 for	 lending	me	 your	 horse.”	He	 smiles,	 looping	 Stan’s	 tack	 over	 his
shoulder.

“Anytime.”	 I	 shrug	 nonchalantly,	 although	 I	 don’t	 feel	 very	 nonchalant.	 Not	 at	 all.
Damn	 it,	 I	 like	him.	Josh	Jameson	brings	a	smile	 to	my	face,	calm	 into	my	world.	Few
people	in	my	orbit	elicit	such	reactions.	Inside,	I	wish	he	could	turn	up	at	the	stables	every
morning	and	make	each	day	wonderful.

His	phone	rings	and	he	pulls	it	out.	He	definitely	deflates	a	little.	“Yeah?”	He	starts	to
pace	the	stables,	scuffing	his	boots	as	he	goes,	kicking	up	the	hay.	“Sure.	Give	me	five.”
He	cuts	 the	call	and	holds	up	his	phone.	“My	driver’s	here.”	He	 looks	at	his	watch	and
laughs	a	little.	“Early.”

I	force	back	my	disappointment.	“It	was	nice	to	see	you.”

He	seems	amused	as	he	returns	his	eyes	to	me.	“Nice	to	see	me?”

I	shrug.	“Well,	it	was.”

“Nice?”	He	paces	forward,	and	I	step	back	until	I	collide	with	a	pile	of	hay	and	tumble
to	my	back	on	a	yelp.	Josh	is	on	me	like	a	wolf,	pinning	me	down	by	my	wrists	above	my
head.	“Nice?”	he	asks	again,	pushing	a	lock	of	hair	from	my	face	with	his	nose.	I	 try	to
catch	my	breath,	loving	the	hardness	of	his	physique	pushing	me	into	the	softness	of	the
hay.	Before	I	can	even	think	to	find	another	word	to	replace	the	one	that	clearly	displeases
him,	 he	 attacks	 my	 mouth	 with	 a	 profound,	 familiar	 force,	 exploring	 deeply	 with	 his
tongue.	I	wonder	whether	his	suspicions	regarding	my	matter	has	him	all	green-eyed	and
he’s	marking	his	territory.	I	have	a	sneaky	suspicion	I’m	right.

His	power	and	passion	steal	my	breath,	and	I	don’t	get	it	back	once	he	has	ripped	his
lips	from	mine.	“Nice,”	he	pants,	rolling	his	groin	into	me.

My	 back	 arches,	 pushing	my	 breasts	 into	 his	 chest.	 “I’d	 give	 you	 another	word,”	 I
breathe,	“but	I’m	rather	blank	at	the	moment.”

“Let’s	see	if	we	can	wake	up	that	mind,	then,”	he	muses,	securing	both	of	my	wrists	in
one	grasp	and	 reaching	 for	 the	hem	of	my	 roll-neck	sweater.	As	soon	as	his	 skin	 skims
mine,	my	mind	does	wake	up,	providing	me	with	many	words,	most	of	 them	ones	of	 a
pleading	nature.

“Josh.”	I’m	unsure	whether	I’m	begging	him	to	stop,	or	encouraging	him	on.	Anyone
could	catch	us.

My	sweater	is	yanked	up,	my	bra	down,	and	he’s	on	my	breasts	in	the	blink	of	an	eye,
swirling	 that	 god-loving	 tongue	 around	 and	 around,	wide	 and	 firm.	Then	 his	 teeth	 sink
into	my	hard	nipple	and	 I	buck,	 tinkering	on	 that	dangerous	edge	between	pleasure	and
pain.	He	hums,	he	moans,	he	growls.	“Shit,	you	are	so	fucking	delicious.”

“Your	Highness.”	 Damon’s	 voice	 calling	me	 doesn’t	 penetrate	 the	 haze	 of	 pleasure
holding	me	captive,	doesn’t	have	me	darting	up	 in	a	panic	or	 fighting	 Josh	off	me.	 I’m
lost.



“Fuckin’	 hell,”	 Josh	mumbles	 around	my	 flesh,	 kissing	 the	 tip	 of	my	 nipple	 before
pulling	the	cups	of	my	bra	into	place	and	my	sweater	down.	“Playtime	is	over.”

I	pout,	falling	into	instant	mourning	for	my	loss.

“Ma’am?”	Damon	 sounds	 slightly	 concerned,	 and	without	 Josh’s	 tongue	 distracting
me,	I	suddenly	appreciate	how	close	he	is.

“Quick,	 up	 you	 get.”	 Josh	 hauls	me	 up	 from	 the	 hay	 and	 brushes	me	 down	 before
turning	me	by	the	shoulders	and	pushing	me	toward	the	stable	door.	“I’ll	hang	back.”

I	gather	myself	and	straighten	my	shoulders,	aware	of	the	many	people	floating	around
the	stables.	For	a	moment	there,	I	completely	forgot	myself.	I	need	to	find	some	control.

I	steal	one	last	glimpse	of	Josh	as	I	leave,	wishing	I	could	bottle	the	smile	he	gives	me
and	store	 it	 forever.	 I’m	desperate	 to	ask	him	when	 I’ll	 see	him	again,	but	my	pride,	as
well	as	a	sliver	of	sensibility,	won’t	allow	it.	“See	you.”

“See	you,”	he	mimics,	his	smile	now	thoughtful.

I	 round	 the	 corner,	working	 hard	 to	wipe	 the	 permanent	 grin	 from	my	 face	 and	 the
goosebumps	from	my	tingling	skin.

“There	 you	 are,”	 Damon	 mutters,	 clearly	 fed	 up	 with	 my	 disappearing	 acts	 today.
“Time	to	get	back.”

“Back	to	my	prison?	Oh	joy.”

He	gives	me	a	funny	look,	stopping	me	in	my	tracks	to	the	car.

“What?”

“Nothing.”	Damon	 takes	up	his	professional	pose,	 the	one	where	he	 stands	with	his
joined	hands	behind	his	back	and	his	chin	lifted	slightly.

“Then	why	are	you	looking	at	me	like	that?”

“Have	fun	in	the	stables?”

“I	don’t	know	what	you’re	talking	about.”	I	head	to	the	car,	pushing	a	blush	back	from
my	cheeks.

“Ma’am?”

“Yes?”

“You	have	hay	in	your	hair,”	he	says,	opening	the	door	for	me.

I	reach	up	and	brush	at	my	free	locks,	the	blush	now	unavoidable.	“Damn	it,”	I	curse,
catching	Damon’s	wry	smile.

“Fun?”	he	asks	again.

“Oh,	behave,”	 I	 breathe,	 slipping	 into	 the	back	 seat,	 not	 at	 all	worried.	 I	 don’t	 only
trust	Damon	with	my	life,	I	trust	him	with	my	secrets.	And	Josh	Jameson	is	one	gigantic
secret.

As	we	pull	out	of	the	stables,	I	see	a	Range	Rover	heading	toward	us,	every	window
blacked	out.	I	fall	back	in	my	seat	and	twiddle	my	fingers	in	my	lap,	trying	not	to	let	my



mind	venture	 to	 silly	places.	Places	 I	 am	not	allowed	 to	be,	 and	usually	would	have	no
interest	 in	 staying.	 But	 Josh	 is	 broaching	my	walls.	 And	 I	 cannot	 allow	 him	 that	 level
access	to	my	heart.	Because	it	could	easily	be	broken	when	he’s	wrenched	away.



THE	NEXT	DAY	AT	THE	stables	is	not	nearly	as	wonderful.	I	saddle	up	Spearmint,	distracted,	I
ride	him,	distracted,	and	I	clean	his	tack,	distracted.	The	whole	time	I’m	there,	I	hope	for	a
surprise	visitor.	He	doesn’t	come,	and	I	leave	the	royal	stables	feeling	despondent.

As	we	pull	up	at	Kellington,	my	phone	rings	and	my	eyes	 roll.	“Mother,”	 I	 say	as	 I
step	out	of	my	car,	thanking	Damon	with	a	nod.	My	coat	is	pulled	from	my	shoulders	by
Olive	 as	 I	 stand	 in	 the	 entrance	 hall	 and	 listen	 to	 my	 mother	 deliver	 a	 point-by-point
rundown	 of	 the	 afternoon	 tea	 at	 Claringdon	 Palace,	 held	 in	 honor	 of	 Helen.	 “Sorry	 I
missed	it,”	I	lie,	handing	Olive	my	bag	on	a	smile.	The	prime	examples	of	English	ladies
all	 in	one	 room	 is	my	 idea	of	hell—all	 swooning	over	pretty	 little	 cakes,	Earl	Grey	 tea
being	sipped	through	pursed	lips	from	fancy	china,	and	over-the-top	fussing	of	my	over-
indulgent	sister-in-law.	No	thank	you.

“I	 hear	 you	 spent	 rather	 a	 long	 time	 at	 the	 stables	 with	 that	 new	 horse	 of	 yours,”
Mother	 says	 very	 casually,	 and	 I	 tense	 a	 little,	 stalling	 on	 any	 reply.	 She	 heard?	 From
whom?	“I	had	tea	with	Sabina	yesterday	evening.”

My	tense	body	softens,	relieved.	“Just	getting	to	know	him.”	I	roll	my	eyes	at	Damon
when	he	smirks	a	little,	clearly	grasping	the	direction	of	conversation.

“She	said	he	shows	smashing	potential.”

“He	does.”

“Now,	onto	another	matter.	I	wanted	to	speak	with	you	before	Kim	brings	it	up.”

“What’s	 that?”	 I	 ask,	 just	 as	 Kim	 appears	 from	 the	 corridor	 that	 leads	 to	 my	 staff
offices.	She	has	her	bulging	diary	in	her	arms	and	a	pen	in	her	mouth	as	she	talks	on	her
mobile.

“Your	father	has	been	requested	to	unveil	a	new	monument	in	his	honor	in	Madrid.”

I	sag,	knowing	what	 is	coming.	“That’s	 lovely.”	This	 tribute	has	been	 in	 the	making
for	years,	Spain’s	display	of	union	with	England	through	the	marriage	of	my	mother	to	the
King.

“Rather	unfair	that	my	husband	gets	paid	homage	in	my	motherland,	and	I	get	nothing,
don’t	you	think?”	She	chuckles,	and	I	smile,	knowing	she	could	not	care	less.	“Anyway,
where	was	I?	Oh,	yes.	He’s	unable	to	attend	the	unveiling	as	it	collides	with	an	existing
royal	 engagement.	Spain	 can’t	 change	 the	date	 due	 to	 a	 public	 holiday,	 and	your	 father
can’t	withdraw	 from	his	 commitment.	 So	 it	 has	 been	decided	 that	 you	 should	 represent
him.”

I	 groan	 under	my	breath,	wandering	 through	 to	 the	 lounge	with	Kim	 following	me.



“What	about	you,	Mother?”

“I	will	be	with	your	father	in	the	British	Virgin	Islands.”

“And	John?”	I	fall	to	the	couch	and	give	Kim	eyes	to	suggest	she	should	help	me	out.
She	shrugs,	because	when	my	staff	receive	instructions	from	the	top,	they	obey.

“He’s	scaling	back	his	royal	duties,	what	with	Helen’s	condition,”	Mother	says.

Condition?	She’s	pregnant,	 for	goodness	 sake.	 “Eddie?”	 I	 put	 forward	my	 last	 card,
with	no	hope	of	it	being	played.

“Adeline,	darling,	Edward	has	been	serving	the	country	for	months.	It	would	be	unfair
for	us	to	expect	him	to	fulfil	royal	engagements	so	soon	after	his	return.”

And	then	there’s	me,	with	nothing	better	to	do	than	smile,	look	pretty,	and	gush	about
my	family	to	all	who	will	listen.	I	have	one	use.	Obey	when	ordered.	“When	is	it?”

“Kim	has	the	details.”

I	scowl	at	Kim	for	no	other	reason	than	I	need	someone	to	note	my	displeasure.	“I’ll
be	sure	to	talk	to	her.”

“Good	evening,	dear.”

“Good	evening,	Mother.”	I	hang	up	and	hang	my	head.	“So	I	am	going	to	Madrid.”

“It’s	one	week,	Adeline.	Look	at	it	as	a	holiday.”

“A	holiday?”	 I	 laugh	 as	Olive	 slides	 a	 tray	of	 tea	 onto	 the	 table	 before	me.	 “Thank
you,	Olive.	I’ll	serve,”	I	say,	sitting	forward	and	pouring	myself	a	cup,	as	well	as	Kim.	I
push	it	across	the	table	to	her.	“You	and	I	both	know	there	will	be	no	chance	of	a	holiday.
Besides,”	 I	 grumble,	 “royals	 are	 only	 allowed	 to	 sun	 themselves	 in	England,	which,	 of
course,	limits	their	exposure	to	the	sun	a	great	deal.	When	am	I	to	leave?”

“Next	month.	 I’ll	 collate	 your	 itinerary.”	Kim	makes	 a	 few	notes	 in	 her	 diary.	 “The
gallery	opening	this	Friday.”

“What	about	it?”

“Your	outfit.”

“I	haven’t	thought	about	it.”

“No	need	to.	Victoria	Beckham’s	people	are	sending	over	her	new	collection.”

I	smile.	Well,	that’s	made	Friday	more	appealing.	“Fabulous.	When	are	they	arriving?”

“Tomorrow	morning.”

“Great.”	I	clap	my	hands,	my	mood	lifting.	“Is	that	all?”

“For	now.”	She	stands	and	gathers	her	things.	“You’re	in	residence	this	evening?”

“Why	 are	 you	 asking	 it	 as	 a	 question	 when	 you	 control	 my	 diary?”	 I	 flick	 her	 a
sardonic	grin.

“Just	checking	that	you’re	not	planning	on	going	rogue	on	me.”

“Damon	is	off	this	evening,	so	if	I	do	want	to	go	rogue,	I	will	have	to	grow	wings	and



fly	 myself	 out	 of	 here.	 Besides,	 where	 is	 there	 to	 go?”	 I	 grab	 my	 phone	 and	 call	 my
cousin.	“Matilda,”	I	sing	when	she	answers.

“I’m	not	talking	to	you.”

I	pout,	feeling	only	marginally	guilty	for	leaving	her	to	endure	the	delightful	afternoon
tea	without	me.	“Will	you	talk	to	a	bottle	of	Moët?”

“I	may	be	swayed.”

“Good.	This	 evening	we	are	drinking	Moët	 and	perusing	 the	glossies.”	As	 I	 declare
our	 plans	 to	 Matilda,	 a	 pile	 of	 this	 week’s	 glossies	 land	 on	 the	 table	 in	 front	 of	 me,
courtesy	of	Kim.	“Be	here	by	seven?”

“And	how	do	you	propose	I	get	 there?”	she	asks.	“Unlike	yourself,	one	does	not	get
the	luxury	of	a	personal	driver.	The	King’s	private	duchy	doesn’t	stretch	that	far,	or	rather
he	won’t	let	it.	So	I	have	to	share	my	driver	with	the	rest	of	the	family,	and	Mother	and
Father	are	out	this	evening	at	a	charity	gala.”

“Oh.	How	inconvenient.”

“Rather,”	she	mutters.

“Then	I	will	have	Damon	collect	you.	From	Farringdon	Hall?”

“Marvelous.”

“One	problem.”

“What’s	that?”

“He’s	technically	off	duty	this	evening,	so	he	won’t	be	able	to	drive	you	home.”

“Don’t	worry.	I’ll	grab	a	cab.”	She	snorts	a	burst	of	laughter,	as	do	I,	because	no	royal
gets	 a	 cab.	 Well,	 that’s	 not	 technically	 true.	 I	 did	 it	 once.	 I	 smile	 at	 the	 memory,
remembering	 the	 last	 time	 Selfridges	 was	 closed	 to	 the	 public	 for	 me	 to	 shop.	 I	 saw
freedom	 through	 the	 glass-bolted	 doors	 as	 I	 waited	 for	 my	 staff	 to	 collect	 my	 many
purchases,	and	it	was	too	much	to	resist.	I	wandered	out	into	the	night-time	air,	hailed	a
cab,	and	I	 let	 the	lovely	cockney	man	drive	me	home.	He	was	constantly	peeking	in	the
rearview	mirror,	 a	 frown	 embedded	 into	 his	 crabby	 forehead.	He	would	 shake	 his	 flat-
capped	head	every	now	and	then,	and	I	would	smile,	because	he	was	clearly	wondering	if
it	was	a	joke.	It	wasn’t.	Neither	was	the	fact	that	I	had	no	cash	when	we	arrived	home.	The
paps	had	a	field	day,	and	the	kickback	from	Claringdon	Palace	was	ridiculously	over	the
top.	The	King	was	 livid.	Damon	was	 livid.	The	public,	 however,	 loved	 it.	And	 I	 rather
enjoyed	my	little	jaunt	around	London	in	a	black	cab.	I’d	never	been	in	one	before.	Just
for	a	little	while	that	night,	I	was	like	any	other	regular	person.	Free.	My	stifling	existence
was	forgotten	in	that	perfect	hour	when	I	saw	London	through	new	eyes	while	safe	in	the
back	of	the	cab.

“I’ll	 have	 Olive	 get	 one	 of	 the	 guest	 suites	 prepared,”	 I	 say,	 wandering	 through
Kellington	in	search	of	Damon.	“See	you	soon.”	I	hang	up	and	eventually	find	him	in	the
kitchen,	sitting	at	the	huge	island	that	dominates	the	middle	of	the	room.	My	cook,	Dolly,
is	faffing	over	him,	as	she	always	does,	and	Olive	is	clearing	a	tray.	Both	nod	and	greet	me
formally	before	getting	back	to	their	tasks,	and	Damon	stands.



“Ma’am?”

“Damon,	would	it	be	terribly	inconvenient	for	you	to	collect	the	Duchess	of	Kent	from
Farringdon	Hall	before	you	leave?”

“Not	an	inconvenience	at	all,	ma’am.”

“Thank	you,	Damon.	Olive,	will	you	make	sure	the	Albert	Suite	is	ready,	please?	My
cousin	will	be	staying	this	evening.”

“Yes,	ma’am.”

“Thank	you.”

“Girls’	 night	 in?”	Damon	 settles	 back	 on	 his	 stool.	 “I	 hear	The	Graham	Miles	Live
Show	has	a	great	lineup	tonight.”

My	forehead	crinkles	as	Damon	goes	back	to	his	tea,	like	he	hasn’t	said	something	so
bizarre.	 Graham	Miles?	 I	 don’t	 think	 I’ve	 ever	watched	 his	 chat	 show	 in	my	 life.	 “He
does?”

“Yes.	Some	popular	Hollywood	actor.”

“Josh	 Jameson,”	 Olive	 squeals,	 before	 quickly	 slapping	 her	 hand	 over	 her	 mouth.
“Sorry,	ma’am.”

I’d	tell	her	not	to	be	silly,	but	I	am	at	a	loss	for	words.	He’s	on	the	Graham	Miles	Live
Show?	I	suddenly	have	the	urge	to	go	out	this	evening,	because	resisting	not	putting	the
television	on	is	going	to	be	hellish.	Damn.

Olive	scuttles	off	as	Dolly	shakes	her	head	and	Damon	smiles	into	his	cup.

“Will	you	be	eating,	ma’am?”	Dolly	asks.	“I	have	all	 the	 ingredients	 for	my	famous
chicken	soup	in	the	pantry.”

I	shake	my	head,	mentally	planning	the	night	ahead.	I	hope	those	glossies	are	loaded
with	juicy	gossip	that	will	keep	Matilda	and	me	busy	all	night.	“That’s	very	kind	of	you,
Dolly,	but	Matilda	and	I	will	probably	just	pick.”	I	wander	over	to	her	perfectly	organized
pantry	and	open	the	door,	peeking	inside.	“Do	we	have	things	to	pick?”

“There	are	tortillas,	ma’am.	And	I	have	some	freshly	made	salsa	in	the	fridge.”

Oh,	Dolly’s	salsa	is	delicious.	“Perfect.	Thank	you,	Dolly.”	I	head	off	 to	my	suite	 to
get	into	something	a	little	more	comfortable.	Something	loose.	Something	that	isn’t	going
to	rub	in	all	the	places	where	I’m	still	sore.

	

THAT	 SOMETHING	 IS	 AN	 OVERSIZED	 T-shirt	 and	 some	 shorts,	 minus	 the	 knickers	 beneath.
Matilda	and	I	are	slumped	on	the	couch,	sipping	Moët,	picking	at	tortillas,	and	flicking	the
pages	of	the	magazines.	I	am	being	perfectly	distracted	by	the	latest	in	the	celebrity	world
—the	 divorces,	 the	 scandal,	 the	 analyzing	 of	 famous	 women’s	 weight	 gain/loss.	 “Oh,
really?”	I	sigh	as	I	turn	the	page	and	come	face-to-face	with	someone	familiar.	Me.	“This
picture	is	old	news.”

Matilda	leans	over	and	laughs.	“You	look	annoyed.”



“I	was.”	 I	 don’t	 indulge	 in	 the	 article	 that	will	 undoubtedly	 be	 divulging	 inaccurate
details	of	my	perfect	life.	“I	was	leaving	the	spring/summer	launch	of	Stella	McCartney’s
new	collection.	There	was	an	after-party.	I	wanted	to	go.”

“Oh.”

I	curl	my	 lip	and	continue	 to	 flick	 the	pages,	now	a	 little	 roughly,	 still	 feeling	bitter
that	the	King	conveniently	summoned	me	just	as	the	champagne	was	served.	Thinking	of
which	…”Another	bottle?”

Matilda	raises	her	glass	in	acknowledgement,	and	I	toss	the	magazine	aside,	jumping
up	from	the	couch.	“Back	in	a	minute.”	I	dart	to	the	kitchen	and	pull	open	the	door	of	the
fridge	 dedicated	 to	Moët,	 smiling	 as	 I	 take	 a	 bottle	 from	 one	 of	 the	 racks.	 The	 empty
kitchen	is	blissfully	quiet,	a	rare	occurrence	around	here.	Of	course,	there’s	staff	floating
around	somewhere—there’s	always	staff	floating	around	somewhere,	but	the	evenings	are
less	suffocating.

Popping	 the	 cork,	 I	 make	 my	 way	 back	 to	 the	 lounge,	 my	 pace	 gradually	 slowing
when	 I	hear	 a	 familiar	voice.	A	 familiar	voice	 that	 is	 not	Matilda	 and	 is	not	 any	of	 the
palace	staff.	I	come	to	a	confused	stop	as	I	cross	the	foyer,	looking	around	me	for	where	it
might	be	coming	from,	not	seeing	a	speck	of	life.	My	buzzing	skin	tells	me	whose	voice
that	is,	even	if	my	brain	is	a	little	slow	in	catching	up.	Josh?	And	then	raucous	laughter
erupts,	and	I	quickly	follow	the	sound,	finding	Matilda	standing	in	front	of	the	television
with	a	remote	control	in	her	hand.	The	colossal	64-inch	screen	is	filled	with	Josh,	and	the
number	to	the	left,	currently	rising,	tells	me	Matilda	is	turning	up	the	volume,	like	I	need
him	to	be	louder.	My	heart	squeezes	at	the	sight	of	him,	preened	to	perfection,	his	three-
piece	 suit	 pristine	 as	 he	 sits	 relaxed	 on	 a	 couch,	 one	 ankle	 tossed	 over	 his	 knee.	 The
crowd,	mostly	women,	 are	going	potty	 as	 he	dazzles	 them	with	 a	 rather	 shy	 smile,	 and
Graham	Miles	swoons	along	with	them,	gesturing	his	hands	to	Josh,	like	look	who’s	here!
So	 Josh	 Jameson	 is	 not	 technically	 in	 the	 lounge,	 but	 he	may	 as	 well	 be.	My	 body	 is
having	its	usual	riot	of	reactions	when	presented	with	him.

“Adeline,”	Matilda	shrieks.	“Oh	my	God.	Adeline,	quick.”

“I’m	here,”	I	mumble,	transfixed	by	the	television.	Or	transfixed	by	him.	My	God,	he
looks	heavenly.

“It’s	him.”

“Turn	 it	 off.”	 I	 force	 my	 gaze	 away	 before	 I	 melt	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 him,	 frantically
searching	out	my	champagne	flute	and	dashing	over	to	refill	it.

“What?”	Matilda	looks	at	me	like	I	might	have	grown	ten	heads	and	breathed	fire	on
her.

“Turn	it	off,”	I	repeat,	sinking	my	whole	glass.

“Wh—”

“Matilda,	please.”	More	champagne	gets	thrown	into	my	flute.

“Okay,	okay.”	She	points	the	remote	control	at	the	television,	just	as	the	crowd	settles
and	Graham	Miles	crosses	one	leg	over	the	other.



“I	think	they	like	you,”	he	says,	deadpan.	“I	have	no	idea	why.”

More	 laughter	breaks	out,	 and	 Josh	blushes	 the	most	 adorable	blush.	 “Wait,”	 I	 blurt
abruptly,	winning	back	Matilda’s	attention.	“No,	turn	it	off.”	I	flap	a	hand	at	the	screen	and
she	looks	at	me	in	exasperation,	dropping	the	remote	control	to	her	side.

“Off	or	on?”

“Off.”

She	re-points.

“No,	on.”

“Adeline,	seriously?”

I	 lower	 to	 the	 couch,	 back	 to	 being	mesmerized	 by	 the	 divine	 creature	 gracing	 the
screen.	“Sorry,”	I	mumble	as	she	joins	me.	I	don’t	need	to	be	looking	at	her	to	know	she	is
frowning	at	me.

“Whatever	has	gotten	into	you?”

“Him,”	 I	 say	without	 thinking,	 feeling	 her	 stunned	 expression	 rooted	 to	my	 profile.
“Literally,”	I	add.

“Oh	my	gosh.”

“Shh!”	I	slap	her	thigh,	trying	to	listen	to	the	television.	Matilda	grabs	the	champagne
and	joins	me	in	downing	one	glass	after	the	other,	sitting	forward	on	the	couch,	as	if	it	is
not	loud	enough	for	us	to	hear	even	if	we	were	on	the	other	side	of	the	palace.

“So,”	 Graham	 relaxes	 back,	 all	 casual,	 as	 if	 he	 doesn’t	 have	 the	 world’s	 most
handsome	 man	 within	 touching	 distance.	 I	 wish	 I	 could	 be	 so	 cool	 in	 Josh	 Jameson’s
company.	 “Josh	 Jameson,	 you’re	 here	 in	 London	 promoting	 your	 new	 film,	 The
Underground.”	 An	 applause	 breaks	 out	 as	 a	 promotional	 image	 pops	 up	 on	 the	 screen
behind	 Josh.	 My	 eyes	 burn	 as	 I	 absorb	 the	 image	 of	 him	 in	 all	 his	 glory,	 a	 gorgeous
woman	cuddled	 into	his	 side,	 though	he	 is	 not	 embracing	her	 hug.	 “I	 assume	 from	 this
picture	it	is	not	about	trains,”	Graham	quips	dryly.

Josh	 laughs	 a	 full-on	 belly	 laugh,	 craning	 his	 head	 back	 to	 see	 the	 image.	 “No.	No
trains.”

“Tell	us	about	it.	Because	it’s	based	on	a	true	story,	right?”

“Right.	I	play	Austin	Tate,	a	troubled	man	in	sixties	New	York.	He	had	severe	autism.”

“So	despite	you	 in	 all	your	body-beautiful	glory	 throughout	 the	 film,	 and,	 ladies”—
Graham	turns	to	his	audience—“it’s	very	glorious.”	He	fans	his	dreamy	face	and	returns
his	attention	back	to	Josh.	“There’s	a	really	poignant	story	here.”

“Sure.”	 Josh	 shuffles	 on	 the	 couch.	 “Like	 many	 people	 who	 have	 autism,	 Austin
struggled	 to	 recognize	 and	 understand	 other	 people’s	 emotions,	 but	 on	 a	 really	 extreme
level.	 He	 literally	 showed	 no	 one	 any	 mercy,	 would	 hide	 in	 the	 library	 most	 days
researching	the	behavior	of	‘normal’	human	beings,	and	nearly	killed	himself	in	the	gym
most	nights.	It	was	like	a	stress	alleviator	for	him.	He	interacted	with	no	one.	Until	he	met
Wendy.”	 Josh	goes	on,	detailing	 the	 character’s	background,	 the	 research	he	did	 for	 the



role,	and	the	training	to	get	his	body	in	tip-top	shape.	“Six	hours	in	the	gym	a	day,	man.”
He	flexes	his	bicep,	which	is	clear	through	his	suit,	causing	another	stir	 in	the	audience.
“And	eggs.	If	I	never	see	another	egg	in	my	life	…”	He	shudders.

“Well,	I	think	we	all	agree	the	discipline	paid	off.”	Graham	coughs	and	smirks	at	the
camera	cheekily.	They	chat	some	more,	and	then	a	trailer	for	the	movie	is	shown,	like	my
torture	 couldn’t	 get	 any	 worse.	 Josh,	 in	 glasses.	 And	 then	 naked,	 a	 full-on	 nude	 from
behind.	 The	 crowd	 go	 potty,	 as	 do	my	 insides.	 “Goodness	 gracious,”	Matilda	 breathes,
blindly	smacking	at	my	thigh	repeatedly.

“So	what	have	you	been	up	to	in	London?”	Graham	goes	on	once	the	crowd	has	piped
down	and	he’s	shared	the	details	of	the	release	date.	“Do	you	like	it	here?”

“I	love	England,”	Josh	gushes.	“The	food,	the	people.”

“A	little	birdie	told	me	you’ve	been	keeping	company	with	the	Royal	Family,	no	less.”

I	feel	all	the	blood	drain	from	my	face	as	Matilda	starts	to	smack	me	again,	engrossed
as	much	as	 I	am	by	 the	 interview.	How	the	hell	does	he	know	that?	Josh	 fidgets	on	 the
couch,	obviously	trying	to	play	it	cool.	“You	mean	the	garden	party?”

“Not	 just	any	 garden	 party,	 but	 Princess	Adeline’s	 thirtieth	 birthday	 garden	 party	 at
Claringdon	Palace.	How	did	you	wangle	that?”

Josh	visibly	relaxes,	and	I	grab	oxygen	to	fill	my	shrunken	lungs.	“Wangle?”

Graham	laughs.	“Wangle.	Like	pull	it	off.”

“Oh.”	 Josh	 reaches	 for	 his	 water	 and	 takes	 a	 sip.	 “You	 British	 have	 some	 weird
terminology.”

“Oh,	you’ve	been	getting	familiar	with	our	weird	terminology?	Give	us	some	words.
What	have	you	learned?”

“You	call	chips	crisps.”	His	attempt	to	sound	British	has	Graham	falling	back	in	heaps
of	laughter.	“And	panties	are	knickers?”

My	eyes	widen	as	Graham	shoots	up	straight	in	his	chair.	“Seen	any	knickers	while	in
London?”

“Sadly,	no.”	Josh	brushes	off	Graham’s	cheeky	question	with	a	wave	of	his	hand.

“I’m	sure	we	can	arrange	 something.”	He	 looks	 to	 the	 audience,	 and	 the	women	all
shout	 their	 willingness.	 “Me	 first,”	 Graham	 tsks,	 rolling	 his	 eyes	 and	 returning	 his
attention	back	to	Josh.	“Where	were	we?	All	this	talk	of	knickers	…”

“The	palace.”

“Ah,	the	palace.	So	what	did	you	do?	Scale	the	walls,	tunnel	underground?”

Josh	smiles	and	places	his	water	on	the	table.	“My	father’s	here	on	political	business.
He	and	His	Majesty	King	Alfred	met	during	their	military	days	and	kept	in	touch.	I	was
my	father’s	plus-one.”

“You	know,	I	was	invited,”	Graham	muses.

“Then	why	didn’t	you	go?”



“I’m	protesting.”

“Why?”	Josh	asks,	genuinely	interested.

“The	King	missed	me	off	his	honors	list	again.”	He	sighs,	exasperated.

“Oh,	that	sucks.”

“Will	you	put	in	a	word	for	me?”	Graham	asks	seriously.

Josh	chuckles,	the	sound	out	of	this	world.	“No	sweat.”

“Great.	 I’ll	 invite	 you	 to	 the	 celebratory	 party	 once	 I	 receive	my	 knighthood.	Now,
you’re	voted	the	world’s	hottest	man.	You	have	an	Oscar,	for	Christ’s	sake.	You	probably
have	more	money	 than	God	and	a	body	 that	 rivals	 a	gladiator.	And	 I’ve	never	met	you
before	today,	but	I	think	you’re	quite	charming.”

“Thanks.”	Josh	laughs.

“So	your	love	life?”	Graham	drops	that	bombshell	and	sits	back,	waiting.

“What	about	it?”	Josh’s	laugh	turns	nervous.

“It	causes	constant	speculation	in	the	press,	Josh.	The	pictures	with	her,	and	then	her,
and	then	her.”

“You’re	straight	to	the	point,	aren’t	you?”	Josh	rearranges	himself	on	the	couch,	and	I
feel	myself	go	stiff	as	a	board.	I	know	Matilda	senses	it	because	she	glances	at	me.	I	keep
my	eyes	on	the	television,	my	grasp	squeezing	around	my	glass.	Josh	gets	bored	easily.	I
must	remember	that.

“Anyone	special?”	Graham	prompts	again.

I	swear,	Josh	looks	straight	down	the	camera,	and	I	sit	back,	my	eyes	on	his.	“There’s
no	one	special,”	he	tells	the	world,	dragging	his	gaze	back	to	his	host.	I	don’t	know	how	to
interpret	that.	Was	he	telling	me	there	is	no	one	special,	or	was	he	telling	me	I’m	no	one
special?	I	don’t	know,	and	I	hate,	hate,	hate	that	I	need	to.	“Turn	it	off.”	I	grab	the	remote
from	Matilda’s	hand	before	she	has	a	chance	 to	obey	my	abrupt	order,	and	aim	it	at	 the
screen,	pressing	the	on/off	button	with	a	firm	fingertip.	The	screen	dies,	 leaving	silence.
Not	for	long,	though.

“Tell	me	everything.”	Matilda	turns	to	me,	and	I	feel	myself	fold.

But	I	need	to	tell	someone.	Someone	I	can	trust,	and	who	isn’t	my	driver.	Not	that	I
actually	tell	Damon.	The	poor	man	has	no	choice	but	to	know	since	he	is	practically	my
shadow.	I	feel	like	I’m	going	out	of	my	mind.	“When	he	showed	up	at	my	private	party,
we	 somehow	 found	 our	way	 to	my	 suite.”	My	 eyes	 are	 pointed	 to	my	 lap,	 but	 a	 quick
glimpse	up	confirms	Matilda’s	open	mouth.

“You	said	you	were	tired.	You	went	to	bed.”

“I	 did	 go	 to	 bed.	With	 him.”	 I	 shrug	 lamely.	 “And	 yesterday,	 he	 showed	 up	 at	 the
stables.”

“You	like	him.”

I	laugh,	no	counter	coming	to	me,	diving	into	the	sanctuary	of	my	champagne.	“You



know	me.	I	don’t	get	attached.	There’s	no	point.”

“You’re	 falling	 for	 him.”	 Her	 claim	 comes	 from	 nowhere,	 and	 I	 stare	 at	 her,
flummoxed.

“That	is	utterly	ridiculous.	I	hardly	know	him.”

“You’re	falling	for	him.”

“Will	you	stop	saying	that?”	I	reach	for	the	Moët	and	abandon	my	glass	in	favor	of	the
whole	bottle.

“Adeline,	 I	know	full	well	 that	you	make	a	point	of	not	getting	attached	 to	 the	men
you	…”	She	fades	off,	trying	to	find	an	appropriate	word	while	I	wait.

“Screw?”	I	prompt.

“Share	company	with.”

“This	is	why	you	make	a	much	more	suitable	princess	than	I	do.”	I	toast	her	etiquette
and	slurp	from	the	bottle.

“My	point	is,	you	don’t	get	attached	because	we	all	know	what	will	happen	if	you	do.
Men	you	see	are	disposed	of.”

“I’ve	never	met	 a	man	 I’d	want	 to	 get	 attached	 to,”	 I	mumble	 round	 the	 rim	of	 the
bottle.

“That’s	because	you	make	a	point	not	to.	But	you	were	not	anticipating	Josh	Jameson,
were	you?	And	now	it’s	driving	you	bonkers,	because	you’re	falling	for	him	and	you	most
definitely	cannot	have	him.”	Matilda	 laughs,	and	 then	stops	 just	as	quickly,	 shaking	her
head	in	dread.	“Jesus,	the	King	would	go	potty.”

“Thank	you	for	the	reminder	of	my	reality.”

“Welcome.	So,	what	are	you	going	to	do?”

“Nothing.”	 I	 grab	a	magazine	 and	casually	 scan	 the	page,	pretending	my	mind	 isn’t
racing	and	my	heart	isn’t	booming.	“And	I	am	not	falling	for	him,”	I	tell	her.	“Just	having
a	bit	of	fun,	since	it	is	seriously	lacking	around	here.	He	leaves	next	week.”

“Well,	you	don’t	need	me	 to	 tell	you	 that	you’re	on	dangerous	ground.”	She	slumps
back	and	kicks	her	feet	onto	the	table.

No,	I	do	not,	but	this	doesn’t	feel	like	the	usual	dangerous	ground	I	dance	on.	I’m	not
being	defiant	for	the	sake	of	it,	to	prove	some	kind	of	personal	point	to	myself—I	am	my
own	person	and	cannot	be	told	what	to	do	and	who	I	see.	I’m	dancing	on	this	particularly
dangerous	ground	because	I	really,	really	want	to.	It	defies	logic.	I	know	once	knowledge
of	my	involvement	with	Josh	Jameson	is	discovered	by	Claringdon	Palace,	steps	will	be
taken	 to	make	 sure	 he	 stays	 away.	And	 for	 once,	 it	 bothers	me	what	 the	King	 and	 his
minions	might	 do.	Why?	Because	 I	 care	 for	 him?	 I	 reach	 up	 and	 rub	 at	my	 chest,	 not
liking	 the	mild	ache	developing.	Do	I	care	 for	him?	I	hardly	know	him.	No,	 I	 like	him.
He’s	fun.	I	grin	to	myself,	getting	a	vivid	and	graphic	playback	of	our	time	in	my	suite,
belts,	hankies,	tiaras,	and	all.	And	then	my	grin	fades	when	I	remember	our	ride	yesterday.
He	is	a	multi-dimensional	man,	and	I	like	it	all.	He’s	the	most	fun	I’ve	had	in	a	long	time,



maybe	ever,	and	it	is	real	fun.	Just	like	Josh	said,	it	isn’t	manufactured.	I’m	not	pretending
with	him.	I’m	not	fooling	myself.

I	 look	at	 the	screen	of	 the	blank	 television	and	see	his	eyes	boring	 into	me	when	he
told	the	world	there	is	no	one	special.	And	I	ask	myself	again,	was	he	talking	to	me?	And
what	 the	 bloody	 hell	 did	 it	 mean?	 I	 groan	 to	 myself,	 dropping	 my	 head	 back.	 I’m
obsessing.	I’m	jealous—jealous	of	every	woman	who	has	come	before	me.	Every	woman
on	 his	 arm	 in	 the	 endless	 press	 shots.	 Every	 woman	 he’s	 worked	 with.	 None	 of	 those
women	would	have	 to	 skulk	 around.	Hide.	But,	 then	 again,	 I	 doubt	 they	have	 to	worry
about	any	of	that,	anyway,	if	Josh	gets	bored	easily.	Is	he	bored	of	me?	Already?

Olive	wanders	in	with	a	tray,	and	I	sit	up,	catching	sight	of	a	plate	covered	by	a	metal
dome.	“Thank	you,	Olive,	but	I	told	Dolly	we	didn’t	want	supper,”	I	say	as	she	rests	the
tray	on	the	table	in	front	of	the	couch.

“Dolly	didn’t	prepare	it,	ma’am.”

“Then	who	did?”

“It	wasn’t	prepared.	It	was	delivered.”

“What?”	I	look	up	at	Olive.	Delivered	to	Kellington	Palace?

“Security	 checked	 the	 package,	 ma’am.	 They	 weren’t	 going	 to	 let	 it	 through,	 but
Damon	 cleared	 it	 before	 he	 left.”	 She	 wanders	 off.	 “I’ll	 be	 back	 to	 collect	 the	 plates
shortly,	and	then	I’ll	be	off	for	the	evening.”

“What	is	it?”	Matilda	asks,	just	as	my	phone	rings.

“I	don’t	know.”	I	answer	my	phone,	reaching	for	the	handle	of	the	dome	covering	my
plate.	“Hello?”

“Evening.”	His	rough	voice	sends	bolts	of	pleasure	straight	 to	my	nerves.	The	dome
clangs	back	down	to	the	plate.

“Evening.”	I	sit	back,	my	mystery	delivery	forgotten.	Matilda	smacks	my	hand,	and	I
look	 at	 her,	 nodding,	 telling	 her	 that	 yes,	 it	 is	 who	 she	 thinks	 it	 is.	 Her	 expression	 is
between	excitement	and	dread.	A	little	bit	like	how	I	am	feeling.	“How	are	you?”

He	 laughs	under	his	breath,	 smooth	 like	 the	best	whisky,	 full	 and	bodied.	 “I’ve	 just
been	grilled	on	live	TV.	I’m	fine	now	I	have	a	drink	in	my	hand.”

I	don’t	say	a	thing.	He’ll	know	I’ve	been	watching.	“Sounds	lovely.”

“Ever	eaten	a	burger?”

“I’m	sorry?”

“A	burger.	Ever	eaten	one?”

“Why	would	you	call	me	to	ask	that?”

“I	 bet	 you	 eat	 à	 la	 carte	 every	 evening,	 don’t	 you?	 No	 bad	 cheeseburgers	 for	 the
princess.”

I	bristle.	“Of	course	I’ve	eaten	a	burger.”



“You’ve	not	 eaten	 a	burger	until	 you’ve	 eaten	my	 favorite	dirty	 cheeseburger.	Hope
you’re	hungry.”

I	 shoot	 forward	and	pull	 the	 lid	off	 the	plate,	 finding	a	huge,	dripping	cheeseburger
speared	by	a	skewer	dressed	in	pickles.	There’s	an	American	flag	on	top.

“Oh	wow,	that	looks	scrummy.”	Matilda	dives	forward	and	snags	a	few	chips.

“You	sent	me	your	favorite	burger?”	I	ask	mindlessly	to	the	plate.	I	can’t	believe	it.

“Are	you	shaking	at	the	sight	of	it?”	Josh	asks.	“I	mean,	all	that	badness	on	one	plate.”

I	 realize	he’s	 talking	 about	 a	 cheeseburger,	 but	 there	 is	 an	 erotic	 edge	 to	 everything
he’s	 saying	 to	 me,	 and	 it’s	 making	 me	 hot	 and	 bothered.	 “I	 don’t	 think	 I’ve	 had	 a
cheeseburger	this	bad	before.”	I	get	up	and	walk	away	from	Matilda,	letting	her	pick	at	the
chips.

“Every	girl	needs	something	bad	for	them	now	and	then,	Your	Highness.”

“Are	you	telling	me	you	are	bad	for	me?”	I	cut	straight	to	the	chase,	though	I	know	the
answer.	Of	course	he’s	bad	for	me.	He’s	not	royal,	for	a	start.

“I	think	we’re	bad	for	each	other.”

“I	 think	 you’re	 right.	 So	 why	 send	 me	 the	 burger?	 What	 is	 it,	 the	 last	 supper	 or
something?

“I	 really	 enjoyed	 yesterday.”	 He	 goes	 off	 course	 completely,	 and	 I	 close	 my	 eyes,
sensing	this	is	his	way	of	saying	goodbye.	The	message	through	the	camera	was	meant	for
me.	I’m	no	one	special.	He’s	bored.	The	burger	is	a	peace	offering.	Now	he’s	telling	me	he
enjoyed	yesterday,	and	I	just	know	there	is	a	“but”	on	the	way.	Really,	though,	he’s	doing
us	both	a	 favor.	 I	 can’t	blame	him,	because	 sex	 is	 sex,	 and	he	can	 snap	his	 fingers	 and
have	any	woman	he	chooses	without	the	tiresome	task	of	sneaking	around	and	risk	facing
the	wrath	 of	 the	British	Monarchy.	How	 can	 I	 not	 understand	 that?	At	 least	 he	 has	 the
decency	to	call	me	and	explain.	But	I’ll	save	him	the	trouble.

“It	was	good	while	it	lasted,”	I	say,	cutting	the	call	before	Josh	can	spill	the	words	I	do
not	want	to	hear,	no	matter	how	much	I	tell	myself	it	is	for	the	best.	It	should	end	before	I
can	get	too	attached.	And	I	need	to	be	the	one	to	end	it,	because	that	way	I	am	in	control.
Why	my	heart	feels	like	it’s	sinking	is	a	mystery.	It’s	also	bloody	annoying.	But,	and	I	hate
to	admit	 it,	he	 is	 right.	We	are	bad	for	each	other.	This	 is	 for	 the	best,	 letting	go	before
there’s	anything	really	to	hold	on	to.	Done.	Dusted.	“Damn	it,”	I	yell,	throwing	my	phone
onto	one	of	the	couches.

“Not	falling	for	him?”	Matilda	asks	casually,	shoving	a	chip	into	her	stupid	mouth.

I	close	my	eyes	and	work	hard	on	bringing	myself	back	down	to	earth	after	my	short
time	floating	on	clouds.

You’re	a	princess	first,	Adeline.	A	woman	second.

Heart	be	damned.



I	DIDN’T	EAT	THE	BURGER;	my	stomach	wouldn’t	tolerate	it,	not	because	my	royal	tummy	is
not	accustomed	to	such	food	choices,	but	because	I	felt	physically	sick.	Matilda,	however,
scoffed	it	down	in	a	few	greedy	bites	and	assured	me	that	it	really	was	the	most	delicious
burger	she’d	ever	eaten,	 if	a	 little	cold	after	going	 through	security	checks.	Not	 that	she
has	tried	many	burgers,	either.

I	went	to	bed	and	tossed	and	turned	for	most	of	the	night,	every	blemish	on	my	body
pulsing	as	a	constant	reminder	of	him.

By	 the	 time	morning	 arrived,	 I	was	going	out	 of	my	mind,	 so	when	Kim	 turned	up
with	a	rack	of	dresses	courtesy	of	VB	for	me	to	try	on,	it	was	a	welcomed	distraction.	But	I
couldn’t	very	well	strip	down	and	expose	my	battered	body	to	them,	so	after	seeing	Jenny
and	Kim	out	of	my	suite,	I	made	sure	I	tried	each	of	the	ten	dresses	twice.	I	walked	around
my	suite	in	each	and	tried	on	a	dozen	different	pairs	of	shoes	with	every	single	one.	I	was
determined	to	make	my	task	last	most	of	the	day	so	I	could	eat	my	supper	before	killing
the	 rest	 of	 the	 evening	 in	my	office,	 going	over	 official	 correspondence	 and	 letters	 that
have	been	screened	before	making	it	to	my	desk.

By	 five	 o’clock,	 I	was	 happy	 I’d	 achieved	my	 goal,	 though	Kim	 and	 Jenny	 looked
thoroughly	 bewildered	 by	 my	 mess	 as	 they	 gathered	 up	 the	 dresses	 and	 matched	 the
scattered	shoes	around	my	suite,	boxing	them	and	putting	them	in	my	dressing	room.

Dolly	serves	my	supper	at	six,	and	the	table’s	set	for	two.	“Who’s	eating	with	me?”	I
ask	Olive	as	she	sets	down	a	beautifully	dressed	plate	of	poached	salmon	before	pouring
me	some	lightly	sparkling	water.

“Prince	Edward,	ma’am.	He	will	be	joining	you	shortly.”	Olive	disappears	out	of	the
dining	room,	just	as	Eddie	wanders	through	the	doors	at	the	other	end.	I	smile	at	the	sight
of	 him,	 relieved	 I	won’t	 be	 alone	with	my	 thoughts	 throughout	 supper.	He	wanders	 the
length	of	the	huge	dining	table	to	me,	his	finely	tuned	body	dressed	casually	in	some	dark
jeans	and	a	Vivian	Westwood	shirt.

“Evening,	 little	sister.”	He	kisses	my	cheek	and	settles	 in	the	chair	opposite	me,	 two
meters	of	shiny	wood	between	us.

“Evening.”	I	wait	for	Olive	to	deliver	Eddie’s	supper	before	collecting	my	silverware
and	 cutting	 into	 the	 salmon,	 the	 flesh	 falling	 away	with	 little	 help	 from	my	knife.	As	 I
stare	at	the	plate,	the	pink	fish	morphs	into	a	juicy	big	cheeseburger,	topped	with	pickles
and	oozing	cheese.	My	mouth	waters,	my	mind	wanders.	It’s	bad	for	me.	I	should	make
better	choices.

“Adeline?”



I	look	up	to	find	Eddie	watching	me	across	the	table,	his	silverware	in	his	hands	ready
to	eat.	“Sorry,	I	was	daydreaming.”

He	cuts	into	a	potato	slowly	as	I	take	my	first	mouthful	of	my	supper.	“What	did	you
do	today?”	he	asks.

“Tried	on	dresses,”	I	answer.	“I’m	opening	a	gallery	on	Friday	evening	for	a	charity
I’m	patron	of.”

“You	look	thrilled	about	it.”

I	 realize	my	enthusiasm	 is	 lacking,	 so	 I	 try	 to	 rectify	 it.	 “It’s	 a	great	 charity.”	 I	 fail,
feeling	deflated.

Eddie	places	his	silverware	down	and	takes	his	water,	resting	back	in	his	chair.	“Come
on,	tell	me.”

I	 sigh	 and	 drop	my	 knife	 and	 fork,	my	 stomach	 churning	 too	much	 to	 eat.	 “I	 don’t
know	how	much	longer	I	can	do	this.	 It’s	okay	for	you.	You	go	off	on	 tour,	serving	our
country.	You	have	a	purpose.	 I	don’t.	Well,	 I	 do,	but	being	married	 to	 a	man	 I	have	no
feelings	for,	producing	a	few	babies,	and	being	the	dutiful	wife	is	not	appealing	to	me.”

Eddie	gives	me	that	sympathetic	look,	the	one	that	reminds	me	there	is	no	way	out	of
my	 life.	 I	 don’t	 own	 myself,	 the	 Royal	 Family	 owns	 me.	 Their	 expectations,	 their
traditions,	their	duties.	“The	public	loves	you.”

“The	 public	 loves	 the	 polished,	 free-spirited	 princess	 who	 apparently	 won’t	 settle
down	 until	 she	 is	 ready.	 They	 wouldn’t	 love	 the	 whore	 who	 sleeps	 with	 inappropriate
men.”

“Adeline,	 less	 of	 the	 whore-talk.	 What	 has	 possibly	 brought	 all	 this	 on?	 You	 are
usually	so	content	with	yourself.”

“That’s	 just	 it,	 isn’t	 it,	 Eddie?	 I’m	 none	 of	 those	 people.	 Not	 the	 whore,	 not	 the
polished	princess,	and—”

“You	are	 the	princess	 the	people	 love.	The	free-spirited	young	woman.	We	all	know
your	bad	decisions	are	based	purely	on	that	rebellion	in	you.	You	don’t	need	to	be	wild	to
make	a	stand.	It	just	earns	you	a	headache	from	the	top.”

“That’s	rather	rich	coming	from	you,”	I	scoff,	picking	up	my	fork	and	poking	at	my
salmon.	“You	party	harder	than	me.”

“I	drink.	I	have	mate-time.”

“Oh,	yes,	I	forget	that	a	bit	of	boisterous	behavior	from	the	Prince	Soldier	is	perfectly
acceptable	around	here.	Besides,	no	matter	how	uncertain	I	am	about	myself,	I’m	certain	I
will	never	want	to	marry	Haydon	Sampson,	and	that	alone	labels	me	a	rebel,	without	any
of	the	other	stuff.”

“Stuff?”

“Men.	 Drink.	 Parties.”	 Oh,	 how	 I	 wish	 I	 had	 planned	 a	 gathering	 for	 this	 evening.
Anything	to	take	my	mind	off	my	plight.	Instead,	I	must	blend	into	an	extravagant	dining
room	meant	for	a	banquet	and	reflect	on	everything	that	is	wrong	with	my	life.	So	much



for	distraction	with	the	help	of	Eddie.	“Anyway.	Enough	of	me	and	my	woes.	What	have
you	planned	while	you	are	off	duty?”

“The	gallery	opening	Friday	evening.”

“What	about	it?”

“I’ll	accompany	you.”

I	sit	up	straight	in	my	chair.	“You	will?	Oh,	Eddie,	I	would	love	that.”

“Me,	 too.”	 He	 resumes	 his	 dinner,	 and	 my	 appetite	 returns.	 “I’ll	 be	 at	 the	 Royal
Marines	Association	 in	 the	morning,	meeting	 the	 families	of	 fallen	soldiers.	 I	 should	be
back	in	plenty	of	time.”

“Do	you	enjoy	things	like	that?”	I	ask,	spearing	a	piece	of	asparagus	and	nibbling	the
end.	“It	must	be	dreadfully	depressing.”

“It’s	sad,	of	course.	But	it’s	important	to	make	sure	the	families	know	their	loss	hasn’t
been	in	vain.	They	have	a	massive	support	network	available	for	them.	Not	that	it	can	ever
compensate,	but	…	well”—he	shrugs—“they’re	heroes.”

I	 return	 to	 my	 food,	 a	 small,	 sad	 smile	 on	 my	 lips.	 Here’s	 me	 wailing	 about	 the
constraints	 of	 my	 life.	 At	 least	 I	 have	 a	 life.	 “Did	 you	 know	 that	 Father	 met	 Senator
Jameson	when	 he	 served	 in	 the	military?”	 For	 the	 life	 of	me,	 I	 don’t	 know	where	 that
question	came	from.

“I	did.”	Eddie	gives	me	a	curious	 smile	across	 the	 table	 that	 I	battle	not	 to	 react	 to.
“Why	do	you	ask?”

My	eyes	plummet	to	my	plate.	“Just	wondered.”

“Just	wondered,”	he	muses.

I	 drop	my	 silverware	 and	 breathe	 out.	 I	 can’t	 contain	 it.	 “Why	 did	 you	 invite	 Josh
Jameson	to	my	party?”

“And	 there	we	have	 the	 problem.”	Eddie	 follows	my	 lead	 and	 rids	 his	 hands	 of	 his
cutlery,	too.	“Is	this	why	you	are	moody?”

“I	am	not	moody.”

“What	happened	between	you	two?”

“Nothing.”	 I	 gather	 my	 napkin	 from	 my	 lap	 and	 place	 it	 by	 the	 side	 of	 my	 plate,
forcing	a	meek	smile.

Eddie’s	high	eyebrows	virtually	merge	with	his	hairline.	“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“He’s	gotten	under	your	skin.”

I	 snort	 at	 the	mere	 suggestion.	 “No	man	 gets	 under	my	 skin.	 There	would	 be	 little
point	allowing	them	to,	since	the	King	would	ensure	they	were	dug	out	with	a	blunt	knife
rather	speedily.”

“So	 you’re	 not	 playing	 with	 something	 you	 cannot	 have,	 you	want	 something	 you



cannot	 have.”	He	 laughs,	 and	 the	 sound,	 along	with	 his	 statement,	 is	 torture.	 “That’s	 a
whole	new	ballgame,	Addy.”

I	 stand	 up,	 ready	 to	 put	 an	 end	 to	 this	 preposterous	 conversation	 and	my	 brother’s
outlandish	insinuations.	“You	are	so	far	off	the	mark,	Edward.”

His	laughter	increases.	“You	only	call	me	Edward	when	you’re	on	the	defense.”

“Good	 evening,	 brother.”	 I	 march	 away	 from	 him,	 outraged,	 hearing	 him	 sigh	 to
himself	as	I	go.

“Adeline?”

“What?”	I	bark,	swinging	around	at	the	door.

His	face	is	serious.	I	don’t	like	it,	not	one	tiny	bit.	“Let	go	before	they	make	you.”

I	inhale	sharply,	in	a	staring	deadlock	with	my	beloved	brother,	no	counter	coming	to
me.	“I’ll	be	in	my	office.”	I	turn	and	walk	away	on	trembling	legs,	and	when	I	make	it	to
my	office,	I	drop	to	my	chair	like	a	brick,	my	body	heavy,	my	heart	heavier.	Everything	is
heavy.	Don’t	think,	don’t	think,	don’t	think.	I	pull	my	box	of	correspondence	forward	and
start	 flicking	 through	 the	 papers.	 The	 itinerary	 for	 my	 trip	 to	Madrid,	 the	 finely	 tuned
plans	 for	 Friday	 evening’s	 opening,	 the	 request	 for	 an	 appearance	 at	 a	 local	 women’s
shelter.	I	drop	them	all,	unable	to	engage	my	brain.	With	my	head	in	my	hands,	I	slump
over	my	desk	and	fall	deeper	into	despair.	Josh	Jameson	was	like	a	red	flag	to	a	bull.	The
ultimate	no-go	zone.	It	was	only	supposed	to	be	a	bit	of	fun.	And	I	can	see	for	Josh,	it	was
exactly	 that.	The	morning	after	our	game,	 he	 called	nonstop	until	 he	 finally	 tracked	me
down	at	the	stables.	Last	night	I	thanked	him	for	our	fun	and	called	it	a	day	before	he	did.
I’ve	not	heard	from	him	since.	I	don’t	think	I	could	ever	get	bored	of	you,	darlin’.	It	was	a
good	line.	But	it	was	just	a	line.	What	was	I	thinking?	What	was	I	hoping	for?

I	push	the	questions	away	quickly.	What	does	it	matter?	It	is	done	with	now.



“READY,	MA’AM?”	DAMON	ASKS	AS	I	take	the	stairs	to	him,	ready	for	a	morning	at	the	stables,
followed	by	an	afternoon	at	the	stables.	A	long,	long	time	at	the	stables	until	it	is	time	to
get	ready	for	this	evening’s	engagement.

“Why	 did	 you	 let	 the	 cheeseburger	 through	 security?”	 I	 ask,	 eyeing	 him	 unhappily.
Damon	wasn’t	here	yesterday	so	this	is	my	first	opportunity	to	ask.	Let’s	see	what	he	has
to	say.

He	shrugs.	“It	looked	pretty	spectacular	as	far	as	cheeseburgers	go.	And	I	know	there
was	no	risk	of	Mr.	Jameson	lacing	it	with	poison.”

I	laugh	under	my	breath	as	I	slip	my	arms	through	the	sleeves	of	my	Barbour	jacket
when	Olive	holds	it	up,	and	then	accept	my	bag.	“Thank	you,	Olive.”

I	drop	into	the	back	seat	and	pull	out	my	phone.	There’s	a	missed	call	from	Josh.	And
a	voicemail.	So	much	for	not	 trying	 to	contact	me.	On	a	 thump	of	my	heart,	 I	clear	 the
screen	 of	 both	 and	 wind	 down	 my	 window	 when	 I	 see	 Kim	 coming	 down	 the	 steps.
“Everything	okay?”	I	ask.

“I	can’t	get	hold	of	Sabina	to	let	her	know	you’re	on	your	way.”	Kim	dials	again	and
takes	 the	 phone	 to	 her	 ear,	 huffing	 her	 displeasure	 when	 she	 gets	 Sabina’s	 voicemail
greeting	again.	“I’ve	left	a	message.	Hopefully	she’ll	get	it	before	you	arrive.”

“I	don’t	mind	saddling	up	Stan	myself.”

“You	might	have	to.”	Kim	passes	me	a	sheet	of	paper.	“The	schedule	for	this	evening.
You’re	due	to	arrive	at	eight,	so	we’ll	have	to	leave	here	at	seven-thirty,	at	the	latest.	Jenny
will	be	here	at	four	to	do	your	hair	and	makeup.”

Four?	I	have	seven	hours	to	kill.	“Please	let	Dolly	know	I’ll	have	lunch	at	the	stables.”

“Okay.	Your	dress	is	ready.	Did	you	decide	on	shoes?”

I	 ponder	 again	which	 ones	 to	 opt	 for.	 “I	 don’t	 know,”	 I	 admit.	 “The	 dress	 needs	 a
stiletto.	My	Jimmy	Choos	are	perfect,	but	they’re	black.	The	dress	is	screaming	for	red.”

Kim	rolls	her	eyes	at	my	less	than	subtle	hint.	“I’ll	find	them	in	red.”

I	smile	gratefully.	“I	love	you.”

Her	expression	is	as	sarcastic	as	it	could	be.	“You	couldn’t	have	told	me	this	when	you
tried	the	dress	on?”	she	moans,	dialing	someone,	no	doubt	that	one	special	person	who	can
get	anything	anytime.

“See	you	at	four.”	I	close	the	window	and	Damon	starts	driving,	but	instead	of	doing	a



left	as	he	exits	the	gates,	he	turns	right.	I	lean	forward	in	my	seat.	“The	stables,	Damon.”

He	 looks	 at	me	 through	 the	 rearview	mirror,	 his	 eyes	 apologetic.	 “Major	Davenport
called,	ma’am.	The	King	wants	to	see	you.”

I	groan,	going	lax	in	my	seat.	I	have	only	just	left	Kellington	and	my	day	is	already	on
the	slide.	This	doesn’t	bode	well.	The	only	 reason	for	my	father	 to	have	Davenport	call
Damon	is	because	come	hell	or	high	water,	my	driver	will	get	me	to	Claringdon	Palace	as
demanded.	Unlike	me,	Damon	can’t	refuse.	It’s	more	than	his	job	is	worth.	“Why	have	I
been	summoned?”

“I	don’t	ask,	I	do.”	Damon	keeps	his	focus	on	the	road,	and	I	look	out	of	the	window,
trying	 to	 stir	 up	 the	 fortitude	 and	 strength	 I	 need	 to	 endure	 another	 browbeating	 about
Haydon.	Or	will	it	be	regarding	the	banker?

	

I’M	SURPRISED	DAVENPORT	ISN’T	AWAITING	my	arrival	at	 the	entrance	to	Claringdon,	as	one
would	 usually	 expect.	 Instead,	 the	 Master	 of	 the	 Household,	 Sid,	 is	 there,	 patiently
standing	 tall.	Damon	opens	 the	door	 for	me,	and	 I	 look	at	him,	my	bottom	glued	 to	 the
leather	beneath	it.	He	offers	a	small	smile	meant	to	reassure	me.	It	doesn’t	work.

“Ma’am,”	he	prompts	subtly.

“Thank	 you,	 Damon.”	 I	 sigh,	 grudgingly	 pulling	myself	 from	 the	 car.	 Breathing	 in
some	strength,	I	put	one	riding	boot	in	front	of	the	other	and	make	my	way	up	the	grand
steps	 to	 the	 palace’s	 entrance.	 “Good	morning,	Sid,”	 I	 greet	 as	 I	 pass	 him,	 entering	 the
giant,	bustling	foyer	of	my	parents’	home.	Staff	crisscross	the	highly	polished	marble	floor
before	me,	 all	 precisely	 turned	 out	 in	 their	 royal	 uniforms.	 I	must	 see	 two	 dozen	 staff
members	in	the	space	of	only	a	minute,	but	that	is	but	a	speck	on	the	five-hundred	strong
workforce	we	have,	some	of	who	reside	at	the	palace	in	one	of	the	ninety	staff	bedrooms.
Their	life	is	to	serve	the	Royal	Family	in	one	fashion	or	another.

“Your	Highness,”	Sid	says	as	he	joins	my	side.	“This	way.”

I	fall	into	step	behind	him,	performing	an	eye-roll	of	epic	proportions.	This	way?	Like
I	don’t	know	the	route	to	my	father’s	office?	“How	are	you,	Sid?”

“Very	good,	ma’am.”	That	is	all	I	get,	as	always,	nothing	to	lead	a	conversation.	“His
Majesty	is	expecting	you,”	he	says	as	we	take	the	stairs	up	to	the	massive	gallery	landing.

“I	 would	 assume	 so,	 since	 he	 summoned	 me,”	 I	 mutter,	 nodding	 at	 one	 of	 the
housekeepers	who	stops	and	bows	her	head	as	 I	pass,	a	pile	of	 freshly	 laundered	sheets
resting	across	her	arms.	“Is	my	mother	in	residence?”	I	ask	as	we	cross	the	space	to	the	far
right.

“Yes,	ma’am.	Having	breakfast,	if	I’m	not	mistaken.”	Sid	reaches	my	father’s	office,
and	I	hear	voices	from	beyond.	Loud	voices.	Annoyed	voices.	My	heart	sinks	as	Sid	opens
the	door.	“Her	Royal	Highness	Princess	Adeline	of	England,”	he	announces.

I	walk	 in	 to	 find	my	 father	 pacing	 and	Davenport	 standing	by	 the	 fireplace,	 his	 tall
frame	as	stiff	as	normal.	The	stick	that’s	constantly	stuck	up	his	arse	is	growing,	making
him	seem	taller	and	more	intimidating	every	time	I	encounter	him.	When	my	father	looks



at	me,	I	see	angry	lines	distorting	his	round	face.	I	don’t	just	bow	my	head	out	of	respect
and	duty,	I	bow	it	 to	escape	the	furious	glare	burning	me	on	the	spot.	“Your	Majesty,”	I
murmur,	 seeing	David	Sampson	out	 the	corner	of	my	eye	 sitting	 in	one	of	 the	 smoking
chairs	 opposite	my	 father’s	 grand	 antique	 desk.	 I	 only	 just	manage	 to	 keep	my	 curious
frown	at	bay.	What’s	Haydon’s	father	doing	here?	My	worry	only	grows	when	I	spot	Sir
Don,	too.	Oh,	great.	He’s	called	in	all	the	reinforcements.

“Sit	 down,	 Adeline,”	 the	 King	 orders,	 getting	my	 feet	 moving	 to	 the	 chair	 next	 to
David.	As	I	near,	I	see	he	also	looks	awfully	mad.	I	am	outnumbered	four	to	one.

“Is	everything	okay?”	I	ask,	resting	my	hands	in	my	lap.	No	one	speaks,	creating	an
uncomfortable	 silence.	 But	 before	 I	 can	 break	 it	 and	 push	 this	 along,	 get	 it	 over	 with,
whatever	 it	 is,	my	 father	 picks	 up	 something	 out	 of	 the	 red	 box	 that’s	 delivered	 to	 his
office	 each	 morning.	 That	 box	 contains	 official	 papers	 on	 all	 matters	 of	 which	 the
Sovereign	needs	to	be	consulted	on,	or	simply	advised	on.	So	when	a	tabloid	newspaper
lands	in	front	of	me,	folded,	I’m	somewhat	confused.	But	then	I	spy	the	bottom	half	of	a
picture	gracing	the	front	page.	I	recognize	those	jean-clad	legs.	My	sinking	heart	charges
back	up	my	throat	and	chokes	me.	Oh	no.	Those	are	my	legs,	and	there	is	also	a	pair	of
man’s	legs	covered	in	combat	trousers.	I	recognize	what	I	can	see	of	the	background,	too.
The	dining	room	at	Kellington.

Unable	to	move	and	fold	the	paper	out	to	confirm	my	fears,	David	takes	the	liberty	of
helping	me	out,	reaching	forward	and	flattening	out	the	tabloid.	The	picture	in	all	its	awful
glory	 is	 revealed.	 I	 wince,	 taking	 in	 the	 full	 image	 through	 squinting	 eyes,	 like	 it	 can
lessen	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 shot.	 Oh	 God,	 there	 is	 me	 atop	 the	 dining	 table,	 a	 bottle	 of
Belvedere	 in	 one	 hand,	 a	man	 in	 the	 other.	 Our	mouths	 are	 stuck	 firmly	 together.	 The
headline	reads	…

	
WILD	PARTIES,	NEAT	VODKA,	AND	ORGIES.	THE	LIFE	OF	A	PRINCESS	WHEN	THE	CAMERAS	ARE

OFF.

	

I	 swallow	 and	 move	 away	 from	 the	 paper,	 unwilling	 to	 read	 on.	 I	 don’t	 have	 to,
because	I	know	one	of	these	four	men	will	enlighten	me	on	the	contents.	Keeping	my	eyes
downcast,	 I	 wait	 for	 the	 hurricane	 that	 is	 my	 father’s	 temper.	 “You	 are	 an	 aberration,
Adeline,”	he	shouts.	“A	disgrace	to	the	Royal	Family!”

I	flinch	at	his	harshness,	but	I	don’t	bother	mounting	my	defense.	There’s	little	point.
The	journalist	who	printed	this	will	have	embellished	the	truth.	A	source	close	to	me	who
doesn’t	want	to	be	named	will	have	been	quoted	to	confirm	the	headlines.	It	doesn’t	matter
that	 the	 close	 source	 is	 either	made	 up,	 not	 close	 to	me	 at	 all,	 or	 simply	 lying.	 People
believe	what	 they	read,	and	 in	 that	article,	 I’m	painted	as	an	alcoholic,	sex-mad,	out-of-
control	princess.	It	will	all	be	massively	exaggerated.	How	did	this	happen?	I	saw	Eddie
stamp	all	over	 that	mobile	phone,	and	the	idiot	who	it	belonged	to	was	ejected	from	the
palace	without	it.

“We	 are	 constantly	 fighting	 back	 against	 the	 republicans.”	 The	 King	 launches	 into
what	I	know	will	be	a	damning	rant.	“You	are	not	helping	matters.”



I	catch	David	and	Sir	Don	shaking	 their	heads	out	of	 the	corner	of	my	eye.	 It	 takes
everything	in	me	and	more	not	to	retaliate.

“And	 how	 do	 you	 think	 Haydon	 will	 feel?”	 Father	 rants	 on.	 “The	 boy	 is	 waiting
patiently	for	you	to	see	sense,	and	you	are	carrying	on	like	you	are	not	promised	to	him.”

My	jaw	might	crack	from	the	force	of	my	bite,	my	veins	heating.	“I	am	not	promised
to	anyone,”	I	say	calmly,	defying	the	tornado	of	anger	swirling	in	my	gut.

“Wrong,”	 Father	 says	 simply,	 slamming	 his	 hands	 into	 the	 wood	 of	 his	 desk	 and
leaning	across	threateningly.	“I	will	not	stand	for	this	any	longer.	You	will	behave	like	the
princess	you	are	and	fulfil	your	obligation’s	as	the	King’s	daughter,	do	you	hear	me?”

I	 close	my	 eyes	 and	 inhale	 slowly,	 trying	 to	 reason	with	 the	 anger	 dominating	me.
Don’t	 argue.	 Don’t	 retaliate.	 It	 will	 get	 me	 nowhere.	 But	 I	 also	 won’t	 agree	 to	 this
madness.	So	I	remain	quiet	where	I	sit.	Father	snatches	the	paper	up	and	tosses	it	aside,
huffing	and	puffing,	getting	more	and	more	stressed	by	the	minute.	He	will	give	himself	a
heart	attack	one	of	these	days.	“Davenport,	get	me	a	drink,”	he	orders,	not	even	looking	at
the	Major.	 I	 should	 feel	 sorry	 for	 him,	 constantly	 being	 barked	 at	 by	 the	King,	 but	 he
chose	this	 life.	Being	the	King’s	private	secretary	isn’t	as	glamourous	as	 it	should	be,	at
least	not	for	Davenport.

“Am	 I	 excused?”	 I	 ask,	 rising	 to	my	 feet,	 ignoring	 the	 disdainful	 looks	 pointed	my
way	by	all	four	men.	I	don’t	appreciate	it,	but	one	thing	I	am	managing	to	be	grateful	for	is
the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	not	my	encounters	with	Josh	Jameson	 that	are	cause	 for	 such	anarchy.
The	soldier	in	that	shot	with	me	will	be	dealt	with	in	one	way	or	another.	One	kiss	with	the
princess	 and	 he’ll	 be	 thrown	 out	 of	 the	 British	 army	 and	 have	 all	 sorts	 of	 skeletons
crawling	out	of	 the	closet,	 some	possibly	 real,	 some	undoubtedly	 fabricated.	He	will	be
labeled	a	fraudster,	anything	to	discredit	him	and	shine	me	in	the	best	possible	light.	He
will	have	spiked	my	drink,	tricked	me,	or	maybe	something	worse.	And	as	for	the	snake
who	took	the	picture,	I	dread	to	think	of	the	repercussions	he’ll	face.

“One	more	 thing.”	Father	drops	 to	his	chair	and	collects	a	cigar	 from	the	shiny	 teak
box	by	his	phone.	Snipping	the	end	off	with	his	cigar	cutter,	he	lights	up	before	dragging
in	a	huge	hit	and	letting	it	billow	from	his	mouth	as	he	relaxes	back	in	his	chair.	“Colin
Sampson	passed	away	 last	night.”	He	says	 it	 so	casually,	 like	he	hasn’t	 just	advised	me
that	Sabina	has	lost	her	husband,	David	his	father,	and	Haydon	his	grandfather.

“What?”	I	look	to	David,	expecting	to	find	sadness	at	the	mention	of	his	father’s	death,
but	 all	 I	 see	 is	 an	 indifferent	 expression,	 nothing	 there.	 “David,	 I’m	 so	 sorry.	 How	 is
Sabina?”

He	looks	at	me,	stoic.	“Grief	stricken.”

I’m	so	sad	for	her.	“And	Haydon?”

His	blankness	doesn’t	waver.	“Do	you	care?”

“Of	 course	 I	 care,”	 I	 splutter,	 deeply	 offended.	 I	may	 not	 love	 the	man	 or	 want	 to
dance	down	the	aisle	into	his	arms,	but	I	care	deeply	for	him.

“Then	 maybe	 you	 could	 demonstrate	 that	 by	 comforting	 him	 through	 this	 difficult
time.”



Well	…	ouch.	David’s	father	has	just	passed	away,	and	he’s	monopolizing	this	as	a	way
to	push	me	toward	his	son?	“I	will	be	sure	to	call	Haydon	immediately.	And	your	mother.”

David	huffs,	 dismissing	me	by	 looking	away.	 “Maybe	your	 compassion	and	 support
will	redeem	you	with	my	son	after	the	disgrace	you’ve	brought	upon	this	family.”

This	family?	He	talks	like	he’s	already	a	direct	member	of	this	family.	“Good	day.”	I
strain	 a	 smile	 and	get	on	my	way	before	 I	 lose	 all	 resistance	 and	ping-pong	around	 the
King’s	office	in	an	inappropriate	outburst.

“We	will	talk	again	once	you	have	had	time	to	think	about	your	actions,”	Father	calls,
short	and	clipped.

My	hand	squeezes	the	solid	gold	knob	on	the	door.	“Why	are	you	doing	this?”	I	grate.

He	 ignores	me,	 turning	 to	Davenport	 to	accept	his	drink,	completely	dismissing	me.
Picking	up	 some	papers	 from	his	 red	box,	he	 scans	 a	 few	and	drops	 them	again.	 “How
much	of	this	do	I	actually	have	to	read?	I’d	like	to	go	shooting.”

“Sir.”	Davenport	 approaches	 the	 red	 box	 and	pulls	 out	 a	 file,	 opening	 it	 up.	 “These
require	your	signature.”

I	leave	my	father	signing	correspondence,	of	which	he	has	no	idea	what	it	is	about,	and
put	myself	on	the	other	side	of	the	door,	bubbling	with	resentment.	Not	just	for	myself,	but
for	Sabina	and	her	family.	Colin	served	my	family	for	years	and	my	father’s	dismissed	his
death	so	callously.	You	would	think	by	now	I’d	have	mastered	the	art	of	keeping	my	cool,
would	have	learned	to	keep	the	façade	of	serenity	in	place.	But	today?	I’ve	been	attacked
for	 something	 that	 should	 never	 have	 made	 the	 news.	 Four	 obnoxious	 men	 cast	 their
judgement,	 and	 I	 feel	 completely	 muzzled.	 They	 believe	 my	 reputation	 will	 only	 be
restored	if	I	marry	Haydon.	If	he’ll	have	me	now.	Insufferable.	My	heart	 feels	squeezed,
and	I	once	again	think	how	awful	it	must	be	for	those	of	my	family	in	loveless	marriages.	I
will	never	be	allowed	to	be	with	a	man	outside	of	this	smothering	world.	I’ve	never	fully
actualized	the	cost.	My	heart.	Now,	I’m	truly	worried	for	my	future.	And	like	an	omen	or
something,	my	mobile	sings	with	a	call	 from	Josh.	 I	 reject	 it	and	spend	a	 few	moments
staring	at	the	huge	portrait	of	my	grandfather	on	the	opposite	wall,	 the	previous	King	of
England,	 his	 noble	 nose	 held	 high,	 his	 stout	 body	 embellished	 in	 red	 velvet.	 Like	 my
father,	his	successor,	he	was	hell-bent	on	shining	the	family	in	the	best	light	and	building
the	support	 through	the	monarchists,	no	matter	 the	cost	of	his	family’s	happiness.	We’re
here	to	serve.	It’s	that	simple.

“Your	Highness?”

I	 blink	myself	 out	 of	my	 thoughts	 and	 find	Dr.	Goodridge	 approaching.	 “Oh	 good,
you’re	here,”	 I	mutter,	pushing	my	back	off	 the	door.	“His	Majesty	could	do	with	some
Valium.”

Sid’s	lips	purse	and	Dr.	Goodridge	frowns	as	I	pass	them,	making	my	way	to	my	car.	I
dial	Kim	as	I	go.	“I’ve	just	seen	it,”	she	says	when	she	answers.	“Felix	is	in	meltdown.”

“How	did	we	not	know	about	this?”

“The	editor	of	The	National	is	a	fully-fledged	republican.	Shouts	about	it	at	any	given
opportunity.	He’s	one	we	can’t	control.”



“Well,	he	has	certainly	 shouted	about	 it,”	 I	mutter.	 “I’ve	 just	 left	my	 father’s	office.
My	name	is	mud.”

“We’ve	 had	 calls	 from	Hello,	 the	BBC,	 and	 ITV	 in	 the	 past	 half	 hour,	 all	 trying	 to
secure	interviews	with	you	to	put	your	side	of	the	story	to	the	nation.”

“There	is	no	bloody	story.	I	kissed	a	man	while	having	a	few	vodkas,	for	crying	out
loud.”

“Well,	the	King	has	vetoed	them	all,	so	it’s	a	moot	point.”

“Are	they	preparing	a	press	release?”

“Yes.	 Something	 along	 the	 lines	 of	 them	 being	 disappointed	 that	 an	 editor	 who
notoriously	has	a	vendetta	against	the	royals	would	make	an	innocent	birthday	celebration
into	something	sordid.”

I	laugh	out	loud.	Sordid?	Oh,	they	have	no	idea.	But	the	party	before	the	sordid	stuff
really	was	innocent.	“I	bet	the	press	is	having	a	field	day.”

“Well,	you’re	trending	on	Twitter	again.	And,	frankly,	most	are	singing	your	praises.
Even	some	republicans	are	shouting	loud	about	you	being	the	most	human	of	the	royals.
Don’t	beat	yourself	up	too	much	about	it.”

I	 huff	 sardonically,	 but	 appreciate	 her	 trying	 to	 help	me	 see	 the	 positives.	 “It’s	 not
some	of	 the	public’s	 incorrect	opinion	of	me	 that	bothers	me	so	much.	 It’s	 the	 fact	 that
whoever	 printed	 that	 headline	 has	made	my	 life	 ten	 times	worse	with	 the	King.	 I’ll	 be
locked	in	the	tower	soon.”

“I’m	pretty	sure	social	media	will	launch	a	petition	to	have	you	freed.”

I	smile.	“Did	you	find	the	Jimmy	Choos	in	red?”

“They’ve	been	delivered.”

“Thanks,	 Kim.	 I’m	 heading	 to	 the	 stables.	 I’ll	 be	 back	 by	 four	 in	 time	 for	 Jenny.
Sabina’s	husband	passed	away	in	the	night.	I	need	to	send	her	some	flowers	and	a	card	as
soon	as	possible	so	she	knows	I’m	thinking	of	her.”

“Oh	dear.	That	would	explain	why	I	can’t	get	hold	of	her.	I’ll	sort	it.”	Kim	hangs	up
and	Damon	comes	into	view.	I	can	tell	by	his	face	he	knew	all	along	why	the	King	had
summoned	me.	“Traitor,”	I	mumble	as	I	reach	him.

“You	still	have	your	head,”	he	retorts	on	a	small	smile.	“The	kid	had	Dropbox	synced
to	his	phone,	so	Prince	Edward	may	have	destroyed	the	device,	but	the	picture	had	already
made	its	way	into	cyber	space.	Sorry	about	that.”

“You	weren’t	to	know.”

Damon	nods	past	me,	indicating	for	me	to	look,	and	I	see	Sid	coming	down	the	steps.
“Ma’am,	Her	Royal	Highness	Queen	Catherine	has	requested	you	join	her	for	breakfast.”

I	don’t	mean	to	deflate,	but	I	do	anyway.	I	want	to	leave	this	stifling	pile	of	bricks,	yet
I	can’t	bring	myself	 to	refuse	my	mother	when	I	know	she’s	dining	alone,	 like	she	does
most	mornings.	 “I’ll	wait	 for	 you	 here,”	Damon	 says	 as	 I	 reverse	my	 steps	 and	 let	 Sid
escort	me	to	the	dining	room	that	puts	Kellington’s	to	shame.



“Adeline.”	Mother	reaches	her	hand	out	to	me.	“Thank	you	for	coming.”

“You	don’t	need	to	thank	me,”	I	say,	dipping	to	kiss	her	cheek	as	I	take	her	hand.	“I
was	already	here.”

She	squeezes	my	hand	before	motioning	to	the	chair	beside	her.	“Sit.”

I	do	as	I’m	told	and	let	one	of	the	staff	pour	my	tea.	Mother	seems	as	serene	as	ever,
her	olive	skin	glowing,	her	hair	in	a	neat	bun	at	her	nape.	I	would	question	whether	she	is
aware	of	the	goings	on	in	the	newspaper,	but	it’s	The	National.	The	whole	bloody	world
knows.	“Mother,”	I	sigh,	 ready	 to	air	my	grievances,	 if	only	 to	get	 them	off	my	chest.	 I
know	nothing	can	be	done	about	them,	but,	as	they	say,	a	problem	shared	…

“My	title	symbolizes	status,	darling.	Do	not	mistake	it	for	power.”	Mother	peeks	up	at
me	as	she	trails	a	pretty	silver	teaspoon	over	the	rim	of	her	china	cup.	“I	will	be	staying
out	of	the	way	of	your	father	today.”

“They	have	blown	it	out	of	proportion.”

“Of	course	they	have.	That	is	what	the	press	does.”	She	brings	her	teacup	to	her	lips
and	sips.	“Our	relationship	with	 the	media	 is	a	 fragile	bond,	darling.	We	must	not	put	a
strain	on	it.	We	feed	them	morsels	to	pacify	them.	We	don’t	give	them	a	banquet	to	feast
on.”

Taking	my	knife,	I	smear	a	small	bit	of	butter	across	my	toast	and	nibble	on	the	edge,
talking	myself	down.	There	is	nothing	I	can	say	or	do	to	make	them	see	reason,	because
there	is	no	reason	to	be	had.	We	are	royals.	We	comply	with	tradition	and	expectation.

“We	were	discussing	baby	names.”	Mother	places	her	cup	down	gently	and	starts	 to
fiddle	with	the	pearls	around	her	delicate	neck.

I	laugh	a	little.	“Discussing?	Why?”	We	all	know	what	that	child	will	be	called	if	it	is	a
boy,	and	we	also	know	what	it	will	be	called	if	it	is	a	girl.	I	am	named	after	my	father’s
mother,	and	my	 two	preceding	names	are	 that	of	my	mother	and	maternal	grandmother.
Adeline	Catherine	Luisa	Lockhart.	Therefore,	should	John	and	Helen’s	baby	be	a	boy,	 it
will	be	named	after	his	grandfather,	Alfred,	with	John	and	Harold	preceding.	A	girl	will	be
Catherine	Helen	Elizabeth.	Everyone	 knows	 that,	 even	 the	 public.	Why	 are	we	wasting
time	discussing	it?

Mother	gives	me	a	tired	look	but	says	no	more	on	the	matter.	We	finish	our	breakfast
chit-chatting	about	my	engagement	at	the	gallery	this	evening,	Mother	taking	an	interest	in
my	dress	as	usual.	One	 thing	my	mother	and	I	have	 in	common,	as	well	as	our	Spanish
looks,	is	our	passion	for	lovely	clothes.	Although	poor	mother	is	more	restricted	than	I	am
when	 it	comes	 to	breaking	 the	 rules	of	 royal	attire,	her	neat	 frame	always	hidden	 in	 the
expected	formal	skirt	suit	and	matching	headpiece	or	hat.

We	say	our	goodbyes	with	the	usual	formal	kiss,	and	I	finally	head	toward	the	stables.
I	spend	the	afternoon	bonding	with	Spearmint,	the	absence	of	Sabina	acute.	I	hope	she’s
okay.	I	hate	to	think	of	Sabina	lost	in	grief.	I	finally	pluck	up	the	courage	to	call	Haydon
while	riding	Stan	down	the	bridal	path,	Damon	trailing	me	in	 the	Land	Rover.	“I	am	so
sorry	 to	 hear	 about	 your	 grandfather,”	 I	 say	 with	 true	 sympathy.	 He	 was	 a	 good	man.
“How	is	Sabina?”



“You	know	my	grandmother.	As	strong	as	those	horses	she	trains	every	day.	I	had	to
stop	her	from	going	to	the	stables	this	morning.”

I	smile.	“And	you?	How	are	you,	Haydon?”

“I’d	be	better	if	my	damn	father	would	show	his	face.	He	left	an	hour	after	Granddad
passed,	and	we	haven’t	seen	him	since.”

It’s	at	this	point	it	occurs	to	me	that	Haydon	clearly	hasn’t	seen	the	papers	yet.	Should
I	 tell	him?	 I	bite	my	 lip,	contemplating	my	best	move.	 I’m	sure	 telling	Haydon	 that	his
father	has	been	at	the	palace	all	morning	dealing	with	a	silly	crisis	would	not	be	a	move
well	 played.	Nothing	 should	 take	 priority	 over	 his	 duty	 to	 be	with	 his	mother	 and	 son.
“Was	he	okay?”	I	ask	tentatively.

“Not	really.”

Silence	falls.	There’s	really	not	much	I	can	say	to	that.	“Haydon,	listen,	there	is	a	story
in	the	paper	today.	I	need	you	to—”

“I’ve	seen	it.”

I	pull	Stan	to	a	gradual	stop.	“Oh.	I	see.”

“We	all	know	the	papers	dress	things	up.”

I	frown	at	thin	air,	caught	off	guard.	“Yes,	they	do,”	I	reply,	sounding	unsure.	So	that’s
it,	then?	“Please	do	let	me	know	if	there	is	anything	I	can	do	to	help.”

“Thank	you,	Adeline.	 I	will.”	Haydon	hangs	up,	 and	 I	 slowly	 spin	my	phone	 in	my
hand,	a	 little	confused	by	 that	conversation.	He	 turned	up	at	Kellington	 the	night	of	my
party,	and	I	know	he	was	checking	up	on	me.	He	may	not	have	found	Josh	Jameson	in	my
suite	whipping	me	with	a	belt,	but	he	knew	something	was	going	on,	and	the	papers	have
confirmed	 it,	even	 if	 they’re	 reporting	a	morsel	of	a	story	and	detailing	 the	wrong	man.
Princess	Adeline	 kissing	 a	 soldier	 is	 nothing	 compared	 to	Princess	Adeline	 tied	 up	 and
being	 thrashed	by	Hollywood	actor	 extraordinaire	 Josh	 Jameson.	Haydon’s	happy	 to	 let
the	kiss	slide?

“Heading	back,	ma’am?”	Damon	asks,	pulling	up	next	to	me,	his	bent	arm	resting	out
of	the	open	window.

“Yes,	I	believe	I’ve	had	enough	for	today.”	I	turn	Stan	and	give	him	a	kick,	letting	him
canter	back	to	the	stables.	The	feel	of	the	wind	in	my	hair	would	usually	have	me	smiling,
but	today	I	can’t	appreciate	it.	Something	just	feels	…	off.



IT	DOESN’T	MATTER	THAT	EACH	time	I’m	standing	here,	I’m	wearing	a	different	dress.	Or	my
shoes	 are	 different.	 Or	 my	 hair	 and	 makeup	 have	 changed.	 I	 still	 only	 see	 a	 hollow
woman.	I	wince	as	Jenny	pulls	and	sweeps	the	front	of	my	hair	over	my	ear,	pinning	it	in
place	securely	before	spraying	my	low	chignon	with	lashings	of	hairspray.

“Lips?”	she	asks,	looking	at	my	red	Jimmy	Choos.

“Red.”	I	know	I	should	go	for	something	more	subtle	and	girlie,	more	acceptable	for	a
royal	engagement.	But	the	defiance	in	me	refuses	to	mismatch	my	lips	from	my	shoes	to
please	the	Monarchy.	It’s	red.	The	shoes	are	red.	Slutty,	scandalous	red.	I	open	my	mouth
as	Jenny	lines	my	lips	and	fills	them	in	with	the	perfect	red	to	match	my	shoes.	Standing
back	 from	 the	mirror,	 I	 take	 in	my	form.	The	welts	on	my	wrists	are	 faded	now,	hardly
noticeable,	 although	 still	 detectable	 if	 you	 look	 very	 closely.	 “I’ll	 do.”	 I	 accept	my	 red
clutch	and	let	Jenny	put	the	finishing	touches	on	my	makeup.	“Thank	you.”

Kim	appears	at	my	suite’s	door.	“Time	to	go,	ma’am.”

“I’m	 coming.”	Air.	Lots	 of	 air.	 I	 pull	 it	 into	my	 lungs	 and	 leave,	Kim	 flanking	me.
“Walk	me	through	it.”

“You’ll	be	greeted	by	the	gallery	owner,	as	well	as	his	staff.	You	will	be	introduced,
you	can	say	a	few	words	to	each	of	them,	if	you	wish,	and	then	you’ll	unveil	the	plaque
and	declare	the	gallery	open.	Have	you	prepared	any	words	of	your	own?”

“A	few,”	 I	 tell	her,	 taking	 the	balustrade	as	we	reach	 the	stairs.	“But	what	else	am	I
required	to	say?”

“I	gave	you	a	prepared	speech	this	morning.	You	were	going	to	weave	your	own	words
throughout.”

I	wrack	my	mind	and	find	no	recollection	of	that	conversation.	I	shrug	my	apology	and
Kim	sighs	as	she	hands	me	a	sheet	of	paper.	“Here.”

“Thank	you.	Is	there	alcohol?”

“You	may	have	one	glass.”

“You	are	so	generous,	Kim.”	I	could	do	with	a	bottle.	Or	ten.

“We’re	 expecting	 gossip	 paps	 amid	 the	 press.”	 Kim	 flicks	 me	 a	 look	 as	 her	 steps
match	 mine	 down	 the	 stairs.	 “Security	 will	 keep	 them	 as	 far	 away	 as	 possible,	 but
questions	will	 be	 called,	 given	 the	 recent	 headlines.	 Ignore	 them.	 The	 formal	 greetings
were	 due	 to	 be	 outside	 the	 gallery,	 but	 we	 need	 to	 get	 you	 inside	 ASAP,	 so	 we	 have
changed	the	plans.”



“Very	good.”	I	smile	at	Damon	when	he	nods	and	opens	the	car	door	for	me.

“You	look	beautiful,	ma’am.”

“That’s	very	kind	of	you,	Damon.”	I	slide	into	the	back	seat	and	look	up	at	him	on	a
small	smile.	“But	it’s	all	rather	a	waste	with	no	one	to	appreciate	it.”

His	 eyebrows	 rise	 slowly,	 as	 if	 he	 doesn’t	 agree.	 “If	 you	 say	 so.”	 The	 door	 shuts,
Damon	puts	himself	behind	 the	wheel,	and	Kim	drops	 into	 the	passenger	seat.	She	goes
straight	 to	 her	mobile,	 checking	 ahead	 of	 our	 arrival	 that	 everything	 is	 in	 place.	 I	 look
behind	to	see	a	car	tailing	us,	as	well	as	one	up	front.

The	door	 opens	 and	Eddie	 slips	 in	 beside	me,	 brushing	 through	his	 dark	 blond	hair
with	his	hands.	He	looks	dashingly	handsome	in	his	tux.	“Evening,”	he	says,	leaning	over
to	give	me	a	kiss	on	the	cheek.	Taking	my	hand,	he	squeezes,	his	way	of	telling	me	we	are
good.	“How	was	Father	this	morning?”	he	asks.

“Oh,	you	know	about	 that?”	 I	 sniff,	 returning	his	 squeeze.	 “Your	name	wasn’t	 even
mentioned	during	my	royal	dressing	down.”

“I	wasn’t	the	one	caught	eating	a	man	alive.”

“You	eating	a	man	alive?”	I	laugh	softly.	“Now	that	would	be	real	cause	for	a	media
frenzy.”

“We’ll	 leave	 the	men	eating	men	alive	 to	Uncle	Stephan.”	Eddie	grins,	 and	 I	 smile,
then	focus	on	adding	my	own	words	to	the	manufactured	speech.

	

OH	GOD,	THE	STREET	OUTSIDE	the	building	is	swarming	with	press,	cameras	flashing,	railings
holding	people	back.	Kim	curses	under	her	breath.	“Bloody	hell.”	She	unclips	her	seat	belt
and	turns	in	her	seat	to	face	us.	“Damon	will	walk	you	in,	okay?”

“No	walkabout?”	I	quip,	counting	endless	press,	as	well	as	members	of	the	public	who
have	come	to	steal	a	glimpse	of	me.

Damon	holds	his	earpiece	as	he	reels	off	instructions	to	his	men,	scanning	the	vicinity.
“Set?”	he	asks.	“Good.”	When	he	 looks	back	at	me,	 I	give	him	a	 thumbs	up	and	 take	a
deep	breath.	He	nods	and	exits,	followed	swiftly	by	Kim.	A	few	seconds	later,	my	door	is
opening	and	flashes	are	blinding	me.	“Fast	but	steady,	ma’am,”	Damon	orders,	placing	his
hand	on	my	lower	back.	“And	remember	to	smile.”

“Like	you	need	 to	 remind	me?”	 I	 paint	on	my	 smile	when	 the	 crowds	 erupt,	 letting
Damon	guide	me	into	the	gallery.

“Princess	Adeline.	Princess	Adeline,”	 they	 shout.	 I	wave	 to	 the	 sea	of	 people	being
held	 back	 by	 railings,	 the	 press	 also	 being	 pushed	 back	 by	 the	 Metropolitan	 Police.
Looking	 over	my	 shoulder,	 I	 see	Eddie	 emerging	 from	 the	 car,	 immediately	 flanked	 by
security.	The	 excitable	 crowd	moves	 up	 a	 level	 at	 the	 unexpected	 appearance	 of	Prince
Edward.	“Marry	me,”	one	girl	calls.	“I	love	you,”	another	screams.

I	 laugh,	 being	 ushered	 into	 the	 gallery	 where	 a	 line	 of	 people	 awaits	me.	 “Okay?”
Damon	asks,	checking	on	Eddie.



“Yes,	 thank	you.”	 I	compose	myself	and	slip	my	clutch	under	my	arm	as	he	 takes	a
step	back	and	falls	into	his	silent	but	oh-so-very-present	pose,	his	fingers	resting	on	his	ear
to	listen	for	the	all	clear.

Kim	joins	me,	looking	way	too	flustered.	“Ready?”

I	nod	and	perfect	my	smile	as	Kim	walks	me	forward	and	announces	me	to	 the	first
person	standing	in	the	perfectly	straight	line,	a	short,	rather	round	man,	who	I	recognize	as
the	 CEO	 of	 the	 charity.	 Kim	 motions	 to	 him.	 “Your	 Highness,	 this	 is	 Gary	 Perkins,
founder	of	High	Spirits.”

“Your	Highness.”	He	bows	his	head	and	takes	my	hand	when	I	offer	it.	“Thank	you	so
much	for	joining	us	on	this	special	evening.”

“It	is	my	pleasure,”	I	reply,	claiming	my	hand	back	as	he	straightens	and	looks	at	me.	I
can	see	 the	nerves	on	his	face,	 like	most	people	I	am	introduced	to	on	formal	occasions
such	as	this,	so	I	quickly	work	on	putting	him	at	ease.	One	thing	I	have	learned	over	the
years	 of	 royal	 engagements	 is	 to	 make	 them	 laugh.	 It	 relaxes	 them	 in	 an	 instant,	 and
therefore	relaxes	me,	too.	I	lean	forward,	like	I	am	going	to	tell	him	a	secret.	“I	hope	you
don’t	mind,	but	my	brother	was	at	a	loose	end	this	evening.	I	told	him	you	wouldn’t	mind
if	he	gatecrashed	your	party.”

As	planned,	Gary	bursts	into	a	deep	belly	laugh,	the	nerves	disappearing	in	an	instant.
“Not	at	all,	ma’am.”

“Oh	good.	He’s	 usually	well	 behaved.”	More	 laughter.	 “Although,	 probably	wise	 to
keep	him	away	from	that	champagne	fountain.”

“Thank	you	for	the	advice,	ma’am.	And	I	must	thank	you	for	being	such	a	wonderful
patron	for	the	charity.”

“Very	welcome.”	I	smile,	guilt	niggling	the	corners	of	my	conscience.	I	am	a	patron
for	 over	 one	 hundred	 charities,	 and	 truth	 be	 told,	 I	 am	 only	 told	what	 I	 need	 to	 know
regarding	 the	 operations	 of	 them.	 But	 the	 point	 of	 having	 a	 known	 face	 as	 a	 patron	 is
exposure.	The	tweets,	the	messages	of	support,	and	the	media	articles	are	not	my	words.
They’re	the	words	of	my	advisors.	The	speech-writers.	“Can	I	just	say,	 the	work	you	do
for	the	young	adults	is	tremendous.	Really	tremendous.”

“It’s	 such	 a	 passion	 of	mine,	ma’am.	Creativeness,	 art,	 and	 expression.	 It’s	 all	 such
wonderful	 therapy,	 and	 as	 you	 can	 see”—he	 motions	 around	 the	 gallery,	 and	 my	 eyes
follow,	 seeing	 the	 walls	 adorned	 with	 canvases,	 and	 the	 floor	 scattered	 with	 stands
displaying	sculptures—“the	results	truly	speak	volumes.”

“They	 really	 do,”	 I	 agree.	 “Well	 done	 for	 giving	 these	 vulnerable	 people	 such	 a
valuable	opportunity.”

He	nods	and	motions	down	the	line.	“May	I	introduce	you	to	the	key	members	of	our
team,	ma’am?”

“Certainly.”	I	scan	the	line	and	quickly	gauge	the	length.	It’s	going	to	be	a	long	haul.
But	that	champagne	fountain	is	waiting	at	the	other	end.

“May	 I	 introduce	 Professor	 Lennington,”	Gary	 starts,	motioning	 to	 the	 lady	 first	 in



line.	She	curtseys,	her	mane	of	frizzy	locks	falling	forward,	her	glasses	slipping	to	the	end
of	her	nose.	She	quickly	rectifies	her	out-of-place	spectacles	and	takes	my	hand.	“She	is	a
very	talented	painter.”	Gary	goes	on	as	Professor	Lennington’s	hand	trembles	in	mine.

I	place	my	other	hand	over	it,	applying	a	little	pressure.	“I	hope	your	hand	in	steadier
with	a	brush	in	its	grasp,”	I	say	lightly.

She	laughs.	“Your	Highness,	such	an	honor	to	have	you	here.”

“Professor	Lennington	has	donated	her	time	and	invaluable	knowledge	to	the	project.
We	couldn’t	have	done	it	without	her.”	Gary	smiles	proudly.

“How	wonderfully	generous	of	you.”	I	release	her	hand.

“It’s	been	an	amazing	experience	seeing	these	young	adults	expressing	themselves	so
ingeniously.”

“Maybe	Edward	and	I	should	explore	the	possibilities	of	expressing	ourselves	in	such
a	 way.”	 I	 look	 back	 to	 my	 brother	 who	 grins	 cheekily,	 offering	 his	 hand	 to	 Professor
Lennington.

“I’m	terribly	clumsy	with	my	hands,”	Eddie	says	softly.

More	laughter	breaks	out,	and	my	brother	gives	me	a	discreet	wink.

Over	 the	next	hour,	we’re	 introduced	 to	 the	entire	 line	of	 twenty	people,	 and	 then	a
dozen	more	before	a	glass	of	champagne	is	placed	in	my	hand.	I’m	still	not	done,	though	I
do	get	to	sip	while	I	am	given	a	guided	tour	of	the	gallery,	being	shown	endless	paintings
and	 sculptures	 while	 hearing	 the	 story	 of	 the	 artists,	 from	 young,	 homeless	 people,	 to
people	with	 learning	difficulties.	Listening	 to	so	many	inspiring	stories	has	 the	smile	on
my	face	fixed	naturally.

When	my	tour	is	complete,	Kim	checks	in	with	me	quietly.	“Can	I	get	you	anything?”
she	asks.

I	 shake	my	head	as	Eddie	 slopes	off,	 collecting	another	glass	 from	 the	 fountain	and
settling	 in	for	a	conversation	with	some	of	 the	charity’s	representatives	while	I	continue
the	pleasantries	with	Gary,	listening	to	him	explain	how	the	project	works,	with	the	artists
receiving	 a	 percentage	 of	 all	 sales	 to	 encourage	 their	 newfound	 hobby.	 I’m	 about	 to
declare	my	 intention	 to	purchase	one	of	 the	stone	sculptures,	a	beautifully	simple	naked
woman,	 when	 a	 raucous	 cheer	 erupts	 from	 the	 street	 outside,	 the	 crowds	 clearly	 still
holding	fort.	I	look	across	to	Damon,	whose	hand	instantly	moves	to	his	earpiece,	listening
carefully.	He	nods	and	catches	my	frown,	but	assures	me	with	a	mild	shake	of	his	head.

“Time	to	say	a	few	words,”	Kim	says,	motioning	me	to	a	nearby	wall	that	has	a	small
pair	of	 red	velvet	curtains	concealing	what	will	be	a	 sparkling	engraved	plaque.	 I	move
into	position	and	face	the	gathered	people,	waiting	for	it	to	quieten	down.

Then	 I	 clear	 my	 throat.	 “Thank	 you.”	 I	 smile,	 scanning	 the	 crowd,	 making	 sure	 I
address	everyone	before	me.	“I	am	so	very	thrilled	to	be	here	today	to	…”	My	words	get
lost	 amid	 a	 tidal	 wave	 of	 shock	 when	my	 scanning	 eyes	 fall	 upon	 something	 that	 I’m
unprepared	for.	Or	someone.

My	breath	lost,	I	stare	at	Josh	Jameson	standing	at	the	back,	his	head	literally	head	and



shoulders	 above	 everyone.	 His	 face	 is	 straight,	 his	 blue	 eyes	 watching	 me.	 My	 blood
sparks.	My	heart	misses	too	many	beats.	Two	suited	men	flank	either	side	of	him,	standing
tall	and	ominous.	A	cough	jolts	me	from	my	stunned	state,	and	I	swallow,	looking	away
from	him.	My	mind	is	blank.	Where	am	I?	What	am	I	supposed	to	be	doing?	Everyone	is
staring	at	me,	and	when	Eddie	frowns	and	looks	back,	I	see	recognition	on	his	face	as	I	try
to	focus	on	fixing	my	shakes.	“I	am	so	very	proud,”	I	start	again,	breathing	through	my
words,	“to	be	a	patron	for	High	Spirits	Charity.”	I	keep	my	eyes	well	away	from	the	back
of	the	room.	What	is	he	doing	here?	“Their	work	is	 truly	inspiring.”	I	force	a	smile,	my
body	arrested	by	shock,	fear	…	heat.	The	words	I	memorized	in	the	car	have	escaped	me.
Gone	completely.	Taking	hold	of	the	silver	chain	beside	the	curtains	with	a	shaky	hand,	I
fast-forward	through	all	of	my	forgotten	words.	“I	am	delighted	to	declare	the	High	Spirits
Gallery	now	open.”	I	pull	the	chain,	and	the	curtains	slide	across,	revealing	a	silver	plaque
engraved	with	my	name	and	today’s	date.	Applause	breaks	out,	and	Damon	is	quickly	by
my	side.

“Everything	okay,	ma’am?”

“What	is	he	doing	here?”	I	ask	through	gritted	teeth,	my	panic	rising	when	I	see	Josh
breaking	through	the	crowds,	leaving	a	sea	of	frowning	people	in	his	wake.

“Your	guess	is	as	good	as	mine,	ma’am,”	Damon	says.	“And	my	guess	is	pretty	good.”

I	 flip	 him	 an	 incredulous	 look.	 He’s	 doing	 a	 terrible	 job	 of	 concealing	 his	 smile.
“Funny	ha	ha,”	I	mutter	indignantly.

“Am	 I	 the	 only	 one	 who	 knows	 of	 your	 numerous	 meetings	 with	 Mr.	 Jameson?”
Damon	asks	out	the	corner	of	his	mouth.

“Matilda	does.	But	only	you	and	her,	and	let’s	please	keep	it	that	way.”

“Of	course.”

Josh	saunters	over,	his	gait	confident	and	smooth,	his	face	wickedly	handsome.	He’s
all	 smart	 casual	 in	 a	 suit,	 opened	 collared	 shirt,	 no	 tie.	 Damn	 his	 gorgeousness.	 “Your
Highness,”	he	purrs,	bowing	his	head	only	a	very	little.	That	accent,	the	way	he	says	the
words	I	hate.	It	reduces	me	to	a	pool	of	want	every	time.	It’s	like	a	shot	of	adrenalin	that
wakes	up	my	entire	body.

I’m	aware	that	everyone	in	the	room	is	looking	this	way,	to	the	Hollywood	actor	and
the	Princess	conversing.	What	is	he	playing	at?	I	offer	my	hand	and	plaster	on	my	smile,
though	it	takes	everything	out	of	me.	I’ve	been	captured	off	guard.	I’m	unprepared.	“Mr.
Jameson,	what	a	pleasure	to	meet	you.”	My	vocal	chords	tremble.

His	smile	 is	knowing	as	he	kisses	 the	back	of	my	hand.	“Always,”	he	whispers,	and
my	tummy	tightens	as	I	feel	his	hot,	wet	tongue	meet	my	skin.

I	snatch	my	hand	back	and	fight	my	eyes	not	to	widen,	looking	to	Gary,	who	looks	a
little	shell-shocked	by	the	appearance	of	Josh	Jameson	in	his	gallery.	The	media	attention
he	has	already	will	be	amazing	for	his	project.	Now,	it	will	be	extraordinary.

Scanning	 my	 surroundings,	 I	 see	 clusters	 of	 people	 talking	 between	 themselves,
though	 their	attention	 is	never	 far	away	 from	Josh	and	me.	Kim	eyes	me	curiously,	and
Damon	 steps	back,	giving	us	 space	 that	 I	 really	don’t	want.	Not	now.	Not	here.	 I	 don’t



search	out	Eddie.	I	don’t	need	to	see	him	to	know	he’ll	be	keeping	a	close	eye.

I	 turn	 and	 wander	 over	 to	 the	 nearby	 sculpture	 of	 a	 naked	 woman,	 the	 one	 I	 was
planning	 on	 purchasing.	 It	 is	 minimal,	 only	 the	 outline	 of	 her	 long,	 willowy	 body
detectable.	As	I	knew	he	would,	Josh	joins	me	and	also	feigns	admiring	the	art.

“You’ve	been	ignoring	my	calls.”

“Correct.”

“Why?”

“There	 is	 no	 one	 special.”	 I	 repeat	 the	 words	 he	 spoke	 in	 the	 interview	 without
thought,	and	quickly	close	my	eyes,	full	of	regret.	I	have	seen	him	only	a	few	times.	Of
course	I	am	no	one	special.

“You	wanted	me	to	declare	to	the	world	that	I’m	seeing	you?”

“No,	because	you	are	not.”	I	brush	him	off	with	my	strongest	voice,	however	weak	I
feel	inside.	“You	realize	pictures	of	us	will	be	splattered	all	over	the	media	tomorrow,”	I
say	quietly,	disturbed	by	this	stupid	stunt	of	his.

“I’m	 buying	 art.	 Nothing	 unusual.	 Besides,	 I	 arrived	 separately	 so	 there	will	 be	 no
pictures	of	us	together.”

“Josh	Jameson	showing	up	to	a	gallery	opening	unannounced	isn’t	unusual?”	I	laugh
at	his	stupidity.	“The	media	will	be	going	wild.”

“Talking	of	the	media	…”

My	eyes	start	to	burn	from	staring	at	the	same	spot	on	the	sculpture,	where	Josh’s	hand
is	now	resting.	That	hand.	That	wicked,	talented	hand.	Talking	of	the	media.	I	don’t	say	a
word,	leaving	Josh	to	press	on.

“So	the	night	I	fucked	you	blind,	you	had	another	man’s	lips	on	yours	before	mine?”

I	swallow	and	blink	slowly.	“What	of	it?”

“What	of	it?”	He	laughs,	running	his	hand	across	the	hips	of	the	woman.	“For	a	start,
if	I	had	known,	I	would	have	whipped	that	beautiful	ass	of	yours	a	lot	fuckin’	harder.”

I	inhale,	shocked,	and	scan	the	vicinity	for	prying	eyes	and	ears.	We	are	safe,	but	still.
I	clear	my	throat	and	search	for	calm.	“I	think	it’s	time	you	looked	around	the	gallery	that
you’re	apparently	rather	interested	in.”

“There’s	only	one	thing	in	this	gallery	that	I’m	interested	in.”

My	mind	reels.	He’s	changed	his	tune.	A	flash	of	satisfaction	darts	through	me,	but	I
am	quick	to	rein	it	in,	reminding	myself	of	why	Josh	and	I	are	never	going	to	happen.	My
life.	His	boredom	levels.	“Well,	that	one	thing	is	not	interested	in	you.”

“Why	are	you	denying	me?”

“If	I	don’t,	then	they	will.”	My	thoughts	tumble	from	my	mouth,	and	I	feel	his	eyes	on
my	profile	as	I	mentally	run	through	every	reason	why	I	need	to	keep	myself	away	from
Josh	Jameson.	There	are	 too	many,	not	 least	 the	fact	 that	 I	get	 that	wonderful	 feeling	of
freedom	and	relief	whenever	I’m	with	him.	Like	now.	There’s	an	army	of	people	and	press



outside,	crowds	of	people	behind	us,	yet	I	hear	none	of	them.	I	see	none	of	them.	I	sense
nothing	except	Josh.	It’s	wonderfully	therapeutic,	like	nothing	I	have	felt	before.	It’s	also
something	I	must	not	get	used	to.

A	loud	cough	startles	me	back	to	the	here	and	now,	where	Josh	is	standing	next	to	me
caressing	a	sculpture	of	a	naked	woman.

His	hand	pauses,	his	leather	shoes	bringing	him	a	step	closer	to	me.	“You’re	imagining
me	doing	this	to	you,	aren’t	you?”

“Yes,”	I	breathe	the	word	out	mindlessly.	Instinctively.	I	look	at	him	as	he	looks	down
at	me,	his	 face	expressionless.	“But	 it	can’t	happen	again.”	 I	 turn	and	walk	away,	being
immediately	collared	by	a	smiley	man.

“Your	Highness.”	He	performs	the	customary	greeting.	“Enjoying	the	champagne?”

“I’m	sorry,	you	are?”	I	ask,	seeing	Damon	moving	in	quickly.

“Not	quite	a	whole	bottle	of	Belvedere,	though,	eh?”

I	frown,	looking	at	my	glass,	confused.	It	is	then	I	spot	his	camera	bag	resting	on	his
hip.	My	heart	jumps.

“How	many	men	 did	 you	 share	 a	 bed	with,	ma’am?	Two?	Three?	We	 heard	 it	was
three.	Can	you	confirm	that?”

“Excuse	me?”	I	cough,	astounded	by	his	rudeness.

“We	were	told	there	was	cocaine,	too.	Care	to	comment?”	He	moves	in,	his	phone	in
his	hand.

“I	was	enjoying	my	thirtieth	birthday.	There	were	no	drugs,	and	there	was	no	sex.”

“And	the	man	in	the	picture.	He’s	your	lover,	right?	What	about	Haydon	Sampson?	Is
a	proposal	from	him	definitely	off	the	cards?”

“Enough.”	 Kim	 is	 by	 my	 side	 in	 a	 second	 as	 Damon	 seizes	 the	 journalist,	 who
struggles	boldly,	continuing	to	shout	his	incriminating	questions.

“Oh!”	I	stagger	 forward	when	I’m	jolted	during	 the	scuffle,	my	palms	coming	up	 to
save	me.

“I’ve	got	you.”	 Josh	catches	me,	 righting	me	with	ease,	 and	 I	 look	 into	eyes	 full	of
concern,	tinged	at	the	corners	by	rage.

“I’m	okay,”	I	murmur,	dropping	my	eyes.	“Thank	you.”

He	doesn’t	let	go	of	me,	watching	on	as	Damon	manhandles	the	journalist	out	of	the
gallery,	 taking	 his	 phone	 as	 he	 does.	 “No	 comment,	 ma’am,”	 Kim	 hisses.	 “Always	 no
bloody	comment.”

I	breathe	back	my	nerves,	unable	to	stop	my	shakes.	“I	can’t	believe	that.”

“Everything	cool?”	Josh	asks,	letting	me	gently	break	away	from	him.

“Yes,	everything	is	cool,”	Kim	retorts,	 turning	 into	me.	“What	did	he	say?	What	did
you	say?”



“Nothing.	He	was	just	trying	to	put	words	in	my	mouth.”

“Damn	 republicans.”	Kim	scans	 the	gallery.	 “Time	 to	go.	Where’s	Damon	gone,	 for
God’s	sake?”

“I’ll	walk	her	out,”	Josh	interjects.

Kim’s	disgusted	face	tells	everyone	what	she	thinks	of	that	idea.	“I	don’t	need	any	fuel
adding	to	the	fire,	thanks,”	she	says	as	Damon	strides	back	through	the	crowds,	his	hand
held	to	his	ear.	“We’re	leaving,”	Kim	informs	him.

Josh	moves	into	me	quickly,	his	hand	wrapping	around	my	wrist,	his	mouth	dropping
to	my	ear.	“See	me	again,”	he	whispers.	“Tell	me	you’ll	see	me	again.”

“I	…	I	can’t.”

“Yes,	you	can.”

“No,	 I—”	 I’m	 pulled	 abruptly	 from	 Josh’s	 hold	 by	 Damon.	 He	 says	 nothing	 as	 he
places	 his	 hand	 in	 the	 small	 of	 my	 back,	 lightly	 pushing	 me	 onward.	 I	 look	 over	 my
shoulder	as	I’m	directed	to	the	exit,	finding	Josh	not	far	behind,	his	jaw	tight.	Kim’s	trying
to	convince	him	to	hold	back,	and	the	other	guests	are	starting	to	recognize	him,	people
moving	 in	 from	every	direction	 to	crowd	him	as	he	 tries	 to	bump	his	way	 through.	His
eyes	never	leave	mine.

“Pay	attention,	Adeline,”	Damon	orders	as	we	make	it	onto	the	street,	and	I’m	forced
to	rip	my	stare	from	Josh’s.	The	car	door	is	held	open	for	me	by	one	of	Damon’s	men,	his
watchful	eyes	scanning	the	area.	I	slide	into	the	seat	and	quickly	move	across	when	I	see
Eddie	being	led	to	the	car	by	another	one	of	Damon’s	team.	He	falls	in	beside	me	and	is
immediately	on	my	case.	But	not	about	what	should	be	being	addressed	here.

“You	and	Jameson,”	he	says	accusingly	as	the	door	is	shut	behind	him,	closing	off	the
flashes	of	a	million	cameras.

I	sit	back	in	my	seat	and	look	directly	forward	at	the	back	of	Damon’s	head.	“There	is
no	me	and	Jameson.”

“Then	what	the	hell	is	he	doing	here?”

“Buying	art,	I	expect.”	The	car	pulls	off	quickly	once	Kim’s	in	the	passenger	seat.

“Addy,	I	know	what	I	saw	just	then.	This	is	bad	news.”	His	hand	goes	to	his	forehead
and	rubs.	“They’ll	never	allow	it.”

“There	is	nothing	to	allow,”	I	grate,	my	frustration	building.	I	know	my	brother	is	only
trying	 to	protect	me	 from	 the	 inevitable	 strong-arm	of	 the	 royal	household.	And	protect
Josh	too,	really.	He	has	so	much	to	lose.	Being	discredited	by	the	British	Royal—

“I	hope	so,”	Eddie	mutters	as	I	fish	through	my	purse	for	my	mobile	when	it	chimes.	I
discreetly	turn	the	screen	away	from	Eddie	when	I	see	who	has	sent	me	a	message.

Either	 tell	 Damon	 to	 pull	 over,	 or	 I’ll	 stop	 your	 car	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 Oxford
Circus.

Your	call,	Your	Highness.



I	look	out	the	back	window	on	a	skip	of	a	few	heartbeats,	scanning	the	darkness.	I	can
only	see	headlights.

“Yes,”	Damon	says	to	one	of	his	men	through	his	earpiece,	looking	up	at	his	rearview
mirror.	“Run	a	check	on	the	plate.”

“What’s	going	on?”	Eddie	shoots	forward	in	his	seat,	worried.

“Unknown	vehicle	following,”	Damon	informs	him,	cool	as	can	be,	clipped	and	to	the
point.

Eddie	immediately	looks	out	of	the	back	window	too,	and	I	begin	to	sweat	as	I	reread
Josh’s	 message.	 The	 unknown	 vehicle.	 It’s	 him.	 I	 know	 it’s	 him.	 At	 that	 very	 second,
Damon’s	eyes	catch	mine	in	 the	mirror,	and	I	sense	 that	someone’s	confirmed	who	is	 in
the	unidentified	car.	I	force	a	smile,	and	he	shakes	his	head,	returning	his	attention	to	the
road.	“For	fuck’s	sake,”	he	mutters.	He	rarely	swears,	so	to	hear	him	do	so	now,	I	know
he’s	exasperated.	And	rightly	so.	Josh	needs	to	pull	back	before	this	blows	up.

“What?”	Eddie	asks,	his	attention	divided	between	the	back	of	Damon’s	head	and	the
back	window.	“What	is	it?”

“A	fan,”	Damon	quips.

“Keep	driving,”	I	order,	but	a	red	light	flashes	up	ahead	and	Damon	starts	to	slow	the
car.	“No,	keep	driving.”

“Ma’am,	we’re	on	Oxford	Circus.	You	want	me	to	run	someone	down?”

I	 slowly	 turn	back	and	 look	out	of	 the	window.	 I	 find	Damon’s	men	exiting	 the	 car
behind,	blocking	someone	from	coming	to	the	car.	What	is	he	doing?	I	quickly	ring	him,
and	he’s	just	as	quick	to	answer.	“Josh,	are	you	out	of	your	mind?”

“Yeah,	I	am.”	There’s	a	few	scuffles	and	a	few	curses,	and	I	see	Josh’s	own	security
wrestling	with	mine.	“Get	the	fuck	off	me,”	Josh	yells.

“Oh	my	God,”	I	breathe.

Eddie	 laughs,	 a	 short	 sharp	 laugh	 that’s	 loaded	with	 sarcasm.	 “Nothing	 to	 tell,”	 he
mimics	in	a	silly	female	voice.

I	 put	my	hand	on	 the	 door	 to	 get	 out,	 but	Eddie	 dives	 across	 the	 car	 and	 stops	me.
“What	are	you	doing?”

“I’m	going	to	sort	this	out.”

“Adeline,	 don’t	 be	 stupid.	We’re	 in	 the	middle	 of	Oxford	Circus,	 for	Christ’s	 sake.
He’s	causing	enough	of	a	scene	already.	Add	you	to	the	mix	and	all	kinds	of	shit	will	hit
the	fan.”

I	throw	myself	back	in	the	seat	and	grudgingly	admit	he’s	right,	though	not	out	loud.
“Get	me	home,”	I	order	shortly,	before	I	dive	out	of	this	car	and	give	onlookers	the	show
of	 the	year.	Maybe	even	 the	decade.	 Josh	 Jameson,	my	drug	of	 choice,	 is	 a	 few	meters
behind	trying	to	get	to	me,	and	there	is	nothing	I	can,	or	should,	do	about	it.	I	feel	like	I’m
going	 cold	 turkey.	 Being	 starved	 of	 something	 I	 so	 desperately	 want.	 Or,	 more
disturbingly,	something	I	desperately	need.



	

BY	THE	TIME	I	MAKE	it	to	my	suite,	ignoring	everyone	who	tries	to	talk	to	me	for	the	rest	of
the	journey,	I’ve	had	numerous	missed	calls	from	Josh.	But	I	wanted	privacy	to	speak	to
him.

I	shake	my	head	at	Olive	as	she	goes	to	follow	me	into	my	bedroom	after	I	darted	past
her	at	 the	entrance,	where	she	was	waiting	to	take	my	coat.	I	shut	 the	door,	kick	off	my
shoes,	and	accept	the	next	call	from	him.

“Josh.”	I	drop	to	the	couch	in	my	room	and	wait	with	bated	breath	for	what	he	has	to
say.

“You	drive	me	insane,”	he	informs	me	frankly.

“This	has	to	stop.”

“No.”

“Yes.	You	leave	London	next	week,	anyway.”

“This	isn’t	stopping.	You	don’t	want	it	to.	I	don’t	want	it	to.	I’ll	admit,	Adeline,	at	first
you	were	a	great	fuckin’	challenge,	no	matter	how	attracted	to	you	I	was.	But	now	…”	He
drifts	off,	and	I	defiantly	force	down	my	hope.	Now?	Now,	what?	I	shouldn’t	ask.

I	push	the	tips	of	my	fingers	into	my	temple	in	despair.	“They	will—”

“I	don’t	give	a	fuck	about	them,”	he	spits	angrily.	“I	didn’t	think	you	did,	either.”

“I	usually	don’t.”

“Then	tell	me,	why	now?”

The	truth	is	my	only	option.	“Because	I	think	I	would	care	if	they	took	you	away	from
me.”

There’s	a	long	pause	down	the	line,	one	that	seems	to	stretch	for	an	eternity.	He	finally
speaks.	“You	think	you	will	care?”

I	close	my	eyes	and	reach	up	to	massage	my	chest.	This	is	all	too	much.	I’m	drowning
and	flying,	and	it	is	hurting	my	mind.	“I	know	I’ll	care.”

“We’ll	be	discreet.”

My	eyes	spring	open	in	shock.	“What?	Like	trying	to	storm	my	car	on	Oxford	Circus?
Like	turning	up	at	an	art	gallery	that	I’m	opening?”

“Like	 I	 said,	you	drive	me	 insane.	And	 in	case	 it’s	escaped	your	notice,	you	are	 the
Princess	of	fuckin’	England,	Adeline.	A	man	has	to	think	outside	the	box	if	he’s	going	to
get	to	see	you.”

I	 laugh,	 despite	myself.	 “And	 you	 are	 Josh	 Jameson.	Don’t	 you	 see	 how	much	 this
can’t	work?”

“No.	I	only	see	you.	It	would	seem	you	have	become	a	bit	of	an	Achilles	heel,	Your
Highness.”

My	heart	flutters	as	I	get	up	and	start	to	pace	my	room,	my	head	in	bedlam.	“Josh,	I



…”

“Do	you	want	to	see	me?”

I	come	to	a	stop	and	squeeze	my	eyes	shut,	my	mind	vehemently	demanding	I	say	no.
“Yes.”	My	heart	wins	easily.

Josh	breathes	out.	“Jesus,	Adeline.	I	can’t	even	begin	to	explain	how	into	you	I	am.	I
want	to	tie	you	up	and	whip	that	fine	ass	of	yours	to	kingdom	come.”

“Josh—”

“Don’t	 try	 to	 fool	 me	 that	 you	 don’t	 love	 the	 sense	 of	 freedom	 you	 get	 from	 me
restraining	you,	of	letting	me	have	all	control	over	you.”

He’s	right.	I	go	into	my	bathroom	and	put	myself	in	front	of	the	mirror	while	I	work
my	way	out	of	my	dress,	turning	to	see	the	fading	evidence	of	Josh’s	heavy	hand	on	my
backside.	The	marks	will	be	gone	soon.	“Why	do	you	like	that?”	I	ask.	“Why	do	you	like
whipping	me?”

He’s	silent	for	a	few	moments,	contemplating	his	answer.	“You	need	it.”

Again,	he’s	right.	I	zoned	out	and	strangely	found	peace	in	my	crazy	world.	He	knows
what	he	does	for	me.

“Have	dinner	with	me,”	Josh	suggests,	gentle	and	pleading.

I	can’t	help	the	small	disbelieving	laugh	that	escapes	me.	“Where?”	I	ask.	“It’s	not	like
I	can	wander	into	a	local	restaurant	and	order	the	daily	special.”	Grabbing	my	robe,	I	slip
it	on.

“At	my	hotel.	I’m	at	The	Dorchester	in	the	Harlequin	Suite.	It’ll	be	private,	I	promise.
Tomorrow	night.	Say	yes.”

“Yes.”	It’s	an	easy	yes.	Probably	the	easiest	agreement	I’ve	ever	given.	I	can’t	say	no
to	him,	and	what	is	more,	I	don’t	want	to.

“Have	Damon	bring	you	to	the	staff	entrance	at	the	rear	at	eight	o’clock.	I’ll	have	my
security	team	meet	you	there.”

Wandering	into	my	bedroom,	I	perch	on	the	edge	of	my	bed.	“Okay.”

“Adeline?”	he	murmurs	softly,	waiting	for	my	acknowledgement.

“Yes?”

“I	look	forward	to	it.”

I	smile,	looking	at	my	lap	shyly,	butterflies	exploding	in	my	tummy	at	the	thought	of
being	alone	with	him.	“Warming	up	your	palm?”

“I’ll	be	gentle	with	you.”

“Maybe	I	don’t	want	you	to	be	gentle	with	me.”

“You’re	a	very	bad	girl,	you	know	that?”

I	hum,	thinking	it	is	he	who	has	unearthed	this	particularly	bad	side	of	me.	Or	is	it	bad
at	all?	Maybe	it’s	the	best	thing	that	could	happen	to	me.	Or	maybe	the	worst.	It	hurts	too



much	to	think	the	latter,	so	I’ll	try	my	hardest	not	to	and	focus	on	savoring	the	company	of
my	ultimate	vice	while	I	can.	“Good	night,”	I	whisper.

“Sweet	dreams,	Your	Highness.”

“Sweet	dreams,	my	American	Boy.”

He	chuckles	lightly	and	hangs	up,	and	somehow	my	heart	rests.	It’s	as	though	his	call,
his	assurances,	of	being	with	him,	calms	me.	I	can	finally	breathe	again.	He	wants	me	to
be	with	him.

I	can’t	even	begin	to	explain	how	into	you	I	am.

Don’t	 try	 to	 fool	 me	 that	 you	 don’t	 love	 the	 sense	 of	 freedom	 you	 get	 from	 me
restraining	you,	of	letting	me	have	all	control	over	you.

He’s	 only	 known	me	 for	 a	 tiny	moment	 of	my	 life,	 yet	 he	 knows	me.	 How	 is	 that
possible?

Our	conversation	whirls	around	in	my	mind	for	the	rest	of	the	evening	and	well	into
the	night.

Why	do	you	like	that?	Why	do	you	like	whipping	me?

You	need	it.

I	do.

I	also	need	him.



THE	NEXT	DAY,	 I	 KEEP	myself	 busy	 at	 the	 stables	 doing	 everything	 the	 stable	 girls	would
usually	see	to.	I	muck	out,	clean	saddles,	and	even	tidy	up	the	tack	room.	I’m	lost	in	all
things	horses,	as	well	as	my	thoughts,	for	most	of	the	day,	and	when	I’m	on	my	way	back
to	the	car,	I	see	Sabina	for	the	first	time	since	I	found	out	about	Colin.

I	pull	off	my	gloves	as	I	divert	toward	the	hay	barn.	“Won’t	be	a	moment,	Damon,”	I
call	to	him	by	the	car,	breaking	into	a	jog.	As	I	approach	the	stable	doors,	I	hear	a	raised
voice	and	slow	to	a	cautious	walk.	The	voice	 isn’t	only	raised,	but	 it’s	angry	 too,	and	 it
isn’t	Sabina’s	voice.	It’s	David’s.

“I	cannot	believe	all	this	time,”	he	yells.

I	make	 it	 to	 the	 door	 and	 peek	 around	 the	 corner,	 seeing	 Sabina	 holding	 his	 upper
arms,	trying	to	placate	him.	“David,	please.	You	must	calm	down.”

He	shrugs	his	mother	off	and	stomps	his	way	to	the	other	end	of	the	barn.	“Were	you
ever	going	to	tell	me?”	He	swings	around,	and	I	pull	back	quickly	to	avoid	being	seen.	“I
should	have	known.”

“Some	 secrets	 should	 never	 be	 told,”	Sabina	 replies,	 rather	meekly.	 “You	 should	 be
mourning	your	father’s	death	with	me.	Helping	me	arrange	his	funeral.”

David	scoffs,	loud	and	coldly.	My	mind	races,	my	curiosity	piqued	more	than	is	safe	in
my	world.

“I’m	busy,”	David	spits	heartlessly,	and	I	frown,	almost	cynically.	He’s	busy	all	right,
interfering	 with	 me	 and	 my	 life.	 I	 hear	 David’s	 footsteps	 hitting	 the	 concrete,	 getting
louder.	 He’s	 leaving	 the	 stable.	 I	 quickly	 dash	 toward	 the	 car,	 ignoring	 Damon’s
questioning	face	when	I	make	 it	 there.	 I’m	just	dropping	 into	 the	back	seat	when	David
appears	through	the	door,	Sabina	following	quickly	after	him,	though	they’re	not	speaking
now.	Not	when	they’re	in	earshot	of	others.

“You	okay,	ma’am?”	Damon	asks,	winning	my	attention.

“Yes,	I’m	fine.”	I	look	at	the	back	of	his	headrest.	“Home,	please,	Damon,”	I	say	when
he	is	in	the	driver’s	seat,	my	mind	refusing	to	slow	down.

What	is	going	on?

	

MY	MIND	HASN’T	SLOWED	MUCH	by	the	time	Damon	pulls	into	the	gates	at	Kellington.	Olive
greets	me	at	the	door	and	takes	my	coat.	“Will	you	be	joining	Prince	Edward	for	supper,
ma’am?”



I	 let	her	pull	my	coat	 from	my	shoulders.	“Not	 this	evening,	Olive.	Please	 let	Dolly
know	I’m	eating	out.”

The	 flash	of	 surprise	 that	 flickers	across	Olive’s	 face	makes	me	smile	on	 the	 inside.
It’s	warranted.	Whenever	do	 I	 “eat	out”,	 especially	 at	 such	 short	notice?	 “As	you	wish,
ma’am.”	 She	 scuttles	 off,	 and	 I	 turn	 to	 find	Damon	 looking	 at	me	 for	 answers.	Oh,	 of
course.	I	haven’t	 told	Damon	of	my	plans	yet.	In	actual	fact,	I	haven’t	 told	anyone.	The
less	people	who	know	 the	better,	but	 since	Damon	needs	 to	accompany	me	 for	obvious
reasons,	I	can’t	very	well	keep	it	from	him.	I	smile	nervously,	and	he	rolls	his	eyes.

“Where	am	I	taking	you?”	he	asks.

“To	The	Dorchester.	Eight	o’clock.”

“Am	I	to	assume	no	one	else	knows?”

I	nod.

“And	you	will	be	seeing	Mr.	Jameson,	yes?”

I	nod	again.

“I	need	notice	 for	 things	 like	 this,	ma’am.”	He	pulls	his	phone	 from	his	pocket	 and
dials.	“Men	to	have	in	place,	checks	to	carry	out.”

“I’m	sorry,	Damon,	 it	 slipped	my	mind.”	 It	didn’t.	 I’ve	 thought	of	 little	else	but	my
date	with	Josh	tonight.	I	was	just	nervous,	is	all.

I	 can	 see	 quite	 clearly	 that	 Damon	 desperately	 wants	 to	 give	me	 advice,	 which	 he
knows	I’ll	dislike	very	much.

I	smile	meekly.	“Make	it	as	low-key	as	possible,	okay?”

“Low-key?”	Damon	almost	laughs.	“Adeline,	need	I	remind	you	of	who	you	are?”

“No,”	I	grumble.	“No	one	need	do	that.	I	am	simply	requesting	that	I	don’t	have	half
of	MI6	on	our	tail.	Just	get	me	in	the	back	door	of	the	hotel,	and	that	will	be	that.”

“That	will	be	that,”	Damon	repeats	on	a	disbelieving	shake	of	his	head,	as	if	I’m	naïve.
I	know	he	thinks	I	am.	Shooing	me	away,	he	starts	planning,	and	I	leave	him	to	it,	turning
to	head	for	my	suite	and	ready	myself.

But	my	 path	 is	 blocked	 by	 Eddie.	My	 laid-back	 brother	 doesn’t	 look	 too	 laid-back
right	now,	and	 the	many	reasons	why	I’ve	avoided	him	 today	are	now	before	me	 in	 the
form	of	a	face	lined	with	an	expectant	expression.	“You’re	seeing	him,	aren’t	you?”

I’m	not	getting	into	this	conversation,	especially	with	too	many	listening	ears	around.	I
walk	 past	 him	 and	 take	 the	 stairs,	 ignoring	 the	 sound	 of	 his	 boots	 following	me.	 “I’m
afraid	I	won’t	be	joining	you	for	supper.”

“I	got	that	message	loud	and	clear,	Addy.	Please,	listen	to	me.”

“I’m	not	 listening,”	 I	 insist,	 rounding	 the	gallery	 landing	and	scanning	 the	space	 for
staff.	“My	mind	is	made	up.	I	am	having	dinner	with	him.”

“Father	will	not	allow	it,	Adeline.	You	know	that.”



“Father	does	not	know,	and	he	won’t.”	I	stop	and	turn	to	face	Eddie	when	I	reach	the
entrance	 of	 my	 suite.	 “Will	 he?”	 I	 ask,	 cocking	 my	 head	 in	 question.	 “Only	 you	 and
Damon	know,	so	my	secret	should	be	safe.”

“He	 finds	 things	 out,	 no	matter	 how	 hard	 you	 try	 to	 keep	 them	 from	 him.	 I	 won’t
breathe	a	word,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	anything,	and	you	know	it.”

I	grit	my	teeth	and	push	my	way	into	the	suite,	refusing	to	accept	that	he	is	right.	I’ve
never	worked	as	hard	as	I	plan	on	working	to	keep	my	meetings	with	Josh	from	the	King.
He	won’t	find	out.	I	shut	the	door,	but	Eddie	walks	straight	in,	clearly	not	ready	to	give	up
trying	to	talk	me	out	of	it.	I	realize	he’s	only	trying	to	save	my	hurt.	That’s	his	only	motive
here,	but	I	can’t	help	resenting	him	for	it,	anyway.

“Adeline.”	He	gives	me	beseeching	eyes.	“I	just—”

“No,	Eddie.”	I	hold	up	my	hand.	“This	conversation	is	not	going	to	happen	so	don’t
waste	 your	 breath.”	Hurrying	 to	my	 bathroom,	 I	 lock	 the	 door	 behind	me	 to	 ensure	 he
can’t	storm	in.	Then	I	start	getting	myself	ready	for	my	evening	with	Josh.	My	stomach
twists	 and	 turns,	 a	 mixture	 of	 nerves	 and	 excitement.	 And	 just	 like	 that,	 my	 reality	 is
forgotten	as	Josh	reclaims	his	place	at	the	forefront	of	my	mind.

	

I	 DON’T	 KNOW	 IF	 DAMON	 purposely	 took	 notice	 of	 my	 request	 for	 low-key	 because	 I
requested	 it,	 or	 because	 it’s	 safer,	 but	we	 travel	 in	 a	 two-car	 convoy	 as	 opposed	 to	 the
usual	 three.	 I	 don’t	 ask.	 Besides,	 my	 stomach	 is	 swirling	 with	 more	 nerves	 now,	 less
excitement,	and	it’s	becoming	increasingly	tricky	to	focus	on	anything	but	the	night	ahead.

When	Damon	pulls	up	at	 the	rear	of	 the	hotel	and	cuts	the	engine,	he	signals	for	his
man	 to	go	and	do	whatever	he	has	 to	do	before	Damon	allows	me	out	of	 the	car.	They
communicate	via	their	earpieces,	talking,	confirming,	debating,	though	the	one	end	of	the
conversation	I	can	hear	 from	Damon	really	 isn’t	sinking	 in.	 I’m	too	busy	being	nervous
and	giving	myself	a	mental	pep	talk.

“Ready?”	he	asks,	 letting	himself	out	before	I	have	the	chance	to	answer.	It’s	a	very
good	question,	though	I’m	aware	I’ve	taken	Damon’s	enquiry	out	of	context.	My	body	is
ready,	oh	so	very	ready,	but	my	heart	is	not	so	sure.	The	door	is	opened	and	I	get	out	as
Damon	continually	scopes	 the	area	with	watchful	eyes.	 I	 slip	my	shades	on,	despite	 the
sun	having	 left	 the	 sky	 some	 time	ago,	 and	 flip	 the	hood	of	my	 long	 silk	mac	over	my
head.	I	don’t	move	before	Damon	collects	me	by	placing	his	palm	in	its	customary	place
in	the	small	of	my	back.	I	have	never	considered	before	now	how	such	a	light	touch	can
feel	so	utterly	safe.	He	walks	me	through	the	corridors	in	the	bowels	of	the	hotel,	one	man
up	front	checking	the	way,	two	men	behind	following	on.	We	reach	a	service	elevator	and
find	two	suited	men,	as	stern	as	they	are	large.	Josh’s	security.

One	steps	forward,	presenting	his	hand	to	Damon.	“Well,	I’ll	be	damned,”	he	says	on	a
smile.	“Damon,	my	man.	Good	to	see	you.”

“Bates,”	Damon	greets,	showing	a	rare	smile	when	he	is	on	the	job.

“You	know	each	other?”	I	question,	glancing	between	the	two	men.

“Bates	and	I	served	in	MI6	together,”	Damon	says.	“It	must	have	been,	what—”



“Fifteen	years,”	Bates	clarifies.	 “Fifteen	 long-arse	years.”	He	smacks	 the	call	button
on	the	service	elevator.	“Going	up,	ma’am?”	he	asks	with	a	cheeky	twinkle	in	his	eye.

For	the	life	of	me,	I	don’t	know	why,	but	I	blush.	“Yes,	please.”

“Your	chariot	awaits.”	He	motions	into	the	lift	and	Damon	laughs	softly,	prompting	a
chuckle	from	me.	We	hustle	into	the	giant	elevator,	though	it	doesn’t	feel	so	big	with	these
six	meaty	men	filling	it.	I’m	flanked	at	every	angle,	totally	concealed	in	the	middle.	The
ride	to	the	top	is	rickety	and	long,	giving	me	more	time	to	get	myself	worked	up.	I	try	to
breathe	some	calm	into	my	lungs,	try	to	steady	my	sprinting	heartbeat.	It’s	no	use.	I	have
never	been	so	nervous	before.	I’m	not	silly	enough	to	ask	myself	why	I	am	a	wreck.	I’ve
already	figured	out	that	much.

For	the	first	time	in	my	life,	I	really,	really	like	a	man.	And	therefore,	I’m	anxious.

The	doors	open	and	Josh’s	men	lead	the	way,	Damon	by	my	side,	and	the	rest	of	my
close	security	a	few	steps	behind.	A	door	opens,	and	I	instinctively	lower	my	head	when
someone	 exits	 a	 room.	 Damon	 moves	 in	 closer	 to	 me,	 Josh’s	 men	 slow,	 and	 the	 men
behind	 speed	 up,	 all	 of	 them	 closing	 me	 in,	 making	 it	 as	 difficult	 as	 possible	 for	 the
bystander	 to	 see	me.	They	disperse	 a	 little	when	we’re	 out	 of	 the	 danger	 zone,	 and	we
come	to	a	stop	at	a	door.	A	card	is	inserted	into	the	reader,	the	door	is	opened,	and	I	am
ushered	inside.	Quickly	removing	my	coat	and	glasses,	I	pat	down	my	loose	hair	and	turn
to	a	nearby	mirror,	checking	I	 look	presentable	and	not	crumpled.	The	Herve	Leger	off-
the-shoulder	gold	bandage	dress	couldn’t	possibly	crease	during	the	car	ride	here;	there’s
no	spare	or	loose	material	to	crease.	My	dark	hair	is	fanning	my	bare	shoulders,	and	my
lips	are	nude.	I	feel	lovely,	and	I	chose	this	dress	thinking	Josh	would	very	much	approve,
yet	now,	strangely,	I’m	doubting	my	choice.	Nerves.	It’s	the	nerves.

A	cough	has	me	startling	and	pivoting	quickly,	making	my	hair	whip	my	face	before
coming	 to	 settle	over	one	 shoulder.	 “Holy	 fuckin’	 shit.”	 Josh	makes	no	bones	 about	his
pleasure,	 standing	beyond	all	 the	men	who	accompanied	me	up	here.	His	gaze	 takes	 its
greedy	 time	 lazily	 dragging	 down	 my	 frame,	 before	 wandering	 back	 up,	 eventually
arriving	 at	 my	 face.	 I’m	 relieved	 that	 he	made	 as	much	 effort	 as	 I	 did,	 with	 his	 well-
worked	physique	dressed	splendidly	in	a	Wentworth-grey	three-piece	suit.	I	smile	when	I
see	his	pink	hanky	stuffed	in	the	breast	pocket.	His	hair	doesn’t	look	like	it’s	fully	dried
from	his	 shower,	 and	he	hasn’t	 shaved.	Oh,	gosh,	he	 looks	unimaginably	gorgeous,	 and
tonight	it	is	all	for	me.

“Thanks,	guys,”	Josh	says,	nodding	to	his	men	and	shaking	Damon’s	hand.	“I’ve	got	it
from	here.”

Damon	casts	a	look	over	to	me—a	wary	look.	I	don’t	know	what	to	say.	Damon	won’t
go	far,	and	I	can’t	expect	him	to	stand	in	the	corridor	all	evening,	though	I	know	he	would
without	question.

Josh	must	 see	my	 conflict,	 as	 well	 as	 Damon’s	 uncertainty,	 because	 he	 is	 quick	 to
reassure	us.	“There’s	a	room	through	there.”	He	motions	to	a	door.	“Play	cards,	chill	out.”

I	give	Damon	a	 thumbs	up,	happy	he	has	somewhere	comfortable	 to	wait	 for	me.	“I
will	be	fine.”

“I’ll	look	after	her,”	Josh	slips	in.



Damon	 laughs	 abruptly,	 holding	 his	 hands	 up	 as	 he	 backs	 away.	 “Too	 much
information,	my	friend.”

And	there	go	my	cheeks	again,	bursting	into	flames.	I	can’t	look	at	any	of	the	men	as
they	 shift	 into	 the	 other	 room,	Damon’s	 old	 friend	 from	MI6	 throwing	 his	 arm	 around
Damon’s	shoulders	as	they	go,	insisting	on	hearing	everything	that’s	happened	in	his	life
since	they	last	saw	each	other.	Fifteen	years’	worth?	That	could	take	a	while.

“Let	me,”	Josh	says,	taking	my	coat	from	my	hands.	Then	he	stares	at	me,	looking	so
content	with	what	is	before	him.	I	can’t	deny	that	I’m	happy	by	the	notion.	No	man	has
looked	at	me	like	this	before,	completely	and	unapologetically	admiring	me.	Admiring	me
for	being	me.	Not	Princess	Adeline.	Just	me.

He’s	 still	 admiring	 me	 a	 few	 seconds	 later,	 and	 I	 start	 to	 fidget.	 “What?”	 I	 ask,
snapping	him	out	of	his	reverie.

His	gaze	meets	mine.	“You	look	stunning.	Fuckin’	beautiful.”

“Thank	you,”	I	say	quietly.

“I	had	planned	on	wooing	you	over	dinner,	but	now	…”	He	shakes	his	head	to	himself.

“Now	what?”

“Well,	now	you’re	standing	here	with	 that	 fuckin’	dress	defining	every	curve	 I	 love,
and	I’m	suddenly	not	too	keen	on	the	idea	of	dining	you.”	He	tosses	my	coat	on	a	nearby
chair.	“Come	here.”

I	step	forward,	and	he	seizes	me	with	one	easy	arm	curled	around	my	back.	Landing
me	with	a	hard,	chaste	kiss,	he	lifts	me	from	my	feet	and	carries	me	through	the	suite.	“So
we’re	not	eating?”	I	ask,	smiling	like	a	crazy	woman	against	his	lips.

“Oh,	I’m	eating,	for	sure.”	He	bites	at	my	neck,	and	I	squeal	through	a	laugh,	feeling
my	tight	dress	 ride	up	my	thighs.	When	we	get	 into	 the	 lavish	bedroom,	Josh	stops	and
looks	up	at	me.	My	laughter	fades	as	I	stare	into	his	serious	eyes.	“I’m	fuckin’	starving,”
he	 says	 quietly.	 “Starving	 for	 you,	Adeline.”	 I	 smile	 a	 small	 smile,	 nodding	 a	 tiny	 bit,
knowing	 he	 understands	 I	 feel	 the	 same	 about	 him.	 “And	 I’m	 worried,”	 he	 goes	 on,
kissing	my	 lips	gently.	 “Because	no	matter	how	much	 I	gorge	on	you,	 I	don’t	 think	 the
hunger	will	ever	be	curbed.”

I	swallow,	flicking	my	eyes	briefly	past	him.	“There	will	be	no	need	for	curbing	if	this
fling	gets	out.”

“Fling?”	Josh	asks,	tugging	my	face	back	to	his.	“Is	that	what	this	is?”

“It’s	all	it	can	be,	right?”	Finishing	a	statement	with	a	question	is	never	wise.	It	shows
your	uncertainty,	your	need	for	confirmation,	your	need	to	stop	doubting	what	you	think
you	know.

“Right,”	 Josh	 breathes,	 searching	 my	 eyes.	 The	 pain	 that	 cuts	 through	 my	 chest	 is
unfamiliar.	And	I	positively	hate	it.

“So	let’s	play.”	I	force	the	words	out	and	fist	his	damp	hair	in	my	hands.	“Sir.”

His	growl	is	possessive.	His	expression	hard.	I’m	dropped	to	my	feet	and	the	zip	of	my



dress	found	with	ease.	Although	he	doesn’t	yank	it	down	like	I	expect.	He	inches	it	open
slowly,	breathing	 in	my	ear	as	he	does.	The	side	of	my	face	nestles	 into	him,	electricity
bolting	 through	 every	 nerve.	Closing	my	 eyes,	 I	 raise	my	 hands	 and	 place	 them	on	 his
shoulders,	my	senses	heightened	by	the	sound	of	his	light	breath	in	my	ear.	His	lips	meet
the	hollow	beneath	my	lobe,	and	he	kisses	his	way	down	my	neck,	my	head	dropping	back
to	give	him	full	access	 to	 the	column	of	my	throat.	 I	space	out,	 lost,	my	body	alive	and
hypersensitive.

“Josh,”	I	whisper,	gliding	my	hands	down	the	sleeves	of	his	suit	jacket.

“I’m	here,”	is	all	he	says,	finding	my	lips	and	kissing	me	deeply,	but	only	very	briefly.
My	dress	hits	the	floor,	and	he	steps	back,	visibly	struggling	to	move	away.	His	breathing
is	rapid,	his	body	rippling,	his	eyes	heavy.	Passion	and	sex	personified	is	before	me,	ready
to	take	me	into	the	clouds	where	I’m	light	and	carefree.	I	step	out	of	my	dress	and	kick	off
my	 shoes,	 bringing	 my	 eyes	 level	 with	 his	 Adam’s	 apple,	 which	 is	 rolling	 under	 his
stubble	 from	 constant	 swallows.	His	 gaze	 drinks	 in	my	 lacy	 underwear	 as	 he	 strips	 his
body	 of	 his	 clothes,	 my	 impatience	 growing	 with	 every	 inch	 of	 his	 skin	 revealed.	 His
clothes	drop	to	 the	floor	one	by	one.	I	 lick	my	lips,	mentally	roaming	his	flesh	with	my
tongue.	Every	single	inch	of	him.	His	body—his	hard,	beautiful,	perfect	body,	is	enough	to
reduce	me	to	tears.	I	wait	for	my	instructions,	my	impatience	growing,	the	magnetism	of
his	presence	tempting	me	to	claim	him.

And	 when	 his	 eyes	 meet	 mine,	 I	 lose	 the	 will	 to	 maintain	 the	 space	 between	 our
bodies,	and	shoot	 forward,	 throwing	myself	 into	his	arms.	Our	bodies	crash	 together,	as
well	as	our	lips,	and	the	passion	flares.	I’m	hauled	closer	to	him,	my	legs	curling	around
his	waist,	my	hold	of	him	solid	as	our	tongues	dance,	swirl,	and	plunge	over	and	over.	He
tastes	divine,	feels	divine.

He	is	my	heaven.

Our	desperation	 is	making	our	union	crazed	and	chaotic.	“Fuckin’	hell,	Adeline,”	he
mumbles	between	tangled	tongues.	“Fuckin’,	fuckin’	hell.”	We	fall	to	the	bed	and	roll	until
I’m	 pinned	 beneath	 him.	 He	 growls,	 frustrated,	 as	 he	 yanks	 his	 mouth	 from	mine	 and
thrusts	my	arms	up	over	my	head.	My	chest	pulses,	my	gasps	for	breath	loud.	“Where	are
your	manners,	Your	Highness?”	he	pants	as	he	straddles	my	waist,	a	small	smile	playing	at
the	corners	of	his	mouth.	“You	need	to	ask	nicely	if	you	want	something.”

“Please,”	I	gasp,	unabashed.	There	is	nothing	I	wouldn’t	do.	Beg	or	steal,	I	would	do	it
for	him.	“Take	me	to	the	clouds.”

His	discreet	smile	fades	as	he	stares	down	at	me,	his	mind	seeming	to	whirl	at	those
words.	“The	clouds,”	Josh	murmurs,	flexing	his	hold	of	my	wrists.	“Like	heaven.”

“Better,”	 I	confirm,	 lifting	my	head	 to	capture	his	 lips.	He	doesn’t	deny	my	demand
for	his	mouth,	falling	straight	into	my	kiss	on	a	moan,	releasing	my	wrists	to	allow	me	to
hold	him.

“I’m	dripping,”	he	tells	me,	rubbing	his	groin	into	my	thigh.	“Aching.”	He	pulls	me	up
from	 the	 bed	 and	 carries	 me	 across	 the	 room	 with	 urgency,	 lowering	 me	 to	 a	 nearby
dresser.	With	one	swift	yank,	my	knickers	are	ripped	from	my	body	and	tossed	aside,	and
the	 cups	 of	 my	 bra	 tugged	 down,	 my	 boobs	 spilling	 out.	 His	 mouth	 is	 on	my	 chest	 a



second	later,	his	fingers	slipping	between	my	lips	to	test	my	readiness.	“I’m	not	the	only
one.”

He’s	 not.	 Goodness,	 I	 am	 completely	 drenched	 and	 pulsing.	 “Fuck	me,”	 I	 demand.
“Hard.	Like	you	own	me.”	Words	are	coming	without	thought,	need	hijacking	me.	“Do	it,
Josh.”	My	legs	snake	around	his	hips	and	tense,	tugging	him	closer.

“Like	I	own	you?”	he	questions,	pushing	his	fingers	deep	on	a	brutal	drive.	I	cry	out,
my	head	falling	back.	“I	owned	you	the	second	you	dropped	to	your	knees	for	me,	Your
Highness.”	His	 fingers	 pull	 free,	 and	he	 levels	 himself	 up,	 pounding	 forward	on	 a	 roar.
The	penetration	robs	my	lungs	of	air,	my	mind	spacing	out.

“Josh!”	 I	 yell,	 grappling	 at	 his	 damp	back	 to	 find	my	grip,	my	 face	 falling	 into	 his
neck.

“Not	 hard	 enough?”	 he	 questions,	 withdrawing	 and	 slamming	 forward	 again.	 “Not
feeling	owned	yet?”

My	 teeth	 sink	 into	 his	 shoulder,	my	body	 at	 his	mercy.	The	brutal	 bite	 doesn’t	 faze
him,	but	his	 fingers	dig	deeper	 into	my	backside,	propelling	me	back	and	forth	onto	his
cock.	His	thrusts	are	unforgiving,	the	loud	smashing	of	our	sweaty	bodies	filling	the	room.
I	force	my	head	up	and	recline	until	my	back	meets	the	wall,	my	fingers	interlaced	at	his
nape,	my	arms	straight.	His	face.	It’s	tight,	harsh,	and	dripping	wet,	his	hair	a	fucked-up
mess.	The	veins	in	his	neck	are	ballooning,	his	tight	jaw	set	to	crack.	His	chest	rolling,	his
biceps	swelling.	It	is	the	most	beautiful,	erotic	vision	I’ve	ever	seen.

With	every	smash	into	me,	I	cry	out.	With	every	roll	of	his	hips,	I	moan.	My	heart	is
pounding.	My	skin	buzzing.	My	whole	being	vibrating.	It’s	sensory	overload,	the	sounds,
the	 feeling,	 the	 sight.	 I’m	 dancing	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 explosion,	 fighting	 back	 the	 climax
simply	to	extend	this	moment.

“You’re	going	 to	come	with	me,”	he	grunts,	never	 losing	his	 rhythm,	not	even	for	a
second.	My	laced	fingers	slip,	forcing	my	hands	to	the	surface	of	the	dresser	to	keep	me
upright.

“Jesus,	Josh.”	I’m	losing	it.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

My	 confirmation	 has	 his	 pace	 increasing	 further,	 the	 shouts	 louder,	 the	 pleasure
unimaginable.	 I	 hold	 my	 breath,	 my	 eyes	 locked	 on	 Josh	 as	 he	 watches	 me	 reach	 the
pinnacle	of	pleasure.	I	can’t	hold	back	any	longer.	I	throw	my	head	back	and	release	my
breath,	 screaming	 to	 the	 ceiling	 as	my	orgasm	 rips	 through	me	mercilessly.	 I’m	 tackled
from	every	angle	by	the	intensity	of	it,	my	body	shattering.	I	hear	Josh’s	yell	through	the
ringing	in	my	ears,	his	fingers	clawing	brutally	into	my	arse	as	he	rocks	his	hips,	spilling
everything	he	has	into	me.

“Oh	my	God,”	I	pant	to	the	ceiling,	as	Josh’s	face	falls	forward,	meeting	my	shoulder.
I	peel	my	palms	off	the	wood	of	the	dresser	and	settle	them	on	his	back,	heaving	like	I’ve
sprinted	a	marathon.	Josh’s	weight	 resting	on	me	holds	me	pinned	 to	 the	wall,	my	head
resting	back.	I’m	exhausted.



“Owned,”	he	heaves,	turning	his	mouth	into	my	neck	and	biting	lightly.

I	smile,	smoothing	my	hand	into	his	hair	and	combing	through	the	wet	strands.	“Fine
by	me,”	I	reply	quietly,	letting	my	heavy	lids	fall	closed.	I	wouldn’t	mind	if	we	remained
exactly	here	for	the	rest	of	the	night,	connected	so	intimately.	Josh	has	other	ideas	though,
and	pulls	away,	his	 softening	cock	slipping	out	on	a	wince	 from	both	of	us.	He	glances
down	at	his	groin,	as	do	I.	“That’s	bareback	done,	I	guess.”

I	laugh,	unable	to	feel	remorseful	for	our	lack	of	protection.	Our	craving	for	each	other
got	in	the	way.

Josh	chuckles	with	me	and	helps	me	down	from	the	dresser,	grabbing	a	tissue	from	the
nearby	box	and	cleaning	me.	“Would	you	think	less	of	me	if	I	told	you	I	feel	no	remorse?”
He	takes	my	cheeks	in	his	palms	and	holds	my	face,	looking	deeply	into	my	eyes.

“I	 don’t	 feel	 remorseful,	 either.”	 I	 shrug.	 God,	 if	 he	 never	 wears	 protection	 again,
that’s	fine	by	me.	That	was	…	unreal.	“I	take	the	contraceptive	pill.”

He	smiles	and	presses	his	lips	to	mine.	“I	got	all	dressed	up	for	you.”

I	inwardly	swoon	but	outwardly	grin.	“I	prefer	you	without	clothes.”

“What	 a	 coincidence.	 I	 feel	 the	 same	 about	 you.”	 He	 moves	 back	 and	 has	 a	 little
inspection,	smiling	at	the	cups	of	my	bra	still	pulled	down.	I	roll	my	eyes	and	reach	to	sort
them	out,	but	my	hands	are	seized.	“Just	take	it	off.”

“What	about	wooing	me	over	dinner?”

“I	don’t	think	there’s	any	need	for	wooing	now,	do	you?”	He	points	to	the	dresser	on	a
hitched	brow,	and	I	grin	like	a	loon.

“Suppose	not.”	I	unhook	my	bra	and	let	it	fall	to	the	floor.

Josh	 matches	 my	 grin	 and	 slips	 his	 arms	 around	 my	 shoulders,	 pulling	 me	 in	 and
walking	me	to	the	bathroom.	“I’d	offer	you	a	shower,	but	I’m	quite	liking	the	smell	of	me
all	over	you.”	He	takes	a	white	fluffy	robe	from	a	hook	and	holds	it	open	for	me.	I	catch
sight	of	myself	in	the	mirror	as	I	turn	to	feed	my	arms	through	the	sleeves.

“Gosh,	I	look—”

“Deliciously	fucked,”	he	finishes	 for	me,	 reaching	around	my	front	and	securing	 the
tie.	“Let’s	keep	you	that	way.”	A	light	kiss	is	placed	on	my	cheek.	“It	suits	you.”	I	don’t
know	about	that.	All	my	makeup	has	been	rubbed	away,	and	my	hair	is	a	frightful	mess.
Taking	 a	 robe	 for	 himself,	 he	 puts	 it	 on	 and	 I	 pout	 at	 the	 lost	 vision	 of	 his	 nakedness.
“Come.”	My	hand	is	seized	in	his,	and	I’m	led	through	to	the	main	suite.

We	pass	a	beautifully	laid	table	for	two.	“That	was	a	waste,”	I	say	as	Josh	pushes	me
onto	one	of	the	couches.

“Not	half	as	wasteful	as	passing	up	the	opportunity	to	fuck	you.”	He	falls	to	the	couch
at	 the	 other	 end	 and	 picks	 up	 the	 phone	 on	 the	 side	 table.	 “Yeah,	 hi.	 Guest	 Services,
please.	Yeah,	sure.”	He	looks	at	me.	“They’re	transferring	me.”

I	 laugh.	 Crazy	 American	 Boy.	 “I	 need	 the	 bathroom,”	 I	 tell	 him,	 getting	 up	 and
hurrying	back	through	the	bedroom.	Closing	the	door	behind	me,	I	use	the	toilet,	but	no



sooner	have	I	released	the	muscles	of	my	bladder,	Josh	walks	right	on	in,	with	no	knock	or
call	of	warning.	“Josh,”	I	yell,	unable	to	stop	the	flow,	leaving	me	no	choice	but	to	remain
where	I	am—sitting	on	the	bloody	toilet	having	a	pee	in	front	of	Josh	Jameson.	I	close	my
eyes,	like	if	I	can’t	see	him,	then	he	can’t	see	me.

He	 starts	 laughing,	 and	 I	 open	 one	 eye,	 so	 mortified,	 though	 Josh	 clearly	 is	 quite
unperturbed.	“You	look	cute	sitting	on	the	toilet.”	He	rests	his	back	against	the	doorframe
and	gets	comfortable.

“Some	privacy,	please?”	I	ask,	my	bladder	now	empty.

“What’s	the	big	deal?”	He	nods	at	the	toilet	roll.	“We’ve	skipped	through	first,	second,
and	third	base,	and	I	nearly	hit	a	home	run	the	very	first	time	we	met.	I	think	this	is	the
next	natural	progression,	don’t	you?”

I	snatch	the	toilet	roll	and	shuffle	the	robe	to	conceal	me	while	I	do	the	unthinkable;
wipe	myself.	In	front	of	Josh	Jameson.	His	grin	is	slap-worthy,	my	embarrassment	making
me	 squirm.	 “The	 natural	 progression?”	 I	 ask.	 “So	 what	 comes	 after	 peeing	 in	 front	 of
you?”

“Oh,	you	know,	moving	into	my	condo,	marrying	me,	popping	out	a	few	ankle-biters.”

I	shoot	up	from	the	seat,	my	eyes	round	in	shock.	“What?”

“I’m	kidding.”	He	laughs,	holding	his	hands	up	in	defense.

I	breathe	out,	flushing	the	chain	and	wandering	to	the	sink.	I	wash	and	dry	my	hands.
“That	was	not	funny.”

He	mirrors	my	playful	 scowl	as	 I	move	 toward	him,	yelping	when	he	grabs	me	and
suspends	me	back	in	his	arms.	“You’re	right.	I	need	to	fuck	your	ass	before	we	think	about
moving	 in	 together.”	 He	 swallows	 my	 incredulous	 gasp	 when	 he	 kisses	 me,	 smiling
around	my	lips,	and	despite	my	shock,	I	laugh	too,	because	Josh	Jameson	has	that	effect
on	me.

He	returns	me	to	vertical	and	pushes	my	hair	over	my	shoulder,	studying	me	for	a	few
moments.	“Tell	me.	What	are	your	dreams,	Adeline?”

“Freedom,”	I	answer	honestly	and	quickly,	and	Josh	smiles.

Leading	me	to	the	bed,	we	lie	down,	him	on	his	side,	me	on	mine,	facing	each	other.
“And	if	you	had	that	freedom,	what	would	you	do	with	it?”

“Oh	my	God,	everything,”	I	say,	just	imagining	how	different	my	life	could	be.	“I’d	go
back	to	university	and	study	something	I	actually	want	to	study.”

“Like?”

“Fashion,	textiles,	art,	ancient	history.”	I	mirror	his	smile.	“My	subjects	were	chosen
for	 me.”	When	 he	 cocks	 an	 eyebrow,	 I	 go	 on.	 “British	 history,	 so	 that’s	 basically	 my
ancestors.	Geography,	maths,	English.	More	or	 less	 everything	 that	would	make	me	 the
intelligent,	well-spoken	princess	they	wanted	me	to	be,	and	nearly	nothing	that	would	help
me	realize	my	dreams.”

“Intelligent?”	he	asks,	and	I	smack	his	arm,	making	him	chuckle.	“What’s	the	dream,



then?”

I	shrug.	I’ve	never	dedicated	too	much	time	to	thinking	specifically	about	it.	What	was
the	point?	“Anything	I	want,”	I	say.	“Maybe	design	clothes,	maybe	open	a	store,	or	maybe
I’ll	travel	the	ancient	world.”

“Sounds	perfect	to	me.”

Sounds	perfect.	It	is.	But	it’s	out	of	reach.	“Tell	me	what	you	would	do	if	you	didn’t
act.”

“I’d	 run	 a	 ranch,”	he	 answers	without	 hesitation,	 rolling	onto	his	 back.	He’s	 clearly
thought	a	lot	about	it.	“I	never	got	to	appreciate	the	wonder	of	space	and	peace	before	I
moved	away	from	Alabama.	Now	it’s	more	appealing	 than	ever.”	He	turns	his	head	and
drops	his	eyes	back	to	mine.	And	I	see	it.	The	same	kind	of	suffocation	I	feel.	“So	one	day,
I’ll	have	my	ranch	and	you	can	design	your	clothes.	I’ll	travel	the	world	with	you.	I	might
even	loan	you	one	of	my	stables	to	use	as	a	store.”

I	grin,	as	does	Josh.	“Okay,”	I	agree	easily.	How	is	it	possible	for	this	man	to	not	only
understand	my	dreams,	but	validate	them	as	well?	This	is	the	sort	of	man	I’ve	dreamt	of.
Someone	who	sees	and	hears	me.

“Good.”	Leaning	over,	he	kisses	the	tip	of	my	nose.	“Now,	food’s	on	the	way.	We’ll
have	a	carpet	picnic,	what	do	ya	say?”

“I’ve	never	had	a	carpet	picnic	before.”

“Say	what?”	He	looks	horrified.	“Never?”

My	 shoulders	 jump	 up	 on	 a	 little	 shrug.	 “It’s	 all	 fine	 dining,	 posh	 china,	 and	 solid
silver	cutlery	at	a	table	that’s	so	shiny	you	can	see	your	face	in	it.”

“Then	tonight	we	fix	that.”	He	pulls	me	up	and	walks	us	through	to	the	lounge.	“Get
all	the	cushions	on	the	floor.”	He	pulls	a	throw	off	the	back	of	a	chair	and	wafts	it	into	the
air	while	 I	 pull	 all	 the	 cushions	 from	 the	 couch.	 I	watch	 as	 Josh	gets	 on	his	 hands	 and
knees	 and	 starts	 pulling	 at	 the	 corners	 of	 the	 blanket,	 straightening	 it	 out	 and	 placing
cushions.

I	have	a	permanent	smile	on	my	face,	fascinated	by	his	deep	concentration.	“You	are
doing	a	 tremendously	good	 job,”	 I	 say,	clearing	my	face	of	my	smile	when	his	motions
falter	and	he	looks	up	at	me.	One	of	his	eyes	narrows,	and	in	a	lightning	move,	he	snatches
my	wrist	and	yanks	me	down	to	the	floor.	I	cry	in	surprise,	being	rolled	to	my	back	until
I’m	once	again	pinned	against	something	by	his	body.	Not	 that	I’m	complaining.	Would
never	dream	of	it.	I	blow	a	tickling	hair	from	my	nose	and	grin	at	him.

“You’re	making	fun	of	me.”	He	dips	and	bites	the	end	of	my	nose.

“Not	at	all.”	I	chuckle,	squirming	beneath	him	while	he	makes	a	meal	of	my	face.

“Too	good	for	a	carpet	picnic,	are	you?	You	want	a	throne?”

“Definitely	not,”	I	blurt.	“Unless	your	face	will	be	my	throne.”

Josh	pulls	back	speedily	on	a	little	choke,	his	eyes	bulging.	I	press	my	lips	together	as
he	stares	at	me	in	shock,	like	how	could	such	a	vulgar	thing	have	fallen	from	the	lips	of	a



princess?	“I	think	I	just	fell	in	love	with	you.”

It’s	my	turn	to	choke.	“Blimey,	you	fall	easily,	don’t	you?”

“Actually,	I	don’t	fall	at	all.”

“No?”

He	shakes	his	head.	“Baby,	I’ll	be	your	throne	any	day	of	the	week.”

“Honored.”

“It	is	me	who’s	honored.	It’s	not	every	day	a	real-life	princess	tells	you	she	wants	to	sit
on	your	face.”

Laughter	erupts	from	deep	within	me,	my	eyes	clenching	shut,	my	head	thrown	back.
My	position	 and	 lack	 of	 control	 gives	 Josh	 the	 perfect	 opportunity	 to	 ravish	my	 throat.
And	he	does,	growling	dramatically,	squirming	above	me	…	rubbing	me.

“Oh	…”	I	sigh,	my	laughter	settling.	My	hands	go	to	the	back	of	his	head	and	guide
him	 to	 my	 lips.	 “You	 taste	 so	 good.”	 I	 bite	 at	 his	 lips,	 kissing	 from	 one	 side	 to	 the
other.	 Nothing	 could	 rival	 the	 taste	 of	 him—not	 caviar,	 not	 the	 finest	 champagne—
nothing.	I	hum	and	fall	into	a	dreamy	kiss.

But	a	knock	at	the	door	ruins	my	moment	and	Josh	lifts	his	head,	looking	toward	the
entrance,	 just	 as	Bates	 exits	 the	 room	where	 they’re	gathered.	He’s	 followed	 swiftly	by
Damon,	 who	 overtakes	 Bates	 to	 the	 door.	 I	 cough	 and	 pull	my	 robe	 over	my	 exposed
thigh,	hiding	my	rosy	cheeks	in	the	crook	of	Josh’s	neck.

“At	 least	 you’re	 not	 naked,”	 Josh	 whispers,	 pulling	 a	 smile	 through	 my
embarrassment.	“Or	sitting	on	your	throne.”

I’m	off	again,	laughing	like	I’ve	never	laughed	before	as	Josh	jumps	up	and	leaves	me
to	rearrange	my	robe	and	prop	myself	against	the	couch.	He	strides	toward	the	door	where
Damon	is	looking	through	the	peephole.

“You	order	room	service?”	Damon	asks	as	Josh	reaches	him.

“Sure	did.”	He	gets	his	wallet	and	pulls	out	a	note,	but	Damon	doesn’t	move	from	the
doorway	and	instead	holds	his	hand	out	for	the	tip.

“I’ll	sort	it.	You’re	hardly	presentable,	are	you?”	He	flicks	his	head	at	Josh’s	robe	on	a
sarcastic	smile.

“Thanks.”	Josh	backs	up,	leaving	Damon	to	accept	the	food	and	tip	the	waiter,	but	he
doesn’t	open	the	door	until	Josh	is	back	with	me	in	the	lounge,	and	he	doesn’t	let	the	hotel
employee	 into	 the	room	when	he	does	eventually	open	 it.	 Instead,	he	hands	over	 the	 tip
and	helps	himself	to	the	trolley,	wheeling	it	into	the	room	and	slamming	the	door	behind
him.	“Dinner’s	served,”	he	says	as	he	nears.

Josh	 chuckles,	 and	 I	 flip	 a	 small,	 embarrassed	 smile	 to	my	head	of	 protection.	God
love	him,	 the	 things	he’ll	 endure	 for	me.	“Hey,”	 Josh	says.	“If	you’re	hungry,	go	ahead
and	order	something.	Just	put	it	on	the	room.”

“I	 don’t	 eat	 past	 nine.”	Damon	casts	 his	 eyes	over	 to	me	on	 the	 floor.	 I	 smile.	And
when	Damon	 struggles	 to	maintain	 his	 straight	 face,	 an	 indulgent	 and	 rarely	 seen	 grin



threatening,	I	know	he	recognizes	how	happy	I	am.	I’m	so	happy	right	now.	It’s	crazy,	but
I	won’t	question	it.	I	refuse	to	question	it.	Because	to	question	it	would	be	to	ruin	it.

Damon	leaves	us,	and	Josh	sets	our	 feast	on	 the	floor,	pours	champagne,	and	passes
me	silverware.	“Is	it	solid	silver?”	I	ask,	tapping	the	fork	on	the	back	of	my	hand.	“I	can
only	eat	with	solid	silver.”	Josh	smiles	at	 the	bucket	as	he	nestles	 the	champagne	 in	 the
rocks	of	ice.	“So,	what	are	we	having?”	I	look	at	the	two	plates,	wondering	what’s	beneath
the	silver	domes.

“This.”	He	takes	the	lids	off	both	plates,	and	I	grin	hard,	reaching	forward	to	pull	the
American	 flag	off	 the	 top	on	 the	burger	and	popping	one	of	 the	pickles	 in	my	mouth.	 I
chew	 and	 swallow,	 accepting	 the	 plate	 when	 it’s	 handed	 to	 me.	 I	 study	 the	 beast	 of	 a
cheeseburger	with	all	the	caution	it	deserves,	wondering	how	on	earth	I’m	going	to	eat	it
without	 spilling	 sauce	 down	my	 chin.	Not	 very	 ladylike	 at	 all.	And	 not	 a	 good	 look	 in
front	 of	 a	man	 I	 really	 like.	 I	 probably	won’t	 be	 able	 to	 get	my	 hands	 around	 it.	 It’s	 a
monster.	 I	 glance	 at	 the	 silverware	 in	my	hand	 and	 then	 across	 to	 Josh,	 finding	 a	 face-
splitting	grin.

“Don’t	hold	back	for	me.”	He	picks	up	his	burger	and	sinks	his	teeth	in,	spilling	sauce
everywhere.	“Yum,”	he	says	around	his	mouthful.

I	 shrug	 and	 dive	 in.	 Bugger	 it.	My	mouth	 is	watering.	 I	 take	 a	 huge	 bite	 and	 sigh,
closing	my	eyes	 in	pleasure	and	kissing	goodbye	 to	 the	years	and	years	of	etiquette	and
decorum	that’s	been	drummed	into	me	“Oh,”	I	mumble.	“That’s	so	good.”	I	chuckle	as	I
catch	a	drop	of	sauce	from	dropping	off	my	chin.

“That’s	 my	 girl.”	 Josh	 passes	 me	 a	 glass	 of	 champagne	 while	 praising	 my	 lack	 of
manners.	“Wash	it	down	with	that.”

“A	dirty	cheeseburger	and	Dom	Pérignon?”	I	toast	the	air	and	take	a	sip.	“Perfect.”

“Only	 the	best	 for	my	girl,”	he	 replies,	 so	casually,	without	even	 looking	at	me,	his
attention	on	the	greasy,	dripping	burger	in	his	hand.	My	chewing	slows.	Those	words.	My
girl.	He	said	them	so	easily,	and	they	sounded	so	right.	I	smile	on	the	inside,	though	it’s
tinged	with	a	little	sadness.	“Okay?”	he	asks,	pausing	with	the	demolition	of	his	burger.

I	nod,	fighting	away	the	dejection	with	all	I	have.	“Yeah.”

We	each	make	our	way	through	the	deliciousness,	my	moans	of	pleasure	constant.	It	is
so	 bloody	 good,	 and	 Josh	 seems	 to	 be	 taking	 immense	 satisfaction	 in	 my	 obvious
enjoyment,	 his	 smile	 fixed	 around	 his	 chews.	He	 reaches	 over	more	 than	 once	 to	wipe
sauce	 off	 various	 parts	 of	my	 face,	 and	 each	 time	 he	 licks	 his	 finger	 clean.	 I’m	 in	my
element.	 It’s	so	refreshing	 to	 let	go	 in	so	many	ways—sex,	 food,	 laughter.	This	 is	me.	 I
can’t	imagine	the	face	of	any	man	in	my	current	life	if	I	were	to	dribble	burger	sauce	down
my	chin	and	chomp	through	it	like	I	hadn’t	eaten	for	a	year.	But	Josh	is	not	fazed	at	all,
and	I	am	past	caring	about	what	I	must	look	like,	my	hands	dripping,	my	tummy	bloated
from	fullness.

“That	was	so	yummy.”	I	drop	the	small	piece	of	bread	left	in	my	grasp	and	fall	back
against	the	couch,	fit	to	burst.	I’ve	never	been	so	full.

I	watch	as	he	clears	the	plates	and	sets	them	on	the	trolley	before	settling	beside	me.



Handing	me	my	champagne,	he	chinks	 the	edge	with	his	and	raises	his	glass.	“To	being
bad.”

I’ll	drink	to	that,	though	I	know	he’s	not	referring	to	the	million	calories	we	have	both
just	gobbled	down	in	the	space	of	minutes.	“To	being	bad,”	I	whisper,	wondering	what	of
this	 is	 really	 so	 bad?	 Me	 and	 Josh.	 Him	 and	 me.	 A	 princess	 and	 a	 sex	 symbol.	 The
Monarchy	will	deem	it	bad.	Some	press	will	deem	it	bad.	Half	of	 the	British	population
might	 deem	 it	 bad.	 But	 why?	 Because	 of	 tradition?	 Because	 of	 the	 rules?	 Because	 of
strong	 blood?	 Appearances.	 Suitability.	 Who	 says	 we’re	 not	 suitable?	 Where	 in	 royal
English	history	was	it	decided	that	a	royal	couldn’t	be	with	someone	they	love?

My	lips	purse	on	the	rim	of	my	glass.

Someone	they	love?

“Adeline?”

I	startle.	“Yes?

Josh	smiles	 through	a	 faint	 frown.	“What	are	you	 thinking?”	He	shuffles	down	until
he’s	 lying	 on	 the	 floor	 on	 his	 side,	 facing	 me.	 He	 pats	 the	 floor	 in	 front	 of	 him,
encouraging	me	to	do	the	same.

I,	too,	shift	down	until	I’m	mirroring	him.	His	hair	has	dried	now,	and	it’s	all	floppy
and	flat,	 the	color	lighter	with	a	lack	of	product	or	water	darkening	it.	It	makes	his	blue
eyes	 seem	greener,	 his	 skin	more	olive.	 “I	was	 thinking	 that	 I’m	having	 a	 really	 lovely
evening.”	 It’s	 not	 entirely	 a	 lie.	 That	 thought	 is	 what	 prompted	 the	 subsequent	 more
unappealing	thoughts,	but	I	don’t	want	to	tarnish	the	lightness	of	our	time.

“Me,	too.”	He	takes	my	hand	and	brings	it	to	his	lips,	kissing	the	back	lightly.	“Now,
are	you	going	to	tell	me	what	you	were	really	thinking?”

My	gaze	drifts	from	his,	willing	him	not	to	ruin	it.	On	the	one	hand,	I	love	how	he’s
understood	me	 so	well	 so	 quickly.	On	 the	 other,	 like	 now,	 I	 don’t.	 “That’s	what	 I	was
really	thinking,”	I	counter	quietly.

“I	don’t	believe	you.”	Returning	my	hand	to	my	personal	space,	he	moves	back	a	foot
or	so,	giving	me	more.	“I	have	some	questions.”

My	instant	stillness	must	speak	volumes.	“What	questions?”

“And	in	return	I’ll	answer	anything	you’d	like	to	know.”

“Anything?”	 I	 ask,	 testing	 the	waters,	 now	more	 focused	 on	what	 I’d	 like	 to	 know
about	Josh	rather	than	what	Josh	would	like	to	know	about	me.

He	nods,	 smiling	 through	 it.	 “Anything,”	he	utters	quietly.	 I	 sense	his	amusement	 is
because	he	knows	what	my	first	question	will	be.

So	I	go	right	on	ahead	and	ask.	“Why	did	you	spank	me	the	first	time	we	met?”

“Who	said	you	get	to	ask	first?”	he	counters,	tilting	his	head	in	question.

My	face	bunches	in	displeasure.	“Have	you	not	heard	the	term	ladies	first?”

“Oh,	yeah,	I’ve	heard	it.	And	I’m	a	firm	believer	in	it.”	He	raises	his	glass	and	takes	a



sip.	“When	I’m	in	the	company	of	ladies.”

I	recoil,	completely	affronted.	“I	am	a	lady.”

“I’m	jerking	around	with	you,	Adeline.	Stop	being	so	stuffy.”

I’m	offended.	As	a	royal,	I	don’t	think	I’m	stuffy	at	all.	I	certainly	don’t	have	too	many
plums	stuffed	in	my	mouth.	“I	am	not	stuffy.”

“Maybe	 less	 stuffy	now	you’ve	had	 some	American	 cock	 inside	you.”	He	grabs	his
crotch	and	thrusts	into	his	own	palm,	grinning	a	wicked	grin.	“Want	some	more?”

I	 very	 nearly	 spit	 out	 a	 resounding	 yes,	my	 body	 flaming	 as	 a	 result	 of	 his	 crude
mouth,	but	 I	pull	 up	before	 I	dive	on	him	and	eat	him	alive,	 realizing	what	he’s	doing.
“You	scoundrel.”	 I	 reach	across	and	slap	his	hip.	“You	can’t	distract	me	that	easily.	Tell
me.”

“Tell	you	what?”

“Why	you	thrashed	my	arse?”

“Why’d	you	love	me	doing	it?”

“Wait,	that	is	not	what	we	agreed.”	I	shake	my	head	in	demonstration,	not	prepared	to
let	him	turn	this	on	me,	though	it	clues	me	in	on	his	direction	of	questioning	once	it’s	his
turn	to	ask.	“You	suggested	the	game.	Now	play.”

“Fine,	you	win.”	He	huffs	and	refills	his	glass,	and	I	watch	him	as	he	takes	a	long	time
to	reposition	himself	and	take	more	than	half	the	glass	in	separate	sips.	He’s	still	showing
signs	 of	 amusement.	 “Honestly,	 your	 self-assuredness	 bugged	 the	 shit	 out	 of	me.”	 The
shock	of	his	words	means	my	champagne	makes	a	 swift	 exit	 from	my	mouth.	 “I’m	not
used	to	women	being	so	cocky.	I	wanted	to	pull	you	down	a	peg	or	two.”

“What?”	 I	 splutter,	 leaving	my	chin	dripping	with	 the	good	stuff	 as	 I	 stare	at	 Josh’s
handsome	face.	He	laughs	and	reaches	forward	to	clean	me	up,	while	I	continue	to	gape	at
him,	my	mind	not	giving	me	the	first	idea	of	what	I	should	say	next.	He	wanted	to	punish
me	for	being	…	me?	Doesn’t	he	realize	that	my	bravado	and	front	was	all	an	act	that	day?
A	shield?	“So	you	whipped	my	arse	to	stroke	your	bruised	ego?”

Taking	my	 hip,	 he	 tugs	me	 forward	 until	 our	 fronts	 are	 touching	 and	 our	 faces	 are
close.	“Pretty	much.	Control	is	something	I	strive	for	in	all	elements	of	my	life	but	rarely
get.	My	life,	my	career.	It	feels	like	a	runaway	train	most	of	the	time.	Pressure	sucks.”

I	 laugh	 lightly,	 completely	 understanding	 him.	 “But	 you	 are	 in	 full	 control	 when	 it
comes	to	women.”	Do	I	have	no	filter	with	this	man?	He’s	obliterated	my	walls.

“Yes.”	His	nose	touches	mine.	“Until	I	met	you.”

“So	you	brought	me	down	a	peg	or	two.”

“I	did.	But	you	know	what?”

His	 question	 gives	me	 pause,	 and	 I	 assess	 his	 serious	 face	 as	 he	 searches	my	 eyes.
Dare	I	ask?	“What?”

“With	you,	I	don’t	enjoy	the	control	so	much.	It’s	not	about	me	having	the	power	over



you.”

I	frown.	“I’m	not	sure	I	understand.”

“With	you,	I	realized	quickly	you	weren’t	accepting	everything	I	threw	at	you	because
you	 wanted	 to	 please	 me.	 You	 accepted	 it	 because	 you	 needed	 it,	 and	 that	 flung	 my
attraction	toward	you	into	fuckin’	orbit.”	He	takes	his	hand	to	my	nape	and	pulls	me	onto
his	mouth,	grazing	his	 lips	over	mine.	“With	me,	you	do	what	your	body	and	heart	 tells
you,	not	what	your	warped	mind	is	screaming.	You	love	kissing	goodbye	to	the	power	you
battle	 to	maintain	 every	 day	 of	 your	 life.	You	 love	 letting	me	 rule	 you.	And	 that,	Your
Highness,	turns	me	on	more	than	anything.”

“In	 a	 nutshell,”	 I	murmur,	 fully	 acknowledging	 his	 claim.	And	maybe	 because	 I’m
falling	 for	 him.	 And	 because	 no	 man—no	 one,	 really—has	 taken	 the	 time	 to	 see	 me.
Understand	 me.	 I	 swallow	 and	 look	 away	 from	 him,	 growing	 increasingly	 fearful	 for
myself.

Josh	jolts	me	until	I	look	at	him	again.	“I	want	us,	Adeline.	I	love	being	your	freedom.
I	want	to	be	your	freedom.”

“But	you’re	not	my	freedom,	are	you?	Not	truly.	Not	when	we’re	having	to	hide	in	a
hotel	room	to	spend	time	with	each	other.”

“You	want	the	whole	world	to	see	me	tanning	your	ass?”	He	cocks	a	cheeky	eyebrow,
casting	light	on	the	dismal	conversation.

I	shake	my	head	no,	but	truly,	this	isn’t	about	our	sexual	relationship.	This	is	about	me
being	able	to	step	out	on	the	arm	of	a	man	I	choose.	A	man	I	know	is	good	for	me.	More
than	anything,	I	know	this	man	is	good	for	me.	I	want	to	yell	from	the	rooftops	that	we	are
dating	…	or	whatever	this	is.	I	want	to	hold	his	hand	in	public	so	they	know	he	is	mine.
But	it’s	horribly	out	of	my	reach.	My	despondency	eats	at	the	corners	of	my	contentment,
and	to	let	it	take	hold	would	be	to	let	my	royal	life	win.	It	takes	all	my	might,	but	I	force
back	the	depressing	thoughts	and	grab	onto	some	fortitude.	Tonight	has	been	wonderful.
I’m	not	ruining	it	now.	I	don’t	want	to	talk	about	how	we	can’t	have	each	other.	“Tell	me
about	your	childhood,”	I	say	in	an	attempt	to	steer	my	thoughts	to	more	appealing	things.
“I	want	to	know	everything	there	is	to	know	about	you.”

“My	childhood?”

“Yes,	your	mum,	your	dad.”

Suddenly	very	 awkward,	 Josh	pulls	 away	and	 takes	 another	drink,	 and	my	curiosity
goes	into	overdrive.

“The	 senator	 isn’t	my	biological	 father.”	 Josh	 swallows	 and	 looks	past	me,	 and	 I’m
once	 again	 struck	 silent.	 “My	 real	 father	 was	 an	 alcoholic.	 A	 bully.	 A	 womanizer.	 A
criminal.”	He	looks	at	me	and	smiles,	raising	his	glass.	“He	was	a	nasty	bastard.	Cheers	to
that.”	Then	he	downs	the	lot	and	breathes	out,	dropping	his	head	back	and	looking	at	the
ceiling.

“I’m	so	sorry.”	I	curse	myself	the	moment	I	apologize,	because	I	get	the	feeling	Josh
doesn’t	want	that.



“Don’t	be	sorry.	Mom	should	have	left	him.”

“She	didn’t?”

“She	didn’t	 need	 to	 in	 the	 end.	He	was	 driving	 home	 from	 the	 bar	 in	 his	 truck	 one
night	 and	 ran	 someone	 down.	 He	 was	 wasted.	 Killed	 the	 woman,	 a	 mother	 of	 three
children	under	five.”	Josh	shudders,	and	I	find	my	hand	over	my	mouth,	stunned.	“He	was
sent	down	for	manslaughter,	and	you	know	what?”	He	looks	at	me,	his	face	a	little	twisted
from	his	inner	turmoil.	“It	was	probably	the	happiest	day	of	my	damned	life,	and	the	guilt
I	have	for	feeling	that	way	when	three	little	girls	lost	their	mom	tears	me	up	if	I	think	too
much	about	it.	So	I	don’t.”	He	nods	decisively,	swaps	his	glass	for	the	bottle,	and	knocks	it
back.	I	feel	rotten	for	bringing	it	up	now.	“It	was	only	when	my	father	was	locked	up	that
Mom	 felt	 safe.”	 He	 smiles	 fondly.	 “Then	 she	 met	 the	 senator	 and	 he	 made	 her	 so
incredibly	happy,	 treated	her	 like	she	deserved,	and	took	me	in	under	his	wing.	I	wasn’t
the	easiest	kid,	but	he	didn’t	give	up	on	me,	and	I’ll	never	forget	that.”

I	 reach	 over	 and	 take	 his	 hand,	 threading	my	 fingers	 through	 his.	 I	 sensed	 Senator
Jameson	was	a	good	man.	He	radiates	warmth	toward	Josh.	“That’s	really	admirable.”

“He’s	 a	 good	 man.	 Said	 I	 needed	 something	 to	 express	 myself,	 and	 he	 was	 right.
Acting	 came	 so	 naturally,	 and	 he	 set	 me	 up	 with	 contacts	 in	 New	 York.	 The	 rest	 is
history.”

“A	good	history.”	I	smile,	encouraging	one	from	Josh.

“I	 didn’t	 turn	 out	 too	 bad,	 I	 suppose.	 I’m	 sitting	 here	with	 a	member	 of	 the	Royal
fuckin’	Family,	after	all.	Cheers	to	me.”

I	laugh	a	little,	moving	a	little	closer	to	him.	There’s	been	no	mention	of	Josh’s	mother
in	present	tense.	I’m	almost	too	afraid	to	ask.	“Your	mum?”

“Died	 five	 years	 after	 she	 escaped	 my	 dad.	 Just	 two	 years	 after	 she	 married	 the
senator.	Cancer.	Fuckin’	cruel,	right?”

I	squeeze	his	hand,	making	a	point	not	to	say	how	sorry	I	am.	He	knows.	“Right.”

Turning	his	face	to	me,	he	smiles.	“I’ve	never	told	anyone	that	before.”

A	sense	of	privilege	overwhelms	me.	So	does	a	need	to	bring	us	back	to	the	here	and
now.	I	push	myself	up	and	crawl	onto	him,	pressing	into	his	shoulders	to	force	him	to	his
back.	“Therapy	is	over,	Mr.	Jameson.	At	least,	the	talking	part	is.”	I	drop	my	mouth	to	his
and	tease	his	lips	as	I	unfasten	my	robe	and	pull	it	open.

He	 skates	 his	 palms	 onto	my	 arse	 and	 helps	me	 forward	 until	my	 entrance	 is	 lined
perfectly	with	his	mouth.	“Your	throne	awaits,	Your	Highness.”	He	blows	cool	air	across
my	sensitive	flesh,	and	my	body	folds	with	pleasure.

I	groan	and	my	hands	meet	the	side	of	the	couch	to	hold	me	up.	I	slowly	release	the
muscles	in	my	thighs	and	lower	myself	onto	his	waiting	tongue.	I’m	immediately	engulfed
in	ecstasy,	and	my	head	is	immediately	tossed	back.	“Oh	…	God,	yes.”

Light	flicks	skim	the	tip	of	my	buzzing	clit,	constant	and	consistent,	working	me	into	a
fevered	 mess	 of	 a	 woman.	 His	 palms	 land	 on	 my	 breasts	 with	 a	 slap,	 molding	 and
squeezing	viciously.	Light	flicks	turn	into	little	nibbles.	Little	nibbles	turn	into	long	lashes



of	 his	 tongue.	 Long	 lashes	 turn	 into	 firm	 circles.	 He	 is	 feasting	 on	 my	 flesh	 like	 a
madman,	 and	 he’s	 quickly	 turning	 me	 into	 a	 madwoman	 as	 he	 does.	 He	 moans	 in
gratification,	 and	 then	 he	 swathes	 me	 entirely	 with	 his	 mouth,	 indulging	 in	 my	 most
private	 place	 as	 if	 he	 could	 be	 kissing	me	 passionately	 on	 the	mouth.	My	 hips	 start	 to
grind,	and	my	world	starts	to	spin	in	a	haze	of	hedonism.	I’m	ablaze,	lost	in	this	rapturous
ecstasy.	My	head	drops	as	I	cry	out,	finding	Josh’s	eyes	wide	and	staring	at	me	as	I	reach
breaking	point.	And	when	he	locks	his	mouth	over	me	and	sucks,	I	fly	over	 the	edge	of
restraint	and	burst,	seeing	stars	as	I	come	all	over	his	mouth.	He	sucks	it	all	out	of	me	until
I’m	a	limp,	breathless	wreck	atop	of	him,	gasping	for	air.	“Oh,	God,”	I	exhale,	damp	with
sweat.

Shifting	a	little,	Josh	manages	to	move	me	back	so	the	apex	of	my	thighs	is	at	the	very
top	 of	 his	 chest,	 meaning	 he	 has	 a	 perfect	 view	 of	 my	 pulsing	 flesh.	 He	 stares	 down,
smiling,	running	his	palms	up	and	down	my	hips	as	he	admires	my	quaking	core.	“Sweet
Jesus.”

I	manage	a	small	 laugh	through	my	exhaustion,	 loving	the	enhanced	southern	 twang
that	 shows	 through	 his	 lusty	 accent	 with	 those	 two	 words.	 “My	American	 boy	 sounds
sated.”

Maneuvering	my	 useless	 body	 until	 I’m	 lying	 down,	 he	 tucks	me	 into	 his	 side.	An
affectionate	kiss	is	placed	in	my	hair,	and	I	relax	into	his	body,	feeling	serene	and	happy.
So,	so	happy.	And	suddenly	so	tired.	My	eyes	are	instantly	heavy,	yet	a	small	part	of	my
brain	 keeps	 thinking	 that	 I	 should	 be	 repaying	 the	 favor.	 But	 he’s	 content	 because	 I’m
sated.	I’ve	never	known	such	a	selfless	lover.

“It’s	 the	premiere	of	The	Underground	tomorrow	night,”	Josh	says	quietly.	“I’d	 love
you	to	come.”

I	laugh	as	hard	as	my	exhausted	body	will	allow.	“Good	God,	it	would	be	a	frenzy.”

“I	know,”	he	says,	relenting	easily.	“But	the	thought	is	nice,	huh?”

“Yeah,”	 I	 sigh,	 too	 tired	 to	 let	dejection	edge	 its	way	 into	my	 tranquil	 state.	“Really
nice.”	My	eyes	give	up	on	me	and	close,	and	I	drift	off	in	his	arms,	hoping	my	dreams	will
take	me	to	the	premiere	of	his	movie	and	let	me	relish	being	on	his	arm	for	all	to	see.



“RISE	AND	SHINE,	SLEEPING	BEAUTY.”

My	 blinks	 come	 rapidly	 as	 the	 words	 wrestle	 their	 way	 into	 my	 mind,	 my	 body
stretching	 out,	 my	 skin	 rubbing	 against	 the	 smooth,	 silky	 sheets.	 The	 blurry	 vision	 of
someone	sitting	on	the	edge	of	the	bed	leaning	over	me	slowly	becomes	clear.

Josh.

I	 inhale	on	a	smile	 rolling	from	my	back	 to	 face	him.	“Good	morning,”	 I	sigh.	He’s
wrapped	in	a	towel,	his	hair	wet,	his	chest	so	close	it’s	dizzying.

“Isn’t	it	just.”	His	smile	is	bright	enough	to	knock	me	unconscious	again.	“You	looked
so	peaceful.	I	couldn’t	bring	myself	to	wake	you.”

Where	I	am,	who	I’m	with,	and	the	memory	of	me	dozing	off	in	Josh’s	arms	all	hit	me
at	once.	I	quickly	sit	up,	panic	superseding	my	tranquility.	“Damon!”

“Hey,	cool	it.”

“Oh	God,	the	poor	man	will	be	walking	dead	this	morning.”

“He	wouldn’t	leave	and	he	wouldn’t	wake	you	up,	either.	I	carried	you	to	bed	and	you
didn’t	even	stir.”	He	grins.	“But	you	clung	onto	me	tightly.”

I	roll	my	eyes,	falling	back	to	the	pillow	as	I	hide	my	own	grin.	“He’s	a	stubborn	old
sod.”

“No,	he’s	protective	of	you.”	Josh	tilts	his	head,	raising	a	serious	brow.	“As	he	should
be.	You’re	lucky	to	have	him.”

I	frown.	“I	don’t	need	you	to	tell	me	that.”	Damon	is	a	blessing	in	my	suppressed	life.
I’m	 grateful	 for	 him	 every	 day,	 but	 Josh’s	 light	 scorn	 is	making	me	wonder	 if	 Damon
knows	how	much	I	appreciate	him.	I	don’t	know,	so	I	make	it	a	point	to	tell	him	just	as
soon	as	I	find	him.	“I	need	to	go	before	Kellington	Palace	files	a	missing	person’s	report.”
I	scan	the	floor	as	I	shuffle	down	the	bed.	“Where’s	my	dress?”

“Hanging	in	the	closet.”	Josh	gets	up	and	wanders	to	the	wardrobe,	pulling	my	dress
out.	“Can’t	have	a	princess	walking	the	walk	of	shame	in	a	creased	dress,	can	we?”

I	narrow	my	eyes	on	his	grinning	face,	taking	my	naked	body	over	to	him	and	swiping
my	dress	from	his	hand.	“Why	do	I	sense	that	you’re	thrilled	at	the	thought	of	me	walking
the	walk	of	shame?”

“Because	 you’re	 walking	 the	 walk	 of	 shame	 from	 my	 hotel	 room.	 That’s	 why.”
Casually	and	lazily,	he	pulls	the	towel	from	his	hips	and	pouts.	“Or	you	don’t	have	to	walk
anywhere.”



My	 hungry	 gaze	 plummets	 down	 his	 chest	 and	 meets	 his	 groin,	 and	 I	 fall	 into	 an
admiring	 daydream,	 mentally	 mustering	 a	 plan	 to	 keep	 me	 here.	 I	 run	 through	 a	 few
plausible	explanations	for	being	missing	in	action	so	I	can	hide	here	all	day	with	Josh	and
let	him	maintain	this	wonderful	state	of	serenity,	but	before	I	can	voice	any	of	my	ideas,
the	door	to	the	bedroom	bursts	open.

I	 startle	 and	 swing	 around,	 forgetting	 that	 I’m	 naked,	 therefore	 giving	 our
unannounced	visitor	 a	 full-frontal.	 I	 stare	 into	 a	pair	 of	 stunned	 eyes,	 the	 eyes	of	 a	girl
with	a	pile	of	clean	sheets	in	her	hand.	Her	stare	jumps	from	me	to	Josh,	back	and	forth,
her	forehead	gradually	furrowing	in	confusion.	Oh,	bloody	hell.	I	can	see	the	penny	slowly
dropping,	the	girl	from	housekeeping	slowly	grasping	what	she	is	faced	with.	Or	who	she
is	faced	with.	I	quickly	come	to	my	senses	and	hold	my	dress	against	my	front,	and	then
grab	 Josh’s	 towel	when	 he	 shows	 no	 signs	 of	 trying	 to	 cover	 himself,	 shoving	 it	 in	 his
chest.

And	then	an	excited	scream	rings	out	and	the	girl	descends	quickly	into	a	meltdown.
“Oh	my	God!”	The	sheets	drop	from	her	hands	and	she	covers	her	mouth.	I	close	my	eyes
in	despair.	 I	can’t	blame	her	for	her	reaction.	The	woman	is	 faced	with	 two	of	 the	most
famous	people	in	the	world.	Her	star-struck	state	won’t	allow	her	to	wonder	why	we	are
both	here	in	the	same	hotel	room	together,	but	I	have	no	doubt	it	soon	will.	This	is	awful.
How	did	she	get	in	here?

As	 I	 think	 that,	 Josh’s	 security	 fall	 through	 the	 door,	 and	 Josh	 must	 suddenly
comprehend	the	potential	problem	we’re	faced	with	because	he	springs	to	life.

Flicking	 his	 head	 to	 one	 of	 his	men,	 he	makes	 quick	work	 of	 refastening	 his	 towel
around	his	hips.

“Oh	my	God,”	the	maid	shrieks	again.	“Oh	my	God,	oh	my	God,	oh	my	God!”

“Come	on,	love.”	She’s	gently	ushered	from	the	room	by	the	friendly	smiles	of	Josh’s
security	before	one	of	 the	men	looks	back	at	our	 less-than-decent	forms	with	apologetic
eyes.

As	soon	as	the	door	closes,	panic	finds	me,	and	I	have	my	very	own	little	meltdown.

That’s	it.	My	time	in	Josh’s	heaven	is	over.	Poof!	Gone.

“This	is	a	disaster.”	I	start	pacing	the	room,	at	the	same	time	fighting	my	way	into	my
underwear.

I’m	halted	in	my	frantic	actions	when	Josh	appears	in	front	of	me,	taking	the	tops	of
my	arms	and	holding	me	still.	“Stop	panicking.”

“I’m	not	panicking,”	I	screech,	less	than	calmly,	managing	to	fasten	my	bra.	I	step	into
my	dress	and	get	 it	 to	my	waist.	“She’ll	be	dashing	 to	 the	office	of	 the	nearest	national
newspaper	and	tomorrow	it	will	be	front-page	news.	You	and	me.	Naked.	In	a	room	at	The
Dorchester.”	I	run	out	of	breath	as	a	result	of	my	screeching	episode,	but	quickly	pull	in
more	air,	not	quite	done	yet.

Josh’s	hand	lands	over	my	mouth,	his	eyes	like	saucers.	“Will	you	calm	down?”

I	snatch	his	hand	away.	“Calm	down?	This	is	the	worst	thing	that	could	happen.”



Stunned	eyes	quickly	transform	into	…	what	is	that?	Anger?	“The	worst	thing?”	His
jaw	goes	stiff.	“What,	ashamed	to	be	associated	with	a	lowly	actor?”

Is	he	trying	to	be	funny?	“Don’t	be	so	ridiculous.”	I	step	away,	holding	my	dress	to	my
front	with	my	arms	to	stop	it	from	dropping	to	the	floor.	“It’s	just	…”	My	eyes	plummet.

“Just	what?”

“It’s	just	…”	What	can	I	say?

“What?	Goddamn	it,	Adeline.	What?”

I	burst,	my	 frustration	and	helplessness	pouring	out	of	me	unstoppably.	 “When	 they
find	out,	they’ll	find	a	way	to	stop	me	from	seeing	you	again,”	I	yell,	making	Josh	recoil
warily,	 though	 I	 can’t	 be	 sure	 if	 it	 is	 because	 of	my	 shouting,	 or	what	 I’m	 shouting.	 I
breathe	 in	 deeply	 to	 calm	 myself	 down.	 “And	 that	 will	 be	 the	 worst	 thing	 that	 could
happen,”	 I	 say	calmly,	keeping	my	gaze	 low,	wishing	I	would	 think	before	 I	 speak.	But
I’ve	dived	in	now.	May	as	well	see	it	through	to	the	end.	So	I	take	the	plunge.	Feet	first,	in
I	go.	“I	like	you.”	I	frown	to	myself,	the	words	so	alien.	“That’s	not	happened	before,	me
liking	a	man	so	much.	It’s	a	very	lovely	feeling,	but	equally	terrifying.”

There’s	 silence,	 a	 long,	 painful,	 awkward	 silence,	 and	 it’s	 not	 long	 before	 I’m
regretting	being	so	loose-lipped.	I’m	such	a	foolish	idiot.	He’s	the	epitome	of	Hollywood,
for	 goodness	 sake.	 And	 the	 most	 desired	 man	 on	 earth.	 He	 is	 free	 to	 cavort	 with	 any
woman	he	pleases.	Me?	My	love	life	is	hampered	by	things	out	of	my	control,	and	now,
more	than	ever,	I	hate	everything	about	my	existence.	I	might	just	be	a	score	for	him.	A
challenge.	An	accomplishment.	A	private	one,	since	no	one	will	ever	know	about	it,	but	an
accomplishment	nevertheless.

I	 clear	 my	 throat	 of	 the	 silly	 lump	 that	 has	 formed,	 collecting	 my	 clutch	 from	 the
bedside.	“I’ll	be	going	now.”

I	don’t	make	it	two	paces	toward	the	door	before	he’s	blocking	my	path.	“Wait.”

“No,	really,	I	must	go.”	I	skirt	past	him	and	pull	the	door	open.

It’s	slammed	shut	by	Josh	with	me	on	the	wrong	side	of	it,	and	I	suck	in	air	when	he
pushes	me	front	forward	into	the	wood	with	the	length	of	his	body.	“Someone’s	forgotten
the	rules	of	our	game.”	His	accent	is	rough	again,	low	and	serious.

“This	isn’t	a	game,	Josh.”	I’m	not	sure	when	it	turned	into	something	more	than	that,
but	it	has.	For	me,	anyway.

“It’s	a	game,	Your	Highness,”	he	breathes	in	my	ear.	I	swallow,	my	eyes	darting	across
the	wood	before	me.	“And	now	you	are	winning.”	His	teeth	nibble	at	my	lobe,	and	then
his	tongue	traces	the	shell	of	my	ear.	Before	I	can	control	myself,	I’ve	lent	back	against	his
chest,	the	magnetic	pull	too	much	to	stop.	“By	a	long	fuckin’	shot,	Adeline.	You	may	have
already	won,	in	fact.”

“What?”

He	 turns	me	 around	 and	 brushes	 his	 palms	 over	my	 hair,	 holding	my	 head.	 “I	 like
you.”	Unlike	me,	Josh’s	eyes	remain	glued	to	mine	as	he	speaks	his	confession.	“A	lot.	A
real	lot.”



My	stomach	lunges,	that	statement	turning	it	in	circles.	“You	do?”

“I	 can’t	 believe	you’re	 asking	me	 that.	The	Princess	of	 fuckin’	England.	The	 expert
seductress.	You’re	asking	me	if	I	really	like	you?”

I	 ignore	 his	 statements	 and	 question.	 I’m	 not	 interested	 in	 those.	 Only	 one	 thing
matters	to	me.	“You	do?”	I	want	confirmation.	Need	confirmation.	Anything	to	tell	me	that
this	hasn’t	been	my	imagination.	That	he’s	felt	it	as	deeply	as	I	have.	That	I	am	not	alone
in	these	crazy	feelings.

He	smiles	and	drags	the	pad	of	his	thumb	across	my	bottom	lip.	“You	have	completely
and	utterly	blinded	me	to	anything	else	but	you,	woman.	That	good	enough	for	you?”

I	press	my	lips	firmly	together,	stupidly	not	wanting	him	to	see	how	happy	that	makes
me.

“You	can	wipe	that	shit-eating	grin	off	your	face.”	He	laughs.

Seems	I	lost	my	battle.	My	smile	is	way	too	big	to	conceal.	But	it	quickly	falls	when	I
remember	why	we’re	having	this	conversation.	“The	maid.”	Now	I’m	even	more	anxious.
Now	I’m	even	more	determined	to	keep	what	we	have	under	wraps,	since	we	appear	to	be
on	the	same	page	in	liking	each	other	a	real	lot.

“If	we’re	going	to	date,	we	can’t	hide	it	forever.”

I	 laugh.	“Oh,	yes	we	can.”	I	get	my	hands	behind	my	back	and	fasten	the	zip	of	my
dress	as	high	as	my	arms	can	reach,	until	Josh	sees	my	struggle	and	turns	me	away,	taking
over.

“You’re	not	talking	sense.”	His	tone	is	admonishing.	“It’ll	be	impossible.”

“I’m	 talking	 perfect	 sense,”	 I	 assure	 him,	 positively	 dreading	 the	 thought	 of	 the
hierarchy	finding	out.

He	drops	a	light	kiss	on	my	shoulder	through	a	sigh,	displaying	a	little	exasperation.
“Maybe	we	should	talk	about	this	once	we’ve	dealt	with	the	maid.”

“Maybe	that	is	a	very	good	idea.”	I	turn	to	face	him	as	he	pulls	some	jeans	up	his	legs
and	a	T-shirt	over	his	head.

“I’ve	never	dated	a	woman	who	needs	more	 security	 than	me.”	His	 lovely	 forehead
wrinkles	on	a	frown.	“It’s	…	weird.”

I	scoff.	“I’m	erring	more	on	the	side	of	annoying,	actually,	but	if	weird	fits.”	I	brush
my	dress	down	and	flick	my	hair	over	my	shoulders.	“God,	 I	must	 look	frightful.”	Josh
chuckles,	and	I	stare	at	him	in	dismay.	“Whatever’s	tickled	you?”

“You,	 Your	 Highness.”	 He	 collects	 my	 hand	 and	 leads	 me	 out	 of	 the	 room.	 “Your
British	lingo	and	posh	accent.”

“Well,	it’s	how	I	speak.”

“And	I	love	it.”

We	find	Josh’s	men	in	the	small	room	where	they	congregated	last	night,	all	huddled
and	 talking	 quietly.	 But	 no	 Damon.	 “Excuse	 me,”	 I	 interrupt,	 breaking	 up	 their	 close



circle.	“Where	is	Damon?”

“Here.”	His	gruff	voice	comes	from	behind,	and	I	pivot	to	see	him	entering	the	suite.
“What’s	going	on?”	he	asks,	taking	in	the	scene.

Bates	 steps	 forward.	 “One	of	 the	hotel	 staff	walked	 in	 on	Princess	Adeline	 and	Mr.
Jameson.”

Damon’s	instantly	alert.	And	mad.	So	very	mad.	“How	was	that	allowed	to	happen?”

“I	had	a	call	about	a	 fan	 trying	 to	get	 to	Mr.	 Jameson’s	 suite.	 I	 left	 to	deal	with	 it.”
Bates	looks	to	the	other	two	members	of	his	team.	“I	thought	I	left	them	in	good	hands.”

Both	men	cower	back	a	few	paces,	even	more	so	when	Damon	lands	his	deadly	glare
on	 them.	“I	hope	you	have	other	career	prospects,”	he	grates,	 turning	his	eyes	 to	Bates.
“I’ll	have	an	NDA	sent	to	you.	Get	them	to	sign	it	before	you	fire	them.”

I	 step	 forward,	 cautious.	 “Damon—”	 I	 snap	my	mouth	 shut	when	 he	 turns	 his	 hard
stare	on	me,	effectively	shutting	me	up.	He	gets	his	phone	from	his	pocket,	and	I	know	it’s
in	 readiness	 to	 call	 Felix.	 “Don’t	 the	 hotel	 staff	 know	 the	 protocol	 for	 high-profile
guests?”

“The	 maid	 is	 new	 to	 the	 staff,”	 Bates	 says.	 “Seems	 she	 didn’t	 get	 the	 memo.	 I’m
taking	it	up	with	management.”

“Good.”

I	let	go	of	Josh’s	hand	and	sit	down,	giving	Damon	worried	eyes.	“Where	were	you?”	I
ask.	It’s	so	unlike	him	to	leave	his	post.

He	 holds	 up	 his	 mobile,	 his	 jaw	 tight.	 I	 can	 see	 he’s	 angry	 with	 himself.	 “Major
Davenport.	Apparently,	 the	King	would	like	 to	breakfast	with	his	daughter	at	Kellington
this	morning.	He’s	there.	And	you	are	not.”

“Oh.”

Damon	turns	his	eyes	back	to	Bates.	“I	thought	these	guys	were	MI6	trained.”

“They	are.	They	can	use	their	newfound	free	time	to	go	back	into	training.”

My	mobile	 rings	 from	my	purse,	 and	Eddie’s	name	 fills	my	screen.	 I	 feel	 rotten	 for
rejecting	his	call,	but	I	need	to	debrief	with	Damon	and	find	out	what	he	has	said	before	I
speak	to	anyone.

“I	don’t	think	we	need	to	worry	about	the	maid,”	Bates	assures	us,	going	back	to	our
original	 problem.	 Damon	 looks	 less	 than	 assured,	 and	 I	 don’t	 feel	 it.	 “She	 was	 more
worried	about	losing	her	job.	She	won’t	talk.”

“I	don’t	know	about	you	guys,”—Damon	waves	his	phone	in	their	direction—“but	we
don’t	operate	on	don’t	thinks.	Get	her	back	here	once	we’ve	gone	and	get	her	signature	on
an	NDA.”	He	 starts	dialing,	 and	 I	 shoot	up,	placing	my	hand	on	his	phone	 to	 stop	him
from	calling	Felix.

“Let	us	not	be	too	hasty,”	I	say,	glancing	at	Josh.	“Maybe	involving	Felix	would	be	a
little	presumptuous?”	I’m	trying	to	think	sensibly	amid	my	worry.	The	more	people	in	the
royal	 household	 that	 know,	 the	 more	 likely	 the	 King	 will	 find	 out.	 Felix	 ultimately



answers	to	my	father.	Not	me.

“We’ll	talk	in	the	car.	Where’s	your	coat?”

“Here.”	Josh	collects	my	mac	from	the	chair	and	helps	me	into	it.	“Call	me,	yeah?”

I	nod.	“Have	fun	at	the	premiere.”

“I’ll	try.”	A	sweet,	delicate	kiss	is	pressed	against	my	cheek,	and	I	catch	Damon’s	eye
as	Josh	pulls	back.	His	expression	tells	me	he	knows	beyond	doubt	that	I	am	in	deep.	He’s
worried	for	me,	and	that	just	makes	the	reality	of	this	more	unsettling.

I’m	led	to	the	car	flanked	by	both	Josh’s	and	my	men,	and	I	only	breathe	again	once
I’m	safely	in	the	back.	Now	I	can	register	the	pale	complexions	and	tired	eyes	of	Damon
and	his	men,	I	feel	rather	awful	about	it.	“I’m	sorry	for	keeping	you	up	all	night.”

“We	slept	in	shifts.	It’s	not	a	problem.”	He	brushes	my	concern	aside	as	easy	as	that.

“I’m	grateful.	I	want	you	to	know	that.”

He	looks	at	me	in	the	mirror.	“I	know	that.”

“Good.	I’m	glad.”	I	smile	and	cherish	the	one	he	gives	me	in	return.	“Now,	what	am	I
to	say	to	the	King?”	I	bite	my	lip,	aware	that	I	sound	desperate,	maybe	because	I	am.

“I	told	Davenport	you	had	an	early	start	at	the	stables.	It’s	all	I	could	think	of.	So	long
as	we	can	get	you	to	your	suite	undetected,	you	should	be	fine,	ma’am.”

“You	are	a	genius,	Damon.	Thank	you.”

“All	in	a	day’s	work.”	His	eyes	flick	up	to	the	mirror.	“Apparently.”

I	inwardly	laugh	and	settle	back	in	my	seat,	looking	out	the	window.	“I	think	I	would
like	to	have	a	bumming	day	today,”	I	declare.	“So	you	can	take	the	day	off,	if	you’d	like.
I’ll	see	you	tomorrow	morning.”

“As	you	wish,	ma’am.”

“I	do	wish.”	I	wish	for	so	much	more	too,	and	now	I	know	Josh	likes	me	a	real	lot,	 I
cannot	help	but	wish	harder.	And	dread	more.	Considerations	need	 to	be	made	for	what
happens	next.	I	would	like	to	think	I	can	go	to	my	father	and	tell	him	that	I’ve	met	a	really
wonderful	man,	one	I	know	he’d	love	for	me	to	date.	But	my	father	isn’t	only	my	father.
He’s	the	King	of	England,	too.	Our	family’s	first	marriage	is	to	the	throne,	not	our	spouse,
and	rarely	our	heart.	Happiness	is	only	an	illusion.

	

MY	EYES	ARE	ROOTED	ON	the	entrance	of	Kellington	as	we	pull	up	to	the	gates,	watchful	for
the	people	 I	hope	 to	avoid.	My	father	being	 the	 first	and	foremost.	“Do	we	know	if	 the
King	 is	 still	 here?”	 I	 ask	 Damon,	 but	 no	 sooner	 have	 I	 uttered	my	 question,	 I	 see	 his
Bentley.	“Drat.”	I	look	at	my	seated	form	on	a	sigh.	What	are	the	chances	of	me	getting	to
my	suite	without	being	spotted	by	him	or	one	of	his	minions?	Not	 likely.	“I	hardly	look
like	I	have	been	to	the	stables.”

“Nothing	 a	 bit	 of	 forward	 thinking	 can’t	 solve.”	 Damon	 gets	 out,	 and	 I	 spot	 Olive
rushing	 down	 the	 steps	 of	 Kellington,	 her	 arms	 full	 of	 my	 riding	 clothes,	 her	 eyes



constantly	looking	back	to	see	if	she’s	been	spotted.

“Oh,	Damon,	you	are	too	good	to	me.”	The	back	door	opens	and	Olive	passes	over	the
goods	on	a	small,	nervous	smile.	“Olive,	thank	you.	Thank	you	very	much.”

“Ma’am.”	She	nods	and	scuttles	off.	The	door	is	closed	again	and	Damon	stands	with
his	 back	 to	 it	 while	 I	 fight	 and	 wrestle	 around	 on	 the	 back	 seat	 to	 change,	 constantly
peeking	up	to	check	the	coast	is	clear.	Not	that	I	need	to.	I’m	just	pulling	my	riding	boots
on	when	there’s	a	warning	tap	at	the	window.

I	 look	 up	 and	 see	 Davenport	 coming	 down	 the	 steps	 toward	 the	 car.	My	 heartbeat
accelerates.	I	stuff	my	Herve	Ledger	dress	under	 the	driver’s	seat,	along	with	my	shoes,
and	quickly	pull	my	hair	into	a	ponytail.	Then	I	paint	on	my	smile	and	tap	the	window	for
Damon	to	open.	“Major,”	I	say	as	he	approaches,	aware	of	the	suspicious	look	being	cast
up	and	down	my	form.

“Your	Highness,”	he	says	tightly,	quickly	changing	his	direction	to	join	me	as	I	walk
into	Kellington	Palace.

“To	what	do	I	owe	this	pleasure?”	I	ask,	pulling	off	the	gloves	that	I’ve	just	urgently
tugged	on.	I	hand	them	to	Olive	on	a	small	smile.

“Rather	early	at	the	stables	this	morning,	ma’am,”	he	replies,	avoiding	my	question.	I
turn	a	happy	face	onto	him,	quietly	smug	that	he	thought	he’d	catch	me	out.

“Seemed	a	shame	to	waste	such	a	beautiful	morning.”	I	turn	toward	the	dining	room,
knowing	that’s	where	I’ll	find	my	father.	Damn	it.	It	was	such	a	wonderful	night,	and	now
I’m	back	to	my	wretched	reality.

As	 I	 enter	 the	dining	 room,	 I	 find	not	only	my	 father,	 but	Eddie	 and	 John,	 too.	My
eldest	brother	looks	at	me	in	his	usual	high-browed	way,	and	my	youngest	brother	looks	at
me	in	his	usual	wary	way.	He’ll	want	an	explanation	for	my	whereabouts	last	night.	Lying
to	him	isn’t	an	option,	what	with	him	also	residing	at	Kellington.	I	nod	graciously	to	my
father	when	he	looks	up	from	his	coffee,	but	he	doesn’t	acknowledge	my	greeting,	turning
his	attention	to	Major	Davenport.	“Have	you	reached	David	Sampson?”

“Not	yet,	sir.”

“Let	me	know	the	moment	you	do.	Wherever	could	he	be,	for	crying	out	loud?”

“I	will	be	sure	 to	advise	you	 the	moment	he	 is	 located.”	Davenport	backs	out	of	 the
room,	and	father	points	his	attention	to	me.

“Is	 there	 a	 problem?”	 I	 ask,	 remembering	 the	 last	 time	 I	 saw	 David	 and	 the
circumstances.

“The	wanderer	returns,”	Father	quips,	ignoring	my	question.	Of	course	he	ignores	it.	I
have	no	place	in	business	talk.

“I’ve	been	to	the	stables.”	I	take	a	seat	while	a	coffee	is	poured	for	me.	“Spearmint	is
coming	 on	 in	 leaps	 and	 bounds,	 Father.	You	will	 be	 delighted	with	 his	 progress.”	 John
laughs	under	his	breath,	prompting	me	to	look	across	the	table	at	him.	“How	is	Helen?”	I
ask	sweetly.

“The	first	trimester	is	taking	its	toll.	She’s	being	monitored	carefully.”



I	inwardly	roll	my	eyes.	“I	expect	so.	A	pregnant	woman	in	her	late	thirties	is	classed
as	a	high-risk	pregnancy.”	I	lift	my	cup	and	saucer	and	sip	some	coffee,	catching	Eddie’s
eye.	He’s	shaking	his	head	at	me	in	dismay,	but	I	can’t	help	my	snide	quips	where	John	is
concerned.	 I	 would	 say	 he	 is	 above	 his	 station,	 but	 being	 the	 Heir	 Apparent,	 the	 only
higher	 station	 is	 our	 father.	 The	King.	 That	 being	 said,	 if	 he	 didn’t	 treat	me	with	 such
contempt	all	the	time,	then	maybe	I	wouldn’t	retaliate.	Not	for	the	first	time,	I	dread	the
prospect	of	John	being	King	and	Helen	Queen	Consort.	Both	will	thrive	on	the	power	and
throw	their	weight	around	with	the	family,	probably	more	than	my	father	does.	It	will	be	a
lower	form	of	hell	than	I	am	already	in.

“That’s	 enough,	 Adeline,”	 Father	 says,	 getting	 up	 from	 the	 table.	 Oh	 good.	 He’s
leaving.	“It	would	have	been	lovely	to	dine	with	all	three	of	my	children	this	morning,	but
alas,	one	wasn’t	in	residence	when	I	arrived.”

“Ever	the	disappointment,”	I	say	on	a	sigh.	“If	I	had	known	you	were	gracing	me	with
your	presence	this	morning,	I	would	have	known	to	be	here.”	I’m	not	bloody	psychic,	and
this	is	all	very	out	of	the	norm,	anyway.	Father	never	joins	us	at	Kellington	for	breakfast.
If	he	wants	to	eat	with	his	children,	we	are	summoned	to	Claringdon	with	at	least	twenty-
four	hours’	notice.	And	what	on	earth	is	John	doing	here,	too?	He’s	not	stepped	foot	in	my
residence	for	…	I	can’t	even	remember.

“In	future,	we’ll	be	sure	to	work	around	your	hectic	schedule,”	John	says	flatly,	taking
his	napkin	from	his	 lap	and	 laying	 it	on	 the	 table	as	he	rises.	The	acid	 lacing	his	words
grate	on	every	nerve	I	have,	the	ulterior	meaning	crystal	clear.

“Yes,	it’s	awfully	demanding	sitting	around	looking	pretty,”	I	snipe,	unable	to	hold	it
back.	I	give	him	a	sweet	smile	and	flick	my	hair	over	my	shoulder.

John	rests	his	palms	on	the	table	and	leans	forward,	his	lip	curling.	“Get	married	and
make	yourself	useful.”

“John,”	Eddie	snaps,	shooting	up	from	the	table.	“Don’t	speak	to	her	like	that.”

I’m	 eternally	 grateful	 for	 Eddie’s	 intervention,	 but	 it	 will	 have	 entirely	 no	 effect.
“Well,”	 John	 huffs,	 “we	 all	work	 hard	while	 she	 flounces	 around	without	 a	 care	 in	 the
world,	doing	as	she	damn	well	pleases	and	leaving	a	mess	in	her	wake	for	everyone	else	to
clear	up.”

“I’ve	 never	 asked	 for	 my	 messes	 to	 be	 cleared	 up.”	 I	 stand	 too,	 matching	 John’s
threatening	pose.	“I	wouldn’t	care	if	my	messes	were	left	messy.	Who	cares	who	knows	if
I	 had	 a	 date	 with	 a	 banker?	 Who	 cares	 if	 I	 shared	 company	 with	 a	 lawyer	 from
Shoosmiths?	Let	the	world	know.”

“A	date?”	John	laughs.	“Shared	company?	Is	that	what	you	call	opening	your	legs	for
any	man	who	crosses	your	path?”

“For	Christ’s	sake,”	Eddie	breathes,	anger	clear	in	his	expression.

I	feel	my	blood	begin	to	boil,	and	it	doesn’t	cool	when	I	look	at	my	father	and	find	his
eyes	on	me,	interested	in	my	potential	comeback	to	John’s	accusation.	“I	do	not	open	my
legs	for	any	man	who	crosses	my	path,”	I	seethe.	“And	I	would	love	to	date	like	a	normal
person	and	not	sneak	around,	but	I	am	not	permitted	to	do	that,	because	I	am	a	member	of



this	God-forsaken	family.”

“Enough,”	Father	 roars,	all	his	anger	directed	at	me	and	me	alone.	As	 I	would	have
expected,	of	course.	“I	will	not	hear	you	speak	with	such	disregard	for	the	Monarchy.”

I	 turn	 toward	 the	 King,	 feeling	 my	 nostrils	 flare	 with	 rage,	 and	 I	 once	 again
comprehend	how	 impossible	my	 life	 is.	He	 listened	 to	my	brother	 talk	 to	me	 like	 I’m	a
whore.	He	shouldn’t	tolerate	that.	I	want	to	scream	at	him,	tell	him	where	I	really	was	last
night,	and	who	I	was	with.	But	that	would	be	cutting	off	my	nose	to	spite	my	face.	So	I	do
the	only	thing	there	is	to	do.	I	curtsey	to	the	King	and	leave	the	room,	my	eyes	brimming
with	tears	as	I	go.	My	vision	may	be	foggy,	but	I	see	the	bleakness	of	Damon’s	expression
as	 I	 pass	 him	 in	 the	 foyer.	He	heard	 it	 all.	Everyone	 in	Kellington	heard.	 I	 rush	up	 the
stairs,	 keeping	 my	 head	 low	 to	 avoid	 the	 eyes	 of	 any	 staff,	 and	 fall	 into	 my	 suite,
slamming	the	door	behind	me.	And	I	do	something	that	I	haven’t	done	for	years.

I	cry.

I	hide	my	face	in	my	palms	and	sob	like	a	baby,	feeling	so	hopeless	and	distraught.	I
could	easily	run	away.	Disappear	to	somewhere	they’ll	never	find	me.	Be	anonymous	and
free.	It’s	a	wonderful	notion,	if	completely	unrealistic.	No	matter	where	I	go	in	this	world,
I	will	always	be	recognized.

And	they	will	always	find	me.



“THAT’S	HARDLY	A	NUTRITIOUS	MEAL,”	Dolly	says	to	me	where	I’m	slumped	over	the	center
island,	nursing	a	glass	of	Merlot	and	picking	at	green	olives.	“Why	don’t	you	let	me	cook
you	supper	before	I	head	home?”

I	sigh,	looking	at	the	olive	held	between	my	fingers.	“I’m	not	hungry.”	Popping	it	in
my	mouth,	I	chew	and	wash	it	down	with	another	slug	of	red	as	Olive	wanders	 into	the
kitchen	 with	 a	 tray	 and	 sets	 it	 next	 to	 the	 sink.	 “Thank	 you	 for	 what	 you	 did	 earlier,
Olive.”	The	poor	girl	was	obviously	uncomfortable	hustling	my	clothes	out	of	Kellington
just	to	keep	me	out	of	trouble.

“Welcome,	ma’am.”

“What’s	this?”	Dolly	asks,	pulling	off	her	apron.

“Oh,	nothing.”	 I	 flap	a	dismissive	hand	and	 reach	 for	 the	bottle	 to	 top	up	my	glass.
Dolly	will	nag	poor	Olive	 something	 rotten	 if	 she	knows	 she	was	an	accomplice	 in	my
misdemeanors.	Tipping	the	bottle,	I	frown	when	nothing	comes	out.

“Another?”	Olive	 asks,	 pulling	my	 attention	 to	 her.	 She	 already	 has	 a	 bottle	 in	 her
hand	before	I	can	confirm	my	need	for	more.

“Thank	 you.”	 I	 push	 forward	 the	 empty	 and	 let	 her	 top	me	 up	 so	 I	 can	 continue	 to
drown	my	 sorrows.	 “Here,	 have	 an	olive,	Olive.”	 I	 chuckle	 to	myself	 like	 an	 idiot,	 and
Dolly	sighs	in	despair.	Olive	is	far	too	polite	to	berate	me.	Regardless,	I	can	tell	she	has
heard	that	pathetic	joke	more	than	once.	“Sorry.”	I	shrug	and	dive	back	into	my	wine.

“That’s	me	done	for	the	evening,”	Dolly	declares,	dusting	off	her	hands.	“I’ll	see	you
bright	and	early	in	the	morning.”

“Goodbye,	Dolly.”	I	watch	her	leave	and	notice	the	only	things	left	littering	the	spick
and	span	kitchen	is	my	wine	and	the	dish	of	olives.	Oh,	and	me.

“I	 should	 be	 going	 now,	 too.”	 Olive	 follows	 Dolly,	 and	 I	 smile	 as	 much	 as	 I	 can
muster.	She	stops	at	 the	door,	holding	it	open.	“Forgive	me,	ma’am.	I	realize	it	 isn’t	my
place	to	ask,	but	are	you	okay?”

My	 smile	 now	 is	 genuine.	 She	 is	 the	 sweetest	 thing.	 “Never	 apologize	 for	 being
concerned	 for	 someone,	 Olive,”	 I	 gently	 scold	 her.	 “I’m	 fine.”	 My	 reassurance	 isn’t
fooling	anyone.	“Just	silly	family	politics.”

She	nods,	thoughtful	for	a	few	moments	before	she	speaks	again.	“I	would	like	you	to
know	I	admire	you	greatly.	I	think	you’re	very	brave	for	standing	up	for	what	you	believe
in.”



If	it	would	be	appropriate,	I	would	cuddle	her,	even	if	she	is	wrong.	I	am	not	brave	at
all.	 I’m	a	coward.	If	 I	were	brave,	I’d	say	 to	hell	with	 it,	step	out	with	Josh,	and	let	 the
world	see.	Let	my	father	see;	let	the	whole	wretched	family	see.	But	I’m	terrified	of	the
consequences.	Of	losing	Josh.	No	more	floating	on	air.	No	more	losing	myself	in	him.	My
father	and	his	army	of	advisors	will	make	sure	of	it.	They’ll	also	ruin	him.	I	can’t	let	that
happen.	 I	 offer	 her	 a	 small	 smile,	 hoping	 to	 reassure	 her.	 I	 don’t	 know	 if	 I	 succeed.	 “I
believe	in	letting	your	heart	guide	you.	But	my	heart	is	caged,	and	will	only	be	released
under	conditions.”

“Then	 I	 hope	 he	 breaks	 it	 free	 for	 you.”	 She	 quietly	 goes,	 and	 I	 stare	 at	 the	 empty
doorway	for	a	long	while	after	she’s	gone.	Sweet	Olive	is	smarter	than	she	lets	on.

I	 turn	 back	 to	my	wine,	 losing	myself	 in	my	 thoughts.	 Tears	 pinch	 the	 back	 of	my
eyes.	 Maddeningly,	 I	 feel	 like	 I’m	 letting	 myself	 down	 by	 sitting	 here	 being	 all
melancholy.	But	frankly,	each	time	I	tackle	this	institution	with	an	argument,	I	feel	wiped
out.	Despondent.	Maybe	I	even	question	the	whole	bloody	point.	I	will	never	win.	Maybe
a	battle,	but	never	the	war.

I	startle	a	little	when	my	phone	starts	vibrating,	and	my	heart	 jumps	when	I	see	it	 is
Josh.	 And	 then	 I’m	 frowning,	 because	 isn’t	 he	 supposed	 to	 be	 at	 his	 premiere	 this
evening?	“Hello?”

“Hey,	my	girl.”

My	 bouncing	 heart	 mellows	 at	 the	 sound	 of	 his	 voice,	 everything	 in	 my	 world
balanced	and	perfect	again.	“Hey,	my	American	boy.”	I	 rest	my	elbow	on	the	marble	of
the	 island	 and	 prop	my	 chin	 on	my	hand,	 all	 dreamy	 and	 content.	 “Correct	me	 if	 I	 am
wrong,	but	aren’t	you	supposed	to	be	somewhere	special	this	evening?”

“Yes,	I	am.	Are	you	near	a	TV?”

“No,	I’m	in	the	kitchen.	Why	do	you	ask?”

“Find	one	and	turn	it	on.	Be	quick.	I	look	like	a	jerk	standing	here	on	my	cell.”

Utterly	intrigued,	I	swipe	up	my	wine	and	rush	to	the	nearest	lounge.	I	find	the	remote
control	and	quickly	turn	on	the	television.

“You	found	a	TV	in	that	palace	of	yours	yet?”	he	asks.

“Yes.”

“Put	E!	News	on.”

I	fumble	with	the	button	and	eventually	source	the	channel.	“Oh,	it’s	you,”	I	sing	when
Josh	 comes	 on	 the	 screen,	 not	 directly	 as	 such,	 but	 there	 in	 the	 background	 on	 the	 red
carpet	outside	the	Odeon	on	Leicester	Square,	surrounded	by	his	people.	He’s	talking	on
his	 mobile.	 To	 me.	 “Is	 it	 live?”	 I	 ask,	 lowering	 to	 the	 table	 between	 the	 sofa	 and	 the
television.

“How	many	 fingers	 am	 I	 holding	 up?”	 He	 gives	 the	 camera	 the	 peace	 sign,	 and	 I
laugh.

“Two.”



“Affirmative.”	He	smiles	brightly	as	the	presenter,	a	glamourous	woman	in	a	killer	red
dress,	talks	and	constantly	looks	back	to	Josh,	maybe	to	see	if	he’s	finished	on	his	call	so
she	can	collar	him	for	a	few	questions.

“You	look	very	handsome,”	I	say,	drinking	in	the	pure	exquisiteness	of	him	in	his	tux,
his	hair	a	stark	contrast	to	the	sexed-up	mess	I	left	this	morning.

“Thank	you,	Your	Highness,”	he	says	as	someone	appears	by	his	side	and	whispers	in
his	ear.	I	don’t	hear	her	down	the	line,	because	his	hand	is	covering	the	phone.	He	nods	to
her,	holding	up	one	finger.

“Who’s	that?”	I	ask.

“My	publicist.	I’m	wanted	by	the	networks	lining	the	carpet.”

“I	 think	 that	woman	 in	 the	 red	dress	 is	waiting	 to	 snare	you,	 too,”	 I	 say,	 seeing	her
look	back	again,	telling	the	viewers	she	will	be	talking	with	Josh	Jameson	any	moment.	I
envy	her.

“I	know.	Better	go.	Wish	you	were	here.”

“That	may	be	so,	but	I	would	bet	the	crown	jewels	on	the	fact	that	every	woman	in	the
world	is	glad	I	am	not.”

He	laughs,	and	I	get	the	full	pleasure	of	the	sound	down	the	line	and	the	sight	on	my
huge	 television	 screen.	 “I’ll	 call	 you	 tomorrow.”	 Hanging	 up,	 I	 watch	 as	 the	 presenter
moves	in	and	Josh	accommodates	her,	his	publicist	keeping	a	few	meters	distance.

“And	 we	 have	 the	 man	 of	 the	 hour,	 Josh	 Jameson,	 people,”	 the	 presenter	 gushes,
smiling	a	toothy,	red-lipped	smile.	“You	look	radiant.”

Radiant?	 I	 roll	 my	 eyes.	Women	 look	 radiant.	 Not	 men.	 “Thanks.”	 Josh	 finds	 that
statement	rather	odd	too,	judging	by	his	half-smile	half-frown.

“Anything	to	do	with	the	lady	on	the	end	of	the	line?”	She	purses	her	lips	and	shoves
the	mic	under	Josh’s	nose.

“Sorry	about	 that.”	He	thumbs	over	his	shoulder.	“One	of	 the	frat	boys	from	college
put	an	emergency	call	in.	He	wants	me	to	get	your	number	for	him.”

The	presenter	flames	red	but	quickly	gathers	herself,	and	I	applaud	Josh	for	his	clever
diversion	from	her	probing.	I	can	only	imagine	the	amount	of	media	training	he	has	had	to
deal	with	 inappropriate	 questions.	 “Come	on,”	 she	 coos.	 “Don’t	 play	 games	with	me.	 I
heard	her	talk.	It	was	a	woman,	wasn’t	it?”

“Didn’t	your	mom	teach	you	it’s	rude	to	eavesdrop?”

“Yes,	but	then	I	became	a	journalist.”	She	shrugs,	unashamed.	“Are	you	dating,	Josh?”

Josh’s	publicist	steps	forward,	ready	to	intervene,	but	Josh	stops	her.	“It’s	early	days.”

My	heart	 virtually	 stops	 in	my	 chest.	 The	 excitement	 from	 the	 presenter	 is	 electric,
virtually	 reaching	me	 through	 the	 television.	 I	 can’t	 blame	 her.	 She	 just	 got	 herself	 an
unexpected	exclusive.	 I’m	stunned,	part	ecstatic,	part	panicked.	He’s	 told	 the	world	he’s
dating	someone,	and	now	the	world	will	be	desperate	 to	know	who.	It’s	hard	 to	be	mad
with	him	when	I’m	feeling	so	utterly	chuffed.



“Too	early	to	bring	her	along	to	the	premiere	of	your	new	film?”	the	presenter	pushes.

He	chuckles,	glancing	away.	“This	is	all	a	bit	below	her,	to	be	honest.”

I	gape	at	the	screen,	just	as	Josh	flicks	his	eyes	to	the	camera	that	is	panning	in	on	him.
The	 rascal.	Below	me?	 It	 is	 not	 below	me.	 I	 grab	my	phone	 and	 text	 him	 exactly	 that,
clicking	send.

“Below	her?”	she	coughs.	“Red	carpets,	world	premieres,	and	you	on	her	arm	is	below
her?”

Josh	grins	as	he	glances	down,	and	I	figure	very	quickly	that	he’s	just	caught	sight	of
my	 text.	 “Are	we	going	 to	discuss	 the	 film?”	he	asks.	 “Isn’t	 that	why	we’re	here?”	His
publicist	steps	 in	and	ushers	him	away	toward	the	next	waiting	mic	before	 the	presenter
can	get	on	to	why	they’re	really	there,	but	she	doesn’t	care.	She	unexpectedly	scooped	the
story	of	the	night.	Maybe	even	the	year.	I	know	in	my	heart	of	hearts	that	Josh	just	made	a
very	silly	move,	tossing	the	media	morsels	of	information	on	a	relationship	and	woman	in
his	life,	aware	that	they	will	want	the	whole	three-course	meal.	But	I	cannot	stop	the	deep
thrill	 and	 insane	 contentment	 of	 knowing	 that	 that	 woman	 is	 me.	 I	 don’t	 pay	 much
attention	to	the	part	of	my	brain	that	wants	me	to	focus	on	his	stupidity.	I’m	more	inclined
to	 side	with	 the	 part	 that’s	wondering	 if	 he’s	making	 a	 point.	 Being	 brave.	 Setting	 the
standard.	 Maybe	 I	 should	 be	 brave,	 too.	 It’s	 easy	 to	 think	 it.	 Not	 so	 easy	 to	 do.	 My
stomach	 revolts	 against	 the	wine	 I’ve	 poured	 into	 it,	 at	 the	 thought	 of	what	 Josh	 could
endure	 should	 he	 end	 up	 at	 the	mercy	 of	my	 father	 and	 his	 aides.	Gerry	Rush	 and	 his
hookup	with	a	hooker	is	a	prime	example.	Yet	if	Josh	has	no	skeletons	in	his	closet,	what
could	they	possibly	do?	I	laugh	to	myself.	Everyone	has	skeletons	in	their	closet.	Josh	is
Hollywood.	 He	 will	 definitely	 have	 skeletons	 in	 his	 closet,	 and	 if	 he	 doesn’t,	 I	 know
someone	will	put	them	there.

I	 turn	 the	 television	 off	 and	make	my	way	 to	my	 suite,	mulling	 over	 the	 notion	 of
being	brave.	Of	standing	up	to	the	people	who	keep	me	caged.	I	wash,	brush	my	teeth,	and
crawl	into	bed.

My	 thought	 process	 has	me	 tossing	 and	 turning	 for	 a	 few	hours,	 sleep	 evading	me.
Nothing	has	ever	consumed	my	mind	so	much,	and	the	lack	of	an	answer	for	my	problem
is	positively	maddening.

I’m	about	 to	give	up	on	 sleep	and	 find	 something	 to	 read	when	 the	darkness	of	my
suite	 is	 suddenly	 illuminated	 by	 the	 glow	 of	my	 phone.	 I	 roll	 over	 to	 take	 it	 from	 the
nightstand.

Awake?

Every	 thought	 polluting	 my	 head	 is	 forgotten	 in	 an	 instant	 as	 I	 stare	 at	 his	 simple
question.	I	tap	out	a	quick	yes	and	then	wait	for	a	response,	tummy	whirling,	face	splitting.
I	 don’t	 get	 a	 message	 in	 return;	 I	 get	 a	 call.	 “Hello?”	 The	 sound	 of	 music	 in	 the
background	is	deafening,	as	well	as	the	cheers	and	shouting.	I’m	forced	to	pull	my	phone
away	from	my	ear.

“Hello?”	Josh	shouts.	“Adeline?	Hello?”

“I’m	here.	I	can	barely	hear	you.”



“Hold	up.	I’m	looking	for	somewhere	quiet.”	The	music	continues	to	pump	as	I	wait
patiently	for	Josh	to	find	somewhere	quiet.	“Still	there?”	he	shouts.

“Still	here.”	I	laugh.

“Fuck,	this	place	is	like	a	fuckin’	maze.”

“Where	are	you?”

“After-party.	Wait,	 I	 think	 I’ve	 found	 somewhere.”	The	ear-splitting	 sound	 suddenly
dulls	to	a	muffled	fuzz.	“That’s	better.	Can	you	hear	me?”

“Yes.”	His	voice	sounds	more	gravelly	than	usual,	no	doubt	from	shouting	to	be	heard.
“Where	are	you?”

“I	don’t	know,”	he	says.	“I	can’t	see	a	thing.”

“Then	turn	on	the	light,”	I	chuckle,	imagining	him	feeling	around	in	the	darkness	for	a
switch.

“I’m	good.	I	can	hear	your	voice.	It’s	the	only	light	I	need.”

I	 melt.	 Positively	 melt	 into	 a	 girlie	 puddle	 on	 my	 pillow.	 “Have	 you	 had	 a	 nice
evening?”

“Great.	You?”

“Oh,	 you	 know.	 Rocking	 and	 rolling	 in	 my	 suite	 all	 alone,”	 I	 joke,	 now	 happy	 I
struggled	to	find	sleep,	else	I	could	have	missed	his	call.

“Come	see	me.”

I	laugh	at	his	ridiculous	demand.	“And	how	would	you	propose	that	happen?”

“Fuck.”	His	curse	is	sharp	and	full	of	frustration.	“I	can’t	stand	this.”

My	contentment	waivers	for	a	moment.	“That	was	a	rather	silly	thing	you	said	to	the
presenter	earlier.”

“You	want	me	to	feel	remorseful?	Because	I’m	not.”

“They	will	want	 to	know	who	 is	 apparently	below	 the	glitz	 and	glamour	of	 a	world
premiere.”

“Let	them	wonder.”	He	brushes	off	my	concern	with	ease,	and	I	let	him.	“I’m	due	to
fly	back	to	the	States	in	a	few	days.”

Tenseness	 fills	me.	Already?	Where	has	 the	 time	gone?	“I	 see.”	My	heart	 sinks.	 It’s
daft,	really.	I	knew	he	was	here	for	business,	but	still.

“I’ve	changed	my	plans.”

I	scan	the	darkness	before	me.	“You	have?”

“Well,	I’m	due	on	set	in	New	Zealand	in	two	weeks	to	start	a	new	movie.	I’d	only	be
going	back	to	LA	to	relax	and	repack.	I	can	relax	here,	and	London	has	malls.	I’ll	buy	new
clothes.	Makes	sense	for	me	to	fly	from	here.”

I	 press	 my	 lips	 together	 to	 stop	 an	 excited	 squeal	 from	 slipping	 free.	 “Sounds



sensible.”

“I	thought	so,	too.	So,	I	mean,	if	you’re	free,	so	am	I.”

My	grin	splits	my	face.	“I’ll	check	my	diary.”

“Ouch.”

I	 laugh.	“I’m	only	kidding.	Didn’t	you	know	I’m	only	here	 to	keep	up	appearances.
That’s	my	sole	purpose.”

“No,	your	sole	purpose	is	to	keep	this	smile	on	my	face.”

“Josh	Jameson,	you	are	really	on	form	this	evening.	Have	you	been	drinking?”

“I’ve	had	something	 far	more	addictive	 than	alcohol,”	he	says	softly,	making	me	all
warm	and	lovely	inside.

“You	have?	What’s	that	then?”

“Her	name	is	Adeline	Catherine	Luisa	Lockhart.”

I	cannot	remove	this	smile	from	my	face.	“I’ve	heard	you	‘like	her	a	real	lot’.”	I	try	to
imitate	 his	 American	 accent.	 I	 do	 a	 frightfully	 terrible	 job,	 but	 it	 makes	 him	 laugh
nevertheless,	and	the	sound	only	makes	my	contentment	grow.

“Yeah,	I	do.	I’ll	show	her	just	how	much	when	I	see	her	next.”

I	stop	myself	from	asking	when	that	might	be.	It’s	not	like	I	can	simply	pop	out	to	see
him,	or	he	me.	If	I	allowed	it,	that	thought	might	dampen	my	mood,	but	for	now	he’s	on
the	other	end	of	the	phone,	and	I	can	hear	his	voice.	“Look	forward	to	it.”

“You	should.	So	when	do	you	make	my	change	in	plans	worthwhile?”	he	asks	frankly.

“Tomorrow?”

“I	would	 love	 nothing	more,	 but	 I’m	 scheduled	 for	 back-to-back	 interviews	 all	 day.
Sucks,	huh?	What	about	the	next	day?”

“I	 have	 to	 attend	 a	 polo	match.	 It’s	 the	Cartier	King’s	 Cup.	A	 big	 deal	 in	 the	 polo
world.”	Since	Matilda	and	I	sip	champagne	and	sun	ourselves	for	most	of	the	day,	it’s	one
of	the	few	annual	events	I	don’t	mind	attending.	The	King	and	the	other	men	are	too	busy
swinging	mallets	and	egos	around	the	field	to	bother	me.	But	now	…

“Polo,	eh?”

“Yes,	the	sport	of	kings,	don’t	you	know?”

“Do	you	play?”

“God,	no.	The	polo	field	is	a	man’s	playground.	But	I	must	show	my	face.”

“So	the	next	day,	then?”

Three	days	away?	God,	that	feel	like	centuries.	“Okay.”

“Call	me,	yeah?”

“I	will.	Enjoy	the	rest	of	your	party.”	I	click	End	Call	and	roll	onto	my	side.	He	called
me	from	his	super	important	premiere.	Twice.	He	wanted	me	to	be	there.	I	smile	to	myself.



I	like	the	Josh	Jameson	who	likes	Adeline	Lockhart	a	real	lot.



JENNY	IS	FAFFING	AND	FIDDLING	with	my	ponytail	in	the	back	of	the	car,	while	Kim	gives	me
the	rundown	from	the	passenger	seat	of	everyone	attending	this	year’s	Cartier	Cup	game.
Basically,	everyone	who	is	anyone.	I	hiss	as	Jenny	tugs	a	little	too	hard.	“Sorry,	just	need
to	tuck	this	lock	in	somewhere.”

“Just	 leave	 it.”	 I	moan	 tiredly.	 I’m	casual	but	 smart	 today,	 in	 a	 cream	Zimmermann
embroidered-silk	georgette	dress	matched	nicely	with	silver	strappy	flat	sandals.	All-day
comfort,	and	perfect	for	the	spring	sunshine.

“The	photographers	are	out	in	force,”	Kim	says.

“Can’t	have	me	looking	anything	less	than	perfect	then,	can	we?”	I	quip,	putting	my
tassel	satchel	over	my	head	and	across	my	body,	making	Jenny	tut	when	I	knock	her	hand
as	she	fights	to	secure	that	loose,	defiant	piece	of	hair.	“It’s	fine.”	I	peek	into	the	rearview
mirror.	There	is	not	a	hair	out	of	place,	my	ponytail	immaculate	and	smooth.	She’s	being
picky.

Stepping	 out	 when	 Damon	 opens	 the	 door,	 I’m	 immediately	 aware	 of	 the
photographers	in	the	distance,	happily	snapping	away	to	catch	the	Royals	jollying	it	up	in
a	good	old-fashioned	royal	tradition.

As	I	scan	the	crowds,	I	take	in	the	sea	of	elaborate	hats	and	champagne	flutes	in	every
hand.	 I	 start	 across	 the	 grass	with	Damon	 in	 tow,	 spotting	 every	 single	member	 of	my
family	except	the	one	I	actually	want.	Matilda.	My	mother	waves	me	over,	standing	in	a
group	with	my	snarky	sister-in-law	and	Matilda’s	parents.	Where	is	she?

“I’m	glad	you	are	finally	here.”	Matilda	swoops	in	from	behind	me.

“There	you	are.”

She	passes	me	a	glass.	“Have	you	seen	the	new	guy?”

“What	 new	 guy?”	 I	 look	 toward	 the	 field	 where	 she	 points,	 but	 only	 see	 the	 polo
ponies	saddled	up	and	ready	to	play.

“There.	Look.	On	the	other	side	of	the	field	with	John	and	Eddie.”

I	spot	my	brothers	talking	to	a	man,	but	his	face	is	hardly	distinguishable	beneath	the
guard	 of	 his	 hat.	 His	 body	 looks	 quite	 fine	 beneath	 his	 tight	 trousers	 and	 top,	 though.
“Who	is	it?”

“Some	Argentine	polo	whizz.	Santiago	something	or	other.”

“Santiago	Garcia?”	I	try	to	focus	harder,	past	the	bars	of	his	guard.	It’s	no	use.	Anyone
could	be	under	that	riding	hat.



“That’s	 the	one.	Did	you	know	he	plays	off	a	six-goal	handicap?	And	he	is	 insanely
good-looking.”

“I’ve	heard.”	I	tip	my	glass	to	my	lips	as	Matilda	gazes	across	the	field.	“Do	you	think
he	would	fall	 into	the	approved	category	of	men?”	I	ask,	not	that	I	am	interested.	While
this	 polo	 player	 extraordinaire	 is	 apparently	 insanely	 good-looking,	 he	 isn’t	 Josh.	 But
asking	is	what	I	would	usually	do.

“I	don’t	know.	His	father	is	apparently	a	diplomat,	and	his	grandmother	a	descendant
of	the	Spanish	royals.”

“Great,	so	I’m	related	to	him	somewhere	down	the	line.”

“Never	stopped	the	royals	before,”	Matilda	quips.

“He’s	all	yours.”	I	chink	her	glass	in	congratulations,	quietly	pleased	with	myself	for
appearing	my	usual	self.	Truth	be	told,	if	Josh	was	not	in	my	life	and	consuming	all	my
thinking	space,	I	would	probably	have	some	fun	with	Mr.	Polo	Whizz	over	there.

“You	heard	from	Mr.	Hollywood?”	Matilda	turns	into	me,	though	her	eyes	are	keeping
a	keen	eye	on	Santiago.

“No.”	 I	 brush	 off	 her	 question	 casually,	 appearing	 unfazed	 and	 unaffected	 at	 the
mention	 of	 him,	 despite	 how	 exhilarated	 I	 feel.	 “In	 hindsight,	 he	 was	 all	 power	 no
precision.”	I’ve	never	told	such	a	barefaced	lie	in	my	entire	life,	and	Damon’s	cough	from
behind	me	confirms	it.	I	cast	a	brief	look	over	my	shoulder,	ready	to	scowl	at	him,	but	he
is	too	busy	scanning	the	surroundings.

Matilda	 giggles	 through	 her	 mouthful	 of	 champagne,	 struggling	 to	 swallow.	 “How
disappointing.”

I	hum	my	agreement,	spotting	Felix	hurrying	toward	me.	“Oh,	bore.	What	is	he	doing
here?”	His	beige	suit	is	immaculate,	his	hair	combed	with	precision	to	the	side.	“Will	you
be	divot	stomping	with	us	in	between	chukkas,	Felix?”	I	ask	when	he	joins	us.

“Your	Highness.”	Felix	nods	in	greeting.	“I	think	I’ll	leave	that	to	the	lords	and	ladies
of	 this	 fine	 land.”	He	 looks	at	his	shoes,	no	doubt	dreading	 the	 thought	of	his	signature
loafers	getting	smeared	with	dirt.

“Suit	 yourself.”	 I	 give	Matilda	 a	 flick	 of	my	head,	 indicating	we	 should	 follow	our
sense	of	smell	to	the	champagne	tent	without	delay.	“We	will	be	on	our	w—”	Champagne
is	forgotten,	and	my	need	to	escape	my	head	of	communications	is	halted	when	my	eyes,
now	wide,	 spot	 Senator	 Jameson	 across	 the	 field,	 all	 geared	 up	 and	 ready	 to	 swing	 his
mallet.	Oh	my	goodness.	If	he	is	here,	then	…

My	silent	pondering	stops	right	there	as	Josh	appears	from	behind	Senator	Jameson’s
horse.	“Oh	no.”	Mixed	feelings	swirl	through	me—delight,	excitement	…	disappointment.
How	on	God’s	green	earth	am	I	going	to	keep	my	eyes	off	him,	let	alone	my	hands?	Darn
it.	He	knew	I	was	coming	here.	He	probably	knew	he	was,	too.

“You	okay?”	Felix	asks,	looking	back	to	whatever	has	my	attention.

“Perfectly	 fine,	 thank	 you,”	 I	 squeak,	 slipping	 my	 shades	 on.	 Even	 if	 the	 sun	 is
swallowed	up	by	clouds	at	any	point	during	the	afternoon,	these	sunglasses	will	be	staying



firmly	on	my	face	 to	conceal	 the	direction	of	my	stare.	Matilda	has	 just	caught	 sight	of
Josh,	 too.	Her	 tongue-in-cheek	expression	and	sarcastic	 raised	eyebrow	 tells	me	she	has
put	two	and	two	together.

“Oh,	 Josh	 Jameson,”	 Felix	 breathes,	 shaking	 his	 head	 in	 …	 what	 is	 that?
Condemnation?

“What	does	that	mean?”	I	can’t	stop	myself	from	asking.

“I’m	surprised	he	dare	show	his	face	in	public.”

What?	I	look	across	to	Josh,	where	he	is	deep	in	conversation	with	Senator	Jameson.
“Why?”

“Well,	this.”	Felix	magically	produces	a	printed	email	from	nowhere	and	pretty	much
shoves	it	under	my	nose.	“Tomorrow’s	front-page	news.	It’s	shocking.”

My	eyes	can’t	 focus	fast	enough,	and	Matilda	 is	quickly	on	my	shoulder,	gasping	at
what	is	looking	back	at	us.	My	heart	skips	a	few	too	many	beats	as	I	absorb	the	words.

	
SUITE	TRASHED.	JAMESON	OVERDOSES	ON	WOMEN,	DRINK,	AND	DRUGS	IN	AN	ALL-NIGHT	WILD

PARTY.

	

The	pictures	below	show	various	rooms	in	a	suite,	a	suite	I	recognize	…	because	I’ve
been	 in	 it.	 It	 is	completely	smashed	 to	pieces.	 In	 the	main	area,	 there	are	glasses	on	 the
floor,	 chairs	 broken,	 empty	 bottles	 of	 liquor	 scattered	 everywhere.	 In	 the	 bedroom,	 the
sheets	are	tossed	all	over	the	floor,	the	mirror	is	shattered,	and	the	dresser	he	screwed	me
on	is	face	down.	I	zoom	in,	seeing	various	pairs	of	knickers	scattered	on	the	carpet.

What?

I	 step	back,	 away	 from	 the	bold	 letters	of	 the	proposed	headlines	 and	 the	damaging
images	of	Josh’s	suite.	My	eyes	 refuse	 to	drop	 to	 the	article,	worried	 that	what	 I’ll	 read
might	pale	me	further	and	give	me	away.	He	didn’t	sound	very	intoxicated	when	he	called
me	from	the	after-party,	but	then	again,	it	was	only	eleven	o’clock.	The	night	was	young.
Why?	How	could	he?	My	shaking	hand	passes	the	email	back	to	Felix.	“Where	did	you	get
this?”	I	breathe,	my	lungs	squeezed	dry	of	oxygen.

Felix	 looks	kind	of	 smug	as	he	 slips	 the	paper	back	between	 the	pages	of	his	diary.
“Ma’am,	 it	 is	 my	 job	 to	 keep	 myself	 abreast	 of	 breaking	 stories.	 Contacts,	 contacts,
contacts.”

“He	 is	 despicable.	How	dare	 he	 show	his	 face	 here?”	 I	murmur,	 catching	Matilda’s
pursed	lips.	I	ignore	her	grave	expression	and	point	my	empty	glass	to	the	tent	where	more
of	my	savior	can	be	found.	“Shall	we?”

She	 just	nods,	as	Felix	answers	his	phone.	“Yes?	What?	Darn	 it,”	he	spits	down	 the
line,	looking	back	toward	the	club’s	entrance.	“I	don’t	care	what	it	takes,	do	not	let	him	in.
I’ll	be	there	in	a	jiffy.”	He	hangs	up.	“Must	dash.”

I	watch	as	he	 runs	off,	 thankful	 for	whatever	emergency	has	 removed	him	 from	my
increasingly	 sweaty	 form	 before	 he	 notices	 something	 untoward.	 Matilda	 is	 still	 here,



though.	Staring	at	me.	“You	okay?”	she	asks.

“Yes.	Why	wouldn’t	I	be?”	I	start	across	the	grass,	my	stinging	eyes	straying	to	where
I	 saw	 Josh.	 He’s	 gone,	 but	 that	 doesn’t	 make	 me	 feel	 even	 remotely	 better.	 He’s	 here
somewhere,	 and	 I	 don’t	 know	 where.	 How	 could	 he?	 After	 that	 wonderful	 night	 we
shared,	 the	words,	 the	understanding,	how	could	he	do	this	 to	me?	I	swallow	lump	after
lump,	 fighting	 to	 keep	 myself	 together.	 At	 least	 I	 don’t	 have	 to	 be	 concerned	 about
keeping	my	hands	to	myself	anymore.	Ignoring	the	deceitful	bastard	should	be	easy	as	pie
now.

I	purposely	dodge	every	member	of	my	family,	choosing	my	route	carefully	to	the	tent
so	I	can	avoid	engaging	with	any	of	them.	“Let’s	get	squiffy,”	I	declare,	arming	Matilda
and	myself	with	two	fresh	glasses	of	champagne.

“You	know,	you	could	seduce	the	Argentine	and	get	him	out	of	your	system.”

“There	 is	 nothing	 in	my	 system	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 removed,”	 I	 assure	 her,	my	 damn
traitorous	heart	bleeding	for	something	I	didn’t	really	have	in	the	first	place.	I	down	my
fizz	and	claim	another.	“But	still,	he	has	some	front	showing	his	face	at	a	royal	event	after
what	he’s	been	up	to.”	My	discontent	starts	to	bubble	into	anger.	Of	all	people,	I	know	the
press	embellish	things	for	entertainment	and	shock	value,	but	I	also	know	that	there	is	no
smoke	without	fire.	You	would	think	he’d	be	trying	to	avoid	me,	but	here	he	is,	bold	as
shiny	brass	at	a	royal	gathering.	If	things	were	hopeless	for	us	before,	now	…	well,	now	it
will	 be	 impossible.	 “He	 should	 be	 ashamed	 of	 himself,”	 I	 spit,	 throwing	 back	 another
glass.	“Women?	Drugs?	Vandalism?	What	a	fool.	I	mean,	who	does	that?	Who	behaves	so
deplorably?”	I	catch	Damon	at	the	entrance	of	the	tent,	watching	me,	his	face	stoic,	though
I	can	see	the	concern	in	his	eyes.	I	sigh	and	look	away,	feeling	utterly	humiliated,	despite
the	 limited	 people	 who	 know	 of	 Josh’s	 and	 my	 rendezvouses.	 “I	 need	 a	 cigarette,”	 I
declare,	marching	over	 to	Damon	and	holding	out	my	hand.	“Don’t	 say	a	word.	Please,
just	give	me	a	cigarette.”

“I	wasn’t	about	to	say	a	thing,	ma’am.”	He	reaches	into	his	inside	pocket	and	slips	his
packet	and	lighter	into	my	bag	where	it	rests	on	my	hip.	“Want	to	be	alone?”

“Please.”

“Around	the	back	of	the	tent.	Stay	close	to	the	ice	buckets.	It’s	out	of	view.”

“Thank	you,	Damon.”	I’m	aware	Matilda	is	hot	on	my	heels	after	my	silly	little	rant,
wanting	to	nail	me	down	and	squeeze	all	of	my	sins	out	of	me,	but	Damon	intercepts	her.	I
need	to	be	on	my	own	for	a	few	moments	to	calm	down	and	talk	some	sense	into	myself.

Locating	the	ice	buckets,	I	sit	on	a	champagne	crate	next	to	them	and	light	a	cigarette,
pulling	 in	 the	 longest	 draw.	 “You	 are	 a	 first-class	 idiot,	 Adeline,”	 I	 say	 on	 an	 exhaled
plume	 of	 smoke.	 I	 let	 my	 guard	 crumble	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 my	 life	 and	 look	 what
happens.	I’m	hurting	in	places	I	never	thought	I	could	hurt.	I’ve	been	strung	along,	and	I
feel	utterly	humiliated.	And	angry.	So	very,	very	angry.	And	I’m	angry	for	being	angry.	I
shouldn’t	care.

A	cough	sounds	from	behind	me.	It’s	an	over-the-top	cough,	a	cough	to	suggest	 that
my	 little	 vice	 is	 killing	 someone	 in	 close	 proximity.	 I’m	 about	 to	 turn	 around	 and	 tell
whoever	is	invading	my	quiet	time	to	find	somewhere	else	to	choke,	but	they	speak	before



I	can	send	them	on	their	way.

“You	told	me	you	had	given	up.”	Haydon	rounds	me,	and	I	look	at	him	looming	over
me,	feeling	like	a	naughty	child	caught	misbehaving.	“Now,	now,	Adeline,	you	know	it	is
bad	 for	 you.”	He	 reaches	 down	 and	 plucks	 the	 half-smoked	 cigarette	 from	my	 fingers,
looking	at	it	in	disgust.

“Maybe	 I	 like	 things	 that	 are	 bad	 for	me,	 Haydon,”	 I	mutter	 indignantly	 as	 I	 push
myself	up	off	the	champagne	crate	and	collect	a	whole	bottle,	working	the	foil.	“Are	you
not	playing	today?”	He’s	wearing	linen	trousers	and	a	dress	shirt,	no	polo	kit	in	sight.

“I	thought	it	bad	taste	given	my	grandfather’s	passing.”

“Oh,	Haydon.	Yes,	of	course.	I’m	so	sorry	for	being	so	insensitive.”	Now	I	feel	terrible
for	him.	Shit.

“We	have	a	special	guest	playing.	I	volunteered	to	sit	out.”

“Oh,	the	Argentine.”	I	pop	the	cork	and	catch	the	overflow	with	my	mouth.	Maybe	I
will	 devote	 a	 little	 attention	 to	Mr.	 Garcia,	 if	Matilda	 hasn’t	 pounced	 already,	 which	 I
highly	doubt.	The	woman	dilly-dallies	somewhat	awful	when	it	comes	to	men.	“I	hear	he
is	a	bit	of	a	polo	whizz.”	I	hold	the	bottle	up	on	a	smirk	before	tipping	it	to	my	mouth	and
swigging	as	much	as	I	can	before	having	to	come	up	for	air.

“Whatever	 has	 gotten	 into	 you,	Adeline?”	Haydon	 asks,	 obviously	 disgusted	by	my
behavior.

I	 huff	 on	 a	 sarcastic	 laugh.	 “An	American,”	 I	whisper	 under	my	breath,	 tipping	 the
bottle	to	my	mouth	again,	somewhat	determined	to	wash	away	my	hurt	with	alcohol.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing,”	I	sigh,	forcing	my	face	into	something	resembling	a	smile.	“I’m	sorry.	I’m
not	 feeling	myself	 today.”	That	 is	entirely	untrue.	 I	haven’t	been	myself	 since	 I	 first	 set
eyes	on	Josh	Jameson.

“Oh,	are	you	unwell?	Would	you	like	me	to	call	Dr.	Goodridge?”	Now	Haydon	looks
genuinely	concerned,	and	I	brace	myself	for	the	fuss	I’m	about	to	endure.	His	palm	lands
on	my	forehead,	his	eyes	scanning	my	face.	“You	do	feel	a	little	hot.”

That	would	be	my	blood	burning	with	rage.	I	take	his	hand	and	pull	it	away.	“I’ll	be
fine.”	Time	to	change	the	subject.	“How	is	Sabina?”	I	ask,	letting	my	true	concern	for	his
grandmother	 show.	 I	 know	 she	 lost	 her	 husband,	 but	 she	hasn’t	 been	herself	 lately,	 and
those	conversations	I	overheard	are	leading	me	to	believe	there	is	more	to	it.

Haydon’s	 soft	 expression	 adopts	 a	 sharp	 edge.	 “She	 would	 be	 better	 if	 my	 father
would	display	a	little	grief	and	sensitivity.”

The	spite	in	his	tone,	as	well	as	his	words,	makes	me	recall	David’s	lack	of	reaction
when	I	heard	the	news	in	my	father’s	office.	Having	just	lost	his	father,	you	would	think
the	trivial	issues	of	my	antics	would	not	be	top	of	his	priority	list,	yet	there	he	was,	joining
in	on	the	Adeline	Slamming	Party.	“Maybe	he	is	in	denial.”	It’s	the	only	explanation	I	can
think	 of.	 “People	 express	 their	 grief	 in	 very	 different	 ways.”	 But	 then	 again,	 I	 also
remember	the	strong	words	he	and	his	mother	were	having	when	I	saw	them	at	the	stables.



“Well,	 I	wouldn’t	know	how	he’s	displaying	his	guilt	 right	now	because	we	haven’t
seen	him	for	days.”

“Oh,	where	is	he?”

“We	don’t	know.”

I	reflect	on	the	other	morning	and	my	brief	breakfast	with	John,	Eddie,	and	my	father.
Davenport	 couldn’t	 get	 hold	 of	 David.	 “I’m	 sure	 he	 has	 taken	 a	 timeout,”	 I	 suggest,
though	he	doesn’t	seem	concerned,	more	irritated.

“That’s	what	I’ve	told	Grandmother.”

My	hand	reaches	for	his	arm	in	an	instinctive	display	of	comfort	and	gives	it	a	 little
rub.	“Probably	just	trying	to	come	to	terms	with	it.”

Haydon	nods,	 a	 flicker	of	 something	passing	 through	his	 eyes	 that	 I	 know	 I	 am	not
mistaking	as	hope.	His	hand	rests	on	mine.	His	illusion	that	my	display	of	compassion	is
anything	more	has	me	pulling	away.	“Have	a	lovely	afternoon,	Haydon,”	I	say,	turning	on
my	sandals	and	heading	back	to	the	crowds.

“We’ll	 stomp	 some	divots	 together,”	 he	 calls,	 the	 hope	 in	 his	 tone	matching	 that	 of
what	I	saw	in	his	eyes.

I	 force	a	smile	over	my	shoulder.	“Sure.”	What	can	I	say?	No?	That	would	be	cruel
when	he’s	having	family	troubles.	Yet	it	is	also	cruel	to	give	him	hope	when	there	is	none.
Not	 for	Haydon	and	me,	anyway.	And	now	not	 for	Josh	and	me,	either.	The	 resentment
that	has	been	missing	for	the	past	few	minutes	while	being	distracted	by	Haydon	returns
full	 force,	 the	 images	 of	 a	 trashed	 suite	 at	 The	Dorchester	 spinning	 like	 a	 camera	 reel
through	my	mind.	 And	 the	word	women	 punches	 at	my	 nerves	 repeatedly.	 There	were
several	pairs	of	lacy	knickers	on	that	bedroom	floor.

I	 look	at	 the	bottle	of	 champagne	 in	my	grasp,	 seeing	 it	 as	my	only	 form	of	escape
from	 the	 agonizing	 let-down.	 Yet	 I	 wonder	 what	 I	 expected	 from	 him.	 A	 fairy-tale
romance?	The	man	warned	me	that	he	gets	bored	easily.	I	laugh	curtly	and	swig	from	the
bottle	as	I	round	the	corner,	but	it’s	swiped	from	my	curled	lip.

Damon	 tosses	 it	 in	 a	 nearby	 bin.	 “Don’t	 show	yourself	 up	 on	 his	 account,”	 he	 says
quietly,	not	looking	at	me.	“Head	high	before	that	fucking	crown	falls	off.”	He’s	speaking
hypothetically,	of	course,	but	I	appreciate	the	meaning	and	the	gesture.

He’s	 right,	 as	usual.	 I	 don’t	need	 Josh	 to	help	me	 fall	 from	grace.	According	 to	my
father’s	 condescending	 aides,	 I	 plummeted	 from	 my	 pedestal	 long	 ago.	 “Thank	 you,
Damon.”

“Don’t	thank	me,	ma’am.	Just	do	as	I	damn	well	say.”

I	smile	as	I	nudge	him	in	the	shoulder,	feeling	like	I	hit	a	brick	wall.	He	doesn’t	budge,
but	his	lip	quirks	at	one	corner.	“Am	I	allowed	to	drink	at	all?”

“In	moderation.	You’ve	had	a	whole	bottle	in	the	thirty	minutes	since	you	arrived,	so
may	I	suggest	orange	juice	for	a	while?”

“You	may.”	Only	a	 few	seconds	with	my	 level-headed	bodyguard	 is	making	me	see
sense.	“Damon?”



“Yes,	ma’am.”

“I	don’t	know	what	I	would	do	without	you.”

“Very	good,	ma’am,”	he	says,	simple	as	that.

“I’ll	be	off	to	get	some	orange	juice.”

“I’ll	be	here	if	you	need	me.”	He	widens	his	stance	and	gets	comfortable,	ready	for	a
long	day	of	watching	polo.	Or	watching	me.

Collecting	 an	 orange	 juice,	 I	 go	 to	 find	Matilda	 and	 curse	 her	 to	 death	 in	my	 head
when	I	 locate	her	with	every	direct	female	member	of	my	family,	all	gathered	in	a	cozy
little	 circle.	God,	 they’re	all	 here.	 I’m	welcomed	 into	 the	 group	 by	 the	 usual	 glares	 of
condemnation	 from	 the	 lovely	 Helen,	 as	 well	 as	Matilda’s	 mother,	 my	 delightful	 Aunt
Victoria.	But	my	mother,	as	always,	regards	me	with	warm	eyes	full	of	love,	oblivious	to
the	 other’s	 display	 of	 disdain	 for	me.	Or	 ignoring	 it.	As	much	 as	 I	wish	 she	 had	more
backbone	and	would	openly	support	me,	I’m	glad	her	indifference	isn’t	because	of	disgust.

“Orange	 juice?”	 Helen	 questions,	 shocked	 by	 the	 non-alcoholic	 drink	 gracing	 my
hand.	“Did	you	get	ill?”	She	chuckles,	Aunt	Victoria	joining	in.	Matilda	smirks	at	me,	and
Mother	remains	in	her	usual	state	of	Switzerland,	ever	the	placid	one.

“Ha	 ha,”	 I	 screech,	 folding	 at	 the	 belly	 in	 an	 over-the-top	 bout	 of	 feigned	 laughter.
“Yar	yar,	very	good,	yar?”	Both	Helen	and	Aunt	Victoria	pipe	down	quickly,	shocked,	and
Mother	 astounds	me	 with	 a	 mild	 smirk.	Matilda,	 however,	 dares	 not	 express	 a	 hint	 of
amusement	and	risk	the	sting	of	her	mother’s	tail,	though	I	can	see	my	cousin	has	a	fight
on	her	hands	to	stop	her	face	splitting	with	a	smile.	I	sniff	and	sip	my	orange	juice.	“John
said	 it	 is	you	who	has	been	 ill,	 in	 fact,”	 I	 say,	 indicating	 to	Helen’s	 stomach.	 “Morning
sickness	sounds	utterly	miserable.”

Aunt	Victoria	coos	her	sympathy.	“I	suffered	terribly	with	Matilda.”

“I	 did	 with	 John	 and	 Adeline,”	 Mother	 says,	 looking	 off	 into	 the	 distance,	 a	 little
glazed.	“But	I	breezed	right	 through	it	with	Edward.”	I	 look	to	where	Mother	is	staring,
finding	her	looking	fondly	at	Eddie.

“It’s	 frightfully	 inconvenient,”	 Helen	 grumbles,	 circling	 her	 tummy.	 “How	 is	 one
supposed	to	get	on	with	everyday	life?”

Everyday	 life?	 She	 hardly	 does	 a	 thing.	 “I’m	 sure	 one	 will	 find	 a	 way,”	 Uncle
Stephan’s	wife,	the	mousey	Sarah,	says,	which	surprises	me.	She	never	speaks	up	in	social
situations.	 “I’m	 sure	 the	 blessing	 of	 a	 baby	 supersedes	 the	 temporary	 inconvenience	 of
nausea.”	She	smiles,	and	it	is	sincere.	The	poor	woman	is	married	to	a	secretly	gay	man,
and	 there’s	 nothing	 she	 can	 do	 about	 it.	 She	 has	 no	 children,	 and	 at	 forty-six,	 she	 isn’t
likely	to	now,	especially	with	Uncle	Stephan,	not	only	because	he’s	gay.	He’s	eight	years
her	senior,	so	his	clock	is	ticking	faster	than	Sarah’s.	She	would	probably	do	anything	to
go	back	in	time	and	know	what	she	knows	now.	I	can	guarantee	she	wouldn’t	marry	Uncle
Stephan,	 if	 she	 even	 had	 a	 choice.	 Not	 because	 he’s	 a	 horrible	 man.	 He’s	 not.	 He’s
wonderful;	 he	 just	 isn’t	 supposed	 to	 be	 married	 to	 a	 woman.	 I	 smile	 sadly	 at	 Sarah,
reaching	for	her	arm	and	touching	it	gently.	She	returns	my	small	gesture,	patting	the	back
of	my	hand.



“I	can’t	 think	past	how	ghastly	 I	 feel	at	 the	moment,”	Helen	scoffs,	her	attention	on
Sarah.	“Not	that	I	could	expect	you	to	relate.”

I	gawk	at	my	 sister-in-law	 in	disbelief,	 and	Sarah	 squeezes	my	hand	 lightly	 as	 if	 to
reassure	 me	 that	 it’s	 nothing.	 It	 is	 not	 nothing.	 Helen	 is	 an	 insensitive,	 snotty,	 self-
important	cow.	I’ve	never	thought	her	maternal.	This	baby	is	simply	to	secure	the	throne
for	John’s	line.

“Oh,	 the	match	 is	 starting,”	Mother	 declares,	 taking	my	 arm	 and	 leading	me	 away,
purposely	stopping	me	from	saying	anything	to	upset	the	apple	cart.	She	links	arms	with
me	 and	 leans	 in,	whispering,	 “Morning	 sickness	 really	 is	 dreadful.	Maybe	 one	 day	 you
will	see	for	yourself.”

I	roll	my	eyes	at	her	less-than	subtle	hint.	“How	does	it	feel	to	have	a	self-important,
entitled	bitch	for	a	daughter-in-law?”	I	ask	sardonically.

“That	 is	no	way	 for	a	princess	 to	 talk.”	She	gives	me	a	 light	nudge	 in	my	shoulder.
“Helen’s	 emotions	 are	 all	 askew,”	 Mother	 says	 quietly,	 as	 if	 Helen	 isn’t	 always	 an
insensitive	arsehole.	“Let	us	go	easy	on	her.”

“Yes,	because	God	forbid	we	upset	her	when	she	is	carrying	the	King’s	first	grandchild
and	heir.”

“Now,	now,	Adeline.	You’ll	make	yourself	ill	with	all	that	bitterness.”

“It’s	not	bitterness,	Mother.	 It’s	principle.”	We	approach	 the	 field,	where	 the	players
are	 now	 on	 horseback,	 waiting	 for	 the	 umpire	 to	 start	 the	 first	 chukka.	 “I’m	 merely
pointing	out	that	she	should	be	a	little	more	sensitive.”

“Okay,	darling.”	Mother	releases	my	arm	and	joins	the	rest	of	 the	crowd	in	clapping
the	players	onto	the	field.	“What	a	wonderful	day	for	it.”

And	 that	 signals	 the	 end	 of	 our	 conversation.	 I	 exhale	 dramatically	 and	 look	 at	my
orange	juice	despondently,	before	casting	my	eyes	back	to	Damon.	He	taps	the	face	of	his
watch,	meaning	I	have	not	had	sufficient	time	on	the	non-alcoholic	beverages	just	yet.	His
gesture	 doesn’t	 only	 prompt	me	 to	 think	 about	 the	 lack	of	 champagne	 in	my	grasp	 and
when	I	might	get	it.	It	also	makes	me	think	of	the	day	at	the	palace	for	my	thirtieth,	when
Josh	Jameson	was	tapping	the	face	of	his	watch,	reminding	me	of	my	appointment	with
him	in	the	maze.	The	skin	of	my	bottom	heats	with	the	thought,	and	I	glance	around	the
crowds,	searching	for	him.	There	is	no	sign.

“Really,	are	you	ill?”	Matilda	whispers	in	my	ear,	completely	serious	as	she	joins	me
on	the	field	side.

“No,	I’m	thoroughly	irritated.”	The	words	are	out	before	I	can	stop	them.

“Dare	I	ask	why?”

“No.”

“Thought	 not.”	 The	 game	 begins,	 and	 Eddie	 launches	 the	 ball	 with	 spectacular
precision	to	John,	but	as	John	swings,	a	player	from	the	opposing	team	hooks	his	mallet
and	 Eddie	 shouts	 his	 frustration	 at	 our	 older	 brother	 for	 losing	 possession.	 I	 smile	 at
Eddie’s	 competitiveness,	 and	 smile	 harder	 when	 John	 snarls	 at	 our	 brother.	 Eddie	 is	 a



superstar	 player,	 and	 would	 have	 gone	 professional	 had	 he	 not	 chosen	 to	 serve	 in	 the
military.	 John,	 however,	 is	 average,	 and	 he	 positively	 hates	 the	 fact	 that	 his	 younger
brother	is	better	at	something	than	he	is.

“Poor	show,	John,”	I	call,	delighting	in	the	glare	I	receive.	“Gee	up,	boy.”

“Adeline,	 behave,”	 Mother	 says,	 scolding	 me,	 closing	 her	 eyes	 to	 gather	 patience.
“Why	can’t	my	children	all	get	along?”

“I	love	my	brothers,	Mother,”	I	assure	her,	kissing	her	cheek	sweetly.	I’m	not	lying.	I
love	them	both.	I	just	don’t	like	John.	“It’s	simply	silly	sibling	rivalry.”

“Adeline,	look.”	Matilda	jars	my	shoulder	roughly,	nearly	knocking	me	onto	the	field.
“It’s	him.”

“Who?”	I	ask	stupidly.	The	appearance	of	only	one	man	would	warrant	such	physical
contact	to	alert	me.	So	I	ask,	“Where?”	instead.

“Over	there.”	Matilda	points	her	champagne	glass	across	the	field,	and	I	spot	him	in	an
instant,	staring	at	me.	I	divert	my	gaze	immediately,	heart	racing.	Was	he	smiling	at	me?
Smiling	 like	he	was	pleased	 to	 see	me,	 like	 I	would	have	no	clue	about	a	damning	and
explosive	story	that	will	be	dropped	like	a	bomb	tomorrow?	Of	him	indulging	in	women,
drink,	 and	drugs?	 I	 shake	my	head,	muddled.	 “I	 think	 I	 need	 a	drink,”	 I	 say	 to	myself,
taking	the	opportunity	of	the	cheering	crowd	as	a	result	of	a	goal	to	break	away.

I	weave	through	the	people	in	my	way,	nodding	and	smiling	as	best	I	can	to	everyone
who	greets	me.	“Okay,	ma’am?”	Damon	asks	from	close	behind,	tailing	me.

“I	don’t	know.”	My	eyes	are	on	my	feet	now,	my	painted	smile	fading.	I	don’t	have	the
strength	or	 inclination	 to	 force	 it	back	 into	place.	 I	peek	up	 to	gauge	 the	distance	 to	 the
tent.

And	collide	with	someone.

I’m	caught	from	behind	by	Damon,	and	in	front	by	Josh.

“Hey,	are	you	avoiding	me?”	Josh	asks,	looking	genuinely	perplexed.

I	have	no	words	for	him,	only	a	blank	stare.	“Ma’am?”	Damon	asks,	still	holding	on	to
me,	as	is	Josh	in	front	of	me.	I’m	sandwiched	between	both	of	them,	relying	on	them	to
hold	me	up.

I	quickly	engage	the	muscles	in	my	legs	and	wriggle	my	way	free	from	between	them.
“Excuse	me,”	I	murmur,	scuttling	away	while	scanning	the	vicinity	for	anyone	who	might
have	caught	that	awkward	moment.

“Whoa,	 wait	 a	 minute	 there,”	 Josh	 says	 on	 a	 laugh.	 It’s	 nervous	 and	 laced	 with
confusion.	He	catches	my	wrist	and	pulls	me	to	a	stop,	and	I	swing	around,	finding	Damon
within	touching	distance.	“What’s	going	on?”	Josh	asks	him,	keeping	a	firm	hold	of	me.

Rather	than	answering	Josh,	Damon	looks	to	me,	his	thumb	hovering	in	no	man’s	land.

“Thumb	down,”	I	grate.

“No,”	Josh	seethes.	“You	do	not	get	to	give	me	a	fuckin’	thumbs	down,	woman.	Not
without	me	knowing	why.”	He	turns	back	toward	Damon.	“Thumbs	up.	Turn	the	goddam



thumb	up.”

“Down,”	I	counter,	barely	able	to	talk	through	my	panic.

Josh	looks	on	the	verge	of	explosion.	“Up!”

Damon	glares	at	us	like	he	wants	to	tear	our	heads	off,	then	motions	around	us,	as	if	to
remind	us	that	we’re	in	full	public	view.	“Move	it	somewhere	private,	perhaps,	ma’am?”
He	levels	me	with	a	serious	stare.	“If	you	want	to	talk.”	He’s	asking	me,	and	I	hate	that	he
has	to.	Because	he	must	see	how	conflicted	I	feel.	He	must	see	the	hurt.	And	my	lack	of	an
answer	gives	him	his.

I	suppose	that	must	be	why	he	doesn’t	stop	Josh	when	he	growls	and	yanks	me	across
the	way	toward	the	portable	toilets.	Toilets?	Okay,	so	they	are	the	most	unrivaled	portable
toilets	in	existence,	the	poshest	out	there,	but	still.	It’s	a	toilet.	And	small.

“Nice	night	at	the	after-party?”	I	spit,	being	dragged	along	behind	Josh.

“Yes,	and	I	spoke	to	you,	remember?	What	the	fuck	has	changed	since	then?”

“Sex,	drugs,	and	rock	and	roll,”	I	retort,	trying	to	win	my	wrist	back.	I	lose.

Josh	drags	me	up	 the	steps	 to	 the	 toilets,	 shoves	me	 into	one	of	 the	 luxury	cubicles,
and	slams	the	door.	There	is	roughly	two	feet	between	our	chests	with	our	backs	pressed	to
opposite	sides	of	the	box.	Very	cozy.	If	I	was	talking	to	him,	which,	of	course,	I	am	not.

“What	the	fuck	are	you	talking	about?”	he	barks.

I	 divert	 my	 stare	 from	 his	 angry	 blue	 eyes,	 but	 with	 limited	 space	 comes	 limited
options.	I	resort	to	focusing	on	his	shiny	tan	shoes,	a	safe	bet.	Until	they	move,	telling	me
he	has	taken	the	one	and	only	step	available	to	bring	him	closer.

I	 can’t	 breathe	 with	 him	 so	 near,	 can’t	 think.	 “Your	 wild	 party	 at	 The	 Dorchester.
That’s	what	 I	am	 talking	about.	The	women	you	entertained,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	place	was
trashed.”

“What?”

His	ignorance	ramps	up	my	anger,	and	I	brave	facing	him.	I	immediately	regret	it.	His
handsome	face	is	like	a	sucker	punch	to	my	gut,	reminding	me	of	one	of	the	things	I	love
about	 Josh	 Jameson.	 Just	 one.	 The	 attraction.	 And	with	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 face	 that	 has
scrambled	my	 entire	 existence	 comes	 every	other	 amazing	 thing	 about	 him,	 all	 things	 I
love.	His	way	with	me,	 his	 lack	 of	 veneration	 for	my	 title,	 his	 softness	mixed	with	 his
hardness,	his	ability	to	take	me	to	faraway	places	where	only	we	exist.	My	eyes	begin	to
burn	with	the	onset	of	an	emotion	I	have	no	idea	how	to	deal	with.

Josh	must	see	the	glaze	wash	over	my	eyes,	because	he	frowns,	withdrawing	a	little.
“Talk	to	me,	Adeline.”

“The	head	of	communications	at	Kellington	advised	me	of	a	story	 that	 is	 running	 in
tomorrow’s	paper.”

Josh’s	 body	 locks	 up,	 and	 he	 reverses	 his	 step,	 his	 back	meeting	 the	 opposite	wall.
“What	story?”

“The	one	of	 you	getting	drunk,	 entertaining	women,	plural,	 and	 trashing	 your	 hotel



suite.”

His	mouth	drops	open,	and	he	looks	to	the	door	of	the	cubicle,	his	forehead	a	roadmap
of	creases.	“I	didn’t	trash	my	hotel	room.”

It’s	hardly	surprising	I	don’t	focus	on	his	denial,	but	only	on	his	lack	of	reference	to
the	women.	So,	he	can	say	lovely	things	to	me,	build	my	hopes	up,	tell	me	it	will	all	work
out,	 but	 he	 has	 no	 qualms	 about	 fucking	 other	women	while	 he	waits.	 I’m	 a	 fool.	 I’m
done.	 Through.	 “I	 saw	 the	 pictures,	 Josh.	 And	 you	 may	 have	 forgotten,	 but	 I’ve	 been
inside	 that	 suite	 so	 can	 verify	 the	 photographs’	 authenticity.	 Do	 not	 treat	 me	 like	 I’m
stupid.”	I	go	to	leave,	getting	nowhere,	his	hand	like	a	vice	on	my	forearm.	I	glare	at	him
with	 all	 the	 disgust	 I	 feel.	 “I	 only	 have	 to	 shout	 and	 Damon	 will	 be	 in	 here	 within	 a
second.”

“Then	fuckin’	shout,”	he	snaps,	goading	me,	shoving	his	spare	hand	in	his	pocket	and
pulling	out	his	phone.

So	 I	 do.	 “Damon!”	 The	 door	 to	 the	 lavatory	 is	 open	 within	 a	 heartbeat,	 Damon
brooding	on	the	steps	before	me,	taking	in	the	scene.	“Get	me	out	of	here,	please,”	I	all	but
sob,	yanking	my	arm	free	and	rushing	past	my	head	of	security.

“Adeline,”	 Josh	 yells	 after	 me,	 but	 I	 don’t	 slow	 my	 pace,	 dashing	 to	 the	 field	 to
immerse	myself	in	the	crowds	where	I	know	Josh	can’t	corner	me.	I	cast	my	eyes	back	as	I
round	the	corner,	seeing	Damon	placating	Josh,	allowing	me	to	escape.	I	need	to	go	home.
Get	away	from	here,	and	that	is	exactly	what	I	intend	to	do	when	Damon	comes	back.

“You	are	acting	weird	today.”	Matilda	looks	at	me	with	a	heavy	frown	when	I	land	by
her	side,	all	flustered	and	still	drink-less.	So	I	help	myself	 to	hers.	“Dive	in,”	she	quips.
“What’s	going	on?	Did	you	talk	to	him?”

“Why	would	I	talk	to	him?	What	he	does	is	not	my	concern.”

She	 snorts,	 thoroughly	 amused	 by	 my	 pathetic	 attempts	 to	 feign	 coolness,	 yet	 her
apparent	 disbelief	 doesn’t	 encourage	me	 to	 spill	 the	 beans.	Besides,	 there	 is	 technically
nothing	to	spill	now.	“You	slept	with	him,	Adeline.”

Except	that,	which	my	cousin	already	knows	because	I	was	daft	enough	to	tell	her.	“I
have	slept	with	men	before.	What	is	your	point?”

“No	point.”	She	shrugs	nonchalantly.	“Except	that	you	are	absolutely	smitten	with	this
one.	 Probably	 best	 he	 has	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 a	 moron.	 It’s	 not	 like	 it	 could	 have	 gone
anywhere.”	Cocking	her	head	at	me	in	interest,	she	claims	back	her	champagne.	“Cheers.”
I	stare	at	her	as	she	returns	her	attention	to	the	field,	paralyzed	by	my	conflicting	feelings.

She’s	 dead	 right,	 of	 course.	 This	 is	 the	 best	 thing	 that	 could	 have	 happened.	 Or	 it
would	be,	if	I	wasn’t	so	head	over	heels.

“Santiago	Garcia	is	a	god	on	horseback,	by	the	way.”	Matilda	pouts,	and	I	slowly	turn
my	 attention	 to	 the	 field.	 “Bravo!”	Matilda	 yells,	 as	 the	 god	 on	 horseback	 swings	 his
mallet,	connecting	perfectly	with	the	ball	and	sending	it	straight	toward	Eddie.	My	brother
swiftly	finishes	it	off,	landing	it	in	the	goal	in	time	for	the	end	of	the	second	chukka.	Eddie
rides	across	 to	Santiago,	who	pulls	off	his	hat,	 revealing	his	 stunning	 looks	 to	all	 as	he
shakes	Eddie’s	hand.



“Did	I	hear	your	heart	just	flutter?”	I	tease.	“Or	was	it	your	thighs	vibrating?”

“Adeline.”	Matilda	scolds	me,	though	she	is	still	smiling	toward	the	Argentine.

“I	know,”	I	say	quietly,	glancing	around	me.	“I’m	a	disgrace.”

“Yes,	you	are.”

The	crowds	disperse	for	the	small	interval,	most	venturing	toward	the	champagne	tent
to	 replenish.	 I	 remain	where	 I	 am,	 scanning	 the	 area,	wondering	where	Damon	 is.	 I’m
itching	to	escape.

He	 appears,	 as	 if	 responding	 to	 my	 thoughts,	 and	 paces	 over.	 “Ma’am,	 a	 word,
please?”

“Thumbs	down,”	I	say,	just	in	case	he	needs	reminding.

“I’m	aware	of	your	wishes.”

“Good.”

“But	I	must	insist	you	accompany	me	to	the	car.”	Damon	places	his	hand	on	my	back
and	moves	me	along.

“Why	do	we	have	to	go	to	the	car?”	I	ask,	my	legs	working	fast	to	keep	up	with	his
long	strides.

“Kim	would	like	a	word.	Something	about	a	bank.”

I	nearly	crack	my	neck	when	I	snap	my	head	up	to	look	at	him.	Gerry	Rush?	Has	he
not	 disappeared	 into	 the	 black	 hole	 full	 of	 hookers	where	 he	 belongs?	 “So	much	 for	 a
lovely	day	at	a	royal	polo	match,”	I	mumble	to	myself.

“Quite,	ma’am.”	Damon	opens	the	door	to	the	back	of	my	car	while	I	brace	myself	for
whatever	 I’ll	 be	 challenged	 by	 now.	Maybe	 I	 should	 relent	 to	 my	 father’s	 wishes	 and
marry	 Haydon,	 because	 I’m	 suddenly	 so	 very	 tired	 of	 the	 constant	 discord	 in	 my	 life.
Could	I	learn	to	be	content?	Could	I	pretend	like	the	rest	of	my	family?

I	slip	into	the	back	and	the	door	slams	quickly	after,	barely	giving	me	enough	time	to
settle	in	my	seat.

“Now	you	will	listen	to	me,”	Josh	says	from	beside	me.

I	suck	in	an	incredulous	breath	and	immediately	reach	for	the	door	to	let	myself	out,
but	I	hear	the	mechanics	of	the	locks	kick	in	before	my	searching	hand	finds	the	handle.
What	the	hell?	I	yank	at	the	lever	nevertheless,	and	despite	it	having	no	effect,	I	repeatedly
pull,	 cursing	 Damon	 for	 his	 underhanded	 stunt.	 “Thumbs	 down,”	 I	 shout	 through	 the
window	to	his	back.

“No	thumbs	down,”	Josh	replies	calmly.	“You	will	listen	to	what	I	have	to	say.”

“I’m	not	interested.”	I	give	up	on	my	bid	for	freedom	and	slam	my	back	into	the	seat.
“He	will	lose	his	job	over	this.”

“No,	he	won’t.	You	 love	him	 too	much.”	 Josh’s	hand	 lands	on	my	bare	knee,	 and	 I
immediately	push	it	off.



“Don’t	touch	me.”

“As	it	belongs	to	me,	I	will	touch	it	when	I	want.”	His	statement	is	deadly	serious,	his
hand	back	on	my	knee,	his	flesh	fused	to	mine.	Heat	courses	through	every	vein,	muscle,
and	nerve.	How	can	I	be	so	hypersensitive	to	his	touch?	How	can	I	react	this	way	when
I’m	so	angry	and	disgusted?	The	thoughts	are	twisting	my	head.

“I	do	not	belong	to	you.”	I	spit	the	words	out	with	pure	venom.

“Wrong,”	he	states	simply,	reaching	for	my	jaw	with	his	spare	hand	and	forcing	me	to
look	at	him.	Amber	flashes	in	his	blue	eyes	back	up	his	potent	anger.	“You	became	mine
the	second	you	dropped	to	your	knees	for	me,	Your	Highness.”

I	defiantly	tug	my	jaw	from	his	grasp.	“And	you	became	an	arsehole	the	second	I	saw
evidence	of	your	little	party.”

He	exhales	through	his	nose,	clenching	his	teeth.	“Oh,	that.”

Oh,	that?	The	man	has	a	nerve.	“Yes,	that.”

“You	mean	this?”	He	collects	his	phone	from	his	inside	pocket	and	drops	it	onto	my
lap.

I	look	down	and	see	an	image	on	the	screen.	An	image	I	have	already	seen.	I	grab	his
mobile	and	toss	it	onto	the	seat	between	us.	“Well,	thank	you	for	refreshing	my	memory
on	what	a	massive	arsehole	you	are.”	I	take	the	handle	of	the	door	again	and	pull	in	vain.

“Read	it.”	His	phone	lands	back	on	my	lap.	“Now.”

“Fuck	you,”	I	spit.

“You	know,	for	a	princess,	your	mouth	is	vulgar	sometimes.”

Releasing	 the	 handle,	 I	 turn	my	 body	 fully	 into	 him,	 leaning	 close.	 “Fuck.	 You,”	 I
breathe,	restraining	my	hand,	which	is	dying	to	slap	his	face.

“And	I	love	it,”	he	growls,	grabbing	my	neck	and	yanking	me	forward.

Gone.

Our	 mouths	 smash	 together—fuse	 together—and	 our	 tongues	 connect	 like	 they’ve
never	been	apart.	And	I’m	back	floating	on	air	in	that	amazing	place	he	takes	me	to	like	I
never	left.	I’m	in	my	own	seat	one	second,	on	his	lap	the	next.	It’s	a	messy	kiss,	one	of
tangled	tongues,	smashing	teeth,	and	constant	cries	and	groans.	It’s	an	angry	kiss.	There	is
no	 effort	 on	 my	 part	 to	 stop	 myself	 being	 swallowed	 whole	 by	 him.	 I	 don’t	 fight	 his
fingers	from	crawling	up	my	inside	thigh	and	slipping	past	the	seam	of	my	knickers.	Even
mad	and	confused,	I’m	wet	for	him.

Then	my	mind’s	eye	quickly	reminds	me	of	his	hotel	suite.	The	knickers.	The	women.
It’s	a	stark	reminder	of	why	I’m	here	in	the	back	of	the	car	with	Josh,	sparring	with	words.
“No,”	I	gasp,	prying	myself	away	from	him,	short	of	breath.	I	fall	back	into	my	seat.	“You
are	a	liar	and	a	cheat.”

His	head	drops	back,	his	own	breathing	as	labored	as	mine.	“I	don’t	appreciate	being
accused	of	shit	I	haven’t	done,	Adeline.”



“I’m	not	accusing	you.	I	have	the	evidence.”

Snatching	up	his	phone	that	was	knocked	to	the	floor	during	my	lapse	of	restraint,	he
shoves	it	into	my	chest.	“No,	what	you	have	is	a	pile	of	fabricated	trash,	Your	Highness.
Read	the	fuckin’	date.	Tell	me	when	they	claim	I	threw	this	wild	party	and	fucked	endless
women.”

I	recoil,	searching	his	angry	eyes.

“Read.	It,”	he	grates,	taking	my	hand	and	placing	the	phone	there.

I	look	down,	wincing	at	the	headline	and	the	images,	quickly	working	my	way	to	the
main	article.	I’m	forced	to	endure	too	many	graphic	details	before	I	reach	the	bit	I’ve	been
demanded	to	find.	Bewilderment	comes	on	strong.	They	are	not	claiming	all	these	defiling
activities	happened	the	night	of	the	after-party	at	all.	They	state	quite	clearly	that	this	so-
called	wild	party	and	orgy	went	down	the	night	before	 the	after-party.	My	hand	quickly
covers	 my	 mouth	 and	 I	 shoot	 my	 eyes	 to	 Josh.	 He’s	 looking	 at	 me	 expectantly,	 his
eyebrows	raised.

“But	 I	 was	 with	 you	 in	 your	 suite,”	 I	 exclaim,	 looking	 at	 all	 the	 images	 of	 Josh’s
trashed	room.	“I	was	with	you	all	night.”

“Yes,	you	were.”	He	takes	his	phone	back.	“I	didn’t	leave	the	after-party	until	four	in
the	morning.	When	we	got	back	to	my	suite,	 it	had	been	ransacked,	 though	I	can	assure
you	there	were	no	panties	on	the	bedroom	floor.	We	assumed	a	robbery	or	a	deranged	fan
and	called	the	police.	But	nothing	was	stolen,	not	even	a	pair	of	my	boxers	or	a	bottle	of
cologne.	 It	 didn’t	 make	 sense.”	 He	 shakes	 his	 head,	 his	 jaw	 so	 tight.	 “Now	 it	 makes
perfect	fuckin’	sense.”

It	 does?	 “How?”	 I’m	 utterly	 confused.	 Yes,	 newspapers	 decorate	 stories,	 but
completely	fabricate	them?

“They	can’t	claim	all	 this	happened	on	 the	night	of	 the	after-party	because	everyone
knows	I	was	at	another	venue	until	dawn.	There	are	pictures	in	every	fuckin’	magazine.”
Josh	 looks	 at	me	gravely,	 his	palm	on	his	nape,	massaging.	 “It	 seems	 someone’s	out	 to
discredit	me,	Your	Highness.	Why’d	you	think	that	is?”

I	can’t	help	my	recoil.	“You	think	this	has	something	to	do	with	me?”

“Who	else?”

“But	 no	 one	 knows,”	 I	 whisper	 as	 I	 search	 my	 frantic	 mind	 for	 another	 plausible
explanation.	I	come	up	blank.

He’s	right.

Who	else	could	it	be?	Who	else	would	want	to	tarnish	Josh’s	reputation?	Just	because
I	have	had	no	indication	that	my	father	and	his	army	know,	doesn’t	mean	that	they	don’t.	I
come	 over	 a	 bit	 claustrophobic,	my	mind	 reeling.	 This	 is	 everything	 I	 dreaded.	 This	 is
every	reason	why	I	should	have	stayed	away	from	him.	They	will	destroy	him	before	they
allow	me	 to	 be	 involved	 with	 him.	 I	 swallow	 down	 the	 pain	 running	 riot	 through	me,
staring	at	 the	back	of	 the	driver’s	seat.	“You	should	leave	me	alone.”	It	physically	pains
me	 to	 say	 it.	Hurts	 like	 nothing	 else	 has	 hurt	me	before.	 I	 can’t	 risk	 his	 reputation	 and



career	 being	 sabotaged	 by	 the	 bastards	 that	 advise	 the	 King.	 I	 care	 too	much	 for	 him.
“They	will	ruin	you.”

“Never.”	 Josh	 reaches	 across	 the	 back	 seat	 and	 manhandles	 me	 back	 onto	 his	 lap,
pushing	my	bent	legs	to	either	side	of	his	hips.	I	don’t	fight	him.	“Do	you	hear	me?”	My
face	is	cupped	in	his	palms,	his	blue	eyes	daring	me	to	deny	him.	“Never.”	Bringing	his
nose	close	to	mine,	his	soft	gaze	flutters	across	my	face,	taking	it	all	in	carefully,	as	if	he
could	be	photographing	each	and	every	piece	of	me	to	memory.	A	small	smile	ghosts	his
lips.	“We	were	made	for	each	other,	Adeline.	I’ll	be	damned	if	royal	blood	and	fame	get	in
the	way	of	that.”

I	feel	overcome.	“Really?”

“Damn	straight.	I	own	that	beautiful	royal	ass	of	yours.”

Never	has	anything	 sounded	 so	amazingly	 right.	 “Really?”	 I	 ask	again,	 at	 a	 loss	 for
any	other	words.

“Really.”	 Pushing	 his	 lips	 to	mine,	 he	 growls	 as	 he	 kisses	me,	 sealing	 his	 authority
over	me.	And	I	 let	him.	But	 just	as	quickly,	 I’m	breaking	his	kiss,	unwanted	worry	and
fear	plaguing	me.	This	is	bad,	and	the	news	breaking	tomorrow	is	all	 the	proof	we	need
that	it	is	all	so	very	hopeless.	Josh	doesn’t	know	what	he’s	up	against.	No	one	does,	really.
“Josh,	there’s	nothing	we	can	do	to	stop	them.”

“I	won’t	let	you	believe	that.”

“But	I	already	do.”

“Then	you	are	not	the	woman	I	thought	you	were.”

I	drop	my	heavy	head.	“That	isn’t	fair.”	My	voice	is	thick	with	emotion	and	bleakness.
“You	can’t	confirm	you	were	in	your	suite,	because	they	will	check	all	the	CCTV	footage
and	see	me.”

“Aren’t	you	prepared	to	fight	for	it?	To	fight	for	happiness?	To	fight	for	me?”	he	asks,
prompting	me	to	peek	at	him.	“Because	I’m	ready	to	fight	for	you,	Adeline.	I’m	already
armored	up	and	set	for	battle,	and	I’m	pretty	fuckin’	determined	to	win.	Because	the	prize
is	you.”

His	valor	is	admirable,	if	wasted.	“But	at	what	cost,	Josh?	Your	career,	your	rep—”	A
hand	is	sealed	across	my	mouth,	silencing	me.

“I	don’t	care.”	He	sounds	so	adamant.	“As	long	as	the	cost	isn’t	you.”

I	stare	at	him,	trying	so	hard	to	comprehend	what	this	means.	I	would	like	to	think	that
it	means	 a	 permanent	 place	 floating	 on	 air	with	 him,	 but,	 first	 and	 foremost,	 I	 know	 it
means	war.	A	war	between	my	family	and	me.	A	war	between	Josh	and	my	family.	Quite
literally.	But	 to	keep	him?	To	keep	the	feeling	of	freedom?	It	sounds	crazy	since	he	has
claimed	he	owns	me.	But	 the	 fact	of	 the	matter	 is,	 I	 am	 free	when	 Josh	owns	me.	Free
from	 the	constraints	of	my	 life.	Free	 from	 the	 suffocation	and	 suppression.	The	way	he
whisks	me	away	 to	 that	 special	place	 is	 enough	 to	keep	me	going.	His	 faith	 in	me.	His
friendship.	His	belief	in	us.	He	will	fuel	me	with	the	fight	I	need.

“Just	tell	me	you’re	in	with	me.”	He’s	pleading.	He	doesn’t	need	to.



In	with	him?	I’m	so	far	in,	I’m	drowning.	Drowning	in	him,	and	I	can	think	of	nothing
better.	Everything	worth	having	in	life	is	worth	fighting	for.	The	pain	I	feel	just	thinking
about	 Josh	 being	 absent	 from	my	world,	 no	matter	 if	 it’s	me	walking	 away	 before	 the
carnage	breaks,	or	him	being	taken	away	when	it	does,	is	unbearable.

“There	is	only	one	right	answer	to	my	question,”	he	whispers.	“And	there	will	only	be
one	winner	in	this	war.	It	won’t	be	them.”

“I’m	 in.”	 I	 exhale,	 feeling	 like	 my	 commitment	 to	 this	 battle	 lifts	 the	 burden	 of
wanting	 him	 so	 badly.	 “I’m	 in,	 I’m	 in,	 I’m	 in.”	 I	 fall	 forward	 and	 sink	 into	 his	 chest,
needing	him	all	over	me.

“Correct	 answer.”	 His	 lips	 vibrate	 against	 my	 neck,	 and	 I	 close	 my	 eyes,	 falling
deeper,	trying	not	to	think	about	what	is	at	stake.	My	fear	isn’t	for	the	strength	I’ll	need	or
the	anguish	I’ll	experience	on	this	 journey.	My	fear	 is	for	possibly	coming	out	 the	other
side	of	it	without	Josh.	The	agony	of	not	having	him	touching	me	again,	or	speaking	to	me
in	his	dreamy	American	accent,	of	surrendering	to	him	with	a	simple	demand	or	look.	Of
laughing	and	joking	with	him.	Of	letting	him	relieve	the	pressure	from	my	shoulders.	Of
letting	him	take	charge	over	me	and	welcoming	the	relief	of	it.	I	can’t	sacrifice	any	of	it,
not	for	anything	or	anyone,	and	especially	not	for	a	throne.	I’m	in.	I	don’t	care	if	I	never
find	my	way	out,	as	long	as	Josh	is	in	with	me.

“You	know,	Your	Highness,”	 he	 says	 into	my	 skin,	 kissing	me	between	 every	other
word,	“this	spell	you	have	me	under	is	fuckin’	strong.”

I	make	no	attempt	to	move	out	of	his	embrace.	“I	don’t	have	you	under	a	spell.”

“Don’t	argue	with	me.”

“Okay.”	I	smile.	“Whatever	you	say.”

“You’re	a	fast	learner.”

While	it’s	lovely	being	here	all	cuddled	on	his	lap	being	playful,	I’ll	soon	be	missed.	I
sigh	deeply.	“I	should	go	before	my	absence	is	noted.	What	are	you	going	to	do	about	the
article?”

“You’re	not	the	only	one	with	a	wizard	to	deal	with	the	press,”	Josh	assures	me.	“My
reputation	will	still	be	intact	tomorrow.”

Grudgingly,	 I	 place	 my	 hands	 on	 his	 warm	 chest	 and	 push	 myself	 away,	 and	 he
grudgingly	lets	me,	albeit	on	a	murmur	of	protest.	“I	really	don’t	understand	how	this	has
happened.”	 There	 has	 been	 nothing	 to	 suggest	 the	King	 knows	 of	my	 connection	with
Josh.	Not	one	thing.	Or	…	wait.	His	surprise	visit	to	Kellington	for	breakfast?	But	nothing
was	said	about	Josh.	God,	I	feel	like	my	head	could	pop.	“I’m	certain	no	one	knows.	Only
Damon,	Kim,	and	Matilda,	and	I	trust	them	with	my	life.	And	Eddie	would	never	betray
me	like	that,	no	matter	how	worried	he	is	for	me.”

“That’s	four	people,	plus	both	teams	of	security	we	have	tailing	our	asses	every	step
we	take.”

I	 shake	my	 head,	 confident	 that	 none	 of	my	 staff	 would	 divulge	my	 private	 life	 to
anyone.	 “It	 doesn’t	 make	 any	 sense.	 If	 my	 father	 knew,	 I	 would	 be	 summoned	 to	 the



palace	and	warned.”

“Let’s	tread	carefully	until	we	decide	what	to	do,	yeah?”

I	nod,	 agreeing,	 because	 agreeing	 is	 all	 I	 can	do.	 Josh	 taps	 the	window,	helping	me
across	to	my	own	seat.	“I’ll	hang	back	until	the	coast	is	clear.”	He	taps	his	cheek	in	silent
order,	and	I	lean	over	to	drop	a	kiss	where	indicated.	“Enjoy	the	rest	of	your	day.”

“I	will.”

“And	for	the	record”—his	face	takes	on	an	edge	of	repulsion—“that	Haydon	dude	is
cruising	for	a	bruising.”

“He’s	misguided,”	 I	 sigh	 in	 his	 defense.	 “It’s	 not	 his	 fault.	 Plus,	 he	 is	 dealing	with
some	family	problems.	Don’t	be	too	harsh.”

Damon	 pulls	 the	 door	 open,	 and	 I	 hop	 out,	 brushing	 down	my	 dress.	 “A	 bank?”	 I
question	him	dryly.	“You	horror.”

“You	 forget,	 ma’am,	 I	 was	 in	Mr.	 Jameson’s	 suite	 that	 night,	 too.	 He	 deserved	 his
chance	to	explain.	The	man’s	been	shafted.”

“But	by	whom?	Nothing	has	been	mentioned	from	the	top	about	Josh.”

“I’m	aware	of	 that,”	Damon	muses,	clearly	as	mystified	as	me	as	we	wander	toward
the	field.

“I	don’t	know	what	to	do.”	My	fingers	twiddle	with	the	tassels	on	my	bag.

“For	now,	you	smile.”	He	nudges	me	in	the	shoulder	and	my	smile	pops	onto	my	face
as	 if	by	magic.	“Oh,	and	you	should	know,	Felix	 really	was	 looking	for	you.	 I	 told	him
you	were	MIA.”

“Seems	plausible,”	I	say	on	a	light	laugh.	“What	did	he	want?”

“The	call	he	got	earlier	was	security	on	the	gate.	Gerry	Rush	was	trying	to	get	into	the
club.”

That	magic	smile	drops	away	like	a	rock.	“What?”	I	can’t	take	any	more.	What	the	hell
is	wrong	with	him?	He’s	married,	for	God’s	sake.

Damon’s	eyebrows	are	 scarily	high.	“Mr.	Rush	was	demanding	 to	 see	you.	He	soon
departed,	mind	you,	when	Felix	waved	a	few	photographs	under	his	nose.”

I	 feel	 myself	 shrink.	 But	 there	 we	 have	 it.	 Threats	 come	 first,	 then	 action	 should
warnings	not	be	heeded.	My	family’s	army	of	advisors	can’t	possibly	be	responsible	for
the	wreck	that	was	Josh’s	suite.	It’s	not	how	they	operate.	After	being	summoned	to	the
palace,	 Josh	 would	 have	 received	 a	 polite	 stay	 away.	 It’s	 of	 no	 consequence	 that	 Josh
would	never	take	notice	of	a	threat,	nor	would	I	obey	my	father’s	demand.	The	point	is,
neither	of	 those	 things	happened.	They	would	never	 jump	straight	 into	fixing	a	problem
that	may	not	need	that	much	fixing.	This	is	hurting	my	head.

“Just	be	careful,	ma’am,”	Damon	offers	gently,	nodding	past	me	to	give	me	the	heads-
up	that	we	soon	won’t	be	alone.

Matilda	 joins	 us,	 falling	 into	 stride	 beside	me	 as	Damon	drops	 back.	 “I’m	not	 even



going	to	ask,”	she	says	snootily.	“I’m	offended	by	your	lack	of	trust	in	me.”

The	game	is	now	over,	the	riders	all	dismounted	and	shaking	hands.	“He	was	set	up.	It
was	Josh’s	room,	but	he	wasn’t	there	when	it	was	trashed.”	I	keep	my	eyes	set	on	the	field
before	me.	“It	happened	while	he	was	at	an	after-party.	But	the	night	they’re	claiming	 it
was	done,	I	was	with	him	all	night.	He’s	been	set	up.”	I	peek	out	the	corner	of	my	eye	to
gauge	her	reaction.

My	cousin	is	 looking	at	me	like	I	could	be	a	unicorn	pissing	rainbows.	“What?”	she
chokes,	a	little	too	loudly	for	my	liking.

“Keep	 it	 down.”	 I	 link	 arms	with	 her	 and	 start	 walking	 around	 the	 outskirts	 of	 the
field,	out	of	earshot	of	everyone.

“I	don’t	know	what	question	to	ask	first,”	she	admits.	“Wait,	yes	I	do.	You	spent	all
night	in	Josh	Jameson’s	suite?”

“Yes.”	I	can’t	help	the	smile	that	creeps	up	on	me,	my	mind	giving	me	a	lovely	replay
of	 that	 night.	And	 just	 now,	 back	 in	 the	 car	when	 he	 laid	 it	 all	 out	 for	me.	He	 leads,	 I
follow.	It	seems	so	natural.

“And	you’re	not	falling	for	him?”	Her	glare	dares	me	to	deny	it.

“I’ve	 fallen	 so	 hard	 I’m	 black	 and	 blue.”	 I	 laugh	 on	 the	 inside	 at	 the	 irony	 of	 that
statement.	My	body	has	never	been	in	such	a	terrible	state,	yet	my	heart	has	never	been	in
a	better	state.	As	for	my	head,	I	haven’t	the	first	idea	how	to	deal	with	the	state	of	that.

“Oh	my	goodness,	Adeline.”

“I	do	not	need	you	to	tell	me	what	a	mess	I	am	in,	Matilda.	Please.”

“No,	you	don’t.	You	have	photographs	of	Josh’s	hotel	suite	to	tell	you	that.”

“That’s	just	it.	I	don’t	think	the	wonderful	institution	that	is	our	family	is	responsible.
Only	you,	Eddie,	Kim,	and	Damon	know,	and	I	trust	you	all	wholeheartedly.	Besides,	they
would	 never	 steamroll	 in	 and	 tackle	 a	 problem	 so	 brutally,	 not	 without	 the	 mundane
warnings	first.”

“Who	else	would	want	to	paint	Josh	in	such	a	terrible	light?”

“I	don’t	know.”	We	come	 to	a	 stop	on	 the	opposite	 side	of	 the	 field,	 and	 I	 scan	 the
crowds,	my	 eyes	 falling	 on	my	 father,	who	 is	 flanked	 on	 all	 sides	 by	 close	 protection.
“The	King	would	never	be	able	to	hold	back	on	berating	me	if	he	knew	I	had	been	keeping
company	with	Josh	Jameson,	and	he	sure	as	hell	wouldn’t	allow	Josh	here	today.”

“True,”	Matilda	agrees,	lowering	to	the	grass.

I	join	her,	picking	at	the	blades,	observing	the	people	waiting	in	line	to	lick	my	father’s
boots.

“There’s	your	lover.”	My	cousin	jars	my	forearm	with	a	flick	of	her	elbow.

I	 look	 to	 where	 she’s	 discreetly	 indicating	 and	 follow	 Josh’s	 path	 until	 he	 reaches
Senator	Jameson,	who	greets	him	with	a	firm	slap	to	the	shoulder	before	walking	him	over
to	 my	 father.	 I	 watch,	 rapt.	 Matilda	 is	 quickly	 holding	 my	 arm	 tightly,	 equally	 as
interested,	and	maybe	nervous,	too.	My	mind	only	bends	more	when	the	King	gives	Josh	a



friendly	smile,	taking	his	hand	and	shaking	it	firmly.	I	witness	only	civility	in	my	father’s
countenance.	Then	they’re	laughing,	all	three	of	them,	sealing	my	conclusion.

“His	 Majesty	 seems	 to	 like	 him,”	 Matilda	 says.	 “Maybe	 you	 are	 worrying	 over
nothing.”

“Oh,	Matilda,	you	say	some	stupid	things,	but	…	really?”

“Okay.	It	was	a	silly	suggestion.”	She	turns	into	me,	crossing	her	legs	and	pulling	her
dress	over	her	knees.	“Now,	I	want	to	know	everything.”

I	 laugh.	 She	 really	 doesn’t.	 “Like	what?”	Where	would	 I	 start?	The	whipping?	The
commands?	The	romantic	ride	on	horseback	through	the	countryside?	The	tiara	upon	my
head	 when	 he	 fucked	me?	 Or	 drifting	 off	 to	 sleep	 in	 his	 arms?	 I	 sigh	 dreamily	 like	 a
lovesick	teenager,	all	of	my	woes	forgotten.

“Like	everything,	Adeline.”	She	 looks	across	 the	 field	 toward	Josh,	where	he	 is	 still
conversing	with	the	King	and	the	senator.	“He	has	gorgeous	eyes.”

“He	 has	 gorgeous	 everything,”	 I	 admit,	 getting	 a	 flurry	 of	 mental	 images	 flicker
through	my	mind,	every	picture	a	piece	of	Josh’s	anatomy—his	biceps,	his	insanely	tight
stomach,	his	thick	thighs,	his	hard	pecs,	his	…

“He	doesn’t	look	like	his	father.”

I	don’t	divulge	what	I	know.	It’s	not	my	place.	“I	think	he	must	look	like	his	mother.
She	passed	away.”

“That’s	sad.”

“It	is.”	Smiling	fondly	at	Josh	across	the	way,	I	can’t	help	but	feel	a	little	proud	of	him
for	 everything	 he’s	 achieved.	Yet	 his	 success	 still	won’t	 be	 good	 enough	 for	my	 father.
“Oh,	look.”	I	point	to	the	left	of	us,	where	the	Argentine	is	wandering	over	with	his	horse,
his	 hat	 dangling	 by	 the	 thigh	 of	 his	 tight	 trousers.	His	 appearance	 gives	me	 the	 perfect
opportunity	to	change	the	subject.	“That’s	a	bulge	and	a	half.”

“You	 are	 disgraceful.”	Matilda	 sniffs,	 coming	 over	 all	 fidgety.	 “I	 wouldn’t	 know.	 I
have	not	looked.”

“Then	do	so,	because	it	is	delightful.”	I	yelp	through	a	chuckle	when	she	elbows	me	in
the	 side.	 “He’s	heading	 this	way,”	 I	 inform	her	 around	a	grin.	 “And	he	has	his	 eyes	on
you.”

“Oh	my	goodness,	what	do	I	say?	What	do	I	do?”

“Relax,”	 I	 laugh,	helping	her	 to	her	 feet.	 “Ask	him	about	his	beast.	And	 I	mean	his
horse,	not	his	bulge.”

“Adeline!”

My	grin	widens	as	Santiago	makes	 it	 to	us,	nodding	politely.	“Ladies,”	he	purrs,	his
accent	 thick	 and	 rough	 and	 sexy.	 I	 can	 literally	 feel	 my	 cousin	 crumbling	 under	 the
pleasure	of	it.

I	quickly	kick	off	 the	 introductions	before	Matilda	screws	it	up.	“Mr.	Garcia,	what	a
pleasure	to	meet	you.”	I	offer	my	hand.



“Your	Highness,	the	pleasure	is	mine.”

I	smile	and	claim	my	hand	back.	“This	 is	Her	Royal	Highness	 the	Duchess	of	Kent.
But	you	may	call	her	Matilda.”

“Matilda.”	Santiago	flashes	my	cousin	a	mouthful	of	perfectly	pearly	white	teeth,	and,
I	swear,	a	twinkle	sparks	in	his	eye.	The	man	is	gorgeous,	no	doubt,	but	he	is	a	little	too
pretty	for	my	taste.

When	 Matilda	 fails	 to	 offer	 her	 hand	 to	 him,	 he	 takes	 the	 liberty	 of	 collecting	 it
himself,	placing	a	 lingering	kiss	on	 the	back.	She	stares	at	 the	back	of	his	head,	 frozen,
until	I	jar	her	from	her	inertness	with	a	poke	to	the	arm.	She	darts	a	panicked	look	at	me.

Ask	about	his	beast,	I	mouth,	backing	away	on	a	smirk.	She	rolls	her	eyes,	her	chest
expanding.

“That’s	 a	 fine	 beast	 you	 have	 there,”	 she	 says,	 and	 I	 chuckle	 as	 I	 leave	 them	 to	 it,
making	a	mental	note	to	call	her	later.	I	want	every	juicy	detail.	Well,	perhaps	not	about
his	beast.

I	 watch	 Josh	with	 fascination	 as	 I	 wander	 toward	 the	 hub	 of	 things.	 He’s	 laughing
along	 with	 my	 father,	 and	 Eddie	 has	 joined	 the	 group,	 too.	 Senator	 Jameson	 is
congratulating	him	on	a	game	well	played.	I’m	curious	of	what	the	King	could	possibly	be
talking	 about	 with	 a	 Hollywood	 actor,	 but	 I	 know	 not	 to	 muscle	 in	 on	 man-talk,	 not
without	an	invitation,	so	I	head	toward	the	tent.	Besides,	I	can’t	be	certain	I	could	hold	it
together	with	Josh	so	near	in	front	of	an	audience.

“Adeline.”	My	father’s	booming	voice	cuts	my	journey	short.

I	cringe	at	the	entrance	to	the	tent,	contemplating,	just	for	a	second,	pretending	not	to
hear.	That	would	be	very	unwise	of	me.	So	I	paint	on	that	smile	and	pivot,	finding	all	four
men	looking	at	me.	Eddie	is	the	only	one	without	a	smile.	I	don’t	like	it.	Be	cool.	Be	cool.
Be	cool.	“Father,”	I	sing,	making	my	way	to	him,	accepting	his	warm	welcome.	It’s	quite	a
novelty	after	the	last	few	times	I’ve	seen	him,	when	he	has	ranted	and	raved	at	me.

“I	don’t	believe	you	have	been	formally	introduced	to	the	Senator	and	his	son.”

Christ.	My	smile	falters,	but	I	quickly	remedy	it.	“I	don’t	believe	I	have.”

Eddie	clears	his	throat,	and	Josh	flicks	a	curious	look	his	way.	I	was	right	to	avoid	this
cozy	 little	 group.	How	awful.	 “Oh,	 she	has,”	Senator	 Jameson	pipes	 in.	 “At	 the	garden
party.”

Oh	God.	 I’m	as	stiff	as	a	board,	 frantically	searching	my	mind	for	my	next	words.	 I
have	just	blatantly	lied	to	the	King.	Why	would	I	do	such	a	thing	if	I	have	nothing	to	hide?
But	he	 saw	me	 talking	 to	 Josh.	 Is	 it	possible	he	doesn’t	 remember?	 I	don’t	know,	but	 I
need	 to	play	 it	down.	“Oh,	of	course.”	 I	smile	at	Josh	who	 is	 looking	at	his	dad	 like	he
wants	to	rip	his	head	off.	“Forgive	me.”

“You’re	 forgiven,”	 Josh	 says	 coolly,	 slipping	 his	 hands	 into	 his	 pockets.	 “Your
Highness.”

Heat	blazes	my	skin,	damn	him.

The	 King	 laughs,	 loud	 and	 rumbling.	 “Josh	 here	 makes	 movies.	 He’s	 quite	 an



accomplished	actor.”

“How	delightful.”	 I	 smile	 tightly,	 trying	 to	keep	my	composure.	 Just	 the	simple	 fact
that	my	father	doesn’t	know	of	Josh’s	fame	speaks	volumes.	Hollywood	royalty	isn’t	on
his	radar,	so	I’m	not	surprised	he	thinks	it	won’t	be	on	mine	either.	But	it	is.	Like	a	huge,
bright	screaming	beacon.	I	analyze	my	father’s	disposition.	He’s	relaxed,	smiling,	and	he
is	 far	 from	wary	of	 the	American	before	him.	 In	 fact,	 I	would	go	as	 far	 as	 to	 say	he	 is
rather	impressed	by	him.	Maybe	even	likes	him.

“And	you	are	a	very	accomplished	shooter,	 I	hear?”	Josh	relieves	me	of	his	burning
eyes,	giving	the	King	his	full	attention.

“Years	of	practice	on	the	clays,	my	boy.”

“I	used	to	shoot.	Haven’t	for	years,	mind	you,	but	I	used	to	enjoy	a	hunt	from	time	to
time.”

“What	did	you	hunt?”	the	King	asks,	interested.

“Elk,	deer,	moose.	If	it	moved	in	the	woods,	it	was	mine.”

Father	is	more	than	impressed	now.	“I	hunted	elk	once	in	Arizona.	Thrilling.	You	must
join	me	one	day.	I	like	a	bit	of	competition,	and	no	one	around	here	provides	that.”

Did	my	father	just	invite	Josh	out	for	the	day?	I	stare	at	Josh,	astonished,	who	gladly
accepts	the	King’s	offer,	because	no	one,	no	matter	who	you	are,	declines	the	King.	I’m
not	 quite	 sure	 what	 I’m	witnessing.	 Silly	 thoughts	 start	 to	 bounce	 around	 in	my	 head,
visions	of	my	father	aiming	 for	a	clay	and	 turning	 the	gun	onto	Josh	at	 the	 last	 second.
Bang!	I	flinch	on	the	spot,	my	mind	now	having	the	King	tossing	Josh’s	body	in	a	nearby
ditch.	Christ,	what’s	going	on	in	my	head?	Or	maybe	the	King	really	will	approve	of	Josh
and	give	us	his	blessing.	Now,	I’m	inwardly	laughing,	because	that	 is,	without	question,
the	silliest	thought	I	have	ever	had.	Even	more	silly	than	the	idea	of	the	King	having	Josh
killed	off.

I’m	gratefully	distracted	from	my	crazy	thought	process	when	Davenport	appears	by
my	 father’s	 side,	 whispering	 into	 his	 ear.	 The	 King’s	 expression	 goes	 from	 delight	 to
dismay	 in	 a	 heartbeat.	 “Very	well.”	He	moves	 away,	 addressing	 the	 group.	 “Duty	 calls,
I’m	afraid.”

Everyone	nods	at	the	King’s	departure,	and	I	use	it	to	break	away	myself.	“Excuse	me,
gentlemen.”	 I	nod,	 turning	away	before	 I	make	eye	contact	with	Eddie,	 the	senator,	and
especially	Josh.	I’m	ready	to	go	home	and	process	everything	that	has	happened	today.	It
might	take	me	a	while.	And	plenty	of	champagne,	since	I’ve	been	denied	too	much	today.
Whatever	is	going	on?



THE	NEXT	DAY	AFTER	I’VE	spent	most	of	it	at	the	stables,	we	collect	Eddie	from	the	barracks
on	the	way	back	to	Kellington.	I’ve	managed	to	avoid	him	since	yesterday’s	polo	match,
but	now	…

The	atmosphere	in	the	car	is	painful.	I	make	idol	chit-chat,	none	of	which	he	indulges
in.	He	mostly	looks	out	of	the	window,	lost	in	thought.	And	I	positively	hate	the	fact	that
his	thoughts	are	undeniably	centered	on	me	and	my	predicament.	Because	that	is	exactly
what	it	is.	A	dilemma.	Me	being	smitten	with	a	man,	the	perfect	man	for	me,	is	a	problem.
I	can’t	even	appreciate	 that	Eddie	 is	worried	about	me.	 I’m	too	worried	for	myself.	The
first	thing	I	did	this	morning	was	check	the	online	news	for	anything	related	to	Josh	and	a
trashed	hotel	 suite.	My	heart	pounded	as	 I	worked	my	way	 through	every	publication.	 I
found	nothing.	My	heartbeats	calmed,	but	only	a	little.	I’m	still	anxious.

A	 few	 times	 on	 our	 ride	 back	 to	 Kellington,	 after	 I’ve	 tried	 to	 engage	 Eddie	 in
conversation	and	he	has	blocked	me	dead	in	my	tracks,	I	look	to	Damon	in	the	rearview
mirror,	as	 if	seeking	help.	My	head	of	security	just	shrugs	his	big	shoulders,	 leaving	me
pondering	alone.	I	don’t	know	what	to	say	to	my	brother,	and	I	am	not	sure	it	would	make
even	a	bit	of	difference	to	his	opinion	if	I	did.	So	in	the	end,	I	close	my	mouth	and	endure
the	wretched	silence.

When	we	pull	into	the	grounds	of	Kellington,	I’m	like	a	rocket	out	of	the	car,	darting
up	the	steps	to	the	entrance	in	a	rush	to	get	myself	to	my	suite	so	I	can	be	alone	and	away
from	the	lingering	silence	of	the	car.

“Your	Highness.”	Olive’s	hands	are	held	out	in	front	of	her	ready	to	take	my	bag,	but
letting	her	help	me	would	stall	my	escape.	So	I	whizz	past,	catching	her	stunned	look	in
my	haste.	“But,	ma’am,	your	supper,”	she	calls	to	my	back.

“I’m	not	hungry,	but	thank	you,	Olive.”	I	take	the	stairs	two	at	a	time.

“But	Dolly	has	cooked	your	favorite,	ma’am.”

King	prawn	linguine?	My	steps	stutter	to	a	stop	on	the	stairs,	my	shoulders	dropping	in
defeat.	“She	has?”	I	squeak,	cringing	at	 the	plush	carpet	 runner	on	 the	stairs	before	me.
Dolly	only	ever	makes	me	my	favorite	dish	when	she’s	pulling	no	punches.	She	knows	it’s
the	only	meal	that	will	get	me	to	the	table,	no	matter	how	much	I	try	to	convince	her	I’m
not	hungry.	It	is	the	dish	she	uses	as	a	weapon,	to	force	me	to	eat	when	I	don’t	want	to.	It
is	also	a	dish	that	she	will	be	grumpy	about	should	I	decline	to	eat	it,	since	it	takes	up	so
much	of	her	time	and	steers	her	well	clear	of	her	usual,	 traditional	meals.	“I’ll	 take	it	 in
my	room.”	I	try	to	bargain	my	way	out	of	it,	not	wanting	to	upset	Dolly,	but	at	the	same
time	wondering	why	today	she	has	pulled	out	the	big	guns.



“But	 His	 Royal	 Highness	 Prince	 Edward	 has	 requested	 the	 table	 be	 laid,	 ma’am.”
Olive,	God	bless	her	soul,	sounds	nervous	at	delivering	this	news.	She	should	be.	So	it’s
Eddie	who’s	pulling	out	the	big	guns?	He	wants	me	to	eat	with	him.	Why?	So	he	can	talk
to	me?	We	just	had	alone	time	in	the	car	together,	and	he	didn’t	murmur	a	word.

I	slowly	turn,	full	of	dread,	finding	my	brother	standing	behind	Olive,	observing	my
stalled	 fleeing	 form	 on	 the	 stairs.	 His	 face	 is	 the	 most	 serious	 that	 I	 have	 ever	 seen.
“Dinner	awaits,”	he	says	flatly,	gesturing	to	the	dining	room.

I	suppress	my	sigh	and	take	 the	stairs	back	down	to	 the	foyer,	 letting	Olive	 take	my
bag	and	scarf.	But	not	before	I	retrieve	my	mobile	phone.	The	quick	dip	of	my	hand	into
my	bag	isn’t	missed	by	Eddie.	“Thank	you.”	I	smile	a	small	smile	at	Olive,	who	wastes	no
time	removing	herself	from	the	thick	atmosphere.	I	envy	her.	There	is	no	escape	for	me.	I
look	at	my	brother,	who	gives	me	nothing	but	a	straight	face.	I	want	to	tell	him	he	looks
less	handsome	when	he	doesn’t	smile,	that	his	boyish	features	look	twenty	years	older.	But
that	 would	 be	 in	 spite.	 The	 flat	 look	 on	 his	 lovely	 face	 is	 indicating	 where	 dinner’s
conversation	will	go,	so	I	roll	my	shoulders	back	and	make	my	way	into	the	dining	room,
determined	to	see	this	through.	I	will	tell	him	exactly	what	is	happening,	if	that	is	what	he
wants.	 I	 have	 not	 been	 holding	 back	 because	 I	 don’t	 trust	 him.	 I	 simply	 don’t	 want
someone	raining	on	my	already	flooded	parade.

“Looks	very	nice,”	I	say	to	the	perfectly	laid	table,	taking	my	seat	and	letting	one	of
the	footmen	drape	the	500	thread	count	napkin	across	my	lap.	“Thank	you.”	I	smile	at	him
as	he	backs	away,	and	rest	my	elbows	on	the	table,	something	I’d	never	dream	of	doing	if
dining	 with	 the	 King.	 I	 also	 wouldn’t	 dream	 of	 lifting	 my	 silverware	 before	 the	 King
began	his	meal,	but	since	the	King	isn’t	here,	I	grab	my	knife	and	fork	and	dive	into	my
creamy	pasta	as	soon	as	it	lands	on	the	table	in	front	of	me,	if	only	to	distract	myself	from
Eddie,	 who	 is	 staring	 at	 me	 across	 the	 table,	 not	 bothering	 with	 his	 supper.	 I	 feel	 my
irritation	build	with	every	silent	second	that	passes,	to	the	point	I	resort	to	clenching	my
silverware	in	my	grasp	and	breathing	in	deeply,	looking	at	my	brother	with	an	expectant
look.	Like,	yes,	just	say	what	you	want	to	say.

And	he	does.	Bringing	his	balled	fist	to	his	mouth,	he	clears	his	throat	and	squares	me
with	a	level	look.	“Enough	of	the	games.	What’s	going	on?”

I	match	Eddie’s	stark	look,	fumbling	for	the	right	words	and	the	best	way	to	say	them.
I	don’t	 know	whether	 it’s	 his	 reproachful	 expression	or	my	muddled	 state,	 but	 the	only
words	I	can	find	are	those	of	a	negative	nature,	and	it’s	a	challenge	to	hold	them	back.	I
want	to	scream	at	him	to	let	me	be,	to	let	me	figure	this	out	on	my	own.	I	don’t	need	to
hear	 what	 I	 am	 faced	 with.	 I	 know	 fine	 well.	 “I’m	 seeing	 him,”	 I	 mutter,	 annoyingly
casting	my	eyes	away	as	 I	 confirm	what	he	knows.	What	 I	wanted	 to	do	was	 look	him
square	in	the	eye	with	confidence	and	conviction.	Why	can’t	I	do	that?	Why	can’t	I	push
forward	with	determination?	It	 takes	 two	seconds	 to	 reach	my	conclusion,	and	with	 that
conclusion	comes	a	reminder	of	the	fear	that	accompanies	the	path	I’ve	chosen.	I’ve	fallen
for	Josh.	I	care	about	what	happens	to	him.	It	matters	to	me	if	he’s	tarnished	in	any	way.
That	amplifies	my	fear,	because	it	all	leaves	me	vulnerable.

Eddie	laughs,	and	it	is	the	most	condescending	laugh	I	have	ever	heard.

Ignoring	it,	I	battle	forward.	“I	try	to	feel	free	every	day,”	I	begin,	keeping	my	voice



calm	and	even,	determined	not	to	lose	my	temper	with	the	brother	I	love	so	much.	“I—”

Eddie	laughs	harder,	bringing	my	intended	plea	to	an	abrupt	halt.	“You	are	a	Lockhart,
Adeline.	The	word	free	doesn’t	come	with	the	job.”

“What	 if	 I	 don’t	want	 this	 job?”	 I	 grate,	 stabbing	 at	 a	 prawn	with	my	 fork,	 just	 for
something	to	take	out	my	frustration	on.	I’m	not	going	to	eat	it.	I	have	no	appetite.	I’m	just
here	to	show	some	willingness.

“You	don’t	get	a	choice.”	Eddie	leans	across	the	table,	and	for	the	first	time	in	forever,
I	 see	my	 father	 in	 him.	Not	 because	 he	 looks	 like	 him,	 he	 looks	nothing	 like	 him,	 but
because	he	sounds	like	him.	And	I	resent	him	for	it.	“This	is	your	life,	Adeline,	and	it	is
mine.	I’ve	gotten	used	to	it.	You	should,	too.	Enough	of	the	games.	You’ve	played	them
for	 long	enough.	Forget	 about	him.	Forget	 about	your	 silly	 little	 fling.	Move	on	and	do
what	Adeline	Lockhart	does	best.”

“What	 do	 I	 do	 best?”	 I	 question.	 “Come	 on,	 what	 do	 I	 do	 best,	 Edward?	Keep	 up
appearances?	Dance	to	the	tune	of	the	King	and	his	minions?”

“Really?	Like	you	do	any	of	those	things.”

“You’re	 right.	 I	don’t.	What	 I	 try	 to	do	 is	 feel	 free.	Try.	That’s	 the	key	word	here.	 I
force	it.	Do	things	I	 tell	myself	will	make	me	feel	better	about	 the	restraints	I	 live	with.
The	rebelling,	the	behavior;	it’s	all	my	way	of	trying	to	hold	on	to	my	free	will.”	I	take	a
deep	 breath,	 seeing	 I	 now	 have	 Eddie’s	 full	 attention,	 and	 I	 plan	 on	 keeping	 it.	 No
interruptions.	No	more	batting	me	down	with	a	reminder	of	our	obligations.	That’s	it,	now.
He	asked,	so	he	shall	get.	I	drop	my	silverware	and	stand,	resting	my	palms	on	the	table.
“With	Josh,	I	don’t	need	to	try.	I	don’t	even	have	to	think	about	it.	It’s	effortless.	Natural.
I’m	not	 lying	 to	myself.	He	makes	me	 feel	good	about	me.	He	knows	me	without	 even
really	knowing	me.	He	sees	me.	Not	the	painted	princess.	He	sees	me.	The	woman.	The
desire.	The	need	to	have	a	man	tell	me	that	this	is	how	it’s	going	to	be,	but	he’s	telling	me
that	because	he	knows	what	I	want.	What	I	need.	Not	what	my	country	needs.	Not	what
the	King	needs.	Not	what	the	bloody	monarchy	needs.	Me.	It’s	about	me.	So	if	that	is	bad,
if	 you	 can’t	 deal	with	 that,	 you	 are	more	 than	welcome	 to	 go	 join	 the	 army	 of	 power-
hungry	bastards	who	will	try	to	stop	us	from	being	together.”	I	catch	my	breath,	if	only	to
make	sure	my	next	promise	is	as	level	as	every	other	word	I	have	spoken.	“I	will	take	you
down	as	hard	as	I	plan	on	taking	them	down.	With	no	mercy.	No	guilt.	No	looking	back.
This	 is	 about	me	being	a	better	person,	 a	more	useful	person,	because	 I	have	what	 I	 so
desperately	 need	 in	 my	 life	 to	 function.	 Him.	 Josh.”	 I	 manage	 to	 note	 through	 my
declaration	 that	 Eddie’s	 eyes	 are	wide	 and	 startled.	 “I	 would	 rather	 sacrifice	my	 entire
existence	 as	 a	 royal	 than	be	without	 him.	 I’m	useless	without	 him.	 I	have	 been	 useless
without	 him.	 For	 the	 first	 time	 in	 my	 life,	 I	 feel	 valued.	 I	 have	 a	 purpose	 beyond
answering	correspondence	and	keeping	up	appearances.	I	want	 to	do	the	things	with	my
life	that	I	never	dreamt	I	would	be	able	to	do.	He	is	a	blessing	to	me,	and	I	will	not	let	you
or	anyone	else	try	to	make	him	out	to	be	anything	else.”	Throwing	my	napkin	on	the	table,
I	walk	away,	so	damn	proud	of	myself	for	getting	all	those	words	out	without	so	much	as	a
stutter	or	a	crack	in	my	voice.	There.	I	think	I	made	myself	clear.

Olive	moves	swiftly	from	my	path	as	she	enters	with	a	tray,	and	when	my	phone	rings
in	my	hand	and	Josh’s	name	appears,	I	be	as	bold	as	one	can	be,	answering	and	greeting



him	by	his	name,	 just	 so	Eddie	knows	exactly	who	 I’m	 talking	 to.	Call	 it	 blunt.	Call	 it
brazen.	I	don’t	care.	“Josh,”	I	breathe,	taking	the	stairs	steadily.

“You	sound	out	of	breath.	Everything	okay?”

“Not	really.	I	just	had	a	horrible	argument	with	my	brother.”

“Oh?	About	…”

“Us.”

“I	won’t	ask	what	he	said.	I	caught	the	way	he	was	glaring	at	me	yesterday	at	the	polo
match.	Are	you	all	right?”

“No.”	I	make	it	to	my	bedroom	and	shut	myself	inside,	collapsing	to	the	couch.	“Eddie
is	my	favorite	of	them	all.	I	hate	fighting	with	him.”	Leaning	down,	I	start	to	pull	off	my
riding	boots.	“And	the	worst	thing	is,	what	I	just	faced	will	be	nothing	compared	to	what
is	to	come.”	All	the	fortitude	Josh	filled	me	with	yesterday	wanes,	and	I	flop	back	on	the
couch	on	a	heavy	sigh.

“Maybe	I	can	help	out.”

I	would	 laugh,	 but	 that	would	 be	 condescending,	 so	 I	 settle	 for	 an	 eye-roll	 instead.
“And	how	do	you	propose	you	will	help?”

“I’m	going	shooting	with	the	King	and	my	dad	tomorrow.”

I’m	sitting	up	straight	all	of	a	sudden.	“Tomorrow?	When	was	that	arranged?”

“Just	 before	 I	 left	 the	 match.	 Some	 tall,	 lanky	 old	 dude	 told	 me	 where	 to	 be	 and
when.”

“Davenport,”	I	tell	him.	“Looks	like	his	face	would	crack	if	he	smiled?”

“That’s	him.	Who	shit	in	his	coffee?”

I	chuckle.	“He	has	one	expression.	Has	since	I’ve	known	him.”	I	get	up	and	wander
into	the	dressing	room,	getting	myself	out	of	my	jodhpurs	with	one	hand.	“He	served	my
grandfather	before	my	father.	He	is	a	piece	of	the	royal	furniture,	and	I’m	pretty	sure	he
hates	me.”

“Why	do	you	say	that?”

“Just	the	way	he	looks	at	me.	Like	I’m	a	thorn	in	his	side.”	I	pull	my	phone	away	to
get	my	jumper	over	my	head	and	drop	it	to	the	floor.	As	I’m	wandering	out,	intending	on
heading	 for	 the	bathroom,	my	eye	catches	my	grandmother’s	Spanish	 tiara.	 I	nibble	my
lip,	smiling	to	myself.	“Guess	what	I’m	looking	at?”	I	 lift	 the	heavy	piece	and	turn	it	 in
my	hand.

“If	 you	 say	 you’re	 naked	 and	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 the	mirror,	 there	 will	 be	 serious
consequences.”

“I	have	my	underwear	on,	and	the	mirror	before	me	is	hanging	over	my	dresser,	so	I
can	only	see	the	top	half.”

“That’s	still	not	fair	play.	Wait.	Your	dresser?”



“Uh-huh.”	I	grin,	 looking	to	my	reflection.	My	eyes	are	sparkling	nearly	as	much	as
the	encrusted	headpiece	in	my	hand.

“Put	it	on	your	head,”	he	orders.	I	pull	my	ponytail	free,	letting	my	hair	tumble	over
my	shoulders,	and	then	rest	the	heavy	weight	atop	of	my	head.	“Take	a	picture	and	send	it
to	me.”

I	 don’t	 even	 think	 to	 question	 him.	 Pulling	my	 camera	 up,	 I	 pout	 and	 snap	 a	 quick
selfie	before	attaching	it	to	a	text	and	sending	it	on.	“Done.	Did	it	come	through?”

“Oh	Jesus,”	Josh	breathes.

“Is	that	a	yes?”

“That’s	my	new	screensaver.”

“Don’t	be	ridiculous.”	I	 laugh,	 lifting	the	heavy	weight	from	my	head	and	placing	it
down.	“People	will	see.	How	would	you	explain	it?”

He	grunts,	annoyed.	“Where	are	you?”

“Just	about	to	take	a	shower.”

“Adeline!”

“Well,	I	am.”	I	laugh,	entering	the	bathroom	and	grabbing	a	towel.

“Come	see	me.”

“I	 can’t.”	 I	 sigh,	 pouting	 as	 I	 flick	 the	 shower	on.	 “Damon’s	going	home	 soon.	 I’m
going	nowhere	tonight.”

“Then	I’ll	come	to	you.”

“Yes,	you	do	that.	Wear	your	invisibility	cloak	and	all	will	be	fine,	I’m	sure.”

“Damn	 it,	Adeline,	why’d	 you	 have	 to	 be	 so	 fuckin’	 important?”	He	 sounds	 utterly
exasperated,	and	I	have	to	admit,	so	am	I.	Although	he’s	a	fine	one	to	talk.

“You	 are	 hardly	 a	 nobody	 yourself,	Mr.	 Jameson,”	 I	 point	 out.	 “I	 did	 tell	 you	 this
would	be	impossible.”

“God,	I	need	to	see	you.	Tomorrow	I’m	going	to	blindside	the	King	so	much,	he’ll	be
begging	me	 to	 date	 his	 daughter.	And	 if	 that	 fails,	 I’ll	 put	my	 gun	 to	 his	 head	 until	 he
agrees.”

I	 snort	 down	 the	 line.	 “I	 hope	 you’re	 ready	 to	 fail.”	 I	 stare	 at	myself	 in	 the	mirror,
thinking	how	desperate	I	am	to	see	him,	too.	So	desperate.	How	could	I	make	that	happen?
I	 gaze	 into	my	 eyes,	 an	 outlandish	 idea	 coming	 to	me.	 “I	 could	 sneak	 out,”	 I	mumble,
more	to	myself	than	to	Josh.

“What?”

“Of	the	palace,”	I	explain.	“I	could	sneak	out	of	the	palace.”

“Wanna	borrow	my	invisibility	cloak?”

I	look	at	my	phone	quickly,	registering	that	I	have	roughly	thirty	minutes	until	Damon
clocks	off.	I	need	to	be	quick.	“I’ll	be	there	in	an	hour.”	I	hang	up	and	shove	my	hair	in	a



messy	knot	before	I	dive	in	the	shower.	I	haven’t	the	luxury	of	time	to	wash	and	dry	my
mane.	I	fly	over	my	body	with	soapy	hands	and	quickly	wash	it	off.	A	quick	check	of	the
time	tells	me	I’m	down	to	twenty-five	minutes.	Christ,	it	will	take	me	ten	minutes	to	get
myself	to	the	garages,	possibly	longer	if	I	have	to	crawl	combat-style	through	the	palace	to
avoid	being	seen.	My	heart	starts	pumping	fast	with	adrenalin	and	excitement.

As	 I’m	 rubbing	 in	 some	 face	 cream,	my	 phone	 rings,	 and	 I	 peek	 down	 to	 see	 Josh
flashing	up	on	my	screen.	“I	haven’t	got	time	to	speak,”	I	say	to	myself,	letting	it	ring	off.
I	 spritz,	 and	 then	 dart	 into	my	 dressing	 room,	 grabbing	 some	 black	 skinny	 jeans	 and	 a
black	 lightweight	 jumper,	 throwing	 them	 on	 quickly.	 I	 finish	with	 a	 black	 scarf	 looped
round	my	 neck	 a	 few	 times,	 and	 I	 release	my	 hair,	 letting	 the	messy	waves	 do	 as	 they
damn	well	please.	I	hope	Josh	appreciates	au	naturel.	I	have	not	a	scrap	of	makeup	on,	and
I	don’t	care.	I’m	too	desperate	to	see	him,	and	my	window	of	opportunity	will	close	any
minute.

Throwing	my	bag	over	my	shoulder,	I	grab	the	first	pair	of	comfortable	shoes	I	can	lay
my	hands	on.	My	Uggs.	It’s	the	wrong	time	of	year,	but	I	shrug	and	pull	them	on,	then	I
dip	 into	 the	bottom	drawer	of	my	dresser,	knowing	 it	was	 in	here	 the	 last	 time	I	saw	 it.
“Come	on,	where	are	you?”	I	ask,	as	I	rummage	through	the	contents.	I	smile	when	I	lay
my	hands	on	it.	Taking	myself	to	the	mirror,	I	slip	the	New	York	Yankees	baseball	cap	on.
“Perfect.”	If	I	keep	my	head	down,	I	should	be	good.

As	I’m	rounding	the	gallery	landing,	my	phone	rings	again,	reminding	me	to	turn	the
sound	off.	I	can’t	answer	and	risk	being	heard,	so	I	let	it	ring	off	again.	The	next	second,	I
get	a	text.

You’re	shitting	me,	right?	Sneak	out?

I	 ignore	him,	not	willing	 to	 let	him	talk	me	out	of	 it,	and	make	my	way	through	the
palace,	choosing	a	less	than	efficient	route	through	endless	connecting	rooms,	but	a	route
that	 will	 ensure	 the	 chances	 of	 me	 being	 seen	 are	 minimal.	 My	 only	 stumbling	 block
comes	when	 I	 have	 to	pass	 the	kitchen	 in	order	 to	get	 to	 the	garage.	With	 all	 the	other
external	doors	fitted	with	active	sensor	alarms,	it	is	my	only	way.	I	hear	Damon	and	Dolly
chatting	in	the	kitchen	as	I	creep	down	the	corridor,	the	exit	into	the	small	courtyard	that
leads	 to	 the	garage	block	 in	 sight.	 I’m	as	quiet	 as	 a	mouse,	 tiptoeing	with	my	 shoulder
close	to	the	wall.	A	quick	peek	around	the	corner	tells	me	Damon	has	his	back	to	me	and
Dolly	is	rifling	through	a	cupboard.	I’m	clear,	but	 just	as	I	am	about	to	shoot	across	the
doorway,	Olive	strolls	into	the	kitchen,	and	I	jump	back,	sticking	myself	to	the	wall.

“That’s	me	for	the	evening,”	she	declares.

“I’ll	be	off,	too,”	Damon	says,	and	I	hear	the	feet	of	his	stool	scrape	the	tile	floor.

Damn	it!	It’s	now	or	never.	I	hold	my	breath	and	practically	dive	across	the	doorway,
and	 then	 run	 to	 the	door	on	 light	 feet,	praying	 I	don’t	hear	 the	 signs	of	 anyone	coming
after	me.	I	only	start	breathing	again	once	I	have	made	it	into	the	courtyard,	shutting	the
door	quietly	behind	me.	Then	I	run	toward	the	garage	like	my	life	depends	on	it.

Scrambling	for	Damon’s	car	keys	in	the	cabinet,	I	click	his	car	open	and	replace	them
before	getting	in	the	back	of	his	car	and	wedging	myself	in	the	space	behind	the	driver’s
seat.	 I’m	 squished	 completely,	 but	my	 time	mentally	moaning	 about	my	 uncomfortable



form	is	 limited	 to	seconds,	because	 the	heavy	footsteps	of	someone	approaching	 the	car
makes	me	still.	My	phone,	however,	doesn’t	get	the	memo	to	be	quiet	and	vibrates	in	my
hand,	 illuminating	 the	 car	 with	 the	 light	 from	 the	 screen.	 “Bugger,”	 I	 curse	 quietly,
fumbling	in	my	confined	space	to	get	my	phone	in	sight.

Answer	your	phone!

Josh	rings	again,	and	I	apologize	to	him	in	my	head	as	I	turn	it	off	quickly	and	try	to
settle	in	for	the	ride.	My	knees	are	virtually	in	my	mouth,	my	body	scrunched	and	bent	in
the	most	awkward	way.	A	contortionist	 I	am	not.	The	door	opens,	and	I	hold	my	breath
once	again	as	Damon	drops	into	the	seat	and	starts	the	car.	All	is	well	…	until	he	decides
he	is	too	close	to	the	wheel	and	presses	the	button	that	slides	the	chair	back.	Oh	God!	My
shoulders	meet	my	earlobes,	and	I	scrunch	my	eyes	closed,	waiting	for	the	crack	of	bones.

For	a	moment,	I	question	my	sanity.	Then	I	remind	myself	of	what	is	waiting	for	me	at
the	end	of	what	is	going	to	be	a	journey	that	is	the	furthest	from	first	class	travel	I	could
find.	Mentally	willing	Damon	to	drive,	I	force	myself	into	complete	stillness,	aware	I’m	so
wedged	into	the	back	of	his	seat,	he	will	feel	even	the	slightest	move	I	try	to	make.	This	is
hell.	Pure	hell.	But	Josh	is	heaven,	and	if	I	need	to	go	through	hell	 to	reach	my	heaven,
then	so	be	it.

Damon	pulls	 out	 of	 the	garage	 and	 crawls	 along	 for	 a	 few	moments	before	 slowing
again	 when	 I	 assume	 he	 reaches	 the	 gate.	 He	 lets	 the	 window	 down.	 “Have	 a	 good
evening,”	he	says,	low	and	gruff.

“You	too,	Damon,”	the	gateman	replies,	and	I	hear	the	gates	starting	to	creak	open.

The	car	picks	up	speed,	and	my	misery	gets	some	light	 relief	when	Damon	turns	on
the	 stereo	 and	 starts	 singing	 along	 to	…	 Take	 That?	 I	 have	 to	 hold	 my	 breath	 to	 stop
myself	 from	 laughing	out	 loud.	Oh	my,	 how	will	 I	 ever	 refrain	 from	 teasing	him	about
this?	My	big,	bruising	Damon	belting	out	the	lyrics	to	Never	Forget	is	high	up	there	on	my
list	of	most	entertaining	moments.	Not	because	he’s	good.	He’s	not.	He’s	terrible.	My	ears
are	 bleeding,	 but	 his	 gusto	 and	 the	 effort	 he	 is	 putting	 into	 his	 rendition	 is	 priceless.	 I
suppress	my	snort	of	amusement,	wincing	constantly.	The	man	is	tone	deaf.

It	already	feels	like	the	longest—and	loudest—journey	ever,	and	I	know	I	have	a	way
to	go.	From	memory,	Damon	lives	in	Lambeth,	all	the	way	on	the	other	side	of	the	river.
The	Dorchester	is	a	mere	mile	away	from	Kellington,	on	the	other	side	of	Hyde	Park.	I’m
going	miles	out	of	my	way,	but	it’s	the	only	way	to	escape	the	palace.

After	ten	minutes,	I’m	covering	my	ears.	I	assumed	Take	That	was	on	the	radio.	I	was
wrong.	Damon	has	the	greatest	hits	album	wired	through	his	iPhone,	and	he	knows	every
single	word	to	every	blasted	track.

It	 is	a	relief	when	his	phone	rings	and	interrupts	him.	“Hey	darling,”	he	answers,	all
chirpy.

“Hey,	you	on	your	way	home	yet?”	his	wife,	Mandy,	asks.

“Just	left	the	palace.”

“Good	day?”



“Always	interesting.”	He	takes	a	corner	a	bit	too	sharply.	“Everything	okay?”

“Yes.	Dinner’s	nearly	ready.	Will	you	stop	and	pick	up	some	wine?”

Yes!	Stop	and	pick	up	some	wine.	Right	around	here	would	be	super.

“Sure,”	Damon	says.	“Red?”

“We	have	steak,	so	that	will	be	perfect.”

“Steak?”	The	interest	in	his	voice	makes	me	smile.	“Steak’s	my	favorite.”

“I	 know	 it	 is,”	 Mandy	 teases.	 “And	 if	 you	 eat	 it	 all	 up	 like	 a	 good	 boy,	 I	 have
something	special	for	dessert.”

My	eyes	bug,	and	I	blush,	despite	no	one	being	able	to	see	me.	I’m	sure	the	car	picks
up	speed.

“I’ll	be	quick.”

She	 laughs.	“But	don’t	kill	yourself	being	quick,	okay?	I	want	my	husband	home	in
one	piece.	Save	your	speed	skills	for	when	Princess	Adeline	needs	them.”

“Got	it.”

Listening	to	my	bodyguard	chatting	with	his	wife,	just	like	a	normal	married	couple,
makes	my	heart	swell.	I	want	that.	Normal.	Talking	about	what’s	for	dinner	and	what	wine
we	might	have	with	it.

“I’m	just	coming	up	to	Sainsbury’s.	See	you	when	I	get	home.”	Damon	pulls	to	a	stop.
“And	Mandy?”

“Yes?”

“Be	naked	when	I	get	there.”

I	 die	where	 I’m	 balled	 up,	 covering	my	 twisted	 face	 as	 best	 I	 can	with	my	 limited
movement.	This	journey	has	been	more	painful	than	I	ever	imagined,	and	not	only	because
my	arms	and	legs	are	bent	at	the	most	insane	angles.	When	Damon	gets	out	of	the	car	and
slams	 the	 door,	 clearly	 in	 a	 hurry,	 I	 release	 all	 the	 air	 I	 have	 been	 holding,	 breathing
properly	for	the	first	time	in	fifteen	minutes.	He’s	in	a	rush.	It	won’t	be	long	before	he’s
heading	back	out	of	the	store	with	his	bottle	of	red	to	race	home	to	his	wife.

Peeking	up	out	of	the	window,	I	see	the	entrance	to	the	store	and	Damon	disappearing
into	it.	“Thank	goodness,”	I	sigh,	wrestling	my	way	up	from	the	floor	of	the	car.	Pulling
the	door	handle,	I	practically	fall	into	a	pile	onto	the	pavement.	I	can’t	appreciate	the	sense
of	freedom,	nor	can	I	relish	the	stretch	of	my	muscles.	No.	I	get	none	of	 those	luxuries,
because	the	alarm	of	Damon’s	car	starts	screaming	at	me.	I	stiffen	and	look	left	and	right,
seeing	plenty	of	people,	yet	none	of	them	particularly	bothered	by	the	shrill	sound	of	the
nearby	car	alarm.	I	skulk	away,	pulling	the	peak	of	my	cap	down,	at	the	same	time	trying
to	gauge	where	 I	am.	 It’s	only	at	 this	point	 in	my	 thirty-year	existence	 that	 I	appreciate
how	isolated	I	have	been.	I’ve	 lived	in	 this	city	for	 three	decades,	yet	I	haven’t	 the	first
idea	of	where	I	am.	I	recognize	nothing.

I	resort	to	finding	a	sign	to	gain	my	bearings.	Chelsea	Bridge.	It’s	only	my	mental	map
of	London	that	can	offer	me	my	route	and	how	long	it	might	take	me.	It’s	at	least	a	forty-



minute	walk.	That	doesn’t	bother	me	so	much.	It’s	the	vigilance	I’ll	need	to	maintain	that
worries	me	more.	The	thought	makes	me	lower	my	head,	while	trying	to	look	up	for	signs
of	a	black	cab.	I	spot	one	and	wave	my	arm,	but	it	sails	by.	And	then	another	does,	and
then	one	stops	but	some	rude	person	dives	in	before	I	make	it	off	the	curb.	I	sigh	and	start
a	brisk	walk	 toward	 the	end	of	 the	 road,	my	shoulders	huddled	high,	my	head	bowed.	 I
don’t	make	eye	contact	with	anyone,	dare	not	look	up	higher	than	the	slabs	before	me.	I’m
jostled	on	the	pavement	by	the	crowds,	and	with	each	step	I	take,	my	nerves	become	more
frayed.	I	feel	so	small	out	here,	alone	in	the	world,	so	utterly	vulnerable.

My	breathing	is	labored	half	an	hour	into	my	walk,	and	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	the
brisk	pace	I	have	maintained.	A	harsh	bump	of	my	shoulder	nearly	spins	me	on	the	spot,
and	a	suited	man	curses	me	for	getting	in	his	way.	“Look	where	you’re	going,”	he	yells.	I
mutter	 an	 apology,	my	 chin	 nearly	 touching	my	 chest	 to	 avoid	what	 I	 know	will	 be	 an
angry	glare.

I	collide	with	another	pedestrian,	my	body	ricocheting	back	a	few	feet.	“Watch	it!”

The	 thuds	 of	 my	 heart	 are	 becoming	 heavier,	 my	 anxiety	 growing.	 I’m	 out	 of	 my
depth.	I	reach	for	my	phone	and	realize	I	haven’t	switched	it	back	on.	My	shaking	hands
fumble	to	bring	it	to	life	as	I’m	knocked	out	of	the	path	of	a	young	woman.

“Pay	attention,”	she	barks	as	my	phone	crashes	to	the	ground.	The	back	of	my	mobile
cracks	and	the	screen	shatters	as	it	jumps	around	my	feet.	I	gasp	and	lower	to	gather	it	up,
my	 crouching	 body	 obstructing	 the	 pavement.	 I’m	 kicked	 by	 someone	 passing,	 and
someone	trips	up	my	arm	as	I	reach	to	snatch	up	my	phone.

“I’m	sorry,”	 I	murmur,	being	cursed	at	 from	every	direction,	 the	 annoyed	voices	 all
morphing	into	one	beastly	scorn.	I	need	to	call	Josh.	I	need	someone	to	come	find	me.	I’m
becoming	 more	 and	 more	 panicked.	 The	 irony	 doesn’t	 escape	 me.	 Here’s	 me,	 always
fighting	the	constraint,	and	now	I	have	freedom—actual	freedom—and	I’m	terrified.	What
if	someone	recognizes	me?	What	if	a	photographer	snaps	a	photo	of	me?	I	rise	and	hurry
on	my	way,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 trying	 to	 turn	 on	my	 phone,	 praying	 it’s	 not	 broken.	My
fumbling	hands	refuse	to	stop	trembling,	and	when	my	phone	comes	to	life,	all	that	greets
me	 is	 a	 green,	 fuzzy	 screen.	 I	 swallow,	 feeling	 tears	 burning	 the	 back	 of	my	 eyes,	 and
break	into	a	jog,	desperate	to	escape	the	chaotic	streets	of	London.



BY	THE	TIME	I	MAKE	it	to	the	hotel,	I’m	shaking	no	less,	but	my	racing	heart	slows	to	a	safer
pace	with	the	relief	 that	washes	over	me.	I	hurry	toward	the	entrance,	but	my	Uggs	pull
me	to	a	stop	when	my	mind	registers	the	crowd	of	people	blocking	my	way.	Some	have
cameras.	 Some	have	 phones.	 Some	 are	 screaming	 Josh’s	 name.	My	 steadying	 heartbeat
rockets	 again.	 There’s	 no	 way	 through,	 not	 without	 being	 seen.	 I	 back	 away,	 quickly
turning	 before	 any	 of	 them	 look	 in	 this	 direction,	 and	 hurry	 around	 the	 side	 of	 the
building.

More	people,	dozens	of	them,	are	crowding	the	pavement	with	more	cameras.	I	stutter
to	a	stop,	panic	racking	me	again.	What	was	I	thinking?	That	I	could	just	wander	on	into	a
hotel	 and	 ask	 reception	 to	 call	 up	 to	 Josh’s	 suite?	 I	 suddenly	 feel	 so	 very	 foolish,	 my
anxious	eyes	darting,	searching	for	a	way	through	all	the	people.	There	isn’t	one.

Without	checking	 for	 traffic,	 I	 rush	across	 the	 road	 toward	a	doorway,	 searching	 for
cover.	I	hear	tires	skid,	and	then	the	angry	sounds	of	a	car	horn	blaring.	My	body	freezes,
my	 legs	 failing,	 leaving	me	standing	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	 road	with	 the	bonnet	of	 a	 car
virtually	 touching	my	 knees.	 “You	 stupid	woman,”	 the	 driver	 yells	 out	 of	 the	window,
smacking	his	horn	a	few	more	times.	I	look	up	through	the	windscreen,	startled,	and	just
as	quickly	shoot	my	eyes	back	down	again,	forcing	my	muscles	to	engage	and	remove	me
from	 the	 road	 before	 the	 driver	 registers	 who	 he	 just	 nearly	 run	 over.	 Falling	 into	 a
doorway,	 I	 will	 my	 hands	 to	 stop	 shaking,	 swallowing	 repeatedly	 to	 stop	myself	 from
crumbling	under	the	pressure.

“Please	work,	please	work,	please	work,”	I	chant,	turning	my	phone	off	and	on	again,
waiting	for	some	signs	of	life.	The	cracked	screen	illuminates,	flashing	green	again.	I	can’t
see	a	damn	thing	past	the	fuzz,	only	the	edges	of	a	few	icons.	“No,”	I	sob,	sagging	against
the	dirty	brick	wall	inside	the	doorway.

And	 that’s	where	 I	 remain	 for	 a	 good	 five	minutes	wondering	what	 I	 do	now.	How
could	 I	 have	 been	 so	 stupid?	 I	 truly	 have	 no	 idea	 how	 to	 navigate	 the	 real	 world.	My
education	was	based	on	my	need	for	knowledge	as	a	royal	in	a	world	protected	by	status
and	power,	not	my	need	for	knowledge	as	a	real	person	in	the	real	world.	Because	I’m	not
a	real	person.	I’m	not	supposed	to	be	in	the	real	world.

I	look	left	and	right,	my	despair	building.	And	then	my	mobile	rings	in	my	hand,	and	I
shoot	my	eyes	to	the	distorted	screen.	There’s	no	prompt	to	answer,	and	I	can’t	even	see
who	is	calling	me.	I	wildly	punch	at	the	area	I	know	the	answer	icon	to	be.	And	then	I	hear
him.

“Adeline?	Adeline,	are	you	there?”

“Josh!”	I’m	way	beyond	the	ability	to	control	sounding	so	freaked	out.



“Adeline,	 for	 fuck’s	 sake.	Where	 the	 hell	 are	 you?”	 If	 it’s	 possible,	 he	 sounds	 even
more	panicked	than	me.

“I’m	outside.	I	can’t	get	through	the	crowds.	There	are	too	many	paparazzi	and	fans.”

“Where’s	Damon?”

I	flinch,	shouting	at	myself	for	being	so	irrational.	“I’m	alone.”

“Jesus,	 woman,”	 he	 all	 but	 breathes,	 and	 I	 hear	 the	 sounds	 of	 his	 footsteps	 in	 the
background.	 “She’s	 outside,”	 he	 says,	 his	 voice	muffled,	 like	 he	 is	 covering	 the	 phone
with	his	hand.	“Where	outside?	Tell	me	exactly	where	you	are.”

“I	don’t	know.”	I	can	feel	my	voice	cracking,	the	situation	getting	too	much.	“At	the
side	 of	 the	 hotel.	 I	 can’t	 see	 a	 street	 name.”	 I	 scan	 the	 side	 of	 the	 hotel	 opposite,
desperately	searching	for	a	sign	to	tell	me	where	I	am.

“Adeline,	 listen	 to	me,”	 Josh	 says	 calmly,	 though	 I	 know	he’s	 anything	but.	 “When
you	were	at	the	front	of	the	hotel,	which	direction	did	you	head,	left	or	right?”

It’s	 a	 straight-forward	 question.	 An	 easy	 question,	 but	 it	 takes	 my	 brain	 a	 stupid
amount	of	time	to	recall.

“Adeline.”

“Right.”

“Don’t	move.”	The	sound	of	a	door	slamming	in	the	background	pierces	my	eardrums.

“There’s	press	everywhere.”	My	eyes	dart	left	to	right	constantly,	terrified	that	any	one
of	them	will	see	me	huddled	in	the	doorway	at	any	moment.	“What’s	going	on?”

“They’ve	been	 camping	 there	 since	 I	 came	back	 from	an	 interview.	 Just	 stay	where
you	 are.”	His	 breathing	 becomes	 a	 bit	 labored.	He’s	 running.	 “Just	 keep	 talking	 to	me,
okay?”

“Okay.”

“Christ,	Adeline,	what	were	you	thinking?”

“I	just	wanted	to	see	you.”

“How	did	you	get	here?”

I’m	cringing	again,	aware	that	I	am	about	to	get	a	thorough	telling	off.	“Damon’s	car.”

“So	where	is	he?”

More	cringing.	“He	didn’t	know	I	was	in	his	car.”

There’s	silence,	like	Josh	is	trying	to	comprehend	what	I	 just	confessed.	“You	hid	in
his	car?”

“It	was	the	only	way	I	could	get	out	of	the	palace	without	being	seen.”

“Fuckin’	hell,	Adeline.	Do	you	know	how	stupid	that	is?”	Another	door	slams,	and	the
background	noise	is	suddenly	deafening.

“Now	I	do,”	I	admit.	“I’m	sorry.”



“You	fuckin’	will	be.	Look	to	your	right	across	the	road.	The	hotel	garage	entrance.”

I	glance	up,	not	sure	what	I’m	expecting	to	find,	maybe	one	of	his	security	team,	but
instead	 I	 see	 Josh,	 being	 followed	not	 too	 closely	by	 two	of	 the	huge	men	who	protect
him,	 though	 today	 they’re	 not	 in	 suits,	 but	 casual	 jeans	 and	T-shirts.	 I	 exhale	 down	 the
line,	unable	to	appreciate	the	risk	he’s	taking.	I’m	too	relieved	he’s	here.

Watching	as	he	takes	a	wide	berth	around	the	crowds,	I	register	his	sweats	and	a	zip-up
hoodie,	 and	 he	 has	 a	 baseball	 cap	 pulled	 low	 on	 his	 head	 too,	 the	 hood	 of	 his	 sweater
pulled	 over	 it.	 He	 looks	 up,	 his	 phone	 to	 his	 ear,	 as	 he	 strides	 toward	me.	 He’s	 tense,
shoulders	high,	an	effort	to	conceal	his	identity	as	best	he	can.	“Can	you	see	my	face?”	he
asks	down	the	line.

“Yes.”

“Good.	Then	you	can	see	how	fuckin’	mad	I	am	with	you.”

I	shrink.	“I’m	sorry,”	I	say	again,	feeling	so	very	remorseful.	All	this	risk,	to	both	of
us,	 because	 I	 had	 a	 silly	 harebrained	 plan,	 a	 plan	 that	 has	 backfired	 on	me	 in	 the	most
spectacular	 way.	 I’m	 an	 idiot.	 “The	 last	 twenty-four	 hours	 have	 been	 horrible.	 Polo
yesterday,	Eddie	today.	I	just	needed	to	see	you,”	I	whisper.

“Well,	now	you	can.”	He	reaches	me	and	drops	his	phone	to	his	side,	looking	up	from
under	the	peak	of	his	cap	as	he	pulls	back	the	hood.

His	face,	no	matter	how	cut	it	is	with	anger,	sets	off	my	emotions,	and	my	lip	wobbles
uncontrollably.	“It	was	a	good	idea	at	the	time.”	My	voice	breaks	and	the	burn	at	the	back
of	 my	 eyes	 wins,	 turning	 into	 tears.	 There	 is	 no	 point	 holding	 them	 back	 now.	 The
alleviation	of	anxiety	is	too	much.	So	I	cry.	In	the	dirty	doorway	on	a	London	street,	tears
stream	down	my	cheeks.	Because	I	didn’t	look	a	big	enough	wreck	already.

Josh	sighs,	 reaching	for	my	nape	and	 tugging	me	 into	his	welcoming	warmth.	“This
doesn’t	mean	I’m	not	still	mad	with	you,”	he	whispers,	enveloping	me	in	his	arms.	I	cling
to	 him,	 my	 body	 softening	 in	 his	 arms.	 Strangely,	 this	 is	 enough.	 His	 hug.	 Genuine
affection,	 something	 I	 ordinarily	 live	 without.	 It	 should	 feel	 foreign	 to	 me—being
engulfed	in	someone’s	solid	arms—but	instead	it	calms	me.	I	never	knew	what	I’d	been
missing	 until	 now.	Contact.	Warmth	 over	 lust	 in	 a	man’s	 touch.	Everything	 is	 so	much
better.

“I	don’t	care	what	mood	you’re	 in	as	 long	as	you’re	here.”	 I	mean	 it,	 too.	He	could
rant	and	rave	at	me	for	all	I	care.	I	would	still	be	thankful	I’m	with	him.	My	nose	burrows
into	his	neck	and	breathes	him	into	me.

“Josh,	we	need	to	get	moving,”	Bates	says,	forcing	Josh	to	break	away.	“Before	you
draw	attention.”

At	 that	 exact	moment,	 the	 sound	of	 a	 shrill	 female	 screaming	 Josh’s	name	seems	 to
bring	the	whole	of	London	to	a	stop.	“It’s	him.	Over	there!”

“Fuck.”	Josh	quickly	unzips	his	hoodie	and	shrugs	it	off.	“Put	this	on.”	He	forces	my
arms	into	the	sleeves	and	pulls	the	hood	up	over	my	cap.	“Keep	your	head	down,	do	you
hear	me?”



“What	about	you?”

“Head	 down,	 Adeline,”	 he	 whisper-hisses,	 rearranging	 the	 hood	 so	 it	 is	 nearly
touching	my	lips.	“They’ve	seen	me	already.	We	need	to	make	sure	they	don’t	see	you.”	I
let	my	head	drop,	feeling	Josh’s	arm	curl	around	my	shoulders,	pulling	me	in.	My	whole
body	bunches	forward,	making	myself	as	small	as	possible.	“Walk.”	His	command	is	curt,
and	 his	 body	 turns	 into	 mine	 as	 he	 guides	 me	 across	 the	 road,	 shielding	 me	 from	 the
crowds	as	much	as	he	can.

“Straight	ahead,”	one	of	his	men	says,	his	boots	only	a	few	feet	in	front	of	mine.

“We	can’t	let	them	see	her,	Bates,”	Josh	warns,	pulling	me	in	tighter,	like	he	expects
someone	to	try	and	pry	me	from	his	arms	at	any	minute.

“Just	keep	her	close.	We’ll	get	you	through.”

There	 are	 suddenly	 many	more	 shoes	 in	 my	 downcast	 view	 as	 I’m	 huddled	 along,
questions	being	fired	relentlessly.

“Josh,	who’s	under	the	hoodie?”

“Is	this	the	new	girlfriend?”

“How	are	you	finding	London?”

“Can	we	get	a	smile,	Josh?”

“Let	us	see	who’s	under	the	hood.”

My	fear	amplifies,	and	my	head	jars	back,	a	result	of	someone	behind	yanking	at	the
hood.	“Get	your	fuckin’	hands	off	her,”	Josh	yells,	shoving	them	away.

“So	it’s	a	her,	huh?	Come	on,	Josh.	Relieve	everyone’s	curiosity	and	give	us	a	name.”

Josh’s	pace	increases,	as	does	mine,	flashes	going	off	everywhere.	A	camera	appears
in	my	downcast	vision,	and	I	turn	my	face	into	my	arm	to	try	and	hide.	“Back	off!”	Josh
smacks	 the	camera	away,	and	 it	crashes	 to	 the	ground	at	my	feet.	“All	of	you,	back	 the
fuck	off.”

I	close	my	eyes	briefly,	my	remorse	returning	tenfold.	This	will	be	tomorrow’s	news.
What	 have	 I	 done?	 Looks	 like	 I	 didn’t	 need	my	 father	 to	 ruin	 this	 for	 us.	 I’ve	 done	 it
myself.	I’ve	never	been	this	stupidly	irrational.

We	 break	 into	 a	 jog	 once	 free	 of	 the	 crowds,	 making	 it	 into	 the	 garage	 relatively
unscathed.	 “Are	 you	 okay?”	 Josh	 asks,	 following	 his	 two	 men.	 I	 just	 nod,	 completely
bewildered	by	the	whole	episode.	Is	 this	what	 it’s	 like	for	him	all	 the	time?	This	chaos?
My	encounters	with	 the	press	 and	 fans	 are	generally	 calm	 situations,	 their	 respect	high.
That	out	there	was	crazy.

Josh	waits	until	we	are	in	the	service	elevator,	the	same	elevator	I	used	the	last	time	I
was	here,	before	he	slowly	pushes	my	hood	back,	bringing	me	into	the	light.	He	examines
my	face	as	I	stare	at	him	with	wide,	stunned	eyes.	I	have	never	experienced	anything	like
it.	That	was	unbelievable.

I’m	 not	 looking	 at	 Josh’s	 men,	 but	 I	 don’t	 need	 to	 see	 them	 to	 know	 they	 are
displaying	 immense	displeasure.	 I’ve	 caused	 a	 circus.	My	 lips	 press	 together	 to	 try	 and



stop	another	wobble	of	my	lip.

“Well,”	Josh	starts,	his	face	serious.	“That	was—”

“Horrible.”	He	must	think	I’m	a	brainless	idiot,	and	he	would	be	right.	“I’m	so	sorry.	I
didn’t	know	there	would	be	press—”

His	finger	lands	on	my	lip,	hushing	me.	“I	tried	to	call	to	tell	you.”

“I	dropped	my	phone,	and	it	broke,	and	then	I	panicked	because	people	were	bumping
into	me,	and	I	was	worried	I’d	be	recognized.	I	didn’t	mean	to	cause	such	madness.”

“It’s	always	madness.”

“But	I	fueled	it.”

He	 softly	 smiles,	 his	 palm	 smoothing	 down	my	 cheek.	 “Could	 you	 imagine	 if	 they
knew	who	was	hidden	under	that	hoodie	and	cap?”

“Don’t.”	I	shudder,	it	all	becoming	very	real.	The	madness	our	relationship	will	cause,
on	so	many	levels	of	our	lives.

“You	look	gorgeous,	by	the	way.”

“What?”	I	 look	down	my	disheveled	form	to	the	Uggs	gracing	my	feet.	I’m	wearing
no	 makeup,	 and	 my	 hair	 is	 flattened	 under	 the	 cap.	 “They	 probably	 wouldn’t	 have
recognized	me	even	if	they	did	get	a	peek.”

Josh	moves	 in	 for	 a	 kiss,	 but	 the	 peaks	 of	 our	 caps	 clash,	 jarring	 both	 our	 heads.	 I
laugh	on	a	flinch,	as	does	Josh,	who	then	swipes	off	both	of	our	caps	and	takes	my	lips,
swallowing	down	my	chuckle.	Our	kiss	is	fragmented	and	clumsy,	both	of	us	smiling	too
hard	to	seal	our	mouths.	“I’m	glad	you’re	here,”	he	tells	me,	wiping	away	all	the	stress.

Then	 our	 kiss	 finds	 a	 smooth	 rhythm,	 our	 tongues	 lapping	 lazily	 on	 hums	 of
contentment.	Until	 a	 cough	 interrupts	 us.	 I	 pull	 away	 quickly,	 feeling	 a	 blush	 color	my
cheeks.	 It’s	 so	 easy	 to	 forget	my	 surroundings	when	 Josh	 possesses	me	 so	 completely.
“Sorry,”	I	mutter,	my	head	now	low	for	other	reasons.	The	two	men	move	to	the	side	to
open	our	path	when	the	doors	slide	open,	and	Josh	 takes	my	hand,	 leading	 the	way.	We
pass	the	door	to	his	suite,	and	I	frown.

“They’re	 still	 clearing	 up	 the	 mess	 someone	 kindly	 made,”	 he	 says	 as	 we	 reach
another	room.	“I’m	in	here.”	He	opens	the	door	and	ushers	me	into	an	equally	lavish	suite.
“So	since	you’ve	put	me	through	hell	tonight,	how	do	you	intend	on	making	it	up	to	me?”

He’s	been	 through	hell?	What	about	me?	 I	 had	a	meltdown	 in	 the	middle	of	 a	busy
London	 street,	 just	 so	 I	 could	 snatch	 a	moment	with	 him.	 “How	would	 you	 like	me	 to
make	it	up	to	you?”

Kicking	his	trainers	off	and	tossing	our	caps	onto	a	table,	a	devious	smirk	forms	on	his
face.	My	trauma	is	forgotten	with	the	hint	of	suggestion	flickering	in	his	eyes.	Without	a
word,	he	strolls	casually	forward,	 the	 temperature	of	my	body	rising	with	each	step	 that
brings	 him	 closer	 to	 me.	 Josh	 Jameson	 is	 a	 god.	 He’s	 perfection	 on	 every	 level,	 all
wrapped	up	in	a	body	that’s	built	for	sinful	things.	He’s	built	to	be	worshipped,	and	he’s
built	to	be	worshipped	by	me.	Just	me.	And	I	want	to	so	badly	worship	him.



Stopping	 before	me,	 he	 sizes	me	 up,	 taking	 in	 every	 piece	 of	my	 bedraggled	 form.
Maybe	I	should	be	conscious	that	I	look	such	a	wreck.	Maybe	I	should	be	wishing	I	was
standing	here	before	him	in	a	killer	dress,	my	hair	and	makeup	as	perfect	as	they	always
are.	But	I’m	not.	Josh	sees	past	 the	painted	woman.	He	sees	deep	into	my	soul,	past	 the
forced	exterior.	He	sees	me.	He	knows	me.	He	also	knows	what	I	want.	Him.	I	want	him
with	 every	 fiber	 of	 my	 being,	 desperately	 so.	 I’m	 willing	 to	 walk	 through	 fire,	 and
eventually,	 that	 is	 exactly	what	 I’ll	 have	 to	 do.	But	 not	 now.	Now	we	 are	 locked	 away
safely,	away	from	the	prying	eyes	of	the	world.	Nothing	else	exists,	except	him,	me,	and
the	 electricity	 sizzling	 between	 our	 wanting	 bodies.	My	 heart	 pumps	 erratically	 in	 my
chest	while	I	wait	for	him	to	tell	me	what	he	wants.	Not	that	I	need	to	hear	it.	His	body	is
speaking	to	me	all	by	itself.	But	I	want	him	to	say	it.	I	want	to	hear	the	words	that	will	tell
me	he	is	as	hooked	on	these	feelings	as	I	am.	That	he’s	becoming	as	addicted	and	obsessed
as	me.	And	I	wait.	And	wait.

“Fuck,	you’re	divine,”	he	murmurs,	his	eyes	greedy,	still	roaming	up	and	down.	When
they	finally	reach	my	face,	my	lips	have	parted	and	my	breathing	is	shallow.	I	refrain	from
touching,	from	taking	him,	because	this	is	his	move	to	make.	And	he	suddenly	makes	it.
On	 a	 growl	worthy	 of	 a	 lion,	 he	 seizes	me	 and	 tosses	me	 over	 his	 shoulder	with	 little
effort,	stalking	toward	the	bedroom,	a	man	on	a	mission.	Fire	blazes	inside	me	and	every
stressful	minute	of	my	quest	across	London	to	make	it	to	him	is	certified	worthwhile.

I	sail	through	the	air	when	he	launches	me	from	his	arms,	landing	on	the	bed	on	a	gasp
of	 delight.	 His	 T-shirt	 is	 virtually	 ripped	 over	 his	 head,	 his	 sweats	 kicked	 off	 just	 as
aggressively.	And	 then	he’s	naked,	and	 it’s	my	 turn	 to	be	greedy	 in	my	observing.	That
body.	It’s	on	thousands	of	billboards	across	the	world,	plastered	in	endless	magazines,	but
nothing,	 and	 I	 mean	 nothing,	 compares	 to	 the	 vision	 of	 him	 in	 the	 flesh	 and	 blood.
Nothing.	“Oh	my	…”	I	breathe,	mentally	licking	every	single	glorious	piece	of	him,	my
fingers	mentally	tracing	the	waves	of	his	hard	stomach.

Stepping	 forward,	 he	 takes	 an	 Ugg	 in	 each	 hand	 and	 pulls	 them	 off,	 casting	 them
aside.	I’m	stripped	down,	his	hands	working	slowly	as	I	watch	him	focus	on	his	task,	my
skin	hypersensitive	to	every	brush	of	his	fingers	on	my	flesh.	I’m	laid	out	before	him	like
a	 sacrificial	 lamb,	 and	 it’s	 apt	 in	 its	 symbolism.	 Because	 for	 him	 I	 would	 sacrifice
everything.

As	 my	 bra	 is	 drawn	 lazily	 away	 from	 my	 aching	 breasts,	 he	 dips	 and	 kisses	 each
nipple	in	turn,	and	my	body	curves	upward	in	response,	spiking	a	faint	smile	to	ghost	his
lips.	And	once	my	knickers	are	pulled	down	my	legs,	he	pushes	my	thighs	apart,	spreading
me	open,	and	that	faint	smile	vanishes,	his	expression	serious	as	he	stares	at	the	juncture
of	my	thighs.	“There	are	so	many	things	I	want	to	do	to	this	beautiful	body.”	His	voice	is
thick	and	husky.

“Then	do	them.”	I’ll	take	anything	from	him.	Let	him	do	anything	to	me.

“I	wasn’t	asking	for	your	permission.”	His	fingertip	rests	lightly	on	my	clit,	and	I	feel
my	pulse	pushing	into	it	consistently.	My	hands	ball,	fisting	the	sheets	at	my	sides.	“I	will
do	with	you	as	I	please,	and	you	will	beg	me	to	do	it.”	Collecting	a	belt	from	the	nearby
dresser,	 he	 pulls	 the	 leather	 through	 his	 fingers,	 regarding	me	 closely	 as	 I	 comprehend
exactly	what	he	means.	“I	need	to	loosen	us	up.”



My	eyes	light	up,	as	does	his.	“How	so?”	I	know	exactly	how	so.

He	snaps	the	leather	together,	one	eyebrow	hitched.	“Off	the	bed.”

I	edge	to	the	end	of	the	bed	and	find	my	feet.	“And	now?”

“Turn	around	and	give	me	that	fine	ass.”

I	turn,	bending	over	the	bed	and	jutting	my	bottom	out	in	invitation.	Closing	my	eyes,
I	fill	my	lungs,	already	feeling	that	weightless	sensation	take	over	me.	Thwack!	I	grunt	and
jolt	 forward,	 the	 biting	 sting	 of	 the	 leather	 chasing	 away	 every	 solemn	 thought,	 peace
replacing	it.	Thwack!	My	eyes	roll	behind	my	closed	lids,	my	body	rolling,	too.	The	burn
spreads	 and	 penetrates	 me	 to	 my	 bones.	 Thwack!	 I	 cry	 out,	 the	 sound	 desperate	 and
hungry.	Thwack!	They’re	getting	harder,	each	strike	more	powerful	than	the	last.	My	flesh
is	 on	 fire.	His	 breathing	 is	 heavy	behind	me,	 each	 lash	delivered	on	 a	 shout	 of	 victory.
Thwack!	This	one	connects	with	the	backs	of	my	thighs,	spanning	both,	and	sends	me	to
my	knees,	my	body	pooling	the	end	of	the	bed.	Part	of	me	wants	to	scream	enough!	But	a
bigger	part	of	me	wants	him	to	go	on,	to	thrash	me	until	I’m	weightless.

There’s	a	long	pause,	and	I	open	my	eyes,	feeling	drowsy.	Josh	straddles	my	collapsed
body	and	grabs	my	hair,	pulling	my	head	off	the	bed.	“Who	is	your	king,	Your	Highness?”

“You	are,”	I	breathe,	no	hesitation	or	thought,	staring	at	him	looming	over	me,	exuding
power.

“Damn	straight	I	am.”	Bending,	he	kisses	me	hard,	a	kiss	of	ownership	and	possession,
one	 that	 cements	 his	 claim.	 “Up.”	 He	 lifts	 me,	 turns	 me,	 and	 pushes	 me	 to	 my	 back,
dropping	the	belt	and	shoving	my	thighs	wide.	“Soaking,”	he	mumbles,	full	of	appraisal	as
his	 head	 lowers.	 I	 hold	 my	 breath,	 bracing	 myself	 for	 the	 heat	 of	 his	 mouth	 over	 my
throbbing,	 wet	 flesh.	 The	 stroke	 of	 his	 tongue	 is	 firm	 and	 long,	 dipping	 inside	 of	 me
before	lashing	straight	up	the	center.

I	cry	out,	tossing	my	head	back,	my	body	locking	up,	as	if	tensing	can	protect	me	from
the	blessed	torture	of	his	mouth.	His	 long	lick	doesn’t	stop	when	he	reaches	 the	strip	of
hair	 that	 frames	me,	 and	 instead	 continues	up	 to	my	belly	button,	 Josh	 crawling	up	 the
bed,	following	his	 tongue	as	 it	 travels	on,	up	between	my	breasts,	 to	my	chest,	onto	my
chin,	and	then	into	my	mouth.	His	cock	finds	where	it	wants	to	be,	falling	into	place	and
slipping	inside	of	me,	deep	and	high	with	one	precise	thrust	of	his	hips	on	a	grunt	into	my
mouth.

The	powerful	plunge	steals	my	breath,	and	I	don’t	care	if	I	never	get	it	back,	because
this,	right	now,	is	perfect.	If	it	were	my	last	moment	in	this	life,	it	would	send	me	out	in	a
blaze	of	glory.

My	nails	sink	into	his	back,	my	teeth	into	his	neck,	and	my	legs	curl	and	grip	his	hips
with	an	unthinkable	strength.	I	feel	so	overcome	by	our	connection—by	our	closeness—
that	tears	spring	into	my	eyes.	I	can’t	stop	them.

“I	feel	the	same,”	he	whispers,	stilling,	buried	as	deep	as	could	be	inside	of	me.	“I	feel
it.	All	of	it.”	Breaking	away,	his	flesh	dragging	through	my	bite,	he	gazes	at	me,	and	I	am
certain	through	my	clouded	vision	that	he	has	water	in	his	eyes,	too.	“You’ve	fallen	in	love
with	me.”



A	 ragged	 sob	 ignores	 my	 fight	 to	 hold	 it	 back,	 wanting	 to	 be	 out	 there,	 heard.	 I
pointlessly	close	my	eyes	and	sink	my	face	into	the	crook	of	his	neck,	but	I’m	not	blessed
with	my	sanctuary	for	long.	He	withdraws	and	plunges	forward	again,	nuzzling	me	from
my	hiding	place	as	he	hits	me	accurately,	pushing	me	up	the	bed	a	little.

“Look	at	me.”	His	demand	is	clipped	and	rough,	his	body	stilling	again.	I	let	my	eyes
peel	 open	 and	 face	my	weakness.	 He	 is	 my	weakness.	My	American	 boy.	 Yet	 he	 is	 a
formidable	 strength	 in	me,	 too.	His	 gaze,	 twinkling	 and	 alive,	 holds	me	 in	 place.	 “You
love	me.”	He	states	 it	as	 the	fact	 it	 is,	and	I	nod,	clamping	down	on	my	bottom	lip.	My
acknowledgment	makes	 him	 smile	 as	 his	 cock	 throbs	 against	my	 internal	walls	 and	 his
eyes,	the	very	essence	of	him,	take	on	a	brilliant	sparkle.	“Say	it.”

I	don’t	have	to	think	twice.	“I	love	you,”	I	whisper,	laying	myself	bare	before	him.

“And	I	love	you.”	His	reply	is	quiet,	yet	the	loudest	thing	I’ve	ever	heard.	“I	think	I
loved	you	the	moment	you	yielded	to	my	command	to	kneel.”

“Because	I	did	what	I	was	told?”	I	question,	my	heart	bursting	with	joy.

His	 big	 shoulders	 hitch	 a	 little	 from	 a	 half	 shrug,	 his	 gaze	 leaving	mine,	 just	 for	 a
second.	“Many	women	do	what	I	tell	them.”	He	dips	and	circles	his	nose	with	mine.	“But
only	 you	made	 the	whole	world	 disappear	when	 you	 did.”	His	mouth	 presses	 to	mine.
“Only	you	made	me	insane	with	want.	Your	face,	your	body.	Only	you	have	monopolized
every	thought	in	my	head.	Your	wickedly	smart	mouth.	Your	fiery	temper.	The	fact	you’ve
let	 me	 dismantle	 your	 high,	 protective	 walls.”	 He	 laps	 his	 tongue	 through	 my	 mouth
slowly	and	softly.	“Only	you	have	made	me	wish	more	than	anything	that	I	could	be	a	real
fuckin’	prince	so	I	could	serve	you	and	support	you.	So	I	could	be	yours.”

I	 smile	 against	 his	 lips,	 not	 feeling	 the	 need	 to	 say	 anything,	 and	 roll	 my	 hips	 up,
reminding	 us	 both	 we’re	 tied	 so	 closely.	 He	 groans	 and	 follows	 my	 lead,	 setting	 the
motion,	 kissing	me	 into	 an	 oblivion	 of	 Josh.	 Two	 people	 loving	 each	 other,	 feeling	 the
exact	same	way	about	each	other,	should	make	the	path	to	their	happily	ever	after	easy	and
blissful.	But	we	are	not	two	ordinary	people.	We	have	a	fight	ahead,	and	our	battle	plan
needs	to	be	set.	But	for	now,	we	can	love	each	other	without	the	complication	and	pain	of
that	path	tarnishing	it.

He	really	is	my	king.	He	rules	me.	God,	I’m	so	in	love	with	him.

I	skate	my	touch	up	and	down	his	back,	my	fingertips	delicately	tracing	each	side	as
he	moves	inside	me.	His	exploring	tongue	swirls	deeply,	not	a	tiny	piece	of	my	mouth	not
found.	 My	 back	 bows	 slowly,	 my	 pleasure	 gaining	 momentum,	 charging	 forward
unstoppably.	“Oh	God,	Josh.”

“My	name	 on	 your	 lips	 is	 the	 sexiest	 thing	 I’ve	 ever	 heard.”	His	 hips	 buck,	 hitting
hard,	and	I	whimper	through	a	moan.	“When	you	come,	I	want	you	to	say	my	name	over
and	over.”	His	pace	quickens,	like	he	wants	me	to	get	to	that	point	sooner	rather	than	later,
and	I	am	fine	with	that.

I	writher	 and	groan,	my	mind	 spacing	out	 in	 a	 pleasure-induced	 fog.	All	my	 senses
heighten,	 every	 move	 is	 more	 intense,	 every	 feeling	 more	 powerful.	 “I’m	 coming,”	 I
choke,	throwing	my	hands	to	the	headboard	and	clinging	on,	as	if	it	can	ground	me,	as	if	it
will	 save	me	 from	 being	 catapulted	 off	 the	 bed	 from	 the	 power	 of	 the	 climax	 about	 to



attack	me.	Tingles	engulf	me,	heat	surges	through	me.	“Josh.”

“Again,”	he	says	calmly,	pumping	on,	banging	my	orgasm	out	of	me.	“Say	it	again.”

“Josh!”	I	scream	this	time,	his	name	going	on	and	on	until	my	lungs	run	dry	of	air.	I
gasp	for	breath,	my	hold	of	the	wood	behind	me	so	tight	I	lose	all	feeling	in	my	arms.

“Again.”	 He	 thunders	 on,	 moving	 onto	 his	 fists	 to	 get	 more	 leverage.	 “Again,
Adeline.”

“Josh!”	 The	 power	 of	 my	 release	 is	 almost	 too	 much	 to	 bear,	 every	 nerve	 ending
sparking,	cracking,	and	exploding.	“I	can’t	take	anymore.”	It’s	like	he	has	full	control	of
my	orgasm,	dictating	how	long	it	goes	on,	making	sure	I’ll	not	move	for	a	week	once	he	is
done	with	me.

“You	can.	And	you’ll	be	taking	a	 lot	more	than	this,	I	promise	you.”	His	voice	is	as
distorted	as	his	face.	“Oh	…	my	…	fuck.”	His	body	locks,	his	chin	dropping	to	his	chest,
and	 then	 he	 starts	 shaking	 like	 I	 would	 never	 believe	 if	 I	 weren’t	 lying	 beneath	 him,
absorbing	every	vibration	with	my	own.	I	release	one	hand	from	the	headboard	and	reach
for	his	throat,	splaying	my	palm	there,	feeling	every	swallow	and	struggle	for	air,	his	skin
soaked.	 “I	 love	you.”	He	 strains	 the	words	 through	his	 exhaustion,	 and	 I	 smile	 through
mine.	We	are	so	utterly	drunk	on	pleasure,	and	it	is	unquestionably	the	best	feeling	in	the
world.	“God,	woman,	it’s	never	been	like	this.	Never	so	…	everything.”	His	face	falls	into
my	neck,	his	breath	hot	on	my	skin.

I	can	feel	all	the	emotion	and	feelings	in	his	words.	Because	I	feel	the	same.	I’ve	never
been	an	insecure	lover,	and	Josh	hasn’t	really	changed	that.	But	now	I’m	giving	him	my
all,	I	can’t	help	appreciating	his	words	all	the	more.	I	reach	for	his	head	and	play	with	his
hair.	“Thank	you	for	coming	to	find	me	tonight.”

Lifting	 from	my	neck,	he	 smiles,	and	 it	 is	one	of	my	 favorite	 Josh	smiles.	Genuine.
Heartfelt.	But	it	drops	a	little,	and	he	spends	a	few	quiet	moments	thinking.	“I	love	you	so
much,	Adeline.	I	don’t	know	what	to	do	with	it	all.”

I	feel	myself	fold	a	little,	hating	his	uncertainty,	but	before	I	can	voice	my	thoughts,	he
goes	on,	blinking	his	drowsy	eyes	open.	“I	just	want	to	take	you	away	from	this	madness,
baby.	I	want	to	kiss	the	ground	you	walk	on	for	the	rest	of	my	life.	I	want	to	look	at	you
every	 day	 and	 know	 that	 you	 are	mine.	Kiss	 you.	Make	 love	 to	 you.	 Fuck	 you.	 Spank
you.”

“Bring	 it	on,”	 I	 say	clearly,	 ready	 for	everything	he	has	 to	 throw	at	me.	Everything.
Belts	and	all.

On	 a	 shake	 of	 his	 beautiful	 head,	 he	 smiles	 a	 shy	 smile	 and	 drops	 to	 my	 chest,
crowding	me	 completely.	But	 I	 don’t	 feel	 suffocated.	 I	 don’t	 feel	 his	weight.	 I	 feel	 the
freest	and	lightest	I	ever	have	in	my	entire	life.	“We	need	to	talk,”	he	breathes.

And	just	like	that,	my	moment	is	stained.	“Do	we	have	to?	Can’t	you	just	put	me	on
your	private	jet	and	fly	me	out	of	the	country?	Hide	me	in	your	mansion	in	Beverly	Hills
and	worship	me	day	and	night?	Because	that	will	suit	me,	just	so	you	know.”

He	chuckles.	“I	would	love	nothing	more.	But	I	also	don’t	want	to	be	on	the	World’s
Most	Wanted	list	for	kidnapping	the	Princess	of	England.”



“I	won’t	tell	anyone.”

“Because	you	won’t	be	missed?”	He	 laughs	and	 lands	me	with	a	chaste	kiss,	 rolling
over	to	his	back	beside	me.	I	give	him	roughly	two	seconds’	peace	before	I	crawl	up	his
body,	placing	myself	on	his	chest.	My	boobs	squish	into	his	pecs	and	his	arms	circle	my
shoulders.	 “I	 shouldn’t	 be	 missed,”	 I	 say	 matter-of-factly.	 “I	 serve	 no	 purpose	 to	 this
country.”

“You	are	a	national	treasure,	Adeline.”	Josh	smiles,	pushing	some	hair	from	my	face.

“It	isn’t	fair.	I	want	you.	You	want	me.	It	should	be	that	simple.”

“Except	it’s	not.”

My	lips	twist	in	displeasure.	“So	what	are	we	going	to	do?”

“I	 don’t	 know.”	 He	 looks	 defeated	 all	 of	 a	 sudden.	 It	 doesn’t	 suit	 him—my	 cocky
Hollywood	troublemaker.

“You’ve	changed	your	tune.	He	who	isn’t	one	for	playing	by	the	rules,”	I	tease.

“Yeah,	well,	I	feel	like	I	have	a	lot	more	to	lose	now.”	He	moves	quickly,	flipping	me
to	my	back	and	swathing	me,	arms	pinned	on	the	pillow	above	my	head.	“My	tactics	have
changed.”

“How	so?”

“I	plan	on	wooing	your	father	when	he	takes	me	shooting	tomorrow.”

I	 can’t	 help	 it.	 I	 laugh,	 because	 that	 is,	 quite	 possibly—no,	 definitely—the	 funniest
thing	I	have	ever	heard.	“Josh,	be	real.	The	King	might	seem	all	jolly	and	friendly,	but	the
moment	he	gets	a	whiff	of	your	intentions,	I	would	advise	you	to	be	far,	far	away	from	his
shotgun.”

“He	won’t	shoot	me.	And	maybe	it’s	a	good	thing	if	he	does—in	the	leg	or	something.
He’ll	be	locked	up.	Problem	solved.”

“That’s	an	amazing	idea.”	I	dazzle	him	with	an	excited	smile,	and	quickly	let	it	drop
like	a	rock.	“Except	the	King	is	the	only	person	in	the	land	immune	from	prosecution.”

His	eyes	widen.	“He	is?”

“It’s	an	ancient	law.	But	my	point	is,	he’ll	get	away	with	it.”

“Okay,	smart-ass,	what	do	you	suggest?”

I	land	a	kiss	on	his	lips	and	push	him	back,	hopping	off	the	bed	and	heading	for	the
bathroom.	 “I	 already	 told	 you.”	 I	 stop	 at	 the	 door	 and	 turn,	 cocking	 my	 eyebrow.
“Smuggle	me	out	of	the	country.”

On	a	roll	of	his	eyes,	he	props	himself	up	on	his	elbows.	“Sensible	ideas,	please.”

“It’s	more	sensible	than	yours.”	I	leave	Josh	with	a	moody	face	and	head	for	the	toilet.
“At	 least	we’ll	 both	 still	 be	 alive,”	 I	 sit	 down,	 smiling	when	 I	 notice	 that	 I	 didn’t	 even
bother	 to	 close	 the	 door.	 He’s	 been	 a	 spectator	 while	 I	 have	 relieved	 myself	 before,
because	that	was	the	natural	progression	of	our	relationship,	apparently.	And	now	he	loves
me.	And	I	love	him.



Josh	 appears	 in	 the	 doorway,	 his	 naked	 body	 propped	 against	 the	 frame	 by	 his
shoulder.	 I	 don’t	 get	 stage	 fright.	 I	 don’t	 even	 blush.	 It’s	 liberating.	 “You’re	 being
dramatic,”	he	tells	me.	“This	is	the	twenty-first	century,	for	Christ’s	sake.	You	should	be
able	to	date	who	you	please.”

His	blatant	irritation	is	endearing.	I	finish	up	and	wash	my	hands,	observing	his	sulky
form	in	the	mirror.	He	looks	like	a	petulant	child.	Sounds	like	one,	too.	“Like	it	or	not,	I
require	permission	to	date.	If	I	ever	want	to	marry,	I	would	need	the	King’s	permission	for
that,	too.”	I	dry	my	hands,	smiling	at	his	widening	eyes.

“Who	said	anything	about	marriage?”

I	give	him	a	tired	look.	“I	was	giving	you	an	idea	of	how	complex	and	silly	protocol	is
when	it	comes	to	dating	a	royal.”

“It’s	ridiculous.”

“I	agree.”

“So	no	matter	how	much	your	father	likes	me,	it’ll	be	a	no?”

I	wander	over	and	reach	up	on	my	tippy-toes	to	kiss	his	bristly	chin.	My	move	has	him
relinquishing	the	support	of	the	doorframe	in	favor	of	me.	I	look	at	him,	my	head	tilted	far
back.	 “Unless	 you	 harbor	 a	 secret	 connection	 to	 some	 blue-blooded,	 aristocratic	 family
somewhere	in	Europe,	then	it’s	a	no.”

“That	sucks.”

“That’s	my	life.”	I	smile	sadly	at	his	glum	expression,	seeing	the	gravity	of	this,	of	us,
coming	 to	 rest	 on	 his	 broad	 shoulders,	 forcing	 them	 down	 a	 fraction.	 “They’ll	 do
everything	in	their	power	to	rid	you	from	my	life.”

“And	I’ll	do	everything	to	keep	you.	I	told	you,	I	won’t	lose.”

His	gallant	gesture	is	warming.	“Neither	will	I.	I	know	what	being	with	you	will	cost
me,	and	I’m	fine	with	that.	Relieved,	actually.”

“Your	place	in	succession?”

“And	possibly	my	home.	And	my	family,	and	definitely	my	allowances.”

“All	 of	 it?”	He	 looks	 horrified,	 and	 in	 this	moment	 I	 get	 a	 pang	 of	worry,	 stepping
back	out	of	his	arms.	What	if	my	title	and	position	are	what’s	appealing	for	Josh?	What	if
this	is	all	a	big	publicity	stunt	to	him?	I	cock	my	head,	thinking	carefully,	trying	to	reason
with	my	 runaway	 thoughts.	 That’s	 utterly	 preposterous.	 He	 doesn’t	 need	 the	 fame,	 nor
does	he	need	my	money.	Josh’s	head	tilts	to	the	side	too,	his	eyes	examining	me.	“Don’t
you	dare	think	what	I	think	you’re	thinking,”	he	says	shortly,	recoiling	a	little,	offended.

“I	wasn’t	thinking,”	I	lie,	guilt	quickly	eating	me	up	inside.	His	palm	meets	my	chest
and	walks	me	backward	until	I’m	pinned	to	a	wall,	his	face	up	close	to	mine,	pure	disgust
invading	it.	“I	could	have	nothing	left,”	I	murmur,	putting	it	out	there.	“No	title,	no	money,
nothing.”

“You	will	have	me.”	His	face	is	so	stern,	but	the	words	are	soft	and	pleading,	and	I	go
lax	against	the	wall.



“I	need	you	to	know—”	His	mouth	meeting	mine	swallows	my	words	and	straightens
out	my	tangled	mind.

“I	know.”	Josh	lifts	me	from	my	feet	and	carries	me	to	the	bedroom,	placing	me	on	my
feet	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 bed.	 “Don’t	 ever	 question	 what	 I	 want	 out	 of	 this.	 I	 want	 you.
Nothing	else.	Nothing	more.	Just	you.”

His	 phone	 rings	 from	 the	 side	 of	 the	 bed,	 and	we	both	 turn	 to	 face	 the	 sound.	 Josh
frowns	and	moves	us	toward	the	bedside,	and	he	solidifies	against	me	when	he	notes	who
is	calling.

“What?”	I	question,	not	liking	his	wariness.	“Who	is	it?”

“My	publicist.”	He	breaks	away	from	me	and	starts	walking	across	the	room,	his	back
to	me.	“Yeah?”	Stopping	by	the	window,	I	see	his	muscles	roll	 in	waves	of	aggravation.
“What?	For	fuck’s	sake.	I’ll	call	you	back.”	He	hangs	up	and	starts	scrolling	through	his
phone,	yet	I	don’t	ask	what	has	got	him	agitated.	He	looks	too	focused.	Too	annoyed.	So	I
remain	 where	 I	 am,	 worrying	 my	 lip	 through	 my	 teeth	 nervously.	 His	 attention	 is
unwavering	on	his	screen,	and	he	eventually	groans.	And	I	lose	my	ability	to	keep	quiet.

“What	is	it?”	I	ask,	nervous,	though	I	still	don’t	know	why.

He	 turns	 and	 lifts	 his	 phone	 with	 a	 lazy	 hand,	 his	 lips	 straight.	 “The	 Internet	 has
exploded.	The	one	good	thing	is	that	no	one	knows	it’s	you	under	the	hoodie.”

I	 approach	him,	my	eyes	 set	on	 the	 screen	of	his	phone,	where	 there	 is	 a	picture	of
Josh	ushering	a	bundle	into	the	hotel.	Me.	“Oh.”

“There’s	a	video	on	YouTube	gone	viral,	 too.”	He	swipes	his	screen,	and	I	suddenly
hear	Josh	yelling	at	 the	press	 to	back	off.	He	sighs.	“Who	is	under	 that	hoodie?	 It’s	 the
most	asked	question	on	the	Internet.	Apparently,	the	crowds	outside	have	doubled	and	the
hotel	staff	are	being	overrun	with	calls.”

“Oh,”	I	say	again,	hating	the	tightness	in	his	jaw.

“We	should	start	thinking	about	how	we’re	going	to	get	you	out	of	here.”

For	 the	 first	 time	 since	 I	 stowed	 away	 in	Damon’s	 car,	 I	 think	 about	 the	 fact	 that	 I
haven’t	once	considered	how	I	will	get	back	in.	“Oh.”

“Have	you	lost	the	ability	to	string	a	sentence	together?”

“I	can’t	get	back	into	the	palace.”

“What?”

I	turn	and	start	pacing	the	room,	kicking	myself.	I	was	so	desperate	to	escape,	I	didn’t
give	a	moment’s	thought	to	getting	back	in.	“I	will	never	get	back	in	without	being	seen
and	prompting	an	investigation	as	to	where	I	have	been	and	how	I	managed	to	get	there.”

“We’ll	call	Damon,”	Josh	says,	all	matter-of-factly,	like	it’s	problem	solved.

“Are	you	insane?”	I	gasp,	swinging	around	to	face	him.	“He	will	string	me	up	alive.”

“What	else	do	you	 suggest?	A	zip	wire	 from	a	nearby	building?	Parachuting	 in?	Or
maybe	we	can	dig	a	tunnel	from	here.”	He	clasps	his	chin,	contemplating	his	outlandish



ideas	as	he	hums.	He’s	mocking	me,	and	I	don’t	appreciate	it.	Had	I	not	been	blindsided
by	him,	maybe	my	brain	would	have	been	 functioning	 at	 its	 fullest	when	 I	 hatched	my
escape	plan.

Scowling	at	him,	I	stomp	my	way	to	the	bed	and	drop	my	arse	on	the	side,	flinching
when	 my	 skin	 makes	 contact	 with	 the	 soft	 sheets.	 “I	 hate	 this.”	 I	 whine,	 my	 fingers
fiddling	in	my	lap,	resentment	building.	“When	I	leave	here,	I’ll	leave	with	my	head	held
high.	Let	the	world	see.	Let	my	family	see.	They	can’t	stop	me	from	being	with	you.”

“Slow	down,”	Josh	orders,	coming	to	me	and	kneeling	at	my	feet,	taking	my	fidgeting
hands.	“You	can’t	let	them	find	out	like	that.	It	won’t	help.”

“Nothing	will	help.	Don’t	you	see?”

“Won’t	you	let	me	go	shooting	with	your	father?	Get	a	feel	for	how	the	land	lies?”

“The	 land?”	 I	 laugh	 under	 my	 breath.	 “It	 will	 lie	 under	 your	 back	 when	 the	 King
orders	you	dead.”

“So	dramatic.”

“So	realistic,	Josh.”

His	phone	rings	again,	and	this	time	he	puts	it	on	speakerphone.	“Did	you	see?”	a	lady
asks	when	he	answers.

“Yeah,	I	saw.”

“So	who	was	under	that	hoodie,	Josh?	And	if	you	say	the	Princess	of	fucking	England,
I	might	hunt	you	down	and	take	you	out	myself	before	the	royals	can	get	to	you.”

Josh	lips	form	a	perfectly	straight	line.	“Say	hello	to	Adeline,	Tammy.”

She	gasps,	a	gasp	full	of	horror.	“Your	Highness.”

“Hello.”	I	smile,	though	it	is	tinged	with	despair.

“We	have	a	situation.”	Josh	presses	forward.

Tammy	scoffs,	“You	don’t	say.”

“I	don’t	need	your	jokes,	Tammy.	I	need	your	help.”

“What’s	the	problem?”	She	all	but	sighs.

“We	need	to	get	Adeline	out	of	here,	but	the	place	is	heaving	with	press	and	fans.”

“You	need	a	decoy.”

“Something	like	that.”	Josh	rises	to	his	feet	and	walks	away	from	me.	“What	can	you
do?”

“Give	me	an	hour.	I’ll	call	you	back.”

“Thanks,	Tammy.”

“Don’t	mention	it.”	She	hangs	up	and	Josh’s	shoulders	rise,	a	sign	of	his	deep	inhale.
Then	he	turns	to	me,	and	I	can	tell	by	the	expression	on	his	face	that	I	am	not	going	to	like
what	he	says	next.	“What’s	Damon’s	number?”



I	take	in	air	like	it	could	be	my	last	opportunity.	“No.”	I	shake	my	head	furiously,	flat
refusing	what	he	is	suggesting.

“Adeline,	 our	 options	 are	 pretty	 limited.	 Tammy	 can	 distract	 the	mob,	 but	we	 hit	 a
brick	wall	when	it	comes	to	the	palace	gates.	We	have	no	choice.”

Dread	 fills	me.	 “But	 he’s	 having	 a	 romantic	 night	 in	 with	 his	 wife,”	 I	 explain,	my
words	coming	fast	and	panicked.	“They’re	having	steak	and	sex.”

Josh’s	forehead	bunches	as	he	pulls	his	boxers	up	his	legs.	“Steak	and	sex?”

“Yes.”

His	sweats	follow	his	boxers,	his	body	slowly	being	covered	before	my	eyes.	If	I	could
focus,	I’d	mourn	the	loss.	But	I	am	too	wound	up,	all	for	the	wrong	reasons.	“Then	let’s
hope	he	fucks	fast	and	eats	faster.”

“Josh!”

“What	do	you	want	me	 to	do,	Adeline?”	He	shows	 the	ceiling	his	palms,	and	 I	 flop
back	onto	the	bed,	exasperated	and	worried.	“Give	me	his	number.”

“I	don’t	know	his	number	off	the	top	of	my	head.”	I	lift	a	limp	hand	and	point	to	my
pile	of	belongings.	“My	phone	is	in	my	pocket.	But	it’s	broken.”

“The	PIN?”

I	look	up.	“It’s	working?”

“The	screen’s	fucked.	Tell	me	the	PIN.”

“Eight-five-nine-three-one-zero-two-two.”

He	balks	at	me.	It’s	rather	adorable.	“What	the	fuck?”

“Palace	security,”	I	grumble,	dropping	my	eyes	and	watching	him	blindly	navigate	the
touch	screen.

“Bingo.”	He	raises	the	phone	to	his	ear,	and	I	cringe	at	the	conversation	that’s	about	to
happen,	wishing	my	phone	dead.

“Damon?”	 Josh	 says,	 coming	 to	 sit	 beside	my	 reclined	body	on	 the	bed.	 “Yes,	 Josh
Jameson.	We	have	a	situation.”	He	flicks	his	eyes	to	me,	and	I	scowl.	I’m	a	situation.	“You
do?”	Josh’s	eyes	take	on	an	edge	of	sympathy.	For	me.	“Bates	called	you,”	he	says	slowly,
keeping	me	 abreast	 of	 the	 conversation.	 I	wish	he	wouldn’t.	 I	 don’t	want	 to	know	how
fuming	mad	Damon	 is.	 “You’re	 on	 your	way,”	 he	 says	 quietly,	 and	 I	 cringe,	 imagining
Damon’s	reaction	when	Bates	put	that	call	in.	“Yes,	in	my	suite	at	The	Dorchester.”	Josh
goes	on,	telling	Damon	his	new	room	number.	“I’ll	 let	her	explain	herself	when	you	get
here.”	My	 leg	 swings	 of	 its	 own	 volition,	 booting	 Josh	 in	 the	 thigh.	 He	 smirks	 at	 my
pursed	lips.	“There’s	a	circus	outside	the	hotel.	We	can	create	a	decoy,	but	we	need	you	to
get	her	back	into	Kellington.”	Pause.	“Yes.	Thanks,	bud.”	Josh	chucks	my	phone	on	the
bed.

“How	did	he	sound?”	I	don’t	know	why	I’m	asking.

“Pissed	off,”	Josh	confirms	bluntly,	and	I	groan,	covering	my	eyes	with	my	palms.



“I’m	in	so	much	trouble.”	The	thought	of	Damon	being	cross	with	me	isn’t	thrilling.	I
hate	 that	 I’ve	 disappointed	 him.	 It’s	 ironic.	 I	 couldn’t	 care	 less	 about	my	 father	 or	 his
aides,	but	Damon	is	different.	I’ve	let	him	down,	and	I	know	I	have	risked	his	job.

My	hands	are	suddenly	gone	from	my	face,	and	Josh	is	suspended	over	me,	grinning.
“But	I’m	worth	it,	right?”

“I	don’t	know.	Are	you?”

His	 sparkly	eyes	narrow.	“You	 tell	me.”	His	hand	glides	over	my	hip	and	under	my
bum,	gripping	hard.	I	jump	in	his	hold,	my	sore	bottom	burning,	and	he	laughs.	“That’s	a
yes,	then.”	A	hard	kiss	is	placed	on	my	mouth.	“Come	on,	time	to	get	dressed	and	face	the
music.”



THE	TIME	AND	EFFORT	THAT	went	into	getting	me	out	of	The	Dorchester	was	both	brilliant
and	ridiculous.	Poor	Josh	was	forced	to	endure	the	crowds,	just	to	keep	their	attention	off
the	staff	entrance	so	I	could	escape.	Damon’s	eyes	were	like	steel—hard	and	formidable.	I
shied	 away	 every	 time	 I	 caught	 his	 stare	 from	 leaving	 the	 suite,	 to	 getting	 back	 to
Kellington.	He	didn’t	utter	a	word	for	the	entire	journey,	and	the	silence	was	agony,	full	of
silent	disapproval	and	fury.	I	must	have	shrunk	a	whole	foot	in	height	in	the	space	of	an
hour,	feeling	small	and	inconvenient.

It’s	 the	 morning	 after	 the	 night	 before,	 and	 I’m	 sitting	 at	 the	 breakfast	 table	 at
Kellington.	My	scrambled	eggs	haven’t	been	touched,	and	my	eyes	haven’t	moved	from
the	picture	dominating	the	front	page	of	a	newspaper.	All	I	can	see	are	my	Uggs	and	my
two	 slim	 legs	 sprouting	 from	 the	 tops.	 Josh’s	 face	 is	 perfectly	 clear,	 though,	 and	 it	 is
etched	with	infuriation.

“Tell	me	it	isn’t	you.”	Eddie’s	voice	startles	me,	and	I	quickly	flip	the	newspaper	over,
like	there	isn’t	another	million	in	print	available.

“What	 isn’t	 me?”	 I	 force-feed	 myself	 some	 eggs,	 trying	 to	 appear	 as	 casual	 as
possible.

Eddie’s	 hand	 appears	 and	 returns	 the	 paper	 upright,	 his	 finger	 landing	 on	 the	 Ugg
boots.	“You	have	these,	right?”

“As	do	a	million	other	women	in	Britain.”

“But	these	ones	are	yours,	yes?”

I	drop	my	fork	and	look	him	square	in	the	eye.	“If	you	must	know,	yes.”

Eddie	rounds	the	table,	his	chest	expanding,	ready	to	say	some	more,	but	he	pulls	back
his	words	and	sits	down	when	Kim	wanders	 in,	her	 face	stony.	“New	phone,”	she	says,
turning	on	her	heels	and	walking	out.

“Thank	you,”	I	call,	wincing	a	little	at	her	shortness.	She	knows	she’s	being	kept	in	the
dark,	and	she	doesn’t	like	it.

“Did	 you	 feel	 free	 while	 you	 were	 being	 hustled	 through	 that	 chaos?”	 Eddie	 asks
seriously	once	Kim	has	gone.	“And	 to	 think	 they	don’t	know	your	 identity.	 Imagine	 the
fuss	if	they	ever	find	out.”

“When,”	I	say	curtly.	“When	 they	find	out.”	Resting	my	napkin	on	the	table,	I	stand
from	my	chair,	giving	up	on	trying	to	put	something	in	my	tummy,	and	also	giving	up	on
trying	 to	 reason	with	my	 brother.	 “Good	 day	 to	 you,	 Edward.”	 I	 stroll	 away,	 chin	 held
high.



“When	they	find	out?	So	you’re	going	to	tell	the	King?”

“I	 am.”	 I	 don’t	 let	my	 steps	 falter,	 and	 I	 don’t	 let	Eddie’s	 surprised	 tone	 affect	me,
either.	 I’m	 not	 enduring	 the	 stress	 of	 last	 night	 again,	 and	 I	 don’t	 mean	 the	 hordes	 of
people	 camping	 outside	 the	 hotel,	 but	 more	 the	 logistics	 of	 getting	 to	 the	 hotel.	 I’m	 a
grown	woman,	for	pity’s	sake,	and	I	had	to	skulk	around	London	like	a	teenager	who	had
snuck	out	while	her	parents	were	sleeping,	just	to	see	her	boyfriend.	“Don’t	try	to	talk	me
out	of	it.”	Will	he	try	to	talk	me	out	of	it?

“Adeline.”	Eddie’s	up	and	coming	after	me,	his	steps	hard	on	the	floor.

“I	 said	you	 shouldn’t	 try	 to	 talk	me	out	of	 it.”	 I	 turn	when	 I	make	 it	 into	 the	 foyer,
aware	 of	 the	 people	 around	 us,	 including	Felix,	 Jenny,	 and	Kim,	who	 all	 look	 up	 from
their	phones	where	they’re	gathered	by	the	door.

Eddie	wisely	notes	their	presence	and	pulls	me	to	the	side,	huddling	over	me.	“I	don’t
want	to	fight	with	you,”	he	says	quietly.

“I	don’t	want	to	fight	with	you,	either.”

“Then	listen	to	what	I	have	to	say.”

I	lean	back,	cautious.	“I’ve	already	listened.”

“It’s	impossible.	You	and	him,	it	can’t	work.”

It	takes	all	my	strength	and	more	not	to	retaliate	at	his	continued	efforts	to	put	me	off
my	 quest.	 I	 cannot,	 however,	 halt	 the	 tightening	 of	my	 jaw.	 “I	 love	 him.”	 I	 practically
grind	the	words	out,	and	Eddie	recoils.	“Yes,	you	heard	me.	I	love	him.	Say	what	you	will,
Edward,	but	it	will	be	a	waste	of	your	breath.	If	I	don’t	get	the	King’s	blessing,	then	I’m
willing	to	walk	away	from	all	of	this.”	I	motion	to	the	luxury	palace	interior	that	surrounds
us,	the	bars	of	my	jail.

“You	don’t	mean	that.”

“I	 wholeheartedly	 mean	 it.”	 I	 take	 in	 air,	 gathering	 strength.	 “My	 life	 has	 been
suppressed	for	thirty	years,	and	I’m	done	with	it.	I’m	done	with	them.	Done	with	this.”	I
throw	my	arms	up	into	the	air	heavily.

“With	me?”

My	mouth	snaps	shut,	my	eyes	widening.	“Never	you.”	I	couldn’t	be	without	Eddie.
The	idea	alone	hurts	my	chest.

“And	Mother?”

“What?”

“You’re	talking	like	it’s	so	simple	for	you	to	walk	away,	but	you’re	forgetting	it	isn’t
only	the	Monarchy	you’ll	be	walking	away	from.	Not	just	the	King,	but	your	father.	Not
just	the	Queen	Consort,	but	your	mother.	You’re	willing	to	sacrifice	your	family,	a	family
who	loves	you,	for	him?	A	man	you’ve	known	a	matter	of	weeks?”

“Our	parents’	love	is	conditional,”	I	murmur	quietly,	as	if	trying	to	convince	myself	of
that.	“As	long	as	I	do	as	I	am	told,	they	are	happy.	Everyone	is	happy.	Except	me.	And	I
wouldn’t	be	walking	away	just	for	him.	I	would	be	walking	away	for	me,	too.”



“I	don’t	want	you	to	make	a	mistake.	I	don’t	want	you	to	ostracize	yourself.”

“And	I	don’t	want	to	drown	in	this	world	any	longer.”	I	reach	up	on	my	toes	and	kiss
his	cheek.	“I	love	you.”	I	don’t	get	the	chance	to	walk	away,	because	Eddie	takes	me	in	a
hug,	and	though	I’m	surprised,	I’m	more	relieved.	He	might	not	agree,	but	he	will	never
disown	me.	I	wish	I	was	as	confident	in	my	parents.

“I	love	you,	too.”	Eddie	sighs.	“I’ll	try	not	to	shoot	him	while	we’re	hunting	today.”

“Wait,	what?”	I’m	out	of	his	arms	quicker	than	a	racehorse	out	of	the	stalls.	“You’re
going	shooting?”

His	 grin	 is	wicked,	 and	 though	 I	 really	 should	 not	 be	 appreciating	 his	 sudden	 easy
persona,	 I’m	 grateful	 my	 brother,	 as	 I	 know	 and	 love	 him,	 is	 back.	 “I’m	 heading	 to
Claringdon	now.	We’re	meeting	at	the	paddocks	before	we	head	out.”	He	breezes	off,	as	if
he	didn’t	just	deliver	that	bombshell.

I	watch	 him	 go,	my	 legs	 stuck	 in	 position	while	my	 brain	 tries	 to	 comprehend	 this
news,	 as	 well	 as	 talking	my	 legs	 into	moving.	 Josh	 never	mentioned	 where	 they	 were
meeting.	He’s	at	the	palace?	“Eddie,	wait.”	I	rush	after	him,	my	mind	whizzing.	“Josh	will
be	there?	At	Claringdon?”

Stopping	on	the	steps,	he	faffs	with	his	collar	and	then	flips	a	flat	cap	on	his	head.	“I
assume	so.”

“I’m	coming.”	I	backtrack	to	the	foyer	where	Olive	is	waiting	with	my	bag	and	coat,
ever	the	amazing	mind	reader	that	she	is.	“Thank	you.”	I	shower	her	with	gratitude	as	she
helps	me	into	my	coat,	taking	off	down	the	steps	as	I	fasten	the	buttons.	Eddie’s	eyes	are
alarmed	as	I	fly	past	him,	jumping	in	the	back	of	the	car,	offering	a	small	smile	to	Damon
as	I	land.	He	is	still	partially	scowling.	I	deserve	it.	And	more.	I	could	never	find	what	I
have	with	Damon	with	any	other	bodyguard,	and	I	truly	hope	I’ve	not	damaged	that.	I	so
regret	deceiving	him,	but	now	is	not	the	time	to	say	sorry,	not	with	an	audience.	I	hope	he
sees	the	remorse	in	my	pleading	eyes.

Eddie	approaches	the	car	and	dips	down,	getting	me	in	his	sights.	“Get	out.”

I	slam	my	bag	on	my	lap	and	focus	my	attention	forward,	adamant	in	my	stance.	“No.”

His	exhale	is	dramatic	and	long	as	he	falls	into	the	seat.	“Don’t	you	think	the	King	will
consider	 it	 strange	 that	 his	wayward	 daughter	 is	 choosing	 to	 visit	 the	 palace	without	 a
summons?”

“I’m	going	to	have	breakfast	with	Mother.”	I	nod	to	myself,	giving	my	back	a	mental
pat	for	being	so	creative.

“You	just	had	breakfast.”

“No,	 I	 didn’t,”	 I	 reply	 coolly,	 going	 into	my	 bag	 for	my	 phone.	 There’s	 a	message
from	Josh,	and	I	smile	 like	a	crazy	woman	when	I	open	 it	 to	find	 that	he	has	sent	me	a
selfie,	only	a	small	white	towel	wrapped	around	his	trim	hips.

“Are	you	 serious?”	Eddie	 snatches	my	phone	 from	my	hand	 and	 studies	 the	picture
with	a	sickened	expression.	 I	 try	 to	grab	 it	back,	but	with	his	strength	versus	mine,	 it	 is
completely	pointless.	“You	showed	me	yours,”	he	says,	reading	the	text	with	the	picture.



“Stop!”	I	grapple	for	his	hands,	but	he	holds	the	phone	higher	while	holding	me	back
with	his	spare	hand.	“So	I’ll	show	you	mine?	Urghhhhh.”

“Eddie,	give	it	back.”

“You	sent	him	a	picture	of	your	boobs?”

“No,	I	did	not,”	I	gasp,	disgusted	by	his	suggestion,	swiping	my	phone	from	his	grip.
“We	were	playing,	that’s	all.”

“With	fire,	Adeline.”

I	sniff	and	return	to	my	phone,	my	smile	back,	wishing	I	could	blow	this	image	up	and
paper	my	suite	with	it.	“There	is	nothing	X-rated	about	this	picture.”

“Tell	 the	King	 that	when	 it	 falls	 into	 the	wrong	hands.”	As	Eddie	 goes	 to	 close	 the
door,	Kim	rushes	down	the	stairs,	armed	with	her	phone.

“Oh,	now	what?”	I	grumble.

“You’ve	gone	off	schedule,”	Eddie	mutters.

“Ma’am,	 you	 have	 a	 royal	 engagement	with	 the	 founders	 of	Trax.	As	 patron	 of	 the
charity,	I	strongly	advise	you	not	to	cancel.”

Bloody	hell.	I	forgot	about	that.	Not	surprising	when	my	head	is	full	of	an	American.
“What	time?”

“Two-thirty,	ma’am.	Jenny	will	be	here	at	midday	to	help	you	prepare.”

I’m	cutting	it	fine,	but	Josh	is	at	Claringdon,	and	I	really,	really	want	to	see	him.	“I’ll
be	here,	Kim.”

“Yes,	 ma’am.”	 She	 nods—still	 terse	 with	 me—and	 makes	 her	 way	 back	 into
Kellington.

Damon	starts	the	car,	and	my	stomach	does	that	wonderful	flippy-floppy	thing	it	does
when	I	know	I’m	about	 to	see	Josh.	 I	know	I	won’t	be	able	 to	 touch	him.	I’ll	hardly	be
able	to	talk	to	him,	either.	But	I	will	get	to	look	at	him.

I’ll	 also	be	offering	advice	on	how	 to	approach	 this	hunting	 trip	and	my	 father.	His
plan	is	gallant,	but	we	all	know	it	is	far-fetched.	Yet	there’s	hope	inside	of	me	that	he	can
work	his	magic.



I	DON’T	THINK	I	HAVE	ever	been	so	keen	to	get	inside	Claringdon	Palace.	I’m	out	of	the	car
as	soon	as	 it	comes	 to	a	halt,	and	up	 the	steps	 just	as	 fast.	Sid	 looks	 in	a	state	of	shock
when	 he	 sees	 me	 racing	 toward	 him,	 his	 mind	 no	 doubt	 searching	 for	 the	 memo	 that
advised	 him	of	my	visit.	 “Morning,	Sid.”	 I	 breeze	 past	 him	 and	 let	 one	 of	 the	 footmen
relieve	me	of	my	coat.	“Where	is	the	Queen?”

“In	the	dining	room,	ma’am.”

I’m	off	across	the	vast	entrance	hall	before	Eddie	makes	it	through	the	door,	my	senses
alert,	keeping	a	lookout	for	Josh.	As	I	enter	the	dining	room,	Mother	is	getting	up	from	her
chair,	delicately	patting	the	corners	of	her	mouth	with	her	luxury	napkin.	“Adeline,”	she
says	softly,	unquestionable	surprise	on	her	pretty	face.	“I	wasn’t	aware	of	a	visit.”

“Does	one	need	 to	 schedule	 a	 visit	 to	 see	her	mother?”	 I	 ask	 in	 a	 blasé	way	 that	 is
extremely	out	of	character.	Yes,	one	does.

Grasping	her	hands	in	front	of	her,	she	regards	me	with	a	fond	smile	that	is	also	laced
with	suspicion.	The	Queen	Consort	knows	her	daughter	all	too	well,	and	she	knows	there
must	be	an	ulterior	motive	to	me	voluntarily	visiting	Claringdon.	It’s	imperative	I	uphold
this	casual	façade.	I	smile	brightly,	and	Mother’s	long,	slender	neck	tilts	on	her	head.	“One
should	have	called	ahead.	I’m	afraid	I’m	due	to	leave	the	palace	shortly	to	visit	The	Royal
London	Hospital.”	She	approaches	me	and	gives	my	cheek	a	tender	rub.	“Accompany	me
to	my	suite.	Mary-Ann	needs	to	tweak	my	hair,	and	I	need	to	change	into	my	outfit.”

I	return	her	soft	smile	and	let	her	link	arms	with	me,	leading	me	on.	“Your	hair	looks
rather	perfect	already,	Mother.”

Her	 spare	hand	comes	up	 to	 the	 elegant	 chignon	and	pats	gently.	 “A	 few	more	pins
won’t	hurt.”

My	eyes	are	watchful	as	we	wander	through	the	grand	palace,	voices	coming	from	all
directions,	but	none	of	them	the	smooth	American	accent	I	want	to	hear.	When	we	make	it
to	 my	 parents’	 private	 quarters,	 I	 look	 through	 the	 huge	 double	 doors	 that	 lead	 to	 the
King’s	sleeping	area,	which	 is	a	massive	distance	from	the	area	where	his	wife	 lays	her
head.	 There	 is	 no	 bed	 sharing	 for	 the	 King	 and	 Queen	 Consort.	 Oh	 no.	 Yet	 another
loveless	marriage.

Mary-Ann,	Mother’s	long-serving	lady	in	waiting,	is	by	the	floor-length	mirror,	armed
with	pins	and	hairspray.	I	take	a	seat	on	the	velvet	chaise	and	gaze	around	the	room,	using
a	 rare	 opportunity	while	 I	 have	 been	 invited	 in	 here	 to	 remind	myself	 of	 the	 splendor.
High,	 ornate	 ceilings,	 lavish,	 oversized	 drapes	 framing	 the	 huge	 windows,	 four	 crystal
chandeliers,	 all	 grand,	 but	 tiny	 in	 the	 massive	 space.	 “What	 do	 you	 think?”	 Mother



interrupts	me	from	my	observing,	pointing	to	a	clothes	stand	where	a	two-piece	suit	hangs,
the	 soft	pink	almost	wishy-washy,	 the	plain	court	 shoes	with	a	one-inch	heel	bland,	but
perfect	for	the	Queen	Consort.

“It’s	 very	 nice,”	 I	 say,	 feeling	 a	 pang	 of	 sorrow	 for	 my	 mother.	 She’s	 a	 beautiful
woman,	and	her	figure	at	fifty-seven	is	to	die	for,	not	that	anyone	would	know,	since	she’s
wrapped	up	tightly	in	these	formal,	stuffy	skirt	suits	every	day	of	her	royal	life.	I	would
love	to	cast	her	stylist	aside	and	let	Jenny	loose	on	her.	The	King	wouldn’t	know	whether
the	flutter	of	his	heart	was	due	to	horror	or	appreciation.	Assuming	the	King’s	heart	still
beats	for	his	queen.

“I	 think	so,	 too,”	Mother	says,	standing	as	still	as	a	statue	while	she’s	groomed.	She
doesn’t	think	so	at	all.	She	tells	herself	she	loves	the	style	forced	on	her	because	it	is	easy.
Because	 it	 is	 her	 duty.	When	 the	King	met	 the	 beautiful	 Spanish	 princess	 in	 1977,	 she
probably	 wasn’t	 aware	 just	 how	 subdued	 her	 life	 would	 become.	 She	 was	 young	 and
vivacious.	She	was	a	fashion	icon,	a	role	that	died	with	my	grandfather’s	death	and	when
my	father	became	King.	She’s	like	a	Barbie	doll	now.	Lifeless.	Limited	to	what	her	owner
demands	of	her.	I’m	glad	I’ll	never	be	in	the	same	boat.

I	 sit	where	 I	 am,	my	eyes	 constantly	 flicking	 to	 the	doors,	wracking	my	brain	 for	 a
reason	to	excuse	myself,	so	I	can	go	on	a	hunt	around	the	palace	to	find	what	I	really	came
here	for.

“You	look	distracted,	Adeline,”	Mother	says	quietly.

“Oh,	not	at	all.”	I	wave	her	observation	off,	and	my	phone	starts	ringing	from	my	bag.
When	Matilda’s	name	glows	at	me,	 I	smile	 to	myself,	holding	up	my	mobile	so	Mother
can	see.	“It’s	Matilda.	Please,	excuse	me.”	I’m	up	and	out	of	there	quickly,	answering	as
soon	as	I	am	far	enough	away	not	to	be	heard.	“Perfect	timing,”	I	say	in	greeting,	crossing
the	huge	landing.

“It’s	you,	isn’t	it?	In	those	pictures	spattered	in	every	newspaper.”

“It’s	me,”	I	confirm	quietly.

“Christ,	Adeline.	Do	you	have	a	death	wish?	Where	are	you?”

“At	Claringdon.”

“Whatever	for?	Oh	my,	does	the	King	know?”

“Not	just	yet.	But	enough	about	me	for	now.”	I	make	it	to	the	window	at	the	far	end	of
the	landing	and	gaze	out	onto	the	grounds,	seeing	a	dozen	gardeners	preening	the	perfect
flowerbeds.	“Tell	me	what	happened	with	the	Argentine.”

Her	soft	giggle	fills	me	with	all	kinds	of	hope.	“We’re	going	to	have	dinner.”

“Oh	gosh.”	My	grin	is	epic.	“And	your	parents,	they	approve?”

“Why,	of	course.	He	descends	from	Spanish	royalty,	don’t	you	know?”

“Oh,	 I	 know.”	 The	 intermingling	 of	 royal	 families	 throughout	 Europe	 upsets	 me
greatly.	“So	do	I	need	to	buy	a	hat?”

Matilda	 laughs,	 loud	 and	 high,	 though	 I	 sense	 nerves,	 too.	 “Hold	 your	 horses,	 dear



cousin.”

“I’m	very	excited	for	you.”

“Me	too,”	she	practically	squeals.	“But	 I	am	terrified	I’m	going	 to	make	a	complete
hash	of	our	date.	I	get	so	nervous	around	him.”

“Just	be	cool.	Almost	aloof.	Make	him	work	hard	for	your	affection.”	I’m	a	hypocrite
of	the	worst	kind.	I	dropped	to	my	knees	for	Josh	Jameson	in	a	heartbeat.	Not	too	cool	at
all.	Although	 I	wasn’t	wanting	 his	 affection	 then.	 Just	 his	 palm	 on	my	 flesh.	My,	 how
things	have	changed.	I	smile	to	myself,	warming	up	inside.	“I	have	to	go,”	I	say,	glancing
around	the	landing,	my	eyes	homing	in	on	the	huge	double	doors	that	mark	the	entrance	to
the	King’s	office.	“I’ll	call	you.”

“Okay.”	 Matilda	 hangs	 up,	 and	 I	 chew	 the	 corner	 of	 my	 mobile,	 weighing	 up	 the
chances	 of	 being	 reprimanded	 for	 visiting	 my	 father’s	 office	 without	 an	 escort	 or
invitation.	 Is	 Josh	 in	 there?	Are	 they	 smoking	cigars	while	discussing	 the	plan	 for	 their
hunting	trip?	Or	is	Josh	dead	already?	That	thought	alone	kicks	my	feet	into	action,	and	I
head	toward	my	father’s	private	office.	I’ll	think	of	an	excuse	for	being	here.	Something
believable.	Something	 that	won’t	have	 the	King	suspicious.	 I	 still	don’t	know	what	 that
excuse	is	as	I	lift	my	hand	to	rap	the	door,	and	I	don’t	get	a	chance	to	debate	it	further.	His
loud	voice	is	easily	heard	through	the	door,	stalling	my	balled	fist	midway	through	the	air.

“I	don’t	care	how	you	do	it,	just	get	rid	of	those	letters.”	The	King	sounds	furious,	and
I	immediately	feel	terribly	sorry	for	the	person	in	the	line	of	fire.	Davenport,	no	doubt.	I’m
also	wondering	with	 annoying	 curiosity	what	 letters	 he	 is	 speaking	 of,	my	 frown	 deep.
“This	is	unacceptable,”	my	father	goes	on.	“There	will	be	grave	consequences	should	they
make	it	into	the	cold	light	of	day,	I	assure	you.	The	Queen	Consort	will	not	be	thankful.
It’s	been	over	 thirty	years.	 It’s	history.	And	while	we’re	discussing	problems,	get	 rid	of
that	blasted	banker	before	I	do	it	myself.”

My	 breath	 hitches,	 my	 steps	 reversing.	 Oh,	 darn.	 I	 realize	 his	 tirade	 isn’t	 solely
surrounding	me,	but	that	last	demand	has	me	rethinking	my	bright	idea	of	a	surprise	visit.
It	also	confirms	that	Josh	isn’t	puffing	on	cigars	with	him.

“Eavesdropping	again,	Your	Highness?”

I	 swing	 around	 and	 come	 chest	 to	 chest	 with	 Davenport,	 though	 he	 doesn’t	 move
away,	his	stern	face	glaring	at	me.	“I	was	doing	no	such	thing,”	I	argue,	all	in	a	fluster.

His	eyes	are	tired	as	he	reaches	past	me,	gently	knocking	the	door	before	entering.	My
father	slams	down	the	phone	and	Davenport	 frowns,	 taking	 in	 the	angry	vibes	bouncing
around	the	grand	office.	“Your	Majesty?”	he	questions	tentatively.

My	father	shoots	Davenport	down	with	a	scowl	of	epic	proportions,	and	for	 the	first
time	 in	my	 life,	 I	 see	 the	King’s	private	 secretary’s	 tall	 frame	shrink	somewhat.	 “Fine,”
Father	barks,	sounding	less	than	fine.	I	look	out	the	corner	of	my	eye	to	Davenport,	who,
in	turn,	is	peeking	at	me.	I	can	see	it	in	his	stony	eyes.	He’s	wondering	what	I	heard.	He’s
wondering	who	my	father	was	talking	to	and	what	was	said	on	the	phone.	He	can	wonder.

“Must	dash,”	I	squeak,	leaving	behind	the	unbearable	awkwardness,	glancing	over	my
shoulder	as	I	go.



“The	hunting	party	awaits,	sir,”	Davenport	says	to	the	King.	His	many	years	of	service
forbids	him	from	entering	without	the	required	invitation.

“I	will	be	down	soon.”

“Sir.”	Davenport	 closes	 the	 door,	 and	 I	 return	my	 attention	 forward,	 picking	 up	my
pace	before	the	major	can	stop	me	and	wring	me	for	information.

As	I’m	taking	the	stairs,	I	see	David	Sampson	being	escorted	up	them,	his	body	clad	in
attire	suitable	only	for	a	hunting	trip.	My	steps	falter,	surprised	to	see	him.	“David,	you’re
back.”	I	kick	myself	as	soon	as	I	have	voiced	my	thoughts.

“Your	Highness.”	He	comes	to	a	stop	beside	me	on	the	stairs,	his	smile	wide.	“A	few
days’	getaway	was	just	what	I	needed.”

“That’s	what	 I	 told	Haydon,”	 I	 say	on	 a	 smile.	 “It	must	 have	been	 a	 terrible	 shock,
losing	your	father.”

His	hands	 slip	 into	 the	pockets	of	his	brown	 trousers,	his	eyes	definitely	glazed.	“A
terrible	shock.”

“How	is	Sabina?”

“Okay.	The	funeral	is	expected	to	be	held	late	next	week.”

“Of	course,	I’ll	be	there	to	pay	my	respects.”

“Very	kind	of	you,	ma’am.	I	know	Haydon	will	appreciate	the	support.”

I	hide	my	flinch	and	nod	my	head	mildly,	looking	past	him	when	Davenport	appears	at
the	top	of	the	stairs.	This	flinch,	I	cannot	hide.

“Ah,	Davenport,	how	wonderful	to	see	you,	old	chap,”	David	gushes,	starting	back	up
the	stairs.	“Will	you	be	joining	us	this	morning?”

Davenport’s	 expression	doesn’t	 change	 from	 the	 usual	 straight-faced	one.	 “I	will	 be
accompanying	the	King,	yes.”

“Very	good.”	David	gives	him	a	firm	slap	on	the	shoulder,	jolting	the	major’s	usually
steady	frame.	Although	his	expression	doesn’t	crack.	“The	King	is	in	his	office?”

“He	doesn’t	wish	to	be	disturbed,”	Davenport	says	flatly,	his	eyes	casting	over	to	me
questioning.

I	 quickly	 glance	 away,	 avoiding	 his	 curious	 stare	 like	 the	 plague.	 But	 in	 avoiding
Davenport,	I	find	Sir	Don.	Oh	God,	they’re	all	out	in	force	today.

“Ah,	Sir	Don,”	David	says.	“Alfred	doesn’t	wish	to	be	disturbed.”

“Your	Highness,”	Sir	Don	grunts	as	he	passes,	being	polite	and	rude	all	at	once.

“I	suggest	we	wait	for	His	Majesty	at	the	paddocks,”	Davenport	calls	to	his	back.	“The
Land	Rovers	are	ready	along	with	the	other	members	of	the	party.”

“The	 King	 wishes	 to	 see	 me.”	 Sir	 Don	 doesn’t	 look	 back,	 and	 I	 cast	 a	 look	 to
Davenport,	who	looks	equally	surprised.	 If	 the	King	summons	someone,	 it	 is	Davenport
who	delivers	the	summons.	But	not	now.	Was	it	Sir	Don	on	the	end	of	my	father’s	tirade?



“Sampson,	you	as	well,”	Sir	Don	barks,	getting	David’s	feet	moving	quickly.

David’s	 smile	 is	wide,	 almost	over	exaggerated.	He	 looks	way	 too	happy	 for	 a	man
who	recently	lost	his	father.	And	why	isn’t	Davenport	going?	What’s	going	on?

I	don’t	ponder	my	questions	for	too	long.	“Enjoy	your	day,”	I	say,	departing	quickly.	I
don’t	want	to	think	about	why	they’ve	been	summoned.

The	paddocks.	Everyone	is	waiting	at	the	paddocks.	I	hurry	my	steps,	hoping	to	make
it	there	before	Davenport,	even	if	only	to	say	a	quick	hello	to	Josh.	And	maybe	to	tell	him
how	sorry	I	am	that	he	has	to	spend	all	day	with	my	father	and	his	army.	And	not	just	my
father,	but	my	angry	father.

I	 take	 a	 shortcut	 and	 scurry	 down	 the	 pathway	 at	 the	 rear	 of	 the	 estate,	 passing
gardener	after	gardener,	all	armed	with	tiny	clippers,	primping	the	perfect	box	plants	that
do	not	need	primping.

When	I	make	it	to	the	paddocks,	I	hear	roars	of	laughter.	I	spot	Senator	Jameson,	but
not	Josh.	I	text	him	to	ask	where	he	is.	Perhaps	he’s	jumped	ship,	deciding	that	no	woman
is	worth	enduring	this	hardship	for.	Then	I	get	his	response	and	cast	that	thought	aside.

Putting	on	my	bulletproof	vest.

I	roll	my	eyes,	but	seriously	wonder	if	that	is	a	sensible	idea.

I’m	at	the	paddocks	and	you	are	not	here.

I’m	taking	a	leak.

I	laugh	to	myself,	my	fingers	working	fast	across	the	screen	of	my	phone.

Nice.	Which	loo	are	you	in?

His	reply	is	quick.

Loo?	What	the	fuck	is	a	loo?

I	snort	unattractively	at	my	phone.

A	toilet!

Oh.	Just	inside	the	blue	door	off	the	small	courtyard.	I’m	alone	;-)

He’s	taking	a	leak.	He’s	winking	at	me	via	text	message.	“So	uncouth,”	I	say	around	a
huge	grin,	heading	for	that	blue	door.	I	don’t	get	a	chance	to	knock	on	the	wood.	The	door
opens,	Josh	seizes	my	wrist,	and	I	am	yanked	into	the	bathroom	on	a	startled	yelp.

“What	took	you	so	long?”	he	asks	before	attacking	my	mouth,	not	giving	me	a	chance
to	answer	him.	And	 I’m	 in	heaven	again.	Pure,	blissful,	beautiful	heaven.	His	 tongue	 is
firm	but	 slow,	his	hands	gentle	but	possessive,	as	 they	grip	my	hair.	His	body	hard,	but
melding	perfectly	 into	mine.	He	growls,	 noises	 that	 can’t	 be	mistaken	 for	 anything	 less
than	animalistic.	We	are	lost	in	each	other,	in	the	passion,	in	the	chemistry	that	sizzles	so
wildly	between	us.	 “I’m	 locked	and	 loaded	 in	more	ways	 than	one	now.”	His	mumbled
words	 are	 delivered	 around	 his	 kiss,	 his	 hips	 rolling	 into	my	 tummy.	A	wonderful	 beat
drops	to	between	my	legs,	my	veins	hot	in	an	instant.

“Aren’t	you	 just?”	 I	 reach	down	 to	his	groin	and	 feel	his	 condition,	hard	and	 ready.



“We	should	make	use	of	this.”

“Like	 it	 was	 ever	 up	 for	 debate.”	 I’m	 pushed	 against	 the	 door,	 his	 hand	 creeping
around	the	back	of	my	knee	and	pulling	my	thigh	up	to	his	hip.	My	dress	 is	around	my
waist	 in	 the	blink	of	 an	 eye,	my	knickers	 to	 the	 side	 soon	after.	My	breathing	becomes
pants,	and	though	I	know	this	is	so	very	risky,	there	is	nothing	I	can	do	to	stop	it.	Neither
do	I	want	to.

“Hurry,”	I	demand,	helping	him	with	the	fly	of	his	trousers.	My	order	is	fueled	only	by
my	 desperation	 for	 him.	 Always	 desperate.	 My	 hand	 gets	 a	 dash	 of	 contact	 with	 his
arousal,	the	tip	with	pre-cum	skimming	my	skin	easily.

“Fuckin’	clothes,”	Josh	moans,	 leveling	up	and	sinking	into	me	on	one	long,	smooth
thrust.

My	 breath	 is	 gone.	My	mind	 is	 gone.	My	 damn	 heart	 is	 gone.	 I	 swallow,	my	 head
limp,	my	body	soft	against	him	as	my	walls	mold	around	the	perfection	of	him.	“Can	it	get
any	 better?”	 I	whisper,	 held	 tightly	 to	 his	 body	while	 he	 breathes	 into	my	 increasingly
sweaty	 neck,	 holding	 still	 and	 firm.	 The	 feelings	 Josh	 evokes	 in	me	 are	mind-twisting.
How	alive	I	feel	when	I’m	with	him	is	beyond	comprehension.	It’s	crazy	how	completely
and	utterly	infatuated	by	him	I	am.	I	don’t	think	I’ve	ever	felt	like	I	belong,	most	certainly
not	in	the	family.	But	in	Josh’s	arms,	feeling	his	heartbeats	merge	with	mine,	I’m	home.

“I	wouldn’t	 think	so.”	He	kisses	my	neck,	biting	between	each	peck.	“But	 then	I	do
this”—he	swivels	his	hips	and	grinds	deeply—“and	it	just	gets	better.”	Stars	jump	into	my
vision,	my	hands	grappling	at	his	back	for	support.

A	groan	rumbles	up	from	the	deepest	part	of	me,	and	I’m	forced	to	push	my	face	into
his	neck	to	muffle	it.	Good	Lord,	where’s	that	pink	hanky	of	his?	Meticulous	strokes	are
backed	 up	 with	 expert	 grinds.	 His	 caressing	 hands	 are	 supported	 by	 sporadic	 firm
squeezes	of	my	flesh.	He	works	into	me	at	a	leisurely,	yet	constant	pace,	in	no	rush	to	get
me	to	my	tipping	point,	which	comes	faster	than	I’d	like.

“You’re	there?”	he	whispers,	and	I	nod.	“Me,	too.	Kiss	me,	Your	Highness.”

Those	words,	said	by	Josh,	in	that	gravelly	tone	and	accent,	toss	me	over	the	edge,	and
I	free-fall	through	my	climax,	moaning	into	his	mouth,	barely	able	to	maintain	our	kiss.

I	just	register	the	quickening	of	his	tempo,	going	from	easy,	smooth	strokes,	to	rapid,
ferocious	hits,	before	his	body	solidifies	around	me,	and	a	broken,	strained	sigh	pours	into
my	mouth.	 Then	 the	 warmth	 of	 his	 seed	 fills	 me,	 his	 flesh	 rolling	 against	 my	 internal
walls,	as	he	lets	the	pleasure	take	over.	The	combination	of	our	shaking	forces	me	to	grip
him	harder,	 our	 lips	 touching	 but	 not	 kissing.	 “Once	 again,	 Princess	Adeline,	 you	 have
bewitched	the	shit	out	of	me.”	Biting	my	bottom	lip	gently,	he	pulls	back	a	fraction	to	find
my	face.	“How	do	I	look?”

“Sweaty.”	I	smile,	taking	in	the	glorious	mess	of	his	hair.	“And	like	you	just	screwed
someone	against	a	door.”

My	nose	is	nipped	playfully.	“Is	it	wrong	that	I	don’t	care?”

“Probably.”



“Well,	I	don’t.	But	I	will	pretend	to	care,	if	only	to	save	my	reputation	with	the	King.”

I	scoff.	“I	wouldn’t	waste	your	time.”

“Are	 you	 kidding?	When	 I’m	done	with	 him,	 he’ll	 be	 booking	Westminster	 for	 our
wedding	and	arranging	my	bachelor	party.	No	one	is	immune	to	my	charm.”	His	smirk	is
conceited	and	cocky.	And	gorgeous.

“Who	said	anything	about	marriage?”

“I’m	speaking	hypothetically.”

“Your	American	brain	is	deluded.”

“You	wait	and	see.	Ready?”	He	holds	me	by	the	tops	of	my	arms	as	he	slips	out	of	me,
both	of	us	wincing	a	little.	Like	a	gentleman,	he	grabs	some	toilet	tissue	and	wipes	me	up,
all	the	while	smiling,	before	I	work	to	straighten	myself	out	as	Josh	fastens	his	zipper.

“Anyway,	deluded	or	not,	you	should	know	the	King	is	not	in	a	very	good	mood	this
morning.”	Brushing	my	hair	 off	my	 face,	 I	 continue	when	 Josh	gives	me	 a	 questioning
expression.	“I	heard	him	shouting	on	the	phone.	To	Sir	Don,	I	think.”

“What	about?”

There’s	only	one	part	of	 the	rant	 I	heard	 that	 I	am	prepared	 to	share.	Josh	definitely
does	not	need	to	know	about	the	banker.	“Some	letters	he	wants	rid	of.	I	don’t	know,	to	be
honest.	 All	 I	 know	 is	 he	 wasn’t	 very	 happy	 about	 it	 and	 Sir	 Don	 and	 David	 were
summoned.”

“Are	you	saying	I	have	my	work	cut	out	for	me?”

I	 laugh,	 thoroughly	amused.	Has	he	not	been	hearing	what	I’ve	been	saying	 to	him?
“Baby,	your	work	isn’t	cut	out	for	you.	It’s	impossible.	Why	won’t	you	listen	to	me?”

“Because	 you’re	 a	 pessimist.	What	 is	 it	 with	 you	 British?	 Always	 so	 reserved	 and
negative.”

“Excuse	me?”	I’m	about	 to	have	my	say	on	that	 little	matter,	by	maybe	pointing	out
that	his	American	arse	is	bolshie	and	cocky,	but	a	knock	on	the	wood	brings	my	rant	to	a
stop	before	I’ve	drawn	breath.	My	eyes	go	like	saucers—panicked,	worried	saucers.

“Someone	in	there?”	David	calls,	knocking	the	door	again.

“Yeah.”	Josh	looks	at	me,	a	little	alarmed.	“I	might	be	a	while.”	He	physically	cringes,
as	do	I.

“Ah,	 the	American.	Come	on,	old	chap.	We’re	 ready	 to	 tally-ho.”	David’s	voice,	 all
jovial,	makes	me	frown.	Why	is	he	so	bloody	happy?	“I’ll	use	the	other	lavatory.”

“Tally-ho?”	Josh	whispers,	his	eye-roll	spectacular.	“What	a	jerk.”

I	snigger,	covering	my	mouth	to	stifle	it.

“Did	 you	 say	 something,	 old	 boy?”	 David	 asks,	 seeming	 to	 be	 directly	 behind	 the
wood	that	I’m	leaning	against,	mere	millimeters	away.

“No,	 no.”	 Josh	 reaches	 back	 and	 flushes	 the	 chain.	 “Just	 coming,	 old	 chap.”	 His



attempt	at	a	British	accent	is	all	the	more	condescending	because	it	is	utterly	rubbish.

“Righto.	See	you	in	a	jiffy.”

“Yar,	 yar.”	 Josh	 slaps	 his	 palm	 onto	 his	 forehead,	 exasperated,	 as	 the	 sounds	 of
David’s	 steps	 fade	 into	 the	distance.	He	gives	me	 tired	eyes.	 “I	will	win	you,	 if	only	 to
save	you	from	that	ass-clown	and	his	spawn.”

“Have	 fun	 today,”	 I	 chirp,	 smiling	 sweetly.	 I’m	 eyed	with	 sullenness.	 It	 makes	me
chuckle.	“You’re	regretting	this,	aren’t	you?”

“Not	 at	 all.	 I	 got	 to	 fuck	 you	 against	 that	 door.	Death	 by	 gunshot	 is	 the	 only	 thing
that’d	make	me	regret	today.”

“Don’t	put	it	past	him,”	I	mutter,	reaching	forward	and	straightening	his	collar	before
popping	a	light	kiss	on	his	parted	lips.	“I’ll	wait	until	the	coast	is	clear.”

Josh	backs	out,	smiling	all	 the	way,	until	 the	door	comes	between	us	and	I’m	alone.
Nothing	could	wipe	the	smile	from	my	face.



AT	JUST	PAST	FOUR,	AFTER	spending	nearly	two	hours	listening	to	the	charity’s	CEO	tell	me
all	about	their	fundraising	efforts	for	the	remainder	of	the	year	and	how	I	can	help,	I	leave
the	headquarters	of	Trax.	Honestly,	 I’m	exhausted	when	I	drop	into	 the	back	seat	of	my
car.	The	effort	it	has	taken	to	focus	on	the	words	being	spoken	to	me	instead	of	how	Josh
has	got	on	today	has	been	a	draining	challenge.	Damon	still	hasn’t	spoken	to	me	beyond
anything	formal,	and	while	I	was	bothered	earlier,	I	am	far	too	tired	to	care	now.

As	 he	 pulls	 away	 from	 the	 building,	 I	 rest	my	 head	 on	 the	window,	 thinking	 about
having	a	long,	hot	bath	and	a	relaxing	evening.	“Back	to	the	palace,	ma’am,”	Damon	says,
though	it	isn’t	a	question.	And	something	tells	me	that	he’s	not	referring	to	Kellington.

I	 leave	 my	 head	 where	 it	 is,	 but	 move	 my	 eyes	 to	 look	 in	 the	 rearview	 mirror.
“Kellington	Palace?	Yes.”

“No,”	he	replies,	flat	and	final,	prompting	me	to	find	the	will	to	lift	my	head	from	the
glass.

“Damon?”

“You	have	been	summoned,	ma’am.”	He	doesn’t	even	look	at	me,	as	if	he’s	avoiding
the	worry	he	knows	I’ll	feel.

“What	for?	I	was	only	there	this	morning.”	No	sooner	has	my	question	passed	my	lips,
I	start	answering	it	myself.	Oh	no.	Has	Josh	said	something	silly?	Has	he	told	the	King?	Is
he	alive?	 The	 stream	 of	 questions	 refuse	 to	 stop,	 and	 in	 a	 flat-out	 panic,	 I	 retrieve	my
phone	and	dial	Josh.	There’s	no	answer.

“Who	called	you?”	I	ask	Damon,	moving	forward	so	I’m	wedged	between	the	driver’s
and	passenger	seat.

“Davenport,	ma’am.”

That	doesn’t	really	tell	me	anything.	“How	did	he	sound?”

“Grouchy,	ma’am.”	His	attention	remains	on	the	road,	his	answers	consistently	clipped
and	to	the	point.

I	sigh.	“Damon,	I	realize	I	was	stupid	and	I	put	your	job	in	jeopardy,	but—”

“My	job	is	of	no	consequence	to	me.	Your	wellbeing,	however,	is.	You	are	not	beyond
a	dressing	down.	I	don’t	care	who	you	are.	Do	not	do	it	again.	Understand?”

I	 slowly	 move	 back,	 my	 proverbial	 tail	 between	 my	 legs.	 Well,	 that	 told	 me.
“Understand,”	 I	murmur,	 smiling	 a	 little	on	 the	 inside.	He	was	worried.	About	me.	 Not
about	the	King	and	his	wrath,	but	me.	“Josh	went	shooting	today	with	the	King.”



“I	am	aware,	ma’am.”

“He’s	trying	to	get	into	his	good	books.	Do	you	think	he	can?”

Damon’s	eyes	jump	to	the	mirror,	and	I	can	tell	he’s	smiling.	“I	think	he	can,”	he	says,
surprising	 me	 and	 filling	 me	 with	 a	 little	 hope.	 His	 eyes	 return	 to	 the	 road,	 and	 he
indicates,	taking	a	right.	“But	as	soon	as	His	Majesty	finds	out	that	he	has	a	motive,	the
good	book	will	be	snapped	shut,	probably	with	Josh’s	neck	in	it.”

I	slump	in	my	seat.	“Thanks	for	the	vote	of	confidence.”

“You’re	welcome.”

There’s	 a	 few	 beats	 of	 silence	 as	 I	 think	 about	 everything	 I	 heard	 earlier	 today.	 “I
overheard	 the	King	 on	 the	 telephone	 this	morning.”	 I	 try	 to	 sound	nonchalant,	 casually
toying	with	my	phone,	but	I	can	sense	Damon’s	cautious	stare.	“He	mentioned	the	banker.
I	 can	 only	 assume	 he’s	 still	 trying	 to	 reach	 me,	 as	 the	 King	 told	 the	 person	 he	 was
speaking	with	to	get	rid	of	him.”

“I	believe	he	is	a	problem	and	does	need	to	be	dealt	with.”

I	nod,	accepting	his	reply,	concluding	that	Damon	is	abreast	on	all	things	concerning
the	 banker.	 “So	 one	 can	 assume	 that	 the	King	 really	 doesn’t	 know	 about	 Josh	 and	me,
because	 surely	 he’d	 be	 ordering	 that	 problem	 be	 dealt	 with,	 too.	 Plus,	 he	 took	 Josh
shooting.”

“One	can	assume.”

“So	who	vandalized	Josh’s	suite?”

“I	believe	that’s	a	matter	for	Mr.	Jameson’s	team,	ma’am.”

I	hum	my	agreement,	though	it	doesn’t	stop	my	mind	racing	or	my	fingers	strumming
the	leather	armrest.	I	believe	my	relationship	with	Josh	is	still	under	wraps.	This	is	good,
because,	as	Josh	said,	it	will	be	much	better	for	my	father	to	hear	it	from	me.	To	see	how
much	I	want	this.	To	hear	the	pleading	in	my	voice.	Not	that	I	expect	it	will	make	much
difference,	but	 I	am	so	willing	 to	 try.	How	did	Josh	get	on	 today?	What	has	 the	banker
been	up	 to	now	 to	warrant	 such	 fury	 from	 the	King?	No,	wait.	He	was	angry	before	he
mentioned	Gerry	Rush.	The	 letters.	What	 letters?	Davenport	wasn’t	 in	on	 the	call,	and	I
could	 tell	he	 really	wanted	 to	be.	Neither	was	he	 included	 in	 the	meeting	 that	 followed.
What	 if	 the	King	 hasn’t	 summoned	me	 at	 all?	What	 if	Davenport	 is	 being	 sly,	wanting
information	out	of	me	about	that	call	I	overheard?	And	who	the	hell	trashed	Josh’s	hotel
room?	I	groan,	another	wave	of	tiredness	coming	over	me.	“Can	you	put	some	music	on,
please?”	I	ask	Damon,	hoping	to	drown	out	the	questions	sending	my	mind	into	a	spin.

“Radio,	ma’am?”

“How	about	a	bit	of	Take	That?”	 It’s	out	 there	before	 I	can	stop	 it,	with	no	hope	of
being	retracted.	Damon’s	eyes,	now	horrified,	find	me	again.	I	smile,	awkward,	and	sink
into	my	seat,	pushing	back	my	laughter.	“Don’t	give	up	your	day	job.”

“Didn’t	plan	on	it,	ma’am.	Unless	you	get	me	fired,	of	course.”

“Then	 I	guess	 I	 should	ensure	you’re	never	 fired.”	 I	 snicker,	he	 scowls,	 and	 the	car
picks	up	speed,	whisking	me	off	to	somewhere	I	really	don’t	want	to	be.



	

WHY	ISN’T	HE	ANSWERING?	I’M	asking	myself	over	and	over	with	each	attempt	to	reach	Josh.	I
need	to	know	how	his	jolly	outing	with	my	father	went	today.

This	time	when	I	arrive	at	Claringdon,	Sid	doesn’t	regard	me	like	a	monster	with	four
man-eating	heads,	because,	of	course,	he	is	expecting	me.	He	got	the	memo.	But	who	sent
the	memo?	My	suspicions	only	mount	when	Davenport	appears	in	the	foyer.	Since	when
does	he	deem	my	arrival	at	Claringdon	worthy	of	his	escort?	He	descends	on	me	in	long,
even	strides,	his	arms	poker	straight	by	his	sides.	“I’ll	escort	Her	Royal	Highness,	thank
you,	Sid,”	Davenport	says,	his	voice,	as	always,	leaving	no	room	for	argument.

“Sir.”	Sid	wastes	no	time	skulking	off,	leaving	me	at	the	mercy	of	the	King’s	private
secretary.	 I	glare	at	him,	my	face	 low,	my	expression,	 I	hope,	 telling	him	I	know	of	his
game.	“After	you.”	He	gestures	toward	the	stairs.

“No,	please,	after	you.”	I	smile	sweetly,	neither	of	us	moving.	It’s	a	glaring	deadlock.
I’m	not	budging.	No	way.

“Adeline?”	 Mother’s	 dulcet	 tone	 drifts	 between	 us,	 dissolving	 the	 tension	 a	 little.
“Twice	in	one	day?	One	will	start	to	worry.”

“One	has	been	summoned,”	I	purr,	slowly	dragging	my	hard	stare	off	Davenport,	but
returning	 it	 the	moment	 I	 catch	 a	mild	 change	 in	 his	 persona.	 His	 always	 stiff	 posture
seems	 to	 soften	 somewhat,	 and	 his	 cutting	 eyes	 grow	 nervous,	 fluttering	 between	 the
Queen	Consort	and	me.

“Whatever	 for	 this	 time?”	Mother	 asks,	 ever	 exasperated,	breaking	my	observing	of
Davenport.

“I	guess	I’ll	find	out	soon.”	I	move	toward	her	and	link	our	arms,	gently	pulling	her
away	from	 the	 listening	ears	of	 the	major.	She	 looks	at	me	with	questions	 in	her	 tender
eyes.	“I	heard	Father	speaking	earlier	about	something,”	I	tell	her.	Her	first	reaction	is	her
trained	reaction:	warning	eyes	on	me,	 telling	me	that	whatever	I	have	heard,	I	shouldn’t
speak	of	it,	no	matter	what	it	is.	But	I	ignore	her	and	press	on.	“He	was	very	mad.”	I	make
sure	I	keep	my	voice	low	and	quiet.	“About	some	letters	that	he	wants	rid	of.”

Mother	 stops	and	 turns	 into	me,	her	warning	eyes	now	questioning.	But	 she	doesn’t
question,	just	simply	maintains	her	state	of	duty.	“Adeline,	you	know	it	is	not	your	place
to	pry	into	the	King’s	affairs.”

My	 teeth	 grind	 in	 natural	 frustration.	Her	 reminder,	 although	 accurate,	 is	 laughable.
No,	it’s	not	my	place,	I	learned	that	from	a	very	early	age,	yet	it	is	perfectly	okay	for	the
King	 to	pry	 into	my	 affairs.	And	he	does.	All	 the	 flaming	 time.	“He	said	 it	was	history.
Said	it	would	be	a	disaster	if	the	letters	made	it	into	the	public	domain,	that	you	would	be
very	displeased.”

Her	face	is	stoic,	but	there	is	something	else	there	too,	something	I	cannot	quite	read.
And	 as	 infuriating	 as	 it	 is,	 I	 know	 I	 will	 get	 nothing	 from	 my	 mother	 if	 she	 knows
something.	And	I	have	a	feeling	she	does.	“Like	I	said,	it	 is	not	your	place	to	pry	in	the
King’s	affairs.”

I	 close	 my	 eyes	 and	 pray	 for	 restraint.	 She	 knows	 something.	 When	 I	 mentioned



letters,	something	changed	in	her.	I	admit	defeat	and	swallow	down	my	frustration,	saying
what	I’m	expected	to	say.	“It’s	probably	nothing.”

“I	expect	so,”	she	agrees,	smiling	gently,	her	eyes	wandering	past	my	shoulder.	I	turn
to	 find	 what	 has	 captured	 her	 attention,	 seeing	 Davenport.	 He	 clears	 his	 throat	 and
gestures	 to	 the	 stairs.	 “Yes,	 yes,”	 I	 breathe,	 kissing	 mother’s	 cheek.	 I’m	 halfway	 up,
Davenport	on	my	tail,	when	my	phone	rings.	I	run	the	rest	of	the	way,	leaving	the	King’s
private	 secretary	 knocked	 back	 by	 the	 gust	 of	wind	 that	my	 quick	 acceleration	 creates.
“Josh,”	 I	 hiss	 down	 the	 line,	 moving	 around	 the	 landing	 to	 gain	 some	 distance	 from
Davenport.	“I’ve	been	trying	to	call	you.”

“I	know.	I	just	came	out	of	a	meeting	and	picked	up	your	calls.	Everything	okay?”

A	meeting?	He	never	mentioned	a	meeting.	“Who	were	you	meeting?”

“My	publicist.	You	were	right,	I	was	wrong.”	He	sounds	a	little	despondent.

“What	do	you	mean?	What	happened?”

“What	 happened?	 I	 spent	 the	 day	with	 the	King	 of	England.	That’s	what	 happened.
Like	 I	 said,	 you	were	 right	 and	 I	was	wrong.	 There’s	 not	 a	 fuckin’	 chance	 in	 hell	 he’s
going	to	give	us	his	blessing.”

I	flick	my	eyes	across	the	landing,	seeing	Davenport	waiting	not	so	patiently	for	me	at
the	top	of	the	stairs,	his	foot	tapping.	“That	bad?”

Josh	laughs,	but	it	is	not	a	laugh	of	joy.	It’s	sarcastic.	“Well,	I	was	forced	to	listen	to
His	Majesty	and	that	David	Sampson	dick	giving	me	every	gory	detail	of	your	relationship
with	 Haydon.	 Fuckin’	 brilliant.	 Then	 I	 had	 the	 pleasure	 of	 listening	 to	 Haydon	 I’m-
Perfect-For-Adeline	 Sampson	 reinforce	 it,	 with	 some	 added	 extras.	 Then	 I	 shot	 a	 few
pretend	birds	and	got	an	encore	of	all	that	torturous	information.	Did	you	know	you	will
have	two	kids?	One	boy	and	one	girl.	The	boy	will	come	first,	followed	quickly	by	a	cute
little	girl.	He	doesn’t	plan	on	giving	you	much	of	a	break	between	the	birth	of	your	son
and	impregnating	you	again	with	a	daughter.”	He	huffs	his	displeasure,	while	my	eyes	get
gradually	wider,	alarmed.	“I	swear	to	God,	Adeline,	I	was	so	close	to	turning	my	gun	on
that	asshole	and	shooting	something	with	a	fuckin’	pulse.	Pretend	fuckin’	birds.	Who	the
fuck	shoots	pretend	fuckin’	birds?”

I	bite	my	lip,	trying	to	mentally	choose	my	words	carefully.	I	shouldn’t	be	surprised	by
the	onslaught	of	information,	and	I’m	not,	not	really,	but	what	I	am	 is	mad.	So	mad	that
they	discuss	my	story	like	it	is	already	written.	“Marvelous	day,	then,”	I	quip,	at	a	loss	for
anything	else	to	say.	I	hate	this.	My	stomach	is	rolling	with	frustration	and	anger,	knowing
they’ve	subjected	Josh	to	that.

“I’ve	just	spoken	to	my	PR	team,	here	and	in	the	States,	and	enlightened	them	on	…
well,	on	us.”

“You	have?”	I	say	a	bit	too	loudly,	causing	Davenport’s	eyebrow	to	rise,	curiosity	all
over	his	face.	I	need	to	be	careful.

“I	have.	We	need	to	talk.”

I	 hate	 the	 fact	 that	 my	 back	 naturally	 stiffens	 and	 my	 panic	 increases.	 Have	 they



advised	 him	 to	 abandon	 all	 hope?	Have	 they	 convinced	 him	 I’m	 not	worth	 the	 hassle?
“What	 about?”	 I	push	my	question	out	past	my	diminishing	breathing,	 closing	my	eyes
and	turning	away	from	Davenport	in	an	attempt	to	hide	the	devastation	creeping	onto	my
features.

“Adeline?”	Josh	say	quietly,	his	voice	a	little	shaky.	My	dread	rockets.

“Yes?”	Please	don’t	say	it,	please	don’t	say	it.

“I	love	you.”

“Oh,	thank	God.”	I	place	my	hand	on	the	window	frame	before	me	and	sag	into	it.

“Are	you	okay?”

“Yes,	it’s	just	…	I	thought	that	…	I	was	afraid	…”	I	shake	my	head,	trying	to	toss	all
that	negativity	aside.	“Never	mind.”

“Don’t	even	think	it.”

I	half	smile.	“I’m	sorry.”	My	apology	is	weak	but	sincere.	“So	what	was	discussed?”

“Me	and	you.	About	 sharing	our	 relationship	with	 the	world.	Tactics.	Strategy.	That
kind	of	thing.”

I’m	in	a	relationship.	It	sounds	so	odd,	but	equally	thrilling.	“There’s	a	strategy?	Like
a	plan?”

“It’s	 more	 preparations,”	 he	 says,	 assuring	 me.	 I	 can’t	 argue	 with	 that.	 Above
everything,	we	need	to	be	prepared,	not	only	for	the	media	frenzy,	but	for	the	backlash	of
the	monarchy.	“We’ll	talk	about	it	later.”	Josh	sounds	determined,	and	I	admire	him	for	it.
I	think	that	perhaps	spending	all	day	with	my	kind	of	people,	he’s	grasped	the	gravity	of
our	situation.	But	he	is	taking	the	bull	by	the	horns,	so	to	speak.	Leading	the	way.	It	is	a
weight	off	my	shoulders.	I	would	take	on	my	father	on	my	own	if	I	had	to,	but	it	makes
the	path	ahead	 less	daunting	 to	know	that	Josh	will	be	 there	 to	hold	me	up.	“Where	are
you?”	he	asks.

“I’m	at	Claringdon.	My	father	wants	to	see	me.”

“What	about?”	The	shift	in	his	tone,	from	level	to	cautious,	is	distinct.

“I	don’t	know.”

He	scoffs.	“Probably	to	restrain	you	so	that	jerk	can	get	a	ring	on	your	finger.”

“He’s	not	a	jerk.”	I	feel	the	need	to	defend	Haydon.	He	isn’t	to	blame	for	this	mess.

“Or,”	Josh	goes	on,	his	voice	low,	“it	could	be	about	a	banker.”

I	still,	staring	at	the	summer	house	nestled	under	some	willow	branches	in	the	garden
below.	“What?”

“Oh,	didn’t	I	mention	that	bit?”	If	I	could	see	his	face	right	now,	it	would	be	twisted	in
displeasure.	“No?”

“No,”	I	squeak.	He	knows	fine	well	he	didn’t	mention	that	part.

“Oh,	yes.	This	Gerry	Rush.	He	wants	to	see	you.	Or	still	wants	to	see	you.”	He	pauses



for	a	moment	while	I	cringe.	“I	overheard	a	hushed	conversation	between	the	King	and	his
advisors.	Why	didn’t	you	tell	me	about	him?”

“I	 haven’t	 asked	 about	 your	 previous	 ex-lovers,”	 I	 retort	 indignantly,	 wondering	 if
Gerry	Rush	is	the	reason	I’m	here.	“What	did	you	hear?”

“That	 you	 had	 an	 indiscretion.	 That	 he	 showed	 up	 at	 the	 polo	match.	He’s	 stalking
you.”

“He	is	not	stalking	me.”

“He	is	stalking	you.”

I	don’t	argue	with	him.	It	will	only	agitate	him	further.	Looking	over	my	shoulder,	I
see	Davenport	still	waiting.	“I	had	better	go.”

“Call	me	when	you’re	done	with	King	Shoot-a-Lot,’	he	quips,	and	I	laugh	a	little.	“Oh,
and	Adeline?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t	blurt	out	anything	before	we’ve	spoken,	no	matter	how	tempting	it	might	be	to
give	him	the	proverbial	middle	finger.	Do	you	hear	me?”

“I’ve	never	given	anyone	 the	middle	 finger	before,”	 I	muse,	 looking	at	my	hand.	 “I
would	love	to	give	the	King	my	first.”

“I	want	your	first.	Call	me.”	He	hangs	up,	and	I	rest	my	shoulder	on	the	frame,	gazing
out	 across	 the	 grounds,	 the	 sky	 as	 bright	 as	 my	 secret	 smile.	 He’s	 in	 my	 corner.	 He’s
protecting	me.

“Everything	okay,	ma’am?”	Davenport	asks.	Not	once	in	thirty	years	has	he	asked	me
that	question.

“It	will	be,”	I	say,	hoping	I	am	right.	My	smile	transforms	into	a	scowl	as	I	turn	away
from	 the	window	and	 stride	 across	 the	huge	 landing	 to	my	 father’s	office,	 conjuring	up
every	ounce	of	resilience	I	need.

Davenport	taps	and	opens	the	door	for	me.	“Her	Royal	Highness	Princess	Adeline,”	he
announces.

I	immediately	hate	the	scene	before	me.	Hate	it.	The	King	is	puffing	away	on	a	cigar,
relaxed	 back	 in	 his	 big	 chair,	 and	 David	 and	 Sir	 Don	 are	 looking	 all	 cozy	 on	 the
chesterfield,	a	tumbler	of	fine	Scotch	resting	in	their	palms.	Sir	Don	is	twirling	his	glass
casually	and	slowly,	his	gaze	on	that	and	that	alone,	regardless	of	the	fact	that	I	have	just
entered	after	being	announced.	And	David?	He’s	relaxed	back,	looking	self-important	and
cocky.	What	are	they	doing	here?

“Your	Majesty.”	 I	 bow	 my	 head	 with	 respect	 that	 I’m	 struggling	 hard	 to	 find,	 my
middle	 finger	 twitching.	 I’d	 love	 to	give	David	Sampson	and	Sir	Don	my	second,	 right
after	thrusting	my	first	at	the	King.	“How	was	shooting	this	morning?”

“You’re	leaving	for	Spain	this	evening.”

The	bones	in	my	neck	crack	when	my	head	shoots	up.	“Pardon?”



“Spain.	This	evening.”	His	cigar	breezes	through	the	air,	 leaving	a	wave	of	swirling,
putrid	smoke	in	its	wake.	“Your	mother’s	family	is	eagerly	awaiting	your	arrival.”

“I	don’t	understand.	My	trip	to	Madrid	was	scheduled	for	next	month.”

“It’s	 been	 rescheduled.	Kim	has	 the	 details.”	Turning	his	 attention	 to	David	 and	Sir
Don,	he	points	to	a	document	in	his	hand,	shaking	his	head.	“Constitutional	nonsense.	But
it’s	not	 like	 I	can	object.	 Imagine	 that.	The	King	objecting	his	government’s	plans.”	He
chuckles.	“That	would	bamboozle	the	Eton	boys,	don’t	you	think?”

I	ignore	his	attempt	to	dismiss	me	so	easily.	“What	about	Sabina’s	husband’s	funeral?”
I	 step	 forward,	 digging	 through	my	 scattered	mind	 for	more	 words	 of	 semi-reasonable
refute.	“Shouldn’t	I	be	there?	Haydon	is	depending	on	me.”	I’ve	just	gone	below	the	belt,
and	I	have	not	a	shred	of	remorse.

“Haydon	will	 be	 traveling	with	 you.	You’ll	 be	 back	 in	 time	 for	 the	 funeral,”	David
pipes	up,	and	my	eyes	widen.

Oh	God,	no.

There’s	 a	 brief	 silence,	 a	 look	 passing	 between	 the	 men.	 “It’s	 for	 your	 own	 good,
Adeline,”	my	father	says.	“It’s	time	for	you	to	take	stock	and	think	about	your	future	with
Haydon.”

“What?”	Words,	words	I	know	I	shouldn’t	say,	dance	on	the	end	of	my	tongue.	Words
about	Josh.	Words	that	will	expose	our	relationship.	I	want	to	scream,	but	I	quickly	rein
myself	in,	reminding	myself	of	Josh’s	warning.	He	and	his	team	have	a	strategy.	They’ve
been	preparing.	Well,	I	hope	that	strategy	involves	keeping	me	off	that	plane	this	evening.
“Why	are	you	doing	this?”

“I	do	not	need	to	give	you	a	reason.	But	you	need	to	learn	your	place	in	this	world.”
My	father	is	up	from	his	desk,	hands	wedged	into	the	wood.	“It	is	to	serve	your	country.”

I	need	to	leave	before	my	secrets	come	pouring	out	of	me.	All	of	them.	My	jaw	tight,
aching	from	the	tenseness,	I	pivot	and	storm	out	of	his	private	office	before	I	lose	control
of	my	mouth.	I	am	not	going	to	Spain.	Not	now,	not	ever.

I	rush	down	the	grand	staircase	and	out	of	the	door,	desperate	to	escape	the	hell	that	is
my	life.	Damon	has	the	door	held	open	for	me	when	I	arrive,	as	if	he	was	fully	expecting
me	to	come	running	out.	I	drop	into	my	seat	and	wait	for	him	to	get	in	the	car.	“The	King
is	sending	me	to	Spain,”	I	tell	him,	gazing	out	of	the	window.	“With	Haydon	Sampson.”

“I’ve	heard.”

I	 sigh,	 letting	my	body	 sink	 into	 the	 leather	 behind	me,	my	mind	 ready	 to	 explode.
“Home	please,	Damon.”

“Afraid	 not,	 ma’am.”	 Damon	 stops	 at	 the	 gates	 of	 Claringdon	 as	 they	 open,	 and
instead	of	looking	at	me	through	the	reflection	of	the	mirror,	he	turns	his	big	body	in	the
seat,	swallowing	hard.	“I	have	instructions	to	take	you	straight	to	the	airport.”

“What?”	 I	 dive	 forward,	 narrowly	missing	Damon’s	 forehead	with	my	 own.	 “From
whom?”

“His	Royal	Highness	King	Alfred	of	England.”	He	delivers	my	father’s	full	title,	as	if



to	 serve	 as	 a	 reminder	 that	 his	 hands	 are	 tied.	My	 heart	 sinks.	 I’ve	 been	 backed	 into	 a
corner.

“What	about	my	 things?	 I	need	 to	pack.”	When	we	get	 to	Kellington,	 I’ll	disappear.
Hide.	Scale	 the	walls	 that	are	 topped	with	glass	 shards	 if	 I	have	 to.	The	King	can’t	 fire
Damon	for	being	given	the	slip.	I	breathe	out	and	retract	that	thought.	That’s	not	true.	The
King	can	fire	whoever	he	damn	well	pleases.

“Your	 luggage	has	been	seen	 to.”	Damon’s	 face	 is	 full	of	apologies,	and	my	sinking
heart	plummets	into	my	feet.	“It’s	in	the	car.”

“I	don’t	want	to	go.”

“Ma’am,	I’m	afraid	you	don’t	have	a	choice,	and	neither	do	I.”	He	turns	back	in	his
seat	 and	 drives	 on,	 and	with	 every	 precious	 second	 that	 passes,	my	 anxiety	 grows,	my
flesh	physically	hurting	from	the	chills	spreading	at	a	ferocious	rate.	And	poor	Damon.	I
can	see	he’s	not	happy	about	this	unscheduled	overseas	trip.

“Damon,	please,	I	…”	My	plea	dies	on	my	lips	when	a	text	drops,	and	I	look	down,
my	struggle	for	calm	breaths	getting	the	better	of	me.

How’d	it	go?	x

I	call	Josh	straight	back,	my	shaking	hand	bringing	my	phone	to	my	ear.	“He’s	sending
me	 to	 Spain,”	 I	 breathe	 when	 he	 answers.	 “He’s	 sending	 me	 to	 Spain,	 Josh.	 They’re
sending	me	to	Spain.	They’re	forcing—”

“Whoa,”	 Josh	 blurts,	 alarmed	 by	 my	 high-pitched	 shouts.	 “Slow	 the	 hell	 down,
Adeline.”

“They	are	sending	me	to	Spain,”	I	whisper	softly,	my	palm	on	my	throat,	massaging
the	swelling	down.	I	can’t	breathe.	Can’t	think.	“With	Haydon.”

Josh	chokes	down	the	line.	“Over	my	dead	fuckin’	body.	Where	are	you?”

I	swallow,	pushing	out	some	air.	“In	my	car.	Damon	has	strict	orders	to	take	me	to	the
airport	immediately.”

“What?”

“To	the	airport,	Josh.	I’m	not	even	allowed	to	go	home	and	pack	my	things.	It’s	been
done	for	me.”

“This	is	fucked	up.	Where’s	Damon?	Put	him	on.	Now.”

My	hand	shoots	forward	between	the	two	seats.	“He	wants	to	talk	to	you.”

Damon	audibly	exhales,	pulling	 the	car	over	 to	 the	side	of	 the	road.	His	empty	eyes
meet	mine	in	the	mirror	as	he	reaches	back	and	takes	my	phone.	“I’m	between	a	rock	and
a	 hard	 place	 here.”	His	 voice	 is	 devoid	 of	 emotion,	matching	 his	 eyes,	 as	 he	 speaks	 to
Josh.	 He’s	 trying	 to	 disconnect	 himself.	 He’s	 trying	 to	 be	 professional	 rather	 than
emotional.	Damon	knows	what’s	happening	here	is	wrong.	“I	can’t	do	that,”	he	breathes,
and	then	he	laughs.	It’s	a	disbelieving	laugh,	his	eyes	still	stony	in	the	mirror.	What’s	so
funny?	“You’ll	give	me	a	job	if	I	lose	mine?”	he	asks,	pinching	the	bridge	of	his	nose.	My
body	moves	forward,	trying	to	hear	what	Josh	is	saying.	He	would	do	that?	For	me?	“Josh,



you’re	 American.	 You	 live	 in	 America.	 The	 job	 would	 be	 in	 America.	 The	 commute
would	be	shite.	I	have	a	direct	order	from	the	King	of	England.	My	hands	are	tied.”

I	sag,	defeated.	This	is	hopeless.	Damon’s	phone	starts	ringing,	and	he	glances	at	the
screen	where	it’s	positioned	to	the	left	of	the	steering	wheel.	“I	have	to	go.”	He	hangs	up
without	so	much	as	a	goodbye,	and	then	proceeds	to	take	the	call.	“Yes?”	He	looks	left	and
right	a	few	times,	his	shoulders	rising	slowly	in	the	chair.	“What	the	fuck?”	He	breathes
the	rhetorical	question	out,	his	knuckles	going	white	from	the	grip	he	has	on	the	steering
wheel.	I	fly	forward	in	my	seat	again,	trying	to	hear	what	has	him	trembling	with	anger.
“Loud	 and	 fucking	 clear.”	He	 slams	 the	 ball	 of	 his	 palm	 into	 the	 steering	wheel,	 and	 I
flinch	as	my	phone	starts	ringing	from	the	seat	where	Damon	threw	it.

“Whatever	is	going	on?”	I	ask	as	I	reach	for	it.

He	barely	checks	his	mirrors	before	he	yanks	the	steering	wheel	clockwise	and	slams
his	foot	down	on	the	accelerator,	spinning	around	in	the	road	and	flinging	me	back	in	my
seat.	“Damon!”

“Put	your	belt	on,”	he	shouts,	the	sounds	of	screeching	tires	piercing	the	air.	“Now.”

I	quickly	reach	for	my	belt	and	clip	myself	in.	“Damon,	what	is	it?”

“There’s	been	an	assassination	attempt	on	Prince	Edward.”

My	heart	feels	like	it	could	break	through	my	chest	and	land	in	my	lap.	“What?”	The
sound	 of	 the	 roaring	 engine	 drowns	 out	 my	 murmured	 request	 for	 confirmation	 of
something	 I	 couldn’t	 have	 heard	 right.	 Yet	 Damon’s	 urgency	 and	 intense	 vigilance,
constantly	looking	around	as	he	drives,	tells	me	I	heard	him	just	fine.

Someone	tried	to	kill	Eddie?

“Where	was	he?”

“Riding	at	the	royal	stables.”

My	 eyes	 drop	 to	 my	 lap,	 where	 my	 phone	 is	 lying	 in	 my	 limp	 hand,	 Josh’s	 name
flashing	persistently	at	me.	I	only	just	manage	to	convince	my	hand	to	raise	it	to	my	ear.
“Josh.”

“Adeline,”	he	breathes.

“Someone’s	 tried	 to	 kill	 Eddie.”	 The	 statement	 comes	 breezing	 out	 like	 a	 pre-
programmed	robot.	And	then	there	is	silence	down	the	line.	A	horrific	silence	that	is	filled
with	 the	 scream	 of	 skidding	 tires	 as	 Damon	 brakes	 hard	 in	 front	 of	 the	 palace	 gates,
smacking	his	horn.

“Open	the	fucking	gates,”	he	roars.

“Jesus,”	 Josh	says,	obviously	hearing	 the	chaos	unfold.	 I’m	stuck	 to	 the	back	of	 the
seat	as	Damon	accelerates	through	the	palace	gates,	barely	waiting	for	them	to	open	fully.
“Where	are	you	now?”

“Back	at	Claringdon.”	The	car	screeches	to	a	stop	and	Damon	is	ushering	me	out	soon
after,	crowding	me	as	he	hurries	me	up	the	steps.	We	enter	complete	and	utter	chaos,	staff
racing	 across	 the	 foyer,	 people	 on	 phones,	 shouting	 and	 cursing	 of	 the	 bluest	 kind



saturating	the	air.	I	stop,	staring	at	 the	anarchy,	completely	bewildered.	“I	have	to	go,”	I
tell	Josh,	my	phone	limp	at	my	ear.	“I’ll	call	you	when	I	know	more.”

Josh	puts	 the	cursing	of	 the	palace	staff	 to	shame,	blurting	endless	explicit	 language
down	the	line.	“I	hate	this.	I	should	be	there	with	you.”

Hearing	his	hopelessness,	his	frustration,	has	me	closing	my	eyes	where	I	stand.	“I’ll
call	you.”

I	hear	him	 inhale	deeply,	gathering	patience.	 “Okay.”	His	 agreement	 is	 strained,	but
it’s	all	he	can	do.	“I	love	you.”

I	 smile	 sadly	 and	 cut	 the	 call,	 just	 as	my	mother	 appears	 across	 the	 foyer,	 virtually
being	held	up	by	Mary-Ann.	Her	expression,	 the	visible	 state	of	her,	haunted	and	shell-
shocked,	makes	me	forget	my	despondency.	I	hurry	over,	quick	to	comfort	her.	“Mother.”	I
claim	 her	 from	Mary-Ann	 and	 help	 her	 through	 to	 the	 lounge	 off	 the	 foyer,	 where	 the
chaos	continues.	“Sit.”

For	the	first	time	in	her	existence,	my	mother	follows	an	instruction	from	me,	lowering
to	the	brocade	couch.	One	of	the	servants	is	quick	to	pour	some	tea,	and	I	load	Mother’s
with	a	sugar	she	never	has,	stirring	it	quickly	and	placing	it	in	her	limp	hands.	Her	gaze,
empty	 and	 vacant,	 doesn’t	 move	 from	 the	 floor.	 “How	 could	 this	 happen?”	 she	 asks
herself,	her	hands	shaking	terribly.

I	curl	an	arm	around	her	shoulder,	my	only	offering,	since	I	don’t	have	the	answer	to
her	question.	“I’m	sure	everything	is	being	done	to	find	out.”

Davenport	marches	into	the	room,	his	expression	lethal.	“Are	you	okay,	ma’am?”	he
asks,	 coming	 to	 a	 stop	 before	 the	 Queen	 Consort.	 Then,	 shocking	 me	 completely,	 he
lowers	to	his	haunches	and	places	a	hand	over	hers,	searching	out	her	eyes.	“Catherine?”

Never	have	I	heard	Major	Davenport	speak	to	my	mother	so	informally,	and	I	can	only
watch	as	she	turns	clouded	eyes	to	the	major,	tears	beginning	to	stream.	“How?”	she	asks,
so	helpless	it	breaks	my	heart.

The	lethal	edge	of	Davenport’s	expression	cuts	deeper,	his	hand	squeezing	Mother’s.
“I	won’t	rest	until	I	find	out.”	He	looks	as	fierce	as	a	warrior,	his	stiff	upper	lip	gone.	It’s
an	alien	sight,	but	I’m	immediately	thankful	he	is	with	us.

“Where	is	he?	Where	is	Edward?”

“He	should	be—”	Davenport	is	cut	short	by	the	slam	of	a	door,	and	all	our	heads	shoot
to	the	entrance	of	the	lounge.	Past	the	madness,	I	hear	a	voice.

“It’s	Eddie.”	I’m	up	fast,	running	to	the	foyer	and	fighting	through	those	in	my	path.
Not	even	the	formidable	presence	of	the	King	deters	me.	I	push	my	father	out	of	the	way
and	 throw	 myself	 at	 a	 bewildered-looking	 Eddie.	 “Thank	 God,”	 I	 say	 into	 his	 jacket,
clinging	to	him	tightly.

“I’m	okay,”	he	says,	though	he	doesn’t	sound	it,	his	voice	broken	as	he	wraps	a	shaky
arm	around	my	waist.	“Everyone	needs	to	stop	fussing.”

“Yes,	enough,”	the	King	barks,	backing	Eddie	up	as	he	pulls	me	away.	“Let	the	man
breathe,	Adeline.”	Father	casts	a	stern	look	around	the	crowded	space,	and	everyone	heeds



the	silent	order,	dispersing	quickly.	Except	me.	I’m	going	nowhere.	“To	my	office.”	Father
marches	on,	his	relief	short-lived.	“Now.”

He’s	not	even	going	to	give	Mother	the	opportunity	to	hug	her	son,	to	shower	him	with
love	and	appreciation	that	he	is	home.	Safe.	She’s	standing	at	the	entrance	of	the	lounge,
looking	on,	her	place	known.	Business	first,	reunions	later.	That	doesn’t	stop	Eddie	from
going	 to	her,	 though,	giving	her	a	precious	moment	 to	 feel	him,	kiss	him,	and	hug	him.
She	looks	old	all	of	a	sudden,	the	stress	taking	its	toll	on	her	usual	serenity.	Holding	his
face	with	 her	 palm,	 she	 smiles	 through	 her	 tears	 and	 pats	 his	 cheek	 lightly,	 a	wordless
show	of	her	relief.	The	light	kiss	my	brother	drops	on	Mother’s	head	before	he	follows	our
father	 leaves	 the	Queen	Consort	with	her	eyes	closed	and	Davenport	holding	her	arm	to
keep	her	steady,	his	duties	all	askew.	He	should	be	on	the	King’s	heels,	not	tending	to	the
Queen	Consort.	There	are	many	other	staff	to	see	to	her,	as	well	as	me,	yet	I	can’t	help	but
feel	profoundly	grateful	for	his	clear	concern	for	her	well-being.	He	even	walks	her	to	the
couch	and	helps	her	down	before	relieving	himself	of	his	duties.	As	he	passes	me	by	the
door,	I	hold	my	hand	out,	delaying	him.

“Thank	you,”	 I	say,	and	he	 looks	at	me,	definite	surprise	being	masked	by	his	usual
harsh	blankness.

“Part	of	the	job,	ma’am.”	He	heads	toward	Father’s	office	and	I	smile,	because	it	most
definitely	is	not	part	of	his	job.	This	horrific	news	has	rocked	the	palace	to	the	core.	An
assassination	attempt	on	Prince	Eddie?	I	lean	against	the	doorframe,	looking	up	the	stairs.
It’s	crazy.	Edward	is	loved	by	this	country.	I	watch	as	Davenport	joins	Eddie	at	the	top	of
the	staircase,	his	palm	landing	on	my	brother’s	shoulder	and	massaging	as	they	walk.	And
then	 the	doors	 to	 the	palace	swing	open	again,	and	John	and	Helen	are	hustled	 in.	 John
goes	 straight	 to	 the	King’s	 office,	 and	Helen	 is	 shown	 to	 the	 lounge	 by	 a	 footman,	 not
giving	me	a	second’s	glance	as	she	passes.	I	stand	where	I	am,	the	quiet	observer,	as	my
mind	 spins,	 my	 problems	 seeming	 inconsequential	 now,	 and	 diluted	 by	 the	 madness
surrounding	me.	I	nearly	lost	my	beloved	Eddie.



THE	KING	HAS	 BEEN	 IN	 his	 office	 constantly,	 people	 coming	 and	 going,	 from	MI6,	 to	 the
Prime	Minister,	 important	people	on	a	mission	 to	get	 to	 the	bottom	of	what’s	happened.
The	 incident	 hasn’t	 been	 contained	 from	 public.	 Gunshots	 in	 the	 countryside	 is	 not
unheard	 of;	 high	 society	 shoot	 in	 the	 area	 frequently.	 But	 on	 that	 day,	 there	 were	 no
scheduled	shooting	meetings.	The	bullet	missed	my	brother,	but	it	took	out	his	horse.	The
sketchy	reports	in	the	newspapers	is	putting	pressure	on	the	Royal	Press	Office	to	put	out
an	official	statement.

Poor	 Eddie	 looks	 as	 dazed	 now	 as	 he	 did	 on	 that	wretched	 day.	He’s	 here,	 but	 not
really	here.	We’ve	talked,	but	he’s	not	in	the	conversation,	his	mind	clearly	wandering.	I
can’t	 blame	him.	The	questions	 are	driving	 everyone	 around	here	 insane,	 including	me.
Not	 just	 because	 it’s	 becoming	 less	 likely	 each	 day	 that	whoever	 is	 responsible	will	 be
tracked	down	and	an	explanation	found,	but	because	until	then,	no	one	is	going	anywhere.

If	I	ever	felt	like	a	prisoner	before,	now	I	feel	buried	alive.	Claringdon	is	on	lockdown,
no	one	is	permitted	to	leave.	For	two	weeks,	I’ve	been	contained	within	the	palace	walls,
not	even	allowed	 to	 roam	the	gardens	without	Damon	in	 tow.	 I’m	struggling	 to	breathe,
and	 this	 is	only	worsened	by	 the	 fact	 that	 I	haven’t	been	able	 to	see	Josh	 for	 the	whole
time.	We	 have	 spoken	 every	 day	 and	 there	 are	 constant	 text	messages	 going	 back	 and
forth.	But	no	matter	how	much	contact	we	have,	it	doesn’t	ease	the	growing	ache	in	my
heart.	He	left	for	New	Zealand	last	week.	Now,	he’s	on	the	other	side	of	the	world,	and	I
don’t	know	when	I	might	see	him	again.	The	time	difference	is	a	nightmare	too,	our	calls
limited	simply	because	of	that.	My	only	comfort	is	knowing	he	is	missing	me	as	much	as	I
am	missing	him.	My	mobile	phone	has	been	glued	to	my	hand	wherever	I	go.	When	I	take
a	shower,	I	prop	it	up	on	the	vanity	unit	and	never	take	my	eyes	off	the	screen	until	I’m
done.	When	I	eat,	it’s	in	my	lap	on	vibrate,	so	I’ll	know	the	second	Josh	calls	or	texts	me
and	I	can	excuse	myself	quickly.	I	may	be	naïve,	but	I	am	sure	Eddie	is	the	only	person
who	has	noticed	the	extreme	activity	of	my	phone	and	my	extended	time	alone	so	I	can
talk	to	Josh.	Everyone	else	is	too	distracted	by	the	shock	of	Eddie’s	incident.	It	would	be	a
blessing	in	disguise	if	I	could	monopolize	on	the	hypothetical	space	I’m	being	given.	But	I
can’t,	and	it	is	slowly	driving	me	to	despair.

As	I’m	weaving	through	the	maze	at	the	far	side	of	the	grounds,	my	phone	clutched	in
my	 hand,	 I	 smile	 to	 myself,	 looking	 at	 the	 sky	 for	 some	 imaginary	 sense	 of	 freedom.
Damon	is	only	a	few	paces	behind	me,	ever	close,	though	he	has	detected	my	need	to	at
least	feel	like	I	have	some	privacy,	only	speaking	to	me	when	he’s	spoken	to.

There’s	 a	 quick	 route	 to	 the	 center,	 where	 the	 imposing	 statue	 of	 my	 grandfather
dwells,	 yet	 today	 I	 take	 the	 long	 route,	 ambling	 like	 I	 have	 all	 the	 time	 in	 the	 world,
which,	technically,	I	have.	It’s	bright	today,	the	sun	warming	my	bare	shoulders,	the	quiet



needed.	 I	 try	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 sounds	 of	 birds	 tweeting,	 of	 the	 hosepipes	 spraying	water
upon	the	beds	of	flowers,	 instead	of	 listening	to	the	endless	questions	circling	my	mind.
To	most	people,	 this	would	be	heaven.	But	 for	me,	 it’s	 the	 farthest	away	 from	heaven	 I
could	be.	Quite	literally.

“It’s	 late	 in	 New	 Zealand,”	 I	 say	 to	 Damon,	 as	 I	 glance	 at	 the	 world	 clock	 on	my
phone.

“Yes.	Eleven,	ma’am.”

I	return	my	attention	forward	as	I	near	the	turning	that	will	have	me	at	the	center	of	the
maze.

The	day	 feels	 like	 it	 has	gone	on	 forever	 already,	yet	 it’s	only	midday.	As	 the	huge
statue	of	 the	 late	king	comes	 into	view,	 I	stop	at	 the	edge	of	 the	clearing,	 taking	him	in
from	 top	 to	 toe,	 the	 white	 shiny	 marble	 perfect	 in	 my	 less	 than	 perfect	 world.	 And	 I
wonder,	 is	 this	 what	 I	 will	 become?	 A	 statue	 or	 a	 portrait	 on	 the	 walls	 of	 the	 palace,
perfect	in	my	death.	Will	people	remember	me,	and	if	they	do,	for	what?	The	daughter	of
the	King,	the	controversial	princess	who	defied	the	strong	arm	of	the	Royal	Family?	The
one	person	who	stood	up	for	herself	and	refused	to	bow	to	the	expectations	of	the	throne?
The	one	 royal	who	 fought	 for	 happiness	with	 the	man	 she	 loved.	 I	 smile,	 dropping	my
eyes	 to	 the	base	of	 the	 statue,	 seeing	 Josh	 there,	 champagne	 in	 his	 hand	 and	 a	 cunning
smirk	on	his	face.	Yes,	I	will	be	that	princess.	Because	I	refuse	to	be	anything	less.

“Ma’am,	your	phone,”	Damon	says,	startling	me	from	my	thoughts.	I	look	down	and
see	Josh’s	name,	and	life	literally	surges	through	my	veins	at	an	epic	rate.

I	answer	on	a	long	sigh.	“Fifteen	days,	twelve	hours,	and	sixteen	minutes.”

“And	 twenty	 seconds,”	 he	 replies.	 “The	 longest	 fuckin’	 time	 of	 my	 life.	 Shit,	 I’m
going	out	of	my	mind,	Adeline.”

“Me	 too.”	 I	 stroll	 past	 the	 exact	 point	where	 Josh	 first	 got	 his	 hands	 on	me,	 all	 the
feelings	and	conflict	powering	forward,	reminding	me	of	where	my	American	boy	and	I
began.

“Where	are	you?”	Josh	asks	as	I	come	to	a	stop	at	the	foot	of	the	statue,	turning	and
resting	my	backside	on	my	grandfather’s	shins.

“I’m	in	the	maze	staring	at	the	spot	where	you	ordered	me	to	my	knees.”	My	eyes	root
to	the	grass	and	stay	there,	aware	that	Damon	is	close	enough	to	hear,	but	I’m	way	beyond
caring.	I	hope	the	entire	world	knows	soon.

“Damn	you,	woman.	Why’d	you	have	to	tell	me	that?”

“I	miss	 you,”	 I	murmur.	 Despondency	 is	 a	 vice	 on	my	 soul,	 squeezing,	 the	weight
pulling	me	down.	“I	don’t	know	how	much	longer	I	can	do	this.”

“I’m	at	the	airport,”	he	tells	me,	and	I	look	at	Damon,	as	if	searching	for	confirmation
that	I	heard	Josh	right.	“I’m	about	to	fly	to	London.”

I	straighten,	and	Damon	frowns,	clearly	wondering	why	I’m	tense.	“What?”

“Filming	is	done	here.	I	have	a	week’s	grace	before	we	head	to	South	Africa.”



“But,	 Josh,	 I	 can’t	 go	 anywhere.	 I’m	 trapped	 here.”	 Despite	 the	 overwhelming
happiness	that	Josh	is	coming	back	to	London,	too	much	misery	is	masking	it.	Knowing
he’s	within	a	few	miles	when	I’m	confined	to	Claringdon	will	be	torture	of	the	worst	kind.

“They	can’t	keep	you	there	forever.	Something’s	gotta	give	soon,	before	I	do.	How’s
Eddie?	Have	there	been	any	developments?”

“He’s	fine.	And	no,	nothing.”	I	hear	the	sound	of	an	announcement	in	the	background.
“What’s	that?”

“Last	boarding	call.	I’ve	gotta	go.	I’ll	call	you	the	moment	I	land,	okay?”

“Okay.”	 I	 look	 at	Damon	as	 I	 disconnect,	 reading	his	 questioning	 expression.	 “He’s
coming	back.”

Worry.	It’s	written	all	over	his	face	 in	an	 instant	at	 this	news.	“Don’t	you	be	pulling
any	wild	stunts.”

“Damon,	when	will	this	be	over?	They	can’t	keep	us	prisoners	here	forever.”

I	 see	 him	 breathe	 in	 his	 patience,	 taking	 his	 phone	 from	 his	 pocket	 when	 it	 rings.
“Yes?”	He	turns	away	and	starts	pacing.	“I’m	on	my	way.”

“What	 is	 it?”	 I	 ask,	 the	 second	 he	 cuts	 the	 call,	 pushing	myself	 off	 the	 legs	 of	my
grandfather.

“Meeting	in	the	King’s	office.”	He’s	quick	to	collect	me,	tugging	me	along,	his	way	of
telling	 me	 I’m	 not	 remaining	 out	 here	 without	 him.	 “You	 can	 have	 lunch	 with	 Queen
Catherine	while	I’m	busy.”

I	 take	 the	 lead	when	I	note	 that	Damon	is	going	the	entirely	wrong	way	through	the
maze	to	get	us	out	in	the	most	efficient	time.	“What	is	it?	Do	you	think	they	have	found
whoever	did	this?”

“I	don’t	know	anything	until	I	get	there,	Adeline.”

“But	you’ll	tell	me,	won’t	you?”

Damon	looks	at	me,	wary	and	affectionately.	“Yes.”

I	power	on,	keen	to	get	Damon	to	the	King’s	office	without	delay.

	

I’M	PACING,	THE	CARPET	BENEATH	my	Uggs	close	to	becoming	threadbare.	They’ve	been	in
there	for	two	hours	now.	The	King,	the	Prime	Minister,	head	of	MI6,	close	protection,	Sir
Don,	 Davenport,	 and	 David	 Sampson.	 The	 only	 important	 person	 who	 seems	 to	 have
slipped	the	guest	list	is	God	himself.

I’m	 the	only	one	keeping	close	watch	of	 the	doors,	 the	only	one	who	seems	 to	care
whether	 the	 bars	 of	 this	 godforsaken	 jail	 will	 be	 opened	 anytime	 soon.	Of	 course,	 I’m
desperate	to	hear	news	of	a	satisfactory	outcome,	first	and	foremost,	but	my	eagerness	is
only	amplified	by	the	fact	that	it	will	signal	the	end	of	my	captivity.

When	 the	 doors	 to	 the	 King’s	 office	 open,	 I	 come	 to	 an	 abrupt	 halt	 in	my	 pacing,
watching	on	a	held	breath	 to	see	who	will	emerge.	 It’s	Davenport.	He	 looks	at	me.	The



stony	face	of	the	man	who	has	served	my	father	so	steadfastly	for	so	long	is	soft,	as	it	has
been	 for	 these	 past	 couple	 of	 weeks.	 This	 whole	 messy	 affair	 has	 affected	 us	 all,	 but
Davenport,	 the	 impenetrable,	 cold	man,	 seems	 deeply	 affected.	 It’s	 a	 comfort	 knowing
he’s	human	after	all.	Nodding,	he	passes	me,	making	his	way	down	the	stairs	as	the	rest	of
the	room	empties	onto	the	huge	landing	of	the	palace.	I	spot	Damon	amid	the	sea	of	heads
and	hurry	over	 to	him.	 “Well?”	 I	 ask,	 falling	 into	 stride	next	 to	him.	 “Have	 they	 found
whoever	is	responsible?”

“No.”

His	straight	answer	slows	my	pace,	and	I	deflate,	all	of	my	hope	wasted.	I	stare	at	his
suit-covered	back	as	 the	distance	grows	between	us,	until	he	comes	 to	a	 stop	and	 looks
back,	searching	me	out.	His	face	softens	when	he	sees	my	utter	despair,	and	he	paces	back,
placing	his	hand	in	the	customary	position	on	the	small	of	my	back	to	push	me	on.

“There	are	no	leads.	No	evidence.	No	motives.	Nothing.”	I’m	escorted	down	the	stairs,
Damon	scoping	the	area	with	keen	eyes	before	moving	in	close	to	my	ear	again.	“It	seems
Eddie	got	caught	in	the	crossfire	of	someone	out	shooting,	probably	illegally.”

“What?”

“No	 one	will	 come	 forward	 and	 own	 up	 to	 shooting	 illegally,	 especially	 near	 royal
land.	 I	 know	 that,	 they	 know	 that.	 It’s	 been	 agreed	 that	 the	 Royal	 Family	 can	 leave
Claringdon,	but	extra	security	measures	will	be	put	in	place	as	a	precautionary	measure.”

My	relief	is	profound,	for	Eddie	and	for	me,	though	I’m	not	sure	what	extra	measures
means.	But	I	do	know	the	republicans	will	be	up	in	arms.	Extra	measures	 is	just	another
reason	 for	 them	 to	 protest	 about	 what	 a	 waste	 of	 space	 and	money	 we	 are.	 “So	 I	 can
leave?”

“You	 can	 leave.”	Damon	 stops	us	 at	 the	bottom	of	 the	 stairs,	 taking	 the	 tops	of	my
arms.	“But,	and	you	hear	me	well,	 I	 am	not	beyond	calling	 for	your	detainment	here	at
Claringdon	if	you	so	much	as	put	one	foot	out	of	place,	do	you	hear	me?	No	silly	jaunts
across	London.	No	harebrained	attempts	to	escape	Kellington.	You	give	me	the	runaround,
young	lady,	and	…	and	…”	He	doesn’t	know	what,	but	he	doesn’t	need	to	find	a	threat.

I	 place	 my	 hand	 over	 his	 mouth.	 “I	 swear	 I	 won’t	 go	 anywhere.”	 My	 promise	 is
solemn,	and	he	nods,	thankful.	“Without	telling	you,”	I	add.

I’m	scowled	at.	“You	are	a	pain	in	the	royal	arse,	ma’am.”	He	releases	me	and	stands
back,	straightening	out	his	suit.	“I’ll	get	the	car	ready.”

I’m	gone	 in	a	 flash,	 racing	up	 the	stairs	as	 I	bash	out	an	excited	 text	 to	Josh	on	my
way.	I	don’t	bother	calling	Jenny	or	Kim	to	help	me.	It	will	take	too	long.	I	have	my	things
together	quickly,	everything	stuffed	into	a	bag	haphazardly	with	frantic	hands	before	the
decision	to	free	everyone	is	withdrawn.	I	don’t	call	for	assistance	from	one	of	the	footmen,
lugging	my	bag	myself	through	the	palace,	my	steps	rushed,	my	heartbeats	fast.

“Your	Highness.”	Davenport’s	 call	 from	across	 the	 gallery	 landing	doesn’t	 slow	my
stride.	If	anything,	it	injects	more	urgency	into	it,	my	bag	jumping	down	the	steps	behind
me	as	I	run	down	them.	“Your	Highness.”

I	stop,	closing	my	eyes,	praying	I’ll	be	allowed	to	leave.	“Yes,	Major?”



“The	King	would	like	to	see	you.”

My	heart	sinks.	Everything	inside	of	me	sinks.	Will	he	order	me	to	Spain	again	with
Haydon?	Looking	 to	Davenport,	 I	 try	 to	 read	him,	 try	 to	gauge	what	 I’m	going	 to	 face.
He’s	 expressionless,	 back	 to	 the	 Davenport	 we	 all	 know	 and	 don’t	 love.	 “I	 was	 just
leaving.”	My	 declaration	 carries	 no	 impact.	 His	 arm	 sweeps	 out	 in	 gesture	 toward	my
father’s	 office,	 and	 I	 follow	 it	 with	 my	 eyes,	 staring	 at	 the	 door	 where	 the	 King	 sits
beyond.	On	a	lumpy	swallow,	I	abandon	my	bag	on	the	stairs	and	drag	myself	back	up,	my
heart	in	my	feet	as	I	trudge	to	the	office.

Davenport	opens	the	door	and	announces	me.	I’m	not	in	the	least	bit	surprised	to	find
David	 Sampson	 and	 Sir	 Don	 relaxed	 in	 the	 chairs	 opposite	 my	 father’s	 desk.	 Their
presence	has	been	a	constant	for	the	whole	lockdown.	The	King	is	immersed	in	his	usual
plume	of	putrid	air,	chewing	on	the	end	of	a	fat	cigar,	but	he	looks	tired,	his	complexion
grey,	 a	 far	 cry	 from	 the	 alcohol-induced	 rosy	 cheeks	 he	 usually	 sports.	Chairs	 litter	 the
floor	space,	all	brought	in	to	seat	the	masses	of	men	who	have	been	here	for	the	endless
meetings	these	past	two	weeks.

“Father.”	I	sound	meek,	timid,	and	it	is	only	being	fueled	by	my	growing	trepidation.

“Sit,	Adeline,”	he	orders,	sucking	tightly	on	the	end	of	the	brown	stick	hanging	from
his	mouth.	Even	my	moves	are	apprehensive,	my	body	slow	in	lowering	to	the	chair,	my
eyes	constantly	casting	between	the	men.	“You	are	 to	return	to	Kellington,”	he	 tells	me,
firm	and	blunt.	“You	will	not	leave	the	grounds	until	clearance	has	been	given.”

I	 nod,	 though	 I’m	wondering	 if	 every	other	member	of	 this	 family	has	 received	 the
same	warning.	So	I’m	being	moved,	but	only	from	one	prison	to	another.	I	still	won’t	be
able	to	see	Josh.	The	King’s	priorities	may	have	changed	since	this	madness,	but	I	haven’t
forgotten	that	I	was	in	the	process	of	being	shipped	to	Spain	with	Haydon	prior	to	all	of
this.	My	mind	spirals,	questions	and	worry	all	blending	together,	causing	a	fuzz	that	is	not
allowing	me	to	think	straight.

“The	monarchy	has	been	pulled	through	the	media	shredder	these	past	weeks.”	Father
flicks	his	 eyes	 to	David	Sampson,	who	nods	mildly,	 like	he	 is	 encouraging	 the	King	 to
push	 on.	 “We	 need	 something	 to	 take	 the	 limelight	 off	 Edward’s	 incident.	 Some	 good
news.”

He	doesn’t	need	 to	go	on.	 I	know	exactly	what	will	be	 said	next.	Some	good	news.
Like	an	engagement.	My	ribcage	is	sustaining	some	pretty	brutal	crashes	of	my	heart	into
it,	though	I	fight	not	to	allow	my	anger	and	pain	to	show.	I	need	to	think	on	my	feet.	So
now	I	will	be	used	as	a	distraction	from	the	negativity?	Be	pushed	into	a	marriage	with	a
man	I	do	not	love.	Father	will	be	killing	two	birds	with	one	stone,	so	to	speak.	How	very
resourceful	of	him.	“I	understand,”	I	say,	my	voice	calm	and	straight,	though	on	the	inside
I	 am	 disintegrating.	 Words	 form	 in	 my	 head,	 all	 sensible	 words,	 my	 survival	 instinct
kicking	in.	I	need	to	buy	myself	some	time.

I	sit	forward	in	my	chair,	looking	directly	into	my	father’s	eyes.	“I	would	like	to	go	to
Evernmore,”	I	say,	and	his	head	cocks	a	little,	interested.	The	royal	estate	in	the	Scottish
Highlands	is	as	close	as	you	could	get	to	the	wilderness	in	Britain,	nothing	within	miles
and	miles.	It’s	where	we	spend	our	Christmases,	and	where	the	King	and	Queen	Consort
holiday.	It’s	where	members	of	the	Royal	Family	escape	to	when	they	need	space.	It’s	also



less	of	a	fortress	than	any	other	royal	residences.	“I	realize	my	role	in	the	good	news	you
speak	of.”	I	sound	so	calm,	and	I	honestly	do	not	know	how	I’m	doing	it.	“I’m	asking	for
a	few	days	to	process	this.	To	process	my	future.”

The	King	is	rarely	taken	aback.	But	my	lack	of	retaliation—my	seeming	compliance—
has	 pushed	 him	 back	 in	 his	 chair,	 his	 eyes	 passing	 between	 David,	 Sir	 Don,	 and	 me.
David,	I	notice,	is	also	slightly	startled.

“I	don’t	see	why	not,”	Father	says.	I	sag	in	relief,	thanking	him	profusely	in	my	head
for	giving	me	this	little	bit	of	freedom	before	he	locks	me	up	for	my	life	sentence.

“I’m	not	sure	that	would	benefit	anyone,”	David	says,	and	I	shoot	him	a	look,	enraged.
“Let	us	just	get	on	with	it.”

“Two	days,”	I	grate,	turning	my	pleading	eyes	onto	the	King.	“Just	two	days,	Father.
That’s	 all	 I	 ask.”	 I	 can	 sense	David	doesn’t	 trust	me.	 I	won’t	 let	 him	 sway	my	 father’s
decision,	won’t	allow	him	to	take	this	gift	from	me.	It	feels	like	a	hundred	years	while	I
wait	for	my	father	to	decide	whose	side	he	is	on,	a	hundred	years	of	holding	my	breath	and
holding	back	my	shakes.

“Two	days,”	Father	finally	says,	making	David	grunt	and	me	jump	up	from	my	chair
in	elation.

“Thank	you	so	much,	Your	Majesty.”	I	round	his	desk	and	do	something	so	out	of	the
ordinary,	dipping	and	kissing	his	cheek.	“I	will	relish	the	fresh	air	and	walk	every	trail	in
the	loch	you	showed	us	as	children.”

A	smile	from	my	father	is	an	exceptional	privilege,	and	so	is	any	display	of	affection.	I
get	both.	He	beams	at	me,	tapping	my	hand	where	it	rests	on	his	shoulder.	The	easiness,	I
know,	 is	 only	 because	 I	 finally	 appear	 to	 be	 bowing	 to	 his	 demand,	 though	 I	 cherish	 it
nevertheless.	 “Two	 days,”	 he	 affirms.	 “You	 can	 leave	 tomorrow	morning.	 I’ll	 have	 the
royal	helicopter	take	you.”

“I’d	rather	drive.”	I	scold	myself	for	my	small	protest.	I	shouldn’t	be	pushing	him,	but
the	 drive	 to	 Scotland	 will	 kill	 more	 time.	 “Besides,”	 I	 rush	 on,	 “No	 need	 to	 give	 the
republicans	an	excuse	to	criticize	our	spending	habits.”

Father	waves	a	dismissive	hand	as	he	takes	a	long	draw	of	his	cigar.	“The	costs	will	be
taken	 from	 the	 duchy.	They	 can’t	 complain	 about	 that.	By	 air	 is	 safer,	 and	 I’ll	 hear	 no
more	 of	 it.”	 Smoke	 billows	 from	 his	 mouth	 as	 he	 speaks,	 engulfing	 me	 in	 its	 haze.
Coughing	 under	 my	 breath,	 I	 move	 out	 of	 the	 cloud	 and	 relent	 to	 his	 wishes,	 simply
grateful	for	his	permission.

“Thank	you.”	I	back	away,	aware	of	David’s	sour	expression	fixed	on	me,	as	well	as
Sir	Don’s.	 I’d	 love	nothing	more	 than	 to	 toss	 them	a	victorious	 scowl,	 though	 I	 refrain,
keeping	my	head	level.	They	would	have	a	ring	on	my	finger	this	instant,	and	Haydon	and
me	on	the	balcony	of	the	palace	soon	after,	presenting	us	to	the	world	as	a	happy	couple.
David	is	desperate	to	be	classed	as	royal	by	marriage	and	association,	whereas	Sir	Don	is
simply	an	antiquated	old	fool	who’s	trying	to	uphold	royal	traditions.

I	have	no	idea	how	I	play	this	nightmare	once	I’m	out	of	 this	office.	For	now,	I	 just
need	to	get	away	from	here.	I	need	to	find	myself,	and	even	more	than	that,	I	need	to	see



Josh.	He’ll	know	what	to	do.



THE	 SHADOW	OF	 THE	 HELICOPTER	 is	 a	mere	 blip	 on	 the	 plains	 of	 barren	 land	 beneath	 us,
growing	as	it	glides	over	the	hills,	and	shrinking	when	it	dips	between	the	valleys.	And	the
noise,	a	consistent,	loud	whirring	in	my	ears,	has	helped	drown	out	my	screaming	mind.
As	 the	walls	of	Evernmore	Estate	appear	on	 the	horizon,	 far,	 far	away	 in	 the	distance,	 I
hope	for	just	a	smidgen	of	ease	to	dampen	the	constant	fretfulness	plaguing	me.	We	pass
the	Loch,	the	waters	still	and	eerie,	and	the	scattering	of	green	is	sparse.	The	beauty	of	this
place	is	almost	haunting,	the	landscape	no	different	to	hundreds	of	years	ago.

Our	descent	is	a	little	hair-raising,	the	wind	whipping	through	the	moors	capturing	the
chopper	and	swinging	it	like	a	pendulum	as	the	pilot	brings	us	in	to	land.	The	sensation	of
the	feet	meeting	the	ground	kick-starts	my	breathing	again,	a	voice	through	my	hearing-
defenders	declaring	our	landing.

The	staff	of	Evernmore	await	me,	 the	 impromptu	visit	 sure	 to	have	sent	 them	into	a
tailspin.	Damon	disembarks	first,	dipping	and	taking	my	hand	to	help	me	down,	and	we
jog	beneath	the	blades	until	we’re	clear	of	the	spinning	metal.	I	nod	my	hello	to	the	line	of
people	 ready	 to	 greet	 me,	 one	 taking	 my	 coat,	 and	 breach	 the	 entrance	 of	 the	 castle,
breathing	in	hundreds	of	years’	worth	of	history.	The	echo	of	my	boots	hitting	the	stone
floor	is	only	slightly	muffled	by	the	tapestries	suspended	from	the	brick	walls.

I	head	straight	for	the	stairs	that	take	me	to	my	suite,	Damon	following,	giving	orders
to	the	footmen	who	have	my	bags.	For	the	thousandth	time,	I	check	the	time	on	my	phone,
and	again	mentally	calculate	Josh’s	flight	time	and	landing.	If	I’m	correct,	and	I’m	sure	I
am,	he	should	have	landed	over	an	hour	ago.	Why	hasn’t	he	called?

“I’ll	 leave	 you	 to	 settle	 in,”	Damon	 says,	 backing	 out	 of	 the	 room	 as	 I	 remove	my
boots.

“Thank	you,	Damon.	I’m	sure	the	cook	will	fix	you	something	if	you	are	hungry.”

“I’m	heading	straight	to	the	kitchen.”	He	smiles,	and	I	return	it.	I	know	he	loves	it	up
here,	especially	the	haggis	that	is	served	like	tea.

Although	 I’m	 listening	 for	 it,	 I	 still	 startle	when	my	phone	 rings,	 and	 I	 scramble	 to
answer.	“Josh.”

“What’s	going	on?”	he	asks	immediately.	“I’ve	landed	in	London,	and	you’ve	left	the
fuckin’	country.”

I	smile	to	myself.	He’s	affronted,	and	I	can’t	blame	him.	“We	need	to	talk.”

There’s	silence	for	a	few	moments.	“Are	you	breaking	up	with	me?”

“God,	no.”



“Then	explain	why	you’ve	hauled	ass	to	Scotland.”

“Because	if	 I	didn’t,	 they	would	have	had	me	engaged	to	Haydon	Sampson	and	told
the	world	before	I	could	think	to	argue.	I’ve	bought	myself	some	time.”

A	growl.	Such	a	deep,	hostile	growl.	“Tell	me	you’re	fuckin’	with	me.”

“I’m	not	fucking	with	you.”	I	wander	to	the	window	and	stare	out	across	the	Loch.	“I
thought,	what	with	everything	that	has	happened,	my	life—and	me—would	drop	down	the
King’s	 priority	 list.	 I	 was	 wrong.	 I’ve	 shot	 to	 the	 top.	 They’re	 planning	 on	 using	 my
engagement	 to	Haydon	 Sampson	 as	 a	 decoy,	 as	 such.	A	 distraction	 from	 the	 negativity
surrounding	 the	 royals	and	Eddie’s	accident.”	 I	hear	 Josh	choking	down	 the	phone	on	a
cough,	my	barrage	of	information	obviously	hard	to	swallow.

“You’re	really	not	fuckin’	with	me,	are	you?”

I	sigh,	feeling	the	invisible	pressure	weighing	down	on	me.	“It’s	now	or	never,	Josh.”

“It’s	now,	that’s	what	it	is.”	He’s	absolutely	seething,	and	while	part	of	me	is	grateful
for	his	devotion	and	commitment,	the	other	part	is	full	of	dread.	I	just	wonder	if	he	truly
appreciates	the	shitstorm	we’re	about	to	create.	“Where	are	you?”	he	demands.	“Tell	me
exactly	where	you	are.”

“The	Evernmore	Estate.	It’s	in	the	middle	of	nowhere.	I	have	two	days	grace	from	the
King	before	I	have	to	return	to	London	to	announce	my	engagement.”

“I’ll	be	there	by	this	evening.”

“How?”

“I’ll	charter	a	plane.	A	fuckin’	rocket	if	I	need	to.	Where’s	the	nearest	airport?”

“Glasgow.”

“I’ll	call	you	when	I’m	there.	I’ll	need	directions.”	Loud,	muffled	thuds	pound	in	the
background,	 the	bustle	of	 the	airport	getting	 louder.	“I’ll	call	my	people.	Don’t	speak	 to
anyone	before	I’m	there,	okay?”

“Shouldn’t	be	hard.	There’s	no	one	here,	except	Damon,	the	staff,	and	me.”

“Or	calls.	Please	don’t	take	any	calls.”

“Why?	Who	would	be	calling	me?”

“Your	 father.	Davenport.	Sir	Don.	Fuckin’	Haydon	Sampson	or	his	prick	of	a	dad.	 I
don’t	 want	 you	 speaking	 to	 any	 of	 them	 until	 I’m	 with	 you.	 Tell	 me	 you	 understand,
Adeline.”

He’s	worried	 that	 I’ll	 be	 brainwashed.	Or,	worse,	 followed	 to	Scotland	 and	dragged
back	 to	London.	That’s	not	going	 to	happen.	At	 least,	not	 for	a	 few	days.	Yet	 I	confirm
what	 he	wants	 to	 hear	 anyway,	 imagining	 he	 is	 feeling	 helpless.	And	 I	 can	 understand
why.	There	are	so	many	facets	to	being	royal,	so	many	obligations	and	protocols	to	follow.
It	would	be	largely	unknown	to	the	general	British	public,	let	alone	an	American.	He	must
think	 this	 is	 all	 far	 too	 archaic	 and	 nonsensical.	Yet	 it’s	 not.	 “I	 understand.	 Please,	 just
hurry	up.”	Part	of	me	hates	needing	him	so	much,	yet	I	don’t	feel	strangled	by	that	need.



But	rather	…	soothed.

We	say	our	goodbyes,	and	I	spend	endless	hours	familiarizing	myself	with	Evernmore,
roaming	the	castle	corridors	alone.	Josh	texted	me	not	long	after	our	call	to	tell	me	he	had
chartered	a	plane	from	Heathrow	to	Glasgow,	and	from	there	he	has	a	helicopter	waiting
to	bring	him	here.	I’ve	never	been	more	grateful	 that	he	has	more	money	than	God.	My
ears	 have	 been	 listening	 for	 the	 sound	 of	 chopper	 blades	 while	 I’ve	 roamed,	 and	 I’ve
checked	 the	horizon	out	of	every	window	I’ve	passed,	 searching	for	him.	 It’s	been	over
two	 weeks	 since	 I’ve	 seen	 him.	 Two	 weeks	 of	 pure	 misery.	 Two	 weeks	 of	 constantly
reliving	every	moment	we	have	shared,	 frightened	 I	might	 forget.	Two	weeks	of	 falling
asleep	with	his	picture	on	my	phone	next	to	my	head	on	the	pillow.	I’ve	missed	his	fun-
loving	yet	cocky	presence.	Two	weeks	of	Helen’s	moaning	about	the	stress	for	the	baby.
Two	 weeks	 of	 Mother’s	 stoic	 silence.	 Two	 weeks	 to	 think	 about	 how	 I	 nearly	 lost	 a
brother.	What	would	I	have	done	without	Eddie?	We’d	Skype	when	he’s	on	tour,	naturally,
but	I	haven’t	feared	losing	him	because	after	each	deployment,	he	comes	home.	And	two
weeks	ago,	he	nearly	didn’t.

I	need	to	see	Josh.	Emotionally,	my	heart	has	missed	its	mate.	Physically,	I’m	literally
bursting	with	anticipation	to	see	him.	Kiss	him.	Feel	him	everywhere.

It’s	when	 I’m	 taking	 the	 stone	 steps	of	one	of	 the	 spiral	 staircases	 in	 the	west	wing
tower	that	I	hear	it.	A	helicopter.	There	is	no	mistaking	it.	It’s	faint,	but	it’s	there.	With	my
heart	in	my	mouth,	I	race	down	the	stairs	in	search	of	a	south-facing	window,	skidding	to	a
stop	 in	 front	 of	 the	 first	 one	 I	 find.	Gasping	 for	 air,	 I	 look	 past	 the	 lead-framed	 glass,
having	to	wipe	away	the	condensation	when	my	hot	breath	mists	the	glass.	I	see	it.	In	the
distance,	a	blob	on	the	horizon.	Josh.

Throwing	myself	down	the	rest	of	the	stairs,	I	run	full	pelt	through	the	castle,	sailing
past	many	staff	who	move	from	my	path,	no	doubt	alarmed	by	my	strange	behavior.	My
cheeks	are	aching	with	the	smile	on	my	face,	my	skin	tingling,	as	if	anticipating	his	touch.
I	burst	out	of	the	doors,	circling	round	to	the	helicopter	pad,	my	eyes	squinting,	seeing	he
is	closer.	Waving	frantic	hands	in	the	air,	I	jump	on	the	spot.	It’s	pointless.	The	pilot	can’t
possibly	miss	the	sprawling	estate	surrounded	by	nothing,	but	still.

Unable	 to	 contain	 my	 excitement,	 everything	 feeling	 a	 million	 times	 better	 just
knowing	he	is	here	with	me,	I	send	him	a	text	message.

I	can	see	you!

My	arms	are	back	in	the	air	again,	waving	like	a	loon.

“Ma’am?”

I	swing	around,	my	face	splitting	with	my	smile,	and	not	even	Damon’s	confusion	can
wipe	it	away.	He	made	me	promise	no	runners.	I’m	not	running.	He	can’t	possibly	chastise
me	for	this.

“Did	I	miss	the	memo?”	He	scratches	his	head,	his	muddle	clear	as	he	looks	past	me	to
the	helicopter.

“It’s	Josh,”	I	say,	smiling	small	and	awkward	when	he	darts	a	shocked	stare	back	 to
me.



Then	his	eyes	disappear,	hidden	behind	his	lids	as	he	gathers	patience.	“I	should	have
known.”

My	phone	bleeps,	and	I	glance	down	to	read	the	message	from	Josh.

You’ve	got	good	eyesight.	I’ve	not	even	left	Glasgow.	Technical	problem	with	the
chopper.

Ice	glides	across	my	skin,	and	I	whirl	around,	the	helicopter	now	close—close	enough
to	see	the	royal	emblem	emblazoned	on	the	side.	“Oh	my	God.”

“That’s	not	Josh,	Adeline,”	Damon	says	gravely.	“That’s	the	King.”

I’m	a	statue,	watching	in	horror,	numb	and	muddled,	as	the	chopper	comes	to	land	on
the	pad.	My	father	disembarks,	and	my	dread	multiplies	when	I	see	David	follow	closely
behind,	as	well	as	Sir	Don	and	Dr.	Goodridge.	“Father?”	I	question	as	he	strides	toward
me.	I	don’t	like	his	face.	Not	at	all.	It’s	fixed	and	determined.

“I’m	here	to	hunt,”	he	declares	as	he	passes,	my	body	turning	to	follow	his	path.	“And
we	should	discuss	the	arrangements.”

“What	happened	to	my	two	days?”

He	stops	and	turns,	looking	me	up	and	down.	“Your	destiny	is	written.	Two	hours,	or
two	 days,	 the	 end	 result	 will	 be	 the	 same.	 We	 should	 plan	 announcements	 and	 press
releases.	There’s	a	lot	to	be	done.”	He	marches	on,	disregarding	my	astonished	state.

I	feel	unwell.	“Father!”	I	run	after	him,	throwing	a	scowl	back	at	David,	unable	to	let
go	 of	 the	 notion	 that	 he	 has	 something	 to	 do	with	 this.	And	 now	 I	 come	 to	 think	 of	 it
…“Where’s	Davenport?”	I	ask.

“Unwell.”	The	King	stops	at	the	door	for	one	of	the	footmen	to	take	his	coat.

Unwell?	He’s	 never	 been	 unwell.	Not	 ever,	 though	 I	 can’t	 deny	 he	 has	 been	 out	 of
sorts	for	a	few	weeks.	But	more	not	like	himself	rather	than	physically	ill.	This	is	all	very
strange.	And	hopeless.	So	hopeless.	I	turn	my	glazed	eyes	onto	Damon,	maybe	searching
for	some	backup.	I	don’t	know	why.	There’s	no	one	who	can	help	me.

“John	should	be	here	imminently,”	the	King	tells	one	of	the	staff.	“Prepare	his	room,
as	well	as	suites	for	Sir	Don,	Sampson,	and	the	doctor.”

Great.	My	eldest	brother,	too?	I	don’t	stand	a	chance.	I	just	manage	to	avoid	taking	my
face	and	burying	it	in	my	palms,	but	I	can’t	stop	the	swelling	in	my	throat.	David	and	Sir
Don	follow	my	father	like	the	lapdogs	they	are	through	the	corridors	of	the	castle	to	his
office.	The	door	is	slammed	before	I	can	join	them,	and	I	stare	at	the	wood	for	an	eternity,
my	head	in	bedlam.	My	eyes	drift	to	a	window	when	I	hear	the	sounds	of	another	chopper.
It’s	not	Josh.	He’s	still	in	Glasgow.	It’s	John.	More	muscle	to	bully	me.

“Your	Highness?”

Dragging	my	heavy	head	 to	 the	other	side	of	me,	 I	 find	Dr.	Goodridge.	He’s	always
been	old	 to	me,	but	 today	he	 looks	exceptionally	old.	How	much	 longer	 can	he	 tail	 the
King	wherever	he	goes?

“Are	you	okay?”	he	asks	me.



I	blink	and	return	my	eyes	to	the	door	of	my	father’s	office.

“You	need	to	rein	that	girl	in,	sir,”	David	says,	his	voice	clear	through	the	wood.

“She’s	 spirited.”	 There	 are	 a	 few	 chinks,	 undeniably	 glass	 on	 glass,	 the	 crystal
decanter	on	my	father’s	desk	meeting	the	edge	of	a	tumbler.	“If	I	struggle	to	keep	her	in
check,	how	do	you	suppose	your	son	will?”

My	hand	is	on	the	doorknob	and	I’ve	pushed	myself	into	the	room	before	I	can	think
better	of	 it.	“I	am	not	marrying	Haydon,”	I	declare,	as	stable	as	I	can.	“And	you	cannot
make	me.”

“I	knew	it,”	Sampson	snarls	at	me.

“Oh,	shut	up,”	I	retort.	“This	has	nothing	to	do	with	you.	Stop	clinging	to	my	family.	I
will	not	marry	your	son.”

The	King	points	his	glass	at	me,	sure	and	steady.	“Make	no	mistake,	my	girl,	you	will
do	as	I	say.”

“No,”	I	shout,	losing	my	shit.	Enough	is	enough.	No	more.	I	will	not	be	held	hostage
by	expectations	any	longer.	I	ignore	the	stunned	expressions	I’m	facing,	powering	on,	to
hell	with	them	all.	“I	refuse	to	marry	Haydon,	and	it	is	unfair	for	you	to	ask	him	to	marry
me,	especially	when	…	when	…”	 I	 feel	 like	 I’m	starting	 to	hyperventilate,	no	air	 to	be
found	to	help	me	put	it	out	there.	“When	…”

“When,	what?”	David	snaps.

I	breathe	in	and	exhale	what	I’ve	so	desperately	wanted	to	tell	the	world	for	so	long.
“When	I	am	in	love	with	someone	else.”

My	 confession	 echoes	 around	 the	 room,	 bounces	 off	 the	 old	 stone	walls.	 And	 then
silence.	Deafening	 silence.	 For	 ages,	 there	 is	 only	 silence	 and	 three	 sets	 of	 round	 eyes
pointed	at	me.	Oh	shit.	Shit,	shit,	shit.

“The	banker?”	Father	laughs.

That’s	it	now.	I’ve	taken	the	leap.	“No,	not	Gerry	Rush.”

“Then	who?”

I	breathe	in	more	strength	to	say	his	name,	trying	to	ignore	the	feeling	that	I’m	feeding
Josh	to	the	wolves.	But	we	can’t	go	on	like	this.	“Josh.”

My	 father	 looks	 plain	 confused,	 David	 annoyed,	 and	 Sir	 Don	 just	 closes	 his	 eyes,
probably	thinking	his	work	is	cut	out	for	him.

“Who	the	hell	is	J	…	?”	The	King’s	question	wanes,	realization	dawning.	I	was	right
all	along.	The	King	and	his	people	aren’t	responsible	for	Josh’s	trashed	hotel	room.	They
really	had	no	idea.	“The	American?”	he	asks.	“Jameson’s	son?”

I	nod	sharply.	“Correct.”

Father	 bursts	 into	 laughter.	 It’s	 the	 most	 insulting	 reaction	 to	 my	 news.	 “How
preposterous.”

“How	so?”	I	ask	calmly.



“He’s	American.”

“And?”

“An	American	in	the	Royal	Family?	I	won’t	hear	of	it.	Stop	living	with	your	head	in
the	clouds,	Adeline.	You	will	marry	Haydon	Sampson	and	that	will	be	the	last	we	speak	of
it.”

“Wrong,”	I	say	shortly,	calmly,	and	the	King	recoils	at	my	dismissal.	“I	love	him.”

He	bears	his	teeth,	a	true	lion	of	a	king.	“I	forbid	it.”

“I	don’t	care.”

“You’ll	be	an	outcast.”

“I	don’t	care.”

“You’ll	lose	everything!”	he	roars.

“Not	everything,”	I	say	coolly,	giving	each	of	 the	men	in	the	room	a	moment	of	my
attention.	“I’ll	have	him.”	Josh	is	the	only	thing	that	matters	to	me	in	the	crazy	world	I’ve
been	 born	 into.	 The	 only	 person	 I	 bow	 to	 is	 him.	 I	 turn	 and	 walk	 away	 before	 I’m
dismissed.	“Good	day,	Your	Majesty.”

“Adeline!”

My	pace	picks	up	at	 the	 sound	of	my	 father	yelling,	my	 feet	 taking	me	 through	 the
castle	to	the	garages	at	the	far	end	of	the	East	Wing.	I	grab	the	first	set	of	keys	I	can	find
in	the	cabinet	on	the	wall	and	press	my	thumb	into	the	button	on	the	fob,	making	the	lights
of	 a	 Land	 Rover	 at	 the	 back	 of	 the	 garage	 blink.	 I	 don’t	 drive	 nearly	 enough	 to	 be
confident,	 so	 I	 pull	 away	 slowly	 before	 I	 find	 the	will	 to	 put	my	 foot	 down,	 the	 castle
getting	 smaller	 and	 smaller	 in	 the	 rearview	mirror	as	 I	go.	When	 the	gates	 to	 the	estate
come	into	view,	I	quickly	conclude	my	current	speed	will	have	the	Land	Rover	bouncing
back	off	 the	iron	rails.	So	I	brace	myself,	closing	one	eye	and	pressing	my	foot	 into	the
accelerator,	my	arms	ramrod	straight,	braced	for	impact.	Call	me	mad,	call	me	desperate,
call	it	extreme.	But	it’s	the	only	way	out	of	my	new	prison.	I	drive	at	them	with	nothing
but	sheer	determination,	suppressing	a	yell	and	closing	my	eyes	when	I’m	upon	them.	The
metal	 keeping	 me	 contained	 bursts	 open,	 the	 Land	 Rover	 juddering	 violently,	 pain
shooting	up	my	arms.	“Oh	my	goodness!”	I	swerve,	mounting	a	grass	verge	as	I	fight	with
the	steering	wheel	to	line	up	the	car	again,	bumping	and	bouncing	all	over	the	place.	I’m
tossed	around,	so	much	so	my	forehead	crashes	against	the	door	window.	I	yelp,	but	keep
my	 hands	where	 they	 are,	 hitting	 pothole	 after	 pothole	 on	 the	 dirt	 track,	 none	 of	 them
helping	me	pull	 the	car	straight.	The	persistent	 ringing	of	my	phone	doesn’t	distract	me
from	gaining	back	control	of	the	Land	Rover,	and	I	only	find	it	in	my	pocket	when	I	am	on
even	ground,	driving	steadily	again.	I	expect	 to	see	Damon	calling,	mad	and	frantic,	but
it’s	Josh.	Just	the	sight	of	his	name	on	my	screen	sends	my	emotions	off	the	deep	end,	all
adrenalin	draining.	“Josh,”	I	blurt	down	the	line,	keeping	a	keen	eye	on	the	road,	one	hand
on	the	wheel.	“My	father.	It	was	my	father	in	the	chopper	I	could	see.	He	followed	me	to
Scotland.	He	came	to	discuss	arrangements.	Press	releases,	announcements.	I	didn’t	know
what	to	do.”

“Fuckin’	hell,	Adeline,”	he	breathes.	“Where	are	you?”



“I	left.	I’m	driving	south.”

“On	your	own?”

“I	didn’t	have	time	to	think,	Josh.”	I	need	to	calm	down.	Right	now,	keeping	my	head
is	of	paramount	importance.

“You	need	 to	calm	down.”	He	mimics	my	thoughts,	but	he	doesn’t	sound	very	calm
himself.	“How	long	before	you	reach	any	kind	of	civilization?”

“I	don’t	know.	There’s	a	small	village	thirty	miles	from	here.”

“What’s	it	called?”

“Sellington	Heights.”	 I	 hear	 Josh	 relaying	 the	 name	 of	 the	 village	 to	 someone,	 and
then	the	sound	of	helicopter	blades	start,	building	up,	louder	and	louder,	until	he’s	forced
to	shout	down	the	line.	“The	pilot	says	I	can	be	there	in	thirty	minutes.	Find	a	field	north
of	the	village.	Drive	to	the	middle	so	we	can	see	you,	got	it?”

I	nod,	wondering	how	on	earth	 it	 came	 to	 this.	Me,	on	 the	 run,	 and	 Josh	 in	a	damn
helicopter	trying	to	find	me.	It’s	crazy,	yet	it’s	happening.

“Adeline,	did	you	hear	me?”

“Yes,	 I	 heard	 you.”	My	 phone	 bleeps	 and	 I	 quickly	 glance	 at	 my	 screen	 to	 see	 an
incoming	call	from	Damon.	“Damon	is	trying	to	call	me.”

“Will	he	be	tracking	you?”

I	 look	 up	 at	 my	 rearview	mirror,	 to	 the	 never-ending	 length	 of	 road	 stretching	 out
behind	me.	“Undoubtedly.”

“Just	keep	driving.	Not	too	fast.	Just	make	it	to	that	field	in	one	piece,	okay?”

My	smile	is	poorly	timed,	but	I	can’t	help	it.	“Are	you	regretting	this	yet?”

“Never.	I’ve	already	told	you.	I’m	prepared	to	lose	everything	I	have,	except	you.	Now
get	your	royal	ass	to	that	field.”	He	hangs	up,	and	I	drop	my	phone	into	my	lap,	returning
both	hands	to	the	wheel.	I	ignore	the	calls	from	Damon,	keeping	my	attention	on	the	road.
My	main	objective,	the	most	important	objective,	is	making	it	to	Josh	safely.

	

THERE	 ARE	 DOZENS	 OF	 FIELDS.	My	mind	 is	 so	messed	 up,	 I	 can’t	 even	make	 the	 simple
decision	of	which	one	to	put	myself	in.	I	pull	up	to	some	large	wooden	gates	and	jump	out
of	 the	 Land	 Rover,	 jogging	 up	 the	 lane	 a	 bit	 and	 pulling	 the	 heavy	 bolt	 across.	 They
slowly	swing	open	with	 little	help	 from	me.	 I	 turn	and	run	back	 toward	 the	car,	but	my
pace	slows	when	 I	hear	a	 familiar,	distant	 sound.	Spinning	around,	 I	 search	 the	sky,	 the
noise	growing	by	 the	second.	He’s	here.	 I	need	 to	get	myself	 to	 the	middle	of	 the	 field.
Urgency	springs	into	my	muscles	as	I	turn	…	and	freeze.

Damon	reaches	inside	my	Land	Rover	and	shuts	off	the	engine,	pulling	the	keys	from
the	ignition.	“Adeline,	what	on	earth?”

My	steps	back	up,	my	attention	split	between	the	sky	and	Damon.	“Don’t	try	to	stop
me,	Damon.	Please,	you	know	I	can’t	do	what	they’re	demanding.”



Damon	looks	past	me,	his	head	 tilted	back,	 lines	spanning	his	forehead.	 I	 follow	his
line	of	sight,	seeing	a	chopper	appear	over	the	trees	in	the	distance.

“I	have	to	go,”	I	tell	him,	reversing	my	steps.

Damon	shakes	his	head,	despair	wracking	him.	He	seems	to	take	a	timeout,	thinking.
And	he	eventually	sighs.	“Who	the	hell’s	going	to	keep	me	busy	if	I	don’t	have	you?”

Relief	allows	me	to	smile	at	him.	“Thank	you,	Damon.	For	everything.”

“Just	go,”	he	orders,	straight	and	short,	his	eyes	back	in	the	sky.

But	 I	 don’t.	 Instead,	 I	 run	 to	 him,	 throwing	my	 arms	 around	 his	 big	 shoulders	 and
cuddling	him	with	all	the	love	and	appreciation	I	feel	for	him.	And	he	returns	it.	There	are
no	words.	None	are	needed.	Gently	breaking	away	from	me,	he	steps	back	and	nods.

I	take	his	silent	order	and	go,	running	as	fast	as	my	legs	will	carry	me	to	the	center	of
the	field,	my	arms	flailing	in	the	air	crazily.	The	helicopter	gradually	lowers,	hovering,	the
blades	of	the	grass	flapping	crazily	around	me.	My	phone	vibrates	in	my	hand.

“Move	back,	we’re	coming	down,”	Josh	shouts	when	I	answer.

I	back	away,	my	arm	held	over	my	head	to	stop	the	brutal	whip	of	my	hair	across	my
face	from	the	wind,	my	clothes	clinging	to	my	front.	The	moment	the	chopper’s	feet	come
to	rest	on	the	ground,	the	door	is	open	and	Josh	is	out,	running	toward	me.	The	sight	of
him	renders	me	paralyzed,	so	many	emotions	holding	me	where	I	am.	It’s	all	 too	much,
my	relief	savage	in	its	intensity.	A	sob	rips	through	me.	The	only	energy	left	in	me	lets	me
lift	my	arms	when	he	crashes	into	me.	The	moment	our	bodies	reunite,	my	heart	explodes,
as	 do	my	 eyes.	 I	 grapple	 at	 his	 back,	 clinging	 to	 him	with	 all	my	 strength.	 “You	 don’t
know	how	happy	I	am	to	see	you,”	I	cry	into	his	neck,	unable	to	pull	myself	together.

“I	 do,	 baby.	 Trust	 me.”	 I’m	 hushed,	 kissed,	 stroked,	 squeezed,	 my	 hair	 whipping
around	my	head,	our	clothes	 flapping,	 the	 sound	of	 the	helicopter	deafening.	But	 I	hear
him	as	clear	as	if	we	were	standing	in	silence.	Reluctantly	breaking	away	from	him,	I	let
him	feel	my	face,	kiss	me	over	every	 inch	of	 it.	“These	past	 few	weeks	have	been	hell.
You’re	 not	 leaving	 my	 sight	 ever	 again.”	 His	 palms	 graze	 down	 my	 cheeks,	 over	 my
shoulders	and	down	my	arms,	until	he	has	hold	of	my	hands,	his	fingers	linking	with	mine,
reinforcing	his	words.	 “Ever.”	He	 looks	past	me,	 and	 I	 turn	 to	 follow	his	 sight,	 finding
Damon	has	approached	behind	us.

My	head	of	security	raises	his	phone.	“You	should	go.”

He’s	warning	me.	“Thank	you.”

Damon	shrugs.	“I	was	thinking	of	taking	early	retirement,	anyway.”

I’m	being	tugged	toward	the	helicopter,	but	I	keep	my	eyes	on	my	beloved	bodyguard
until	 the	 final	 second,	 my	 many	 years	 with	 Damon	 playing	 through	 my	 mind.	 His
presence,	his	comfort.	I’m	going	to	miss	him	so	much.	And	then	he	smiles,	as	if	knowing
what	I’m	thinking.	Maybe	because	he’s	thinking	it,	too.

Damon	 slowly	 raises	 his	 hand	 as	 I’m	 forced	 to	 turn	 and	 climb	 aboard.	 Josh	 places
some	ear	defenders	over	my	head	and	secures	me	in	the	belt	before	seeing	to	himself	and
taking	my	hand.	He	looks	at	me	and	smiles,	small	but	expressive,	as	we	slowly	rise	from



the	ground	and	soar	toward	my	heaven.



I’D	HOPED	WHEREVER	WE	WERE	going	we	would	have	some	space	so	we	could	catch	up	on
lost	 time.	 It	wasn’t	 to	 be.	 The	 second	we	 landed	 at	 a	 small	 airfield	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of
London,	we	were	swarmed	by	Josh’s	PR	team	and	protection,	and	hustled	into	the	back	of
a	car	parked	a	few	meters	from	the	chopper.	Flurries	of	rushed,	panicked	words	blended
into	nothing,	and	it	was	obvious	each	one	of	his	team,	mostly	Americans,	didn’t	have	the
foggiest	idea	how	to	greet	me.	All	of	them	curtsied.	It	was	embarrassing,	but	Josh	seemed
to	find	it	amusing,	as	well	as	Bates	and	his	men.	I	let	them	talk	tactics	on	the	journey	back
into	London,	 though	 I	 hardly	 heard	 a	word,	most	 of	my	 time	 spent	 cuddled	 into	 Josh’s
side,	wondering	how	it	had	come	to	this.	Technically,	I’m	on	the	run.	I’m	on	the	run	from
my	family,	and	it’s	only	a	matter	of	time	before	the	media	catch	wind	of	my	whereabouts.

I’m	 cloaked	 in	 one	 of	 Josh’s	 security	 men’s	 jackets	 as	 I’m	 helped	 from	 the	 car,
surrounded	 at	 every	 angle,	 squished	 in	 the	middle	 so	 not	 to	 be	 seen.	 I	 don’t	 recognize
where	we	are,	though	it	seems	to	be	residential	from	what	glimpses	I	have	had	through	the
army	of	people	flanking	me.	I	had	seen	Bates	take	a	call	earlier.	He	watched	me	the	whole
time	 he	 was	 talking.	 I	 smiled	 as	 he	 nodded	 through	 his	 conversation,	 knowing	 it	 was
Damon	on	the	line	giving	him	instructions.	It	was	reassuring	to	know	that	even	now,	my
head	of	protection	is	looking	out	for	me.

When	Josh’s	people	disperse,	we’re	in	the	foyer	of	a	plush	apartment	block,	and	I	look
at	Josh	in	question.	“A	friend’s	place,”	he	tells	me.	“He’s	in	LA.	Said	we	could	camp	out
here.”

I	suddenly	feel	like	such	an	inconvenience.	We’re	whisked	up	to	the	top	floor,	the	lift
opening	up	directly	onto	a	huge	open	penthouse.	“It’s	not	a	palace,”	Josh’s	publicist	says
as	she	exits	before	us,	“but	it’s	off	radar	for	now.”

“I	hate	palaces,”	I	say	mindlessly,	letting	Josh	guide	me	across	the	open	space	to	the
window	spanning	the	far	side.	The	clear	view	across	London	is	extraordinary.	I’ve	never
seen	 it	 like	 this.	 “Oh.”	 I	 laugh	 lightly,	 pointing	 across	 the	 skyline.	 “And	 in	 case	 I	 get
homesick,	I	can	see	Kellington.”	The	royal	residence,	nestled	between	one	of	the	smaller
royal	 parks	 and	 a	 row	of	Georgian	 terraces,	 looks	 so	 small	 from	here,	 unimportant	 and
almost	 bland	 amid	 the	 rest	 of	London’s	 grandeur.	 “Oh,	 and	 there’s	my	parents’	 house.”
Claringdon	 appears	 anything	 but	 unimportant;	 the	 colossal	 structure	 looks	 like	 it	 has
grown	there	over	hundreds	of	years.	The	lack	of	a	flag	tells	me	the	King	isn’t	home	yet.
No,	 he’s	 in	 Scotland,	 undoubtedly	 still	 ranting	 and	 raving.	Dr.	Goodridge	 has	 probably
been	forced	to	feed	him	a	sedative.

“Why	don’t	you	 take	a	 shower?”	 Josh	asks,	moving	 in	behind	me	and	wrapping	his
arms	around	my	waist.	“One	of	the	guys	has	gone	to	collect	some	things	for	you	to	change



into,	but	until	then,	there’s	a	clean	robe	on	the	back	of	the	door.”

I	turn	in	his	arms.	“And	what	are	you	going	to	do?”

His	blue	eyes	look	so	tired,	lacking	the	brilliant	sparkle	I	love	so	much.	And	his	dark
hair	is	a	wild	mess	atop	his	head.	His	stubble	is	well	overgrown,	too.	All	because	of	me.	“I
have	a	few	things	to	go	over	with	everyone.”

I	 cast	 my	 eyes	 across	 the	 room,	 where	 a	 dozen	 people	 have	 set	 up	 office,	 laptops
popping	up	everywhere,	people	circling	the	room	on	their	phones,	other	making	notes	on
pads.	It’s	a	little	chaotic,	all	of	them	talking	loudly.	I	sigh,	hating	the	significance	of	the
scene.	Again,	all	of	this	because	of	me.	“Shouldn’t	I	know	what	is	happening?”

“No,	 trust	 me	 to	 deal	 with	 it.”	 He	 turns	 me	 by	 the	 shoulders	 and	 leads	 me	 on,
persistent	and	firm.

“When	do	I	get	you	to	myself?”	I	grumble	as	we	enter	a	lavish	shower	room,	all	black
marble	and	chrome.

“I	 won’t	 rest	 until	 I	 know	 exactly	 how	 we’re	 moving	 forward,	 so	 you	 need	 to	 be
patient.”

“I	already	told	you,	take	me	back	to	America.”

“You	have	your	passport?”

I	turn	my	nose	up	to	the	mirror	before	me.	“Smuggle	me	out.”

Josh	 rolls	his	eyes	and	 flips	 the	 shower	on,	 filling	 the	 room	with	 steam.	“Just	do	as
you’re	told.”	A	towel	is	pushed	into	my	front	and	his	lips	pushed	to	mine.	“Please,	Your
Highness.”

I	smirk	through	a	scowl.	“So	I	have	to	stay	locked	in	here	while	you	discuss	with	your
people	how	to	deal	with	me?”

“Oh,	I	know	how	to	deal	with	you.”	He	hunkers	down,	his	hands	on	my	arse	squeezing
hard.	“But	I’m	not	sure	everyone	out	there	wants	to	hear	the	details,	darlin’.”

“No,	but	I	do,”	I	say,	goading	him,	taking	a	little	nibble	of	his	chin.	“I	want	explicit
details.”

Josh	groans,	capturing	my	lips	gently.	“We	have	a	lot	of	catching	up	to	do.”

“We	do.”

“Your	ass	is	gonna	be	stinging	like	a	bitch.”

“Good.”

He	smiles	around	our	kiss,	as	do	I,	and	I	lock	him	in	my	arms.	“I	may	even	let	you	sit
on	your	throne.”

I	laugh,	losing	the	contact	of	our	lips.	“You’re	terrible.”

“And	you	love	it.”	He	turns	me	and	swats	my	bottom.	“In	the	shower.”

“Yes,	sir.”

He	winks	and	leaves	me	to	sort	myself	out.



	

BY	THE	TIME	I’M	WRAPPED	in	a	luxurious	robe,	my	phone	is	set	to	explode	from	the	volume
of	 missed	 calls.	 I	 can’t	 look	 at	 who	 has	 called	 me	 though,	 because	 at	 this	 point,	 my
decision	to	run	is	still	completely	surreal.	After	the	adrenaline	rush	of	racing	through	the
countryside,	 leaving	Damon,	 leaving	my	 family,	 I	 feel	so	flat.	So	exhausted.	Yet	 I	know
there	is	much	to	be	done.	Time	to	rally	my	royal-arse	façade	of	strength	and	meet	the	new
people	who	will	manage	me.	At	least,	for	now.

I	walk	into	the	open	space	of	the	penthouse,	finding	everyone	sitting	around	the	huge
table,	and	they	all	fall	silent	when	they	detect	my	presence.	“Don’t	stop	on	my	account,”	I
say,	feeling	my	cheeks	heat.

Josh	moves	back	 in	his	chair	and	pats	his	 lap,	and	I	walk	over,	placing	myself	 there
without	question,	handing	him	my	phone.	“It	refuses	to	stop	ringing.”

He	takes	it	and	passes	it	over	to	his	publicist.	“You	should	take	over	this.”

She	nods	sharply.	“Your	code?”

Josh	laughs,	and	I	frown	at	him.	“She’d	better	write	that	down	for	you.”	He	picks	up	a
pen	and	places	it	in	my	hand,	pulling	a	piece	of	paper	forward.	I	scribble	down	my	code
for	Tammy	and	then	relax	back	into	the	warmth	of	Josh’s	body.

“So,”	I	say	perkily,	“have	you	figured	out	how	you’re	going	to	deal	with	my	delightful
family?”

My	 question	 prompts	 a	 few	 smiles	 from	 around	 the	 table,	 all	 genuine,	 one	 woman
looking	a	little	star-struck.	“I	can’t	believe	I’m	sitting	at	a	table	with	Princess	Adeline	of
England.”

Tammy	throws	her	a	scornful	 look,	and	I	smile	at	her.	“I’m	not	as	 important	as	 they
make	out	I	am,	believe	me.”

“You’re	third	in	line	to	the	British	throne,	ma’am,”	Tammy	reminds	me.	“That	makes
you	pretty	important	to	us	mere	mortals.”

“Speak	for	yourself,”	Josh	kids,	bumping	me	on	his	knee.	“To	me,	she	is	simply	my
girlfriend	 and	 the	 woman	 I	 love,	 and	 I’m	 tired	 of	 keeping	 that	 under	 wraps.	 So	 what
now?”

I	smile	on	the	inside,	snuggling	deeper	into	him.

Tammy	looks	almost	grave.	“We	go	public	before	we	go	to	them,”	she	says,	pushing
some	notes	toward	me.	“A	press	release.	Once	it’s	out	there,	it’s	out	there.	There’s	nothing
the	Royals	 can	 do.	 It’ll	 be	 our	words,	 not	 those	 of	 a	 journalist.	 Just	 a	 simple	 statement
telling	the	world	you’re	dating.”

“Just	dating?”	I	ask,	pressing	my	lips	together	cheekily.	“Because	…	ouch!”	I	jump	on
Josh’s	lap	when	he	pokes	me	in	a	rib,	and	everyone	around	the	table	laughs.	It	makes	me
feel	somewhat	better	surrounded	by	normal	people.	People	who	haven’t	got	sticks	buried
in	their	arses.	“Okay,	dating,”	I	relent.	“If	you	must	insist.”

Josh	chuckles,	burying	his	nose	in	my	hair.	“I	love	you.”



“Stop.	You’re	making	everyone	blush.”

He	 corrects	 his	 position,	 straight	 and	 focused.	 “When	 is	 this	 statement	 being
released?”

“Tomorrow,”	Tammy	answers	promptly.

“Why	not	now?”	I	counter	 immediately,	 tomorrow	feeling	like	eons	away.	The	royal
aides	will	be	hatching	a	plan	as	we	speak.	The	less	time	we	give	them	to	do	that	the	better.

Tammy	casts	her	eyes	around	 the	 table,	 a	Mexican	wave-type	 shrug	 thing	going	on.
“So	we	send	it	out	tonight,”	she	agrees.

“You	sure?”	 Josh	asks	me,	encouraging	me	around	on	his	 lap.	Looking	straight	 into
my	eyes,	he	speaks	clearly	and	concisely.	Determinedly.	“I’m	ready,	Adeline.	I’d	be	out	on
the	street	this	very	second	shouting	it	to	everyone	I	see,	but	I	need	to	know	you’re	ready,
too.”

Where’s	this	doubt	come	from?	Haven’t	I	proven	my	commitment?	“I’ve	been	ready
for	weeks.”

He	nods,	sharp	and	final,	as	he	breathes	in,	keeping	his	eyes	on	mine.	“Send	it	out	as
soon	as	 it’s	 ready,”	he	orders	Tammy,	standing	 from	his	chair	and	encouraging	me	with
him.	“And	if	we’re	done,	I’d	like	some	privacy,	please.”	He	dips	and	throws	me	up	over
his	shoulder,	and	I	squeal,	shocked.

“Josh!”

“Goodbye,	everyone,”	he	calls,	slapping	my	arse	as	he	hauls	me	to	a	bedroom.	I	brace
my	 arms	 into	 his	 lower	 back	 and	 look	 up	 through	 my	 wet	 strands,	 my	 face	 flaming.
Tammy	 looks	 utterly	 exasperated,	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 Josh’s	 team	 are	 just	 laughing	 to
themselves,	 as	 if	 their	 expression	 of	 amusement	might	 be	 chastised	 by	 Josh’s	 publicist.
With	all	eyes	on	me,	I	shrug	as	best	I	can	in	my	upside-down	position	and	mouth	a	sorry
as	I’m	carted	away.	I’m	not	sorry	at	all.	I’ve	been	waiting	for	this	reunion	for	weeks.

“I	don’t	think	Tammy	approves,”	I	say	to	his	arse,	my	feeling	palms	making	the	most
of	their	position.

“Fuck	Tammy.”	I’m	catapulted	onto	the	bed,	the	feeling	of	the	luxurious	bedding	only
enhancing	the	sensation	of	being	back	in	the	clouds.	“Fuck	the	Royals.”	Josh	comes	into
sight	 after	 I’ve	 brushed	my	wet	 tresses	 from	my	 face,	 his	 T-shirt	 halfway	 up	 his	 torso.
“Fuck	the	public.”	It’s	cast	aside,	and	his	stare,	weighted	with	too	much	longing	for	me	to
comprehend,	lands	on	mine.	“And	now	you	are	going	to	fuck	me,	Your	Highness.”

Bang!

That	was	my	heart.	And	my	body.	And	my	mind.	Everything,	blown.	Standing	before
me	is	home.	The	first	place	in	my	life	where	I	feel	I	actually	belong.	Biting	my	lip,	I	watch
as	Josh	slowly	strips	down	until	my	breath	is	robbed	of	me,	the	unfathomable	perfection
of	him	bared.	My	robe	is	slowly	tugged	open,	the	skin	of	my	stomach	delicately	stroked.

“Ever	wanted	something	so	badly	you’d	kill	for	it?”	he	asks,	helping	my	arms	out	of
the	sleeves.	I	nod,	and	Josh	smiles,	his	eyes	dragging	up	my	legs	to	my	hips.	He	kisses	the
sensitive	 dip	 there,	 smiling	 through	 his	 bite	 of	 my	 flesh.	 Light	 pecks	 journey	 up	 my



tummy	 to	 my	 boobs,	 and	 he	 strokes	 my	 nipples	 with	 his	 tongue	 in	 turn.	 “You	 have
completely	derailed	me,	Adeline.	I	struggle	to	think	past	you.”

My	 body	 slowly	 bows,	 my	 eyes	 closing	 in	 utter	 bliss,	 Josh	 all	 over	 me.	 It’s	 true.
Everything	 pales	when	we’re	 together.	 There	 are	 no	 issues,	 no	 problems,	 nothing	 to	 be
fixed.	 It’s	 just	 us,	 our	 feelings,	 our	 devotion	…	our	 love.	 Fast,	 solid	 love.	Nothing	 can
break	that.	It	is	literally	him	and	me	against	the	world.

I	 reach	 for	 his	 hair	 and	 stroke	 through	 his	 dark	 strands,	 pushing	my	 flesh	 into	 his
mouth.	I’m	floating	on	air.	As	free	as	I	have	ever	felt.	Nothing	could	rival	these	feelings.
No	 amount	 of	money	 and	 no	 amount	 of	 power.	 This.	 This	 is	what	 life	 is	 about.	 These
feelings,	the	feeling	of	your	soul	entwining	with	another’s,	melding,	blending,	coming	to
together	to	make	one	stronger	being.

Pushing	himself	up,	Josh	rests	on	his	heels,	his	lips	quirked	at	each	corner,	a	grin	being
restrained.	“Spread	’em,	ma’am.”

My	 thighs	 part	 in	 an	 instant,	 taking	my	dignity	with	 them.	 I	 couldn’t	 care	 less,	 and
Josh’s	suppressed	grin	breaks,	lighting	up	the	room.	He	drops	forward,	his	palms	meeting
the	 soft	 mattress	 either	 side	 of	 my	 head,	 his	 face	 suspended	 above	 me.	 “Good	 little
princess.”

Pure	contentment	makes	my	heart	swell,	my	smile	the	widest	it’s	probably	ever	been.
“I’ve	missed	you	so	much.”	Reaching	up	to	his	face,	I	rest	my	palm	on	his	cheek,	feeling
his	bristle	as	he	rears	back	and	falls	to	his	forearms,	our	torsos	coming	together.	His	slow
sink	into	me	is	unimaginably	measured.	I	sigh,	sliding	my	hands	over	his	shoulders,	 the
feeling	 of	 completeness	 overwhelming	me.	 For	 the	 first	 time	 in	my	 existence,	 I	 have	 a
purpose.	I	have	Josh,	and	I	have	my	dreams	that	can	now	be	a	reality.

Measured	movements	steal	breath	after	breath,	his	face	so	close	to	mine	that	I	inhale
his	exhales.	His	eyes	never	waiver	from	mine,	his	palms	holding	my	neck	as	he	rocks	with
painstaking	precision	into	me.	“Perfect,	huh?”	he	whispers,	bringing	our	mouths	together,
our	lips	resting	against	each	other’s.

“Perfect,”	 I	 say,	 my	 hips	 rolling	 to	 meet	 each	 plunge.	 This	 is	 slow,	 purposeful
lovemaking,	 and	 if	 there	 was	 a	 word	 that	 surpassed	 perfect,	 it	 would	 be	 that.	 Our
closeness,	 our	 connection,	 the	 understanding	 passing	 between	 our	 locked	 eyes	 as	 he
moves	 above	 me	 carefully.	 Our	 steady	 heart	 rates,	 our	 slipping	 skin,	 our	 slow	 rolling
tongues.	Everything	we	are	and	have	 in	 this	moment	 is	beyond	my	wildest	 imagination.
Years	of	bowing	to	my	father	as	king	has	made	me	somewhat	intolerant.	Inflexible.	I	don’t
need	a	new	lord	over	me,	but	I	can	readily	admit	that	Josh	Jameson	is	my	king.	Willingly,
my	 king.	 I	 can	 defer	 to	 him	 because	 I	 feel	 secure	 in	 his	 love.	 His	 actions	 speak	 of
adoration	and	selflessness,	and	it	humbles	me	to	feel	I	am	worthy.	I	bow	to	no	one	except
him,	and	it	is	easy	to	do,	because	I	know	we	will	face	everything	together	as	equals.	He
loves	me	for	who	I	am.

Pressure	 swirls	 in	 my	 lower	 tummy,	 the	 soft,	 velvet	 feel	 of	 him	 stoking	 me	 with
perfect	 friction,	 directing	 it	 all	 south.	 I	 hum	 into	his	mouth,	my	 fingers	 curling	 into	 the
flesh	of	his	shoulders.	“Grip	harder,”	he	mumbles,	moving	his	hands	into	my	wet	hair	and
fisting,	 as	 if	 demonstrating.	 I	 follow	his	 order	without	 question,	 digging	my	 fingernails
into	 his	 skin,	 my	 kiss	 beginning	 to	 get	 messy.	 “That’s	 it.”	 His	 hips	 jolt,	 his	 control



wavering,	too.	“Jesus,	Adeline,	how	did	I	survive	before	you?”

I	wonder	the	same	thing,	my	life	seeming	so	bland	before	Josh	waltzed	into	it.	He	bites
down	 harshly	 on	 my	 lip,	 his	 control	 slipping	 further,	 and	 pulls	 away,	 bracing	 his
impressive	torso	on	rigid	arms.	His	new	position	gives	him	more	leverage,	and	he	makes
the	most	of	it,	abandoning	his	careful	plunges	and	replacing	them	with	brutal	pounds.	My
hands	slap	into	his	forearms	to	support	me,	my	body	absorbing	each	of	his	hits	on	a	yell.
The	twist	of	gratification	on	his	face	is	like	nothing	else,	his	mind	lost,	his	need	raw.	I’m
held	captive	by	the	sight,	forgetting	my	own	need	to	let	the	pleasure	claim	me.	Just	seeing
him	 so	 absorbed	 in	 the	 feel	 of	me	 is	 pleasurable	 enough,	watching	him	 lose	himself	 so
completely.	 I	 want	 to	 watch	 him	 fall	 apart,	 see	 the	 orgasm	 rip	 through	 him,	 hear	 the
sounds	of	him	fighting	through	the	intensity.	So	I	focus	on	Josh	alone,	forgetting	my	own
physical	 pleasure	 and	 indulging	 in	 the	 exquisite	 sight	 of	 his	 instead.	 I	marvel	 at	 every
incredible	second	of	his	mission	to	find	the	long-overdue	release.

His	cheeks	blow	out,	his	eyes	wild	as	they	stare	at	me.	“Go,”	I	order,	clawing	my	nails
into	his	forearms	and	flexing	my	hips,	taking	him	to	the	hilt.

“You,”	he	all	but	gasps,	frantic	in	his	pace.

I	 shake	my	 head	 and	 ensure	 his	 temptation	 to	 pull	 back	 is	 hindered	 by	moving	my
hands	to	his	arse	and	pushing	him	on.	“Go,”	I	demand	again.

“Oh,	fuck,	Adeline,”	he	wheezes,	clenching	his	eyes	shut,	his	jaw	pulsing.

“Open	your	eyes,	Josh.”

They	flip	open,	the	blue	swimming.	“Damn	you,	woman.”	His	thrusts	take	on	a	new
level	of	brutal,	and	he	slams	his	way	home	on	constant	barks,	his	eyes	moving	back	and
forth	between	my	face	and	my	bouncing	breasts.	I	know	the	moment	he	tips	the	edge,	the
feel	of	him	inside	of	me	thickening	and	pulsing.

“There	 it	 is.”	 I	 drag	my	 nails	 over	 the	 rise	 of	 his	 glorious	 arse	 and	 his	 head	 drops,
sweat	 dripping	 from	his	 brow,	 his	 body	 slowing.	He	 comes,	 and	 it’s	 the	most	 beautiful
thing	I	have	ever	seen,	watching	him	lose	all	control	of	his	body,	everything	limp,	his	arms
buckling	so	he	plummets	to	my	front.	Hiding	his	face	in	my	neck,	he	fights	for	breath,	his
hips	involuntarily	jerking	as	he	empties	himself	into	me,	my	internal	walls	dragging	on	his
twitching	cock.	I	smile	and	lock	him	in	my	arms,	not	in	the	least	bit	unfulfilled.	“Welcome
home,”	 I	 whisper,	 turning	 my	 nose	 into	 his	 damp	 hair	 and	 inhaling	 him	 into	 me
completely.

Josh	pants,	a	dead	weight	spread	all	over	me.	My	smile	widens,	my	hold	tightening.	“I
love	you	so	much,	woman.”	He	tries	to	kiss	my	neck.	It’s	feeble.	And	it	only	makes	me
even	happier.	To	know	how	knocked	out	he	is.	To	feel	him	touching	me	everywhere.	To
sustain	his	weight.	Just	to	know	how	close	he	is.

“Go	to	sleep,”	I	say,	feeling	my	own	eyes	getting	heavy.

“I	need	to	see	to	you.”	He	sounds	about	ready	to	do	that	as	I	am	to	release	him.	Not
ready.	Ever.

I	hush	him	and	close	my	eyes,	and	it	is	not	long	before	I	hear	his	soft	snoring	in	my
ear.



That’s	perfect,	too.

This	is	the	calm	before	the	storm.



WHEN	I	OPEN	MY	EYES	the	next	morning,	it’s	dusk,	a	glow	from	the	television	illuminating
the	room.	My	body	is	toasty	warm,	my	mind	peaceful,	and	my	head	is	rising	and	falling	in
time	with	Josh’s	breathing	beneath	my	cheek.	The	expanse	of	his	chest	is	before	me,	my
hand	resting	on	his	pec,	my	leg	 tossed	over	his	 thighs.	 I	crane	my	neck	up,	finding	him
looking	down	at	me,	his	back	resting	against	the	headboard.	“You	comfy	down	there?”	He
dips	and	gives	my	head	a	chaste	kiss	as	my	limbs	start	to	involuntarily	spread,	stretching
wonderfully.

“Oh,	God,”	I	groan,	every	muscle	pulling	satisfyingly.	“What	time	is	it?”

“Seven.”	He	shuffles	down	the	bed,	maneuvering	my	body	as	he	does	until	we’re	on
our	sides,	face	to	face.

“Why	is	the	television	on?”

His	lips	purse,	a	grin	in	hiding.	“I	heard	there’s	some	breaking	news	on	the	horizon.”

The	press	release.	My	tummy	flutters,	part	nerves,	part	excitement,	as	my	eyes	divert
from	Josh	 to	 the	 television	where	BBC	news	 is	 Josh’s	 channel	of	 choice.	 It’s	 so	utterly
ridiculous	that	two	people	dating	is	deemed	news	worthy.	“Do	we	know	when	this	news
might	break?”

“I	can’t	imagine	it’ll	be	long	before	the	media	goes	into	meltdown.”	Placing	his	hand
on	my	naked	hip,	he	flexes	his	grip,	winning	back	my	attention.	“You’re	nervous.”

I’m	quick	to	set	him	straight.	“Mostly,	I’m	excited.	Just	to	know	there	will	be	no	more
sneaking	around.	I’m	not	nervous	about	the	reaction	of	the	world,	more	the	retaliation	of
my	family.”

Josh	smiles,	though	small	and	understanding.	“We	haven’t	discussed	what	will	happen
once	the	dust	settles.”

“If	 it	 ever	 settles,”	 I	mumble,	 taking	my	praying	hands	and	nestling	 them	under	my
cheek	on	the	pillow.

“It	will	settle.”	A	little	squeeze	of	my	hip	is	a	warning	to	have	a	little	more	faith.	“And
then	we	need	to	think	about	what	happens	from	there.”

“What	do	you	mean?”

He	rolls	his	eyes,	a	 little	exasperated.	“It	may	have	escaped	your	notice,	but	I’m	not
from	around	these	parts.”

“Oh,”	I	breathe,	feeling	a	bit	silly.	The	logistics	of	our	relationship	haven’t	cost	me	a
thought,	when	it	really	should	have	cost	me	plenty.	“Well,	clearly	you	have	thought	about



it.”

“Not	stopped,”	he	admits	unashamedly.

“And?”

“And	I	want	you	in	the	States	with	me.	Everywhere	with	me,	actually.	Wherever	I	go,
I	want	you	by	my	side.”

That	sounds	just	about	perfect,	even	if	it	is	unrealistic.	“You	realize	the	logistics	of	that
would	be	near-on	impossible?”

“Why?”

“Because	 you	 are	 you	 and	 I	 am	me.	Not	 to	mention	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 am	 likely	 to	 be
stripped	 of	 all	 privileges,	 and	 that	 will	 include	 my	 allowances	 and	 security.”	 The
consequences	 of	my	 relationship	with	 Josh	 don’t	 bother	me	 in	 the	 slightest,	 but	 it	 isn’t
until	 this	moment	 that	 I	have	considered	 the	 strain	 it	might	have	on	 Josh.	The	 financial
strain	 especially,	 because	 I	 sure	 as	 hell	 know	 that	 protection	doesn’t	 come	 cheap.	 I	 roll
onto	my	back,	feeling	myself	deflating.

A	low	growl	rumbles	up	from	his	toes,	and	he’s	on	me	quickly,	scowling.	“Stop	that.”

“I	never—”	A	firm	palm	lands	over	my	mouth.

“One	more	word	out	of	you,	you’ll	regret	it.”	Tilting	his	head,	eyes	full	of	annoyance,
he	slowly	peels	his	hand	away.	“Understood?”

“Understood.”	 I’m	ready	 to	ask	exactly	how	I	might	 regret	 it—I	need	details—but	 I
get	 distracted	 by	 the	TV.	 I	 hear	 the	mention	 of	 the	Royals,	 and	 Josh	must	 catch	 it	 too,
because	he	catapults	up,	facing	the	screen.	My	damn	heart	is	in	my	throat	as	I	sit	up,	my
hand	 searching	 for	 Josh’s	 to	 hold.	This	 is	 it.	D-Day,	 so	 to	 speak.	The	world	will	 know
about	Josh	and	me	dating.

But	I	frown	when	the	scene	on	the	television	registers,	the	journalist	not	in	a	TV	studio
like	I	would	have	expected,	but	outside	instead,	in	what	looks	like	the	English	countryside.
There	are	no	pictures	of	me	or	of	Josh.	It’s	the	King	of	England’s	face	displayed	in	the	top
right-hand	corner	of	the	screen,	on	the	day	of	his	coronation.	What’s	going	on?

I	sit	forward,	listening	carefully,	as	the	reporter	signals	behind	him.	“It’s	reported	that
the	 helicopter	 experienced	 a	 mechanical	 fault	 mid-flight	 and	 came	 down	 in	 the	 fields
beyond	the	trees	late	last	night.”	I	frown	as	the	camera	zooms	in	on	those	trees,	panning
the	 far	 side	 of	 the	 field.	 “The	 King	 was	 on	 his	 way	 back	 to	 London	 from	 his	 royal
residence	in	Scotland.”	My	heart	is	suddenly	a	rock	in	my	chest.	“He	was	confirmed	dead
at	the	scene.”

A	 violent	 wail	 saturates	 the	 room,	 and	 it	 takes	 a	 few	 confusing	 seconds	 for	 me	 to
realize	where	it	has	come	from.

Me.

“Fuckin’	 hell.”	 Josh	 grabs	 me	 quickly,	 pushing	 my	 shaking	 body	 into	 his	 chest,
shouting	above	my	head.	“Tammy!”	He	gets	a	robe	around	me,	fastening	it	loosely	before
he	pulls	his	boxers	on,	reclaiming	me.	“Tammy!”



I	 can	 hear	 the	 reporter	 talking	 still,	 telling	 the	world	 that	King	Alfred	 is	 dead.	My
father	is	dead.	No.	No,	that	can’t	be.	It	must	be	a	sick	hoax.	I	wrestle	my	way	out	of	Josh’s
hold,	my	vision	hampered	by	 floods	of	 tears.	 I	 roughly	brush	 them	away,	getting	 to	my
feet	and	approaching	the	television.	Josh	is	behind	me	quickly,	trying	to	pull	my	vibrating
form	back	to	the	bed.	I	fight	him	with	all	I	have.	“Get	off	me,”	I	yell,	shoving	him	away.

The	camera	falls	back	onto	the	journalist,	his	face	obviously	solemn.	“The	details	are
sketchy	and	 the	crash	 site	 cornered	off	 for	 a	mile	 in	 every	direction,”	he	goes	on.	 “Not
much	is	clear,	only	one	thing.	We’ve	lost	our	King	and	the	world	is	in	mourning.”	Shock
eats	my	muscles	away,	and	I	drop	to	my	knees	before	 the	screen,	 transfixed	by	the	man
who	is	telling	me	that	my	father	is	dead.

I	hear	 Josh	curse	 from	behind	me,	helpless,	 and	 I	hear	 the	door	 fly	open.	 I	 cast	my
bleary	gaze	across	the	room,	where	Tammy	has	a	laptop	in	her	arms,	a	disturbed	look	on
her	face.	“Prince	John	was	on	board,	too.”

“Oh,	 Jesus.”	 Josh’s	 hands	 go	 to	 his	 hair,	 and	 my	 eyes	 fall	 to	 my	 lap,	 darting
chaotically.	 “He	 can’t	 have	 been,”	 I	 choke	 quietly,	 trying	 to	 straighten	 out	 my	 tangled
head.	Think	clearly.	“No,	it	can’t	be.”

Josh	joins	me	on	the	floor,	taking	my	hands	and	feeling.	“Adeline?”

“John	couldn’t	have	been	on	the	flight,”	I	say	again,	this	time	clearer,	looking	across	to
Tammy.	 “The	 Monarch	 and	 the	 Heir	 Apparent	 never	 travel	 together.	 For	 this	 exact
reason.”	My	hand	shoots	to	the	television,	though	I	can’t	bring	myself	to	look.	“My	father
would	 never	 have	 broken	 age-old	 rules.	 He	was	 a	 stickler	 for	 rules.”	 Never	would	 the
King	have	let	John	travel	with	him.	I	just	know	he	wouldn’t.

Tammy	shakes	her	head,	as	if	she	doesn’t	know	what	to	say.	“I’m	just	telling	you	what
my	source	has	told	me.”

“Your	 source	must	 be	wrong.”	 I	 stand,	 and	 it	 takes	me	 a	while,	my	 legs	 like	 jelly.
“What	if	everyone	is	wrong?”	This	time,	I	do	look	at	the	TV,	and	I	wish	I	hadn’t.	There’s
an	aerial	view	of	a	field,	the	crumpled	remains	of	the	royal	helicopter	scattered	over	every
square	meter	of	it.	“Oh	my	God.”	I’m	pulled	back,	my	face	forced	away	from	the	TV.	“I
need	my	phone,”	I	demand,	heading	for	Tammy.	“I	need	to	call	Damon.”

“I	turned	it	off	in	case	they	were	tracking	you.”	She	pulls	it	from	her	pocket	quickly,
and	 once	 I’ve	wrestled	with	my	 trembling	 hands	 to	 switch	 it	 on,	 I	 see	 the	 dozens	 and
dozens	 of	missed	 calls	 from	Damon,	Davenport,	 even	my	mother.	And	 I	 know	 that	 the
nightmare	behind	me	being	broadcasted	to	every	country	in	the	world	is	 true.	My	hands
shake	as	I	fight	to	unlock	the	screen,	and	when	I	eventually	dial	Damon,	he	answers	with
it	barely	ringing.	The	tone	of	his	voice	is	like	I	have	never	heard	before.	Anxious.	It	adds
credence	to	the	reported	news.	“Adeline,	where	are	you?”

Emotion	tightens	my	throat.	“Tell	me	they’re	wrong,”	I	sob,	feeling	Josh	close	behind
me,	 ready	 to	 catch	me	when	my	 fears	 are	 confirmed.	 “Tell	me	 there’s	 been	 a	massive
mistake.”

“I	can’t,”	Damon	breathes,	and	I	fold,	agony	ripping	me	in	two,	my	cries	wretched	and
broken.	I	can’t	keep	hold	of	the	phone,	can’t	keep	myself	upright.	My	landing	is	softened
by	Josh,	and	he	finds	my	mobile,	taking	over	the	call.



“Damon,	it’s	Josh.”	He	uses	his	free	arm	to	pull	my	jerking	body	onto	his	lap,	and	I
make	myself	as	small	as	I	can	in	his	chest,	my	mind	muddled,	my	devastation	growing.
“And	John?”	he	asks,	following	it	up	with	a	curse.

“No,”	I	cry,	pushing	my	face	into	Josh’s	chest,	like	I	can	disappear	into	my	heaven	and
escape	this	hell.	His	hand	is	on	the	back	of	my	head,	holding,	stroking,	trying	to	comfort
me.

“I’ll	 bring	her	 back	now,”	 Josh	 says,	 all	 kinds	of	 unease	 in	 his	 voice.	 “You	need	 to
prepare	for	her	arrival	…	Yes	…	Good.”	He	hangs	up,	but	he	doesn’t	move,	keeping	us	on
the	floor,	holding	me.	“I	need	to	take	you	back	to	Claringdon,	baby.”

“This	is	all	my	fault.”	Regret	and	guilt	tear	through	me,	destroying	everything	in	their
path.	Destroying	me.

“No,”	Josh	snaps.	“Don’t	you	start	talking	like	that,	Adeline.”	He	forces	me	from	his
body,	looking	fuming	mad,	but	his	hands	in	contrast	stroke	my	face	softly.	“You	didn’t	tell
him	to	follow	you	to	Scotland.	You	didn’t	tell	him	to	chase	you	back	to	London.”

My	chin	 trembles	uncontrollably.	“I	need	 to	 see	my	mum.	And	Eddie.	 I	need	 to	 see
Eddie.”

“I’m	taking	you	back	now.”	He	looks	past	me	to	Tammy,	giving	her	a	sharp	nod.	“It’ll
be	chaos	outside	 the	palace.	The	Met	are	controlling	 the	growing	crowds	and	Damon	 is
sending	a	few	more	cars	to	escort	us.”

“Got	it.”

“The	press	release?”

“I	stalled.”	Tammy	doesn’t	sound	apologetic.	“I	…	I	wanted	to	make	sure	you	were	as
sure	this	morning.”

Josh	breathes	out,	obviously	relieved.	“Adeline.”	He	coaxes	me	out	of	his	lap	gently.
“You	need	to	dress,	baby.	I’m	taking	you	home.”

I	don’t	have	the	will	or	inclination	to	make	myself	look	half	decent.	So	Josh	is	forced
to	dress	me	himself,	while	I	try	to	wrap	my	mind	around	what	is	happening.

I	can’t.

This	can’t	be	real.



THE	BLACKED-OUT	WINDOWS	ARE	THE	only	 thing	between	Josh	and	me	and	 the	 rest	of	 the
world.	Swarms	of	people—bystanders,	 journalists,	news	networks	from	across	the	world
—are	 camping	 outside	 Claringdon,	 the	 police	 presence	 the	 most	 prolific	 I	 have	 ever
known.

Our	convoy	is	forced	to	a	crawl	as	we	near	the	gates,	a	police	motorcycle	leading	the
way.	Everything	is	a	blur.	Sound,	movements,	sights.	I	feel	like	I’m	floating	on	the	outside
looking	in	on	the	carnage.	Lights	flash,	people	shout.	There	are	even	officers	manhandling
people	out	of	our	path.	The	palace	beyond	the	gold	railings	and	gates	looks	gloomy,	the
usual	glittering	golden	detail	dull.	The	flags	are	at	half-mast,	every	curtain	at	the	dozens
and	dozens	of	windows	drawn.	My	limp	hand	in	Josh’s	is	squeezed	tightly,	 though	I	am
unable	to	acknowledge	his	gesture,	not	with	a	return	flex	of	my	hand,	nor	by	looking	at
him,	when	I	know	he	is	looking	at	me.	I	haven’t	spoken	a	word	since	we	were	chaperoned
from	the	apartment.	All	I	can	hear	are	the	reporter’s	haunting	words.	All	I	can	see	is	the
helicopter	 in	 a	million	 broken	 pieces	 scattered	 across	 a	 field.	More	 tears	 tumble,	more
desolation	and	guilt	attacks	me.

What	have	I	done?

We’re	 driven	 through	 the	 archways	 to	 the	 rear	 entrance	 of	 the	 palace	 to	 avoid	 the
prying	eyes	of	the	crowds	out	front,	and	when	I’m	helped	from	the	car,	I	look	to	the	sky,
seeing	helicopters	circling	 the	airspace,	more	cameras	giving	 the	world	 the	pictures	and
footage	they’re	hungry	for.	We’re	center	stage.	The	most	anticipated	production.

An	arm	is	placed	around	my	shoulders,	and	I’m	hurried	into	the	palace.	I	don’t	realize
it’s	Josh	who	has	hold	of	me	until	I’m	through	the	doors	and	the	buzz	of	talking	dies,	my
father’s	 advisors	 falling	 silent	 and	 gawking	 at	 my	 companion	 like	 the	 impostor	 they
believe	he	is.	Looks	of	judgment,	eyes	full	of	shock.	It	all	has	me	finding	Josh’s	hand	and
holding	it	like	my	life	depends	on	it	as	Sir	Don	and	David	Sampson	stare	on.	They	look
like	they	have	just	arrived	back	at	Claringdon	themselves,	still	in	their	coats.	“You	weren’t
on	the	flight.”	I	say	quietly.

“His	Highness	 left	 rather	abruptly.”	The	spite	 in	David’s	words	cut	me	in	 two,	and	I
look	away,	silence	falling.

“Your	Highness.”	Davenport	 is	 the	first	 to	break	 the	uncomfortable	quiet,	moving	 in
and	bowing	his	head	in	respect.	“My	deepest	condolences.”

His	offer	of	sympathy	is	another	confirmation	that	I	am	not	in	a	horrific	dream.	“My
mother?”

“The	Queen	Consort	is	in	the	Claret	Lounge,	ma’am.	She’s	awaiting	your	arrival.”



I	 cast	 my	 eyes	 across	 to	 David	 and	 Sir	 Don.	 They’re	 statues,	 judging	 me.	 It’s	 not
intentional,	but	I	again	let	my	gaze	drop	to	the	glimmering	marble	floor,	shame	getting	the
better	of	me.	They	know	this	is	entirely	my	fault.

I	move	toward	the	lounge	in	a	haze	of	desolation,	bracing	myself	to	face	my	mother.
Josh	is	by	my	side,	his	thumb	working	circles	over	my	skin	where	our	hands	are	held.	The
doors	to	the	lounge	are	closed,	though	the	grief	within	the	room	is	so	strong	it’s	seeping
through	 the	 thick	wood	 and	 sinking	 into	my	 skin.	 I	 reach	 for	 the	 handle	 and	 pull	 back
when	 another	 hand	 finds	 it	 first.	 Flicking	 my	 eyes	 upward,	 I	 find	 Davenport	 with	 his
signature	cold,	stoic	expression.	“I	believe	Mr.	Jameson	would	like	a	cup	of	tea,”	he	tells
me	 as	 diplomatically	 as	 he	 can,	 and	 I	 look	 at	 Josh,	 knowing	 he	 will	 have	 caught	 the
Major’s	not-so	subtle	hint.

Josh	 throws	 a	mild	 scowl	 toward	Davenport	 before	 he	 centers	 his	 attention	 on	me,
taking	both	of	my	hands	and	turning	into	me.	“You	need	to	be	with	your	family,”	he	says,
and	I	open	my	mouth	to	object,	needing	him	with	me.	Needing	him	to	stay	close	and	catch
me	when	I	fall,	because	I	know	I	will.	But	he	places	a	soft	finger	over	my	lips,	hushing
me.	“I	won’t	go	anywhere.”

Maybe	so,	but	that	won’t	stop	them	from	making	him	go.	I	scope	my	surroundings	for
Damon,	locating	him	only	a	few	feet	away,	behind	David	and	Sir	Don.	He	gives	me	a	mild
smile	and	a	thumbs	up,	his	way	of	telling	me	Josh	will	be	safe	while	I	am	gone.	I	believe
him.	I	nod	and	draw	breath,	as	Josh	dips	and	pushes	his	lips	to	my	cheek.	“I	love	you,”	he
whispers	quietly,	only	for	me	to	hear,	and	I	nod	when	he	leaves	me	to	hold	myself	up.

Once	 Josh	 is	 gone,	 Davenport	 opens	 the	 door,	 and	 the	 grief	 that	 was	 being	 partly
contained	within	the	four	walls	of	the	Claret	Lounge	spills	out,	so	potent	it	could	take	me
from	my	 feet.	 I	 hear	Helen	 first,	 her	 sobs	 uncontrolled	 and	 loud.	And	 I	 see	my	mother
sitting	 on	 one	 of	 the	 couches,	 staring	 ahead	 at	 nothing,	while	Uncle	 Phillip	 helps	Aunt
Victoria	pour	tea,	no	maids	or	footmen	in	sight.	Uncle	Stephan	is	here	too,	looking	grave
standing	by	the	fireplace,	his	wife	by	his	side,	and	Matilda	is	in	a	chair	by	the	window,	her
face	damp	and	blotchy.	She’s	the	first	one	to	notice	me,	her	eyes	lifting,	her	face	softening.
Then	 the	door	 shuts	behind	me	and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 room	all	 look	up.	All	 eyes	on	me.	 I
swallow	and	 step	 forward	on	unstable	 legs,	 as	my	mother	 struggles	 to	her	 feet	with	 the
help	of	Uncle	Stephan	who	rushes	to	help	her.	I’ve	never	seen	the	Queen	Consort	looking
anything	less	than	pristine.	Now,	she	looks	washed	out.	Weak.	Vulnerable.

I	try	to	keep	my	emotions	contained,	if	only	to	appear	strong	for	my	mother,	but	it	all
wants	out	 and	 there	 is	nothing	 I	 can	do	 to	 fight	 it	 back.	 I	 choke,	going	 to	my	mother’s
open	 arms	 and	 burying	myself	 there,	 hiding,	 feeling	 her	 warmth,	 our	 trembling	 bodies
merging	and	shaking	us	to	our	very	centers.	“I’m	so	sorry,”	I	sob	into	her	neck,	wetting
her	skin	with	my	relentless	flow	of	tears.	She	says	nothing,	no	words	of	comfort	and	no
reassurance,	and	despite	the	fact	she’s	holding	me,	it	tears	me	apart.

I	gently	break	away	to	find	her	face,	and	when	I	do,	she	holds	my	cheek,	thoughtful
and	quiet.	I	clench	her	hand,	silently	begging	that	she	won’t	hold	me	responsible.	When
she	finally	speaks,	it’s	with	the	softest	tone	she	is	famous	for,	though	I	hate	what	she	says.
“Where	have	you	been?”

I	shake	my	head,	remorse	churning	my	insides.	She	doesn’t	know?	“I’m	here	now.”



“Lucky	 us,”	 Uncle	 Phillip	mutters,	 claiming	 the	 attention	 of	 everyone	 in	 the	 room,
including	me.	His	eyes,	full	of	disdain,	are	firmly	rooted	on	me.	“If	you	had	not	scarpered
to	Scotland,	the	King	would	not	have	either.	We	wouldn’t	all	be	standing	here,	the	family
devastated,	the	country	shocked.”	He	flings	a	deranged	arm	in	the	air,	snorting	his	disgust.
“I	hope	you’re	happy.	Your	insolence	has	lost	us	our	King.”

I	 feel	 my	 mother’s	 hand	 squeeze	 mine,	 though	 she	 doesn’t	 retaliate,	 and	 I	 shrink,
knowing	I	deserve	his	wrath.

“My	husband	 is	 dead	 because	 of	 you,”	Helen	wails,	 and	 I	 close	my	 eyes,	Mother’s
hand	tightening	further	still.	“All	you	had	to	do	was	marry,	you	spoilt,	self-important	little
bitch.”

“Please.”	 Uncle	 Stephan	 jumps	 to	 my	 defense,	 the	 only	 person	 who	 I	 know	 will.
“That’s	enough.”

“Please	 leave	 us,”	 Mother	 demands,	 casting	 her	 watery	 gaze	 around	 the	 room.	 “I
would	 like	 a	 moment	 with	 my	 daughter.”	 No	 one	 argues	 with	 the	 Queen	 Consort,
everyone	immediately	leaving	the	room	quietly.	“You	can	stay,	Helen.”

Helen	stops	and	looks	over	her	shoulder,	confusion	evident	on	her	face.	She	waits	until
everyone	is	gone	before	she	turns	to	face	my	mother.	“Catherine?”

My	mother’s	head	tilts,	 thoughtful,	and	Helen’s	confusion	turns	 into	worry.	“I	know,
Helen,”	Mother	says.	“I	know	your	little	secret.”

What?

Helen	 rushes	 across	 the	 room	 to	 us,	 noticeably	 panicked.	 “Catherine,	 please.”	 Her
hands,	full	of	crumpled	tissues,	grab	my	mother	and	turn	her	away	from	me.	Instinct	has
me	intervening,	not	liking	the	force	being	used	by	my	sister-in-law,	whether	she’s	grieving
the	loss	of	her	husband	or	not.

“Helen,”	I	yell,	pushing	her	away,	yet	she	pays	no	attention	to	me,	muscling	me	out	of
the	way	to	get	to	my	mother.

“Catherine,	I	beg	you.	Please.”

My	mother’s	face	gives	nothing	away,	her	eyes	taking	in	her	frantic	daughter-in-law	as
she	begs	and	pleads.

“What’s	 going	 on?”	 I	 ask,	 my	 attention	 bouncing	 between	 the	 two	 women,	 one
bordering	deranged,	one	completely	impassive.

“Nothing,”	Helen	snaps,	shoving	me	away.	“Nothing’s	going	on.”	Her	eyes	bore	into
my	mother,	something	definitely	passing	between	them.	What?

I	seize	my	mother,	taking	her	from	Helen’s	clutches	to	pull	her	away,	staggered	when
my	sister-in-law	 fights	with	me.	 “Helen,	get	off,”	 I	 shout,	wrestling	her	off	Mother,	her
motionless	form	being	pulled	back	and	forth	between	us.

“Enough,”	Mother	yells,	startling	me	into	stillness,	as	well	as	Helen.	She	points	a	fire-
filled,	 angry	 glare	 at	 her	 son’s	 pregnant	 wife,	 who	 cowers,	 her	 head	 shaking,	 as	 if	 in
denial.	Then	Mother	casts	her	eyes	to	me,	eyes	that	are	usually	soft	and	friendly,	but	are
now	hard	and	determined.	She	points	to	Helen’s	midriff,	prompting	Helen	to	cover	it	with



her	palms	protectively.	“That	baby	is	not	your	brother’s.”

My	 mouth	 falls	 open	 in	 utter	 disbelief,	 my	 eyes	 flying	 to	 Helen’s.	 She	 crumples,
defeated,	and	starts	sobbing	again.	“What?”	I	know	I	heard	right,	but	shock	has	taken	my
ability	to	string	a	sentence	together.

“Catherine.”	Helen	sniffs,	backing	away.	“Please	don’t.”

Mother,	stone	cold,	wanders	away	and	takes	a	seat	on	the	couch.	“What	do	you	think
is	going	to	happen,	Helen?	Your	unborn	child	takes	the	throne?	It’s	inconceivable.”	Cold
eyes	find	a	wilting	Helen,	while	I	stand,	motionless,	trying	to	allow	this	bombshell	to	sink
in.	“I	remained	quiet,	but	did	you	think	I	didn’t	know?	You	might	have	fooled	the	King,
but	you	most	certainly	did	not	fool	me.	Eight	years	trying	to	conceive	and	nothing.	And
now	by	some	miracle,	you’re	pregnant?”	She	laughs	coldly.	“The	only	question	I	have	for
you	now,	dear	daughter-in-law,	is	who	is	 the	father?	Because	I	sure	as	hell	know	it	 isn’t
my	son.”

Hearing	my	mother	say	the	word	hell	 is	alarming,	a	show	of	her	anger,	even	if	she’s
speaking	 void	 of	 emotion.	 I	 watch,	 rapt,	 unable	 to	 comprehend	 what	 I	 am	 hearing,	 as
Helen	backs	away,	tears	streaming.	“Catherine—”

“The	throne	belongs	to	my	children.	You	are	neither	my	child,	nor	is	that	baby	you	are
carrying	my	grandchild.”

“I	was	desperate,”	Helen	blurts,	her	words	only	just	audible	through	her	broken	voice.
“Our	future	hung	on	it.	The	pressure	from	the	King	was	getting	too	much.”

“I	 don’t	 doubt	 it	 for	 a	moment.”	Mother	 turns	 away	 from	 her	 daughter-in-law,	 as	 I
unravel	 what	 I’m	 learning.	 As	 far	 as	 the	 world	 is	 concerned,	 with	 John	 gone,	 Helen’s
unborn	 child	 is	 now	 the	 King	 or	 Queen	 of	 England,	 and	 a	 Regent	 would	 be	 carefully
selected	to	reign	in	its	name	until	they	come	of	age.	But	we	are	not	in	the	sixteenth	century
anymore.	Not	that	it	matters,	since	Mother	has	just	revealed	the	shocker	news	that	Helen’s
baby	is	illegitimate.

“I’ll	 be	 banished,”	 Helen	 whimpers.	 “I’ll	 have	 nothing.	 I’ll	 be	 hated.	 Please,
Catherine.”

“The	only	people	who	know	of	your	betrayal	are	Sir	Don,	David	Sampson,	and	us	in
this	room.”	Mother	looks	to	me	and	then	Helen.	“I	plan	on	keeping	it	that	way.	So	we	will
avoid	the	scandal	by	bypassing	my	unborn	grandchild.	This	is	the	twenty-first	century.	A
child	ruler	would	be	ridiculed	by	the	public.	Laughed	at.	The	monarchy	is	already	under
enough	fire	without	giving	the	haters	ammunition	to	shoot	us	down	even	more.”

What	 my	 mother’s	 saying	 suddenly	 hits	 home.	 Bypass	 the	 next	 in	 line?	 Bypass
Helen’s	unborn	child?	“Where’s	Eddie?”	I	ask,	my	hand	reaching	for	my	neck,	feeling	his
suffocation	as	if	it	is	my	own.	If	the	crown	is	bypassing	Helen’s	unborn	child,	then	it	will
be	landing	on	Eddie’s	head.	“Mother,	does	he	know?”

“He	knows,”	she	sighs.

My	worry	amplifies	by	a	million.	My	God,	he’ll	be	devastated.	He	wanted	the	crown
as	much	as	me.



Not	at	all.

“So	where	is	he?”	The	urgency	coursing	through	me	is	increasing	by	the	second,	my
need	to	get	to	my	brother	making	me	panic.	He	will	hate	this.	I	need	to	find	him.	Comfort
him.	 “Mother,”	 I	 yell,	 losing	 my	 patience.	 Her	 reluctance	 to	 answer	 me	 is	 positively
maddening.

She	looks	across	to	me,	and	I	see	the	sorrow	on	her	face.	Sorrow	for	the	burden	of	the
crown	 now	 passing	 over	 to	 our	 beloved	 Eddie.	 “Helen,	 leave	 us,”	 the	 Queen	 Consort
demands,	and	that’s	all	it	takes	for	my	sister-in-law	to	run	out,	sobbing	uncontrollably	as
she	goes.	I	have	no	sympathy	for	her.	That’s	all	 reserved	for	Eddie	now.	As	soon	as	 the
door	closes,	Mother	 is	up	and	across	 the	 room	to	me,	but	 I	 instinctively	back	away,	not
liking	her	change	in	persona,	from	the	unfamiliar	harshness,	back	to	her	soft	and	pacifying
approach.	“Adeline.”	She	reaches	for	my	hands,	and	I	pull	 them	back,	wary,	backing	up
more.

“Where’s	Eddie?”	I	ask,	my	jaw	tight.	“Tell	me,	Mother.”

Her	shoulders	drop,	defeated.	“I	don’t	know.	He	ran	out.”

“This	 is	madness,”	 I	 yell,	 heading	 for	 the	door.	 I	 should	be	grieving	 the	 loss	 of	my
father	 and	 brother,	 and	 instead	 we’re	 dealing	 with	 lies	 and	 betrayal,	 fighting	 our	 way
through	the	poisonous	web	that	is	my	family.

“Adeline,	wait.”

I	ignore	my	mother	for	the	first	time	in	my	life,	swinging	the	door	open,	on	a	mission
to	find	Eddie.	He	can’t	have	left	the	grounds;	no	one	is	coming	in	or	out,	so	he	must	be
here	somewhere.	I	head	for	the	library,	catching	Davenport’s	anxious	stare	as	I	pick	up	my
pace.	Not	even	Josh	stops	me	when	he	appears	ahead,	obviously	hearing	the	commotion,
Damon	behind	him.	“Have	you	seen	Eddie?”	I	ask,	not	slowing	my	rushed	steps,	passing
them	all	and	entering	the	library.

“Not	since	we	returned,”	Damon	confirms,	hot	on	my	heels.

“What’s	going	on,	Adeline?”	Josh	 joins	my	side,	not	attempting	 to	slow	or	stop	me,
but	demanding	in	his	question.

“I	need	 to	 find	Eddie.	 John’s	unborn	child	 is	being	bypassed,	which	means	Eddie	 is
now	King.	He	doesn’t	want	to	be	King.	I	need	to	find	him.”

“Oh	Jesus,”	Josh	breathes,	looking	back	at	Damon.	“Any	ideas?”

“The	maze.”	 It	 comes	 to	me	as	 I	push	my	way	out	of	 the	doors	 into	 the	gardens	of
Claringdon.	It’s	where	he	always	hid	as	a	child,	the	place	farthest	from	the	stifling	palace
as	we	could	get	as	children.	Adrenalin	pumps	through	my	veins	as	I	race	toward	the	back
of	the	grounds	and	weave	my	way	into	the	center	of	the	maze	with	efficiency.

And	when	I	emerge	into	the	clearing,	I	see	him.	On	his	arse,	back	against	the	shins	of
our	 grandfather,	 a	 bottle	 of	 whisky	 in	 his	 hand.	 His	 green	 beret	 by	 his	 thigh,	 his	 eyes
closed,	his	head	limp	and	dropped.	“Eddie.”	I	rush	to	him,	kneeling	by	his	slumped	form.
The	smell	of	Scotch	hits	my	nostrils,	strong	and	pure.

His	heavy	head	lifts,	his	eyes	barely	open.	He’s	wasted,	a	sorry	state.	“Sister,”	he	slurs,



a	disorientated	arm	feeling	for	me.	“What	a	pleasant	surprise.”

I	sigh,	thinking	today	has	been	too	much	for	everyone.	How	much	more	can	we	take?
But	I	must	prioritize	the	troubles	that	have	been	rained	down	on	us	relentlessly.	Eddie	is
my	priority	right	now.	I	look	back	when	I	hear	the	sound	of	heavy	steps,	finding	Damon
and	Josh	have	found	their	way	to	me.	I	shake	my	head	at	them	both	when	they	find	me	on
the	 floor	with	my	wasted	brother,	 telling	 them	to	 leave	us	be.	Both	men	back	off,	and	I
return	my	attention	to	Eddie.

“Have	you	heard?”	He	 looks	 at	me,	 one	 eye	 closed,	 struggling	 to	 focus.	 “Have	you
heard	what	a	fucking	joke	our	family	is?”

I	sigh,	taking	the	whisky	from	his	hand.	“I’ve	heard.”

“Give	me	that	back.”	Eddie	reclaims	it	on	a	snarl,	swiping	it	from	my	hand	viciously
and	tipping	the	bottle	back.	As	he	swallows	down	too	much	liquor,	he	looks	past	me,	his
snarl	taking	on	a	new	edge	of	ominous.	It’s	a	look	on	my	brother	that	I’m	not	used	to	at
all,	not	from	the	famously	happy-go-lucky	prince.	“Oh,	goody.	Mother’s	here.”

I	 look	 over	my	 shoulder,	 seeing	 the	Queen	Consort,	 breathless,	 her	 even	 olive	 skin
tinged	 pink.	 She	 ran	 here?	 Giving	 my	 brother	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 doubt,	 I	 refrain	 from
scorning	 him	 for	 his	 disrespect,	 not	 because	 the	 woman	 to	 which	 he’s	 referring	 is	 the
Queen	Consort,	but	our	mother,	too.	He’s	angry,	and	I	completely	understand.	“Eddie,	the
news	is	a	shock,	but	how	do	you	think	getting	yourself	mindlessly	drunk	will	help?”

He	 looks	 at	me,	 his	 brow	 knitted	 in	 confusion.	 Then	 the	 line	 creasing	 his	 forehead
smooths	out,	and	his	head	retracts	slightly	on	his	neck.	“You	don’t	know?	Oh,	baby	sister,
there	is	far	more	scandal	for	you	to	learn.”

“Eddie,”	Mother	warns,	the	volume	of	her	voice	telling	me	she’s	closer.	“Not	here.”

“If	 you	 don’t	 tell	 her,	 I	will,”	 he	 slurs,	waving	 his	 bottle	 in	 the	 air	 before	 slugging
down	another	healthy	dose.

I	look	at	my	mother	in	question,	knowing	I’m	missing	something.	Again.	But	equally
worrying	is	 that	my	mother	seems	to	be	in	the	know	of	everything.	She	 turns	 to	Damon
and	Josh.	“Leave	us.”

I	can’t	even	wonder	what	she’s	thinking	about	Josh’s	presence	and	what	she	thinks	that
might	mean	for	me.	Josh	steps	forward	to	object,	but	 is	stopped	by	Damon.	“We	should
give	Her	Royal	Highness	 some	privacy	with	her	 children,”	Damon	 says	quietly	 as	 Josh
looks	 at	 me	 for	 confirmation.	 I	 smile	 when	 I	 see	 his	 thumb	 hovering	 between	 up	 and
down.

“I’ll	be	fine,”	I	assure	him.	“Wait	in	the	library.”

Eddie	starts	laughing	abruptly,	a	proper	belly	laugh.	I	have	no	idea	what	he’s	finding
so	 funny,	 putting	 it	 down	 to	 his	 inebriated	 state.	 “Say	 goodbye,	 Mr.	 Hollywood,”	 he
chuckles.

“Edward,	 stop	 it,”	 I	 scorn	 him,	 not	 liking	 the	menacing	 look	ghosting	 across	 Josh’s
face.	I’m	sure	if	it	wasn’t	for	Damon	gently	coaxing	him	out	of	the	maze,	Josh	would	now
be	on	Eddie	slapping	some	sense	and	respect	into	him.	“What	is	all	this	about?”	I	demand.



Mother’s	eyes	clench	shut,	and	Eddie	carries	on	with	his	deranged	laughter.	“Go	on,
Mother.	Tell	her.”

“The	letters,”	she	breathes.	“The	ones	you	heard	your	father	speaking	of.”	There	was
no	need	for	the	extra	clarification.	Just	the	mention	of	the	letters	was	all	I	needed.

“What	about	them?”	I	wobble	a	little	on	my	knees	when	Eddie	gets	up,	catching	my
arm	to	steady	himself	on	the	way.

“They	were	letters	between	two	lovers,”	Eddie	declares,	loud	and	proud.

I’m	on	my	feet	far	quicker	than	he	is,	confused.	“Who?”

“Why,	 our	mother,	 of	 course,”	 Eddie	 laughs,	 staggering	 back	 a	 little,	 forcing	me	 to
catch	him	before	he	tumbles	into	the	statue	behind	him.

My	confusion	only	triples.	“Mother?”

“Yes!”	Eddie	sings,	as	if	it’s	something	to	celebrate.	“And	Major	Davenport.”

I	drop	him	and	whirl	around	to	find	my	mother.	“What?”

Her	head	is	low,	ashamed,	her	usually	perfect	posture	visibly	lax.	“It	is	true.”

“You	 had	 an	 affair	 with	Major	 Davenport?”	 That	 stoic,	 cold	 arsehole?	My	 father’s
private	secretary?

She	breathes	in,	eyes	closing.	“Yes.”

I	feel	like	all	air	has	been	beaten	out	of	me.	“Father	knew,”	I	say,	sharing	what	I	know,
since	I	heard	him	speaking	of	the	letters	he	didn’t	want	falling	into	the	wrong	hands.	“He
knew,	and	he	kept	Davenport	here?”

“Punishment.”	My	mother	levels	a	surprisingly	steady	look	on	me.	“Your	father	was	a
cruel	man,	Adeline.”

It	all	becomes	so	clear	in	this	moment.	The	distance	my	mother	kept	from	Davenport.
The	softness	I	saw	in	him	recently	with	her.	The	looks	being	exchanged,	his	face	softening
only	when	he	regarded	the	Queen	Consort.	“He	loves	you.”

She	doesn’t	answer	me,	only	looks	at	me,	her	mask	back	in	place.	“Your	father	put	an
end	to	it	many	years	ago.”

“Oh	my	God.”	I	reach	for	the	statue,	searching	for	something	to	hold	me	up.

“Oh,	you’ve	heard	nothing	yet,	sister.”	Eddie	laughs,	wobbling	his	way	over	to	me.	He
dips	to	get	his	eyes	level	with	mine,	swaying	terribly.	His	breath	is	pure	liquor.	“This	love
affair	between	the	major	and	our	mother	started	in	1981.”	One	eye	closes,	as	if	he’s	trying
to	 figure	 something	 out.	 “The	 King	 put	 a	 stop	 to	 it	 in	 1985.”	 His	 head	 cocks	 a	 little,
waiting	for	what	he	has	just	told	me	to	click.

The	possibility	hits	me	like	a	brick.	“You	were	born	in	1986,”	I	whisper,	throwing	my
eyes	onto	my	mother.	“No,”	I	breathe,	struggling	to	find	oxygen.

“Yes!”	Eddie	cheers,	 turning	haphazardly	on	the	spot.	“That	stuck-up	arsehole	 is	my
father.”	He	laughs	hysterically.	“So	all	this	time	I’ve	been	forced	to	endure	this	ridiculous
fucking	family,	and	I	didn’t	even	belong	here.”



“Edward,	please.”	Mother	comes	forward,	eyes	begging.	“Don’t	be	 like	 this.	You	do
belong	here.”

“All	these	years	I	could	have	done	what	I	fucking	well	liked.”

My	heart	bleeds	for	him,	my	struck	state	struggling	to	fathom	who	needs	my	comfort
most.	Both	my	mother	and	brother	look	broken.	“I’m	so	sorry,	Eddie,”	I	say,	at	a	loss.

He	 scoffs,	 slinging	 his	 arm	 around	 our	 mother’s	 shoulders.	 “Don’t	 be	 sorry.	 I’m
fucking	delighted.	It’s	you	I	feel	sorry	for.”

“Why?”	I	ask	the	question	before	my	battered	head	can	think	to	straighten	itself	out.

“Well,	you	understand	what	this	means,	don’t	you?”	Eddie	asks,	performing	an	over-
the-top	bow,	nearly	falling	to	the	ground	in	the	process.	“Your	Majesty.”

I	 freeze,	 realization	dawning	on	me	 through	 the	grief	 and	 shock	 that	 has	 been	dealt
today.	 The	 world	 disappears	 from	 under	 my	 feet,	 everything	 spinning	 out	 of	 control
around	me.	 “No.”	 I	 step	back	and	collide	with	 the	 statue	of	my	grandfather,	 jarring	my
shoulder.	But	I	don’t	feel	any	pain.	I’m	numb.	This	can’t	be	happening.

My	attention	is	caught	when	I	look	up	and	find	Josh.	He	never	left.	His	face,	distorted
with	pain,	tells	me	he	too	has	grasped	what	this	means.

“I’m	Queen,”	I	murmur,	so	quietly,	like	if	no	one	hears	me,	it	can’t	possibly	be	true.	It
can’t	be	true.	It	can’t	be,	it	can’t	be.	It	can’t	be	true!

Yet	it	is	true.	Painful	as	it	is,	I	know	it’s	true.

“I	am	 the	Queen	of	England,”	 I	 say	again,	my	voice	cracking,	my	eyes	welling	as	 I
watch	Josh	backing	away,	as	if	he	can	escape	the	truth,	too.

“No.”	 He	 shakes	 his	 head	 violently.	 “No,	 Adeline,	 no!”	 His	 hands	 find	 his	 hair,
gripping	hard	as	my	tears	tumble.

It’s	 a	 cruel	 turn	 of	 events,	 probably	 the	 cruelest,	 and	 it	 has	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 the
crown	 I	 hate	 so	much	 and	what	 comes	with	 it—the	pressure,	 the	 commitment,	 the	 life-
long	burden.

It’s	the	one	thing	that	won’t	come	with	it.

The	one	thing	I	can’t	be	without.

My	American	Boy.
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This	has	been	a	long	time	coming	for	me.	A	book	a	year,	and	now	two	in	the	space	of	a
few	months.	Honestly,	I	still	 feel	 like	I	have	not	one	clue	what	I’m	doing	here,	but	I	do
know	that	being	a	part	of	this	romance	gig	makes	me	smile	hard	every	single	day.

To	my	agent,	Andrea	Barzvi,	thank	you	for	joining	me	on	this	new	venture	back	into
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Nina	Grinstead.	I	still	hate	tequila,	but	I’d	drink	it	for	you.	I	feel	like	us	finding	each
other	has	been	waiting	 to	happen	 for	years.	Now,	 I	 truly	do	not	know	what	 I	would	do
without	you.	You	have	 lightened	my	 life	a	 little	bit	more	by	being	 in	 it.	And	I	 love	our
Facetime	calls	when	I	can	marvel	at	your	hair	each	morning.

To	 my	 amazing	 publisher,	 Grand	 Central,	 thank	 you	 for	 your	 encouragement	 and
support.	You’ll	never	know	how	much	it	means	to	have	your	backing.

Sian	 Lewis,	 carry	 on	 being	 wonderful.	 And	 thank	 you	 for	 your	 constant	 pestering
messages.

Marion,	thank	you	for	making	this	process	pretty	pain	free!	You	know	I	was	nervous.	I
didn’t	need	to	be.

To	Bongo,	Lisa	P,	Patty,	Lisa	S,	Nicky,	and	all	 the	girls	who	help	run	the	fan	pages,
I’m	forever	indebted	to	you	for	holding	things	up	for	me!	You	are	a	truly	amazing	group
of	girls,	all	genuine	and	real.	We	miss	Sara	in	the	gang,	but	I	know	she’d	be	super	proud	of
all	of	you	for	keeping	it	real.	And	funny.	And	sometimes	downright	filthy.

And	 to	all	 of	my	 readers,	 thank	you	 for	being	a	part	of	my	world.	 I	hope	you	 stick
around	for	a	long	time	to	come.
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