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Chapter One: The girl
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A paralyzing scream tore through Lorelai’s otherwise calm walk of the stables. Her legs erupted in goosepimples, then acted on autopilot, propelling her with a purpose beyond feeding the horses. 

Someone was in her barn. 

With my horses. 

Another peal of terror ripped through the air, lighting a fire in her chest. The same fear she’d shoved aside since her father’s heart attack—fear her world was close to teetering off course—fueled the blaze. 

Adrenaline coursed through her, sending her pulse north of one-eighty. She dropped the bag of feed from her shoulder, letting it thump in the dirt, and took off like the Devil was at her heels. The stable staff wasn’t due to arrive for another week, so whoever was in the barn definitely shouldn’t be. 

From the sounds of things, they’d figured that out, too.

When she whipped around the corner, she froze as she took in the scene in front of her, too surprised to say or do anything but watch. A bubble of giddiness rose up her throat, but she choked back the laugh that could easily have turned into a sob of relief. 

No one was hurt. 

Just a young girl—maybe toddler was a better word—atop Lorelai’s shoeing stool, stretched out on her tiptoes in scuffed black mary janes, her arm arched up and over the top of the cherry wood stall door that housed Lorelai’s chestnut mare, Billie Jean. Billie Jean gave a palm-to-finger lick of the child’s hand, eliciting another stomach-curdling scream followed by a fit of giggles. 

Relief flooded Lorelai’s system, purging the fear that lay dormant, waiting for the opportune time to rear its ugly head again. She needed to get a handle on that, and quick. She couldn’t run her own hunting operation if she was crippled by fear every third minute. And she would run her own hunting operation—she’d see to that. Otherwise, what was she doing back here in a place riddled with memories that haunted her around every corner?

Speaking of things she needed to get figured out, ascertaining the identity of her secret stowaway was in order. But not just yet. The girl was having too much fun for Lorelai to jump in and spoil it too soon. She observed the child and horse together for a full three minutes, biting back a laugh each time the horse’s tongue made contact with the girl, who squealed with joy. It was darn near the cutest thing Lorelai had ever seen. It was also an all-too-familiar sight, down to the tight auburn curls that fell down the back of the eager child. Lorelai’s stomach lurched as she realized who the young girl reminded her of—herself. 

She shut her eyes against the unrequested barrage of memories that assaulted her. The sounds of the horses as they snorted, whinnied, and chomped their food caused her heart to seize, adding to the threat of the images dancing at the back of her lids. 

Her father reaching down, his brown eyes filled with love, passing off a salt lick for her to give the ponies when she wasn’t much older than this girl. 

His hands spanning the width of her waist as he lifted her atop her first horse, Winny.

Walking her through the pasture, describing his duties—hers now—as he squeezed her hand with excitement.

The rough working-man’s skin of his hand on hers still tickled after all these years. 

She let out a sigh riddled with guilt and love both. 

If he were alive, he’d love this scene taking place in his old barn. Another young girl betrothing herself to the animals, to their care. Her heart threatened to beat out of her chest thinking about her father, about the barn and man who had raised her within its four walls. She cleared her throat, swallowing her past back into the pit of her chest where it belonged. 

There would be time to mourn, but not yet. Not if she wanted to make a name for herself in the hunting community and get out from under the grief that washed over her like a rogue wave every time her father’s face stormed her thoughts.

Forcing the issue, the girl let out a screech as she tumbled off the stool, landing on her backside, silk skirt and tulle petticoat up around her waist. Lorelai rushed to her side just as a solitary tear slipped down the girl’s cheek, Lorelai’s memories of her father all but forgotten for now.

“I’m okay,” the girl huffed, standing up and brushing the red dirt from her dress with one hand, swiping at the tear with the other. She was all defiance and sass wrapped in the most precious package Lorelai had ever seen. In that way, she and the girl were different as night and day. She hadn’t worn dress shoes outside of the Christmas pageant her father dragged her and Gregory to each year and not since, either.

No, she was a stable girl, through and through—no time or energy for frills in her life. 

Lorelai didn’t have the heart to tell the child not to bother with the dress, that this particular dirt would be impossible to get out of that particular fabric. Too many rich and entitled young women had stained their finest silks and sweaters on the same crimson dirt when they stole down to the barn hoping for a glimpse of one of the princes during Lorelai’s youth. Ha! It had served them right as far as Lorelai was concerned. You either came to the stables to ride or shouldn’t come at all. Princes weren’t an acceptable excuse to invade her and her father’s work.

The small child didn’t fall into the entitled category as she clearly was too young to know any better, but if she came back, Lorelai would make sure she did so in appropriate clothing. If she came back. This fragmented thought begged the question of why she was there in the first place. Something to consider, especially as no adult seemed to be missing the sweet girl.

“I see that. I also see you met Billie Jean. Would you like to pet her?” She may as well have offered the girl a pony of her own the way the girl’s crystal-blue eyes gazed up at her, her smile full and bright, save the gap between her front two teeth. She nodded, her chin touching her chest with each dip of her head. 

Lorelai opened the gate and showed the child how to hold her hand out for Billie Jean to smell her, to get comfortable around the strange, tiny being. Suddenly, she was her father, instructing a younger version of herself how to love the horses in a way that built a long-term relationship. It was the greatest gift he’d given her, and now she passed it on. How great was that? 

Her throat constricted with the loss she was forced to relive now that she was back home. Home. Strange that word was no longer tied to the States as it was the past decade. Maybe it never had been; maybe her heart had never left the homeland that had shaped her into the woman she was today. She shook her head free of the persistent and relentless memories nagging at the back of her mind and gazed down at the little girl.

“What’s your name, sweetie?” she asked.

The girl didn’t break eye contact with the mare, a rarity in children these days from what Lorelai had gathered. Most of them couldn’t keep their attention on a single thing for more than a hot minute. She blamed technology, the lack of getting out and getting dirty, riding bikes and horses compounded by the prevalence of devices as stand-in babysitters, parents even. She hated to think of what kids were missing out on. She’d never let tech raise her kids. If she ever had any, that was. 

This one in front of her brought forth an ache from her abdomen in the form of a deep-seated wish she’d had a mother to pass down those instincts. She wouldn’t trade her childhood for anything, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t think about what it had cost her to get it.

“I’m Ginny. I’m gonna be four. Can BillieJean come to my birthday party?”

Lorelai stifled another laugh that built in her chest, bubbled up her throat. The last thing she wanted to do was let the poor girl think she wasn’t being taken seriously, but what a darling request. One that could never happen, of course. Not this horse. Not that kind of party.

Lorelai had a fleeting thought of Billie Jean all dolled up in a matching skirt and petticoat, little black loafers painted on her hooves, a silver party hat giving her the likeness of a unicorn, and smiled. It would be funny to see if it wouldn’t end in disaster. Billie Jean wasn’t exactly a patient horse. Nor was she as young as she used to be. 

Lorelai felt the same about herself and cringed inwardly. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Ginny. You know, Billie Jean doesn’t usually like being around kids, so I’m not sure she’ll be a good horse to invite to your party, but guess what?”

“What?” 

“That makes you extra special since she likes you.”

“I like her, too.”

“So, what brings you to my barn, Ginny?”

Ginny seemed to give that question some thought, her head tossed to the side, tight, chestnut curls cascading over her right shoulder. Finally, she shrugged, sending the curls rolling down her back.

“I’m waiting for my daddy. He works here.”

He worked there? Whose daughter she might be, then?

Ginny hadn’t mentioned a mother, so she could be one of the stable hands’ daughters. They didn’t typically bring spouses during hunting season since they worked fourteen-hour days and the boarding rooms were shared bunks. Except none of the new hands were boarded yet, and not one had mentioned bringing a child. Not that Lorelai would have minded, but the days were too busy, too sporadic to accommodate the needs of a child not yet in primary school, especially without a spouse to help out. That, and Ginny’s clothes didn’t exactly scream “stable kid.” 

So, she was a mystery. A well-dressed and even better-mannered mystery. The only clue Lorelai had were the crystalline eyes the color of the sky above her that gazed up at her now.

Lorelai’s imagination conjured those pale-blue eyes on a man just a few years older than her, wondered what they must look like deep-set in a tanned face, complementing a square jaw. Maybe some stubble. Except she didn’t need to push her imagination too far; she knew exactly what that man would look like since he’d haunted her dreams for more than a decade. 

When his face entered her thoughts as if called from the depths, Lorelai pushed it back down aside the fear and haunting memories of her past that he was most certainly part of. 

No time for that mess. 

“Can I ride her? Please, please, please?” Ginny asked, drawing Lorelai out of her embarrassing daydream. The girl finally looked up from the mare to give Lorelai the most effective puppy-dog-eyed pleading look she’d ever witnessed. Lorelai laughed, unable to keep it at bay any longer. The truth was, she and Billie Jean were a lot alike. Lorelai didn’t normally like kids either, but something about Ginny had her eating from the young girl’s palm. 

Those eyes. It was her eyes that held Lorelai captive beyond the general adorableness of the foreign creature. The powder-blue orbs, like a cloudless sky on a summer day, were as familiar as the barn was to her. How many times had she gazed into them on a man just older than her, in that same place, hoping to see love for her reflected back? The connection, the similarity between the eyes gazing up at her from her past and Ginny’s staring at her now was as unnerving as her father’s ghost haunting her around every corner of the barn that raised her. But it was impossible. That man didn’t live here anymore. 

And a good thing, too. She didn’t think her heart could go full-force toward her dreams if he was there to distract her. 

“Not today, but maybe at some point, I can take you two out in the arena.”

“Did you hear that, BillieJean? We can ride in the rena someday.” 

Lorelai couldn’t pull her gaze from the young girl as she talked to Billie Jean like they were old friends, running her hands down the thick hide of the mare. She especially loved the way Ginny said the horse’s name like it was one word, BillieJean. Ginny was a perfect horse-obsessed clone of herself at that age. Physically, though, she more closely resembled the blue-eyed boy who’d been dear to Lorelai once, even though he hadn’t known Lorelai even existed. Or worse, had considered her a pest the way she lusted after him from afar.

Ugh. She might have been a pest back then, but no more. If she ever saw him again, she’d, she’d... 

Well, she didn’t know what she’d do, only that her pining days were over where Robert of Puruse was concerned. 

Lorelai shook her head loose of more memories that surfaced, frustrated that after all this time, all her successes, she couldn’t get him out of her head. She’d moved to New York, earned her master’s and doctorate degrees, but thinking of him sent her back to the days when she was merely Gregory’s younger sister. 

Well, she was so much more than that, now, and if he deigned to make the trip back to his childhood home, he’d find out just how much more. She just wished she didn’t see him everywhere, like in the eyes of a strange girl in her barn.

“Ginny, I don’t mean to rush you, but I’ve got a lot to get done before my staff gets here next week. Where does your daddy work? Or is your mommy around?” 

The truth was, she’d rather let Ginny play with Billie Jean the rest of the afternoon, but the mare and her boarding mate needed to stretch their legs, get used to the thinner air up in the mountains. She owed them a good, long ride. Plus, she still had to muck the stalls and she didn’t want to be out there past happy hour. New York had given her a lust for a long day capped off by a tall drink, preferably a Manhattan. Today definitely called for both and it wasn’t even noon.

“I don’t have a mommy. But my daddy works up there. With my uncle and auntie and my favorite cousin.” 

Lorelai’s gaze followed Ginny’s finger out of the window where it landed on the castle. No way. It couldn’t be. 

The only people she knew with that much extended family under that roof was the royal family. Which would make Ginny— 

“Ginny! Ginny? You’re way out of bounds if you’re down here. You know—” a deep, booming voice called out from just outside the stable. Ginny froze, as did Lorelai. The child had the good sense to hide behind the stall door, but darn if Lorelai’s body didn’t betray her at the worst possible moment. Her limbs shut down one by one, the air in the stable thick like water filling her lungs. Drowning her on dry freaking land. Only her heart sped up, pounding against her chest like a war drum.

It was the only thing she could hear, outside the echo of that voice, tumbling around in her head, threatening her sanity.

She knew that voice, had tried for a decade to let the masculine timbre roll off her shoulders, stop weighing her down. It was exactly how she remembered it, yet also different. Sexier, stronger, if that was possible. Well, heck.

As the owner of the voice rounded the corner, Lorelai’s breath halted in her chest. It wasn’t only the voice that was sexier, stronger, more masculine. Heck if the past ten years hadn’t done Robert, Duke of Puruse, King of Aldonia, a world of good. Wide hands sat atop hips that boasted snug jeans that left little to the imagination. 

He squinted, but even in the dull light of the stable, Lorelai saw that his eyes were the same pale blue—maybe the only part of him that was remotely the same. Only the edges showed wear in the thin, almost invisible lines that flanked each eye. Darn men for only getting more good-looking with age. As if she needed another reason to despise him.

He walked toward her and Ginny, rubbing his eyes. Lorelai tried not to stare at the way the striated muscles in his arms pulsed with this simple gesture. He was all muscle, hard edges now. Christ.

When she’d known him as a teen, he’d been pudgy, adorable in his know-it-all-ness, but certainly not what one would describe as naturally handsome. Now, though, he could be the model for older men who found the gym late in life, leading to a total transformation. 

Oh, goody. 

He wasn’t only back—the how and why still escaped her for now—but looked better than ever. She had a few choice words brewing for her brother, who hadn’t given her so much as a warning. So much for a smooth takeover of the barn and operation. Lorelai’s mind was now firmly set on one thing, and one thing only.

She would become the huntsman and make him rue the day he treated her like a child.

“Ginny! You can’t be down here, hon. I’ve already told you this area’s off-limits. Horses are dangerous, and you could get hurt.” He wrapped his daughter up in his arms, squeezing tightly. 

Good gracious, his forearms could move a bus. Not the time or place to get all doe-eyed again. Not for a man who still didn’t seem to have a clue she inhabited space on this earth. 

Instead, she scoffed at his admonition of Ginny, of her “dangerous” animals. Sure, they could be, but only if the rider was cruel or incompetent. If memory served her well, Robert had fallen into the latter category when he was younger, when it came to horses at least. Apparently, not much had changed in that department.

Lorelai muttered as much under her breath. At the sound, Robert looked up, appearing surprised to see her standing there. So he’s as obtuse as ever as well. Who else did he think would take over after her father passed away?

“Oh, hi. I’m sorry about Ginny. She has a way of sneaking out of the castle that I haven’t quite figured out since we got back.” He smiled, his teeth bright against the shadows that draped the rest of the stables. She smiled in return, not unkindly, waiting for the more personal greeting she expected from him after so long of not seeing each other. Sure, the attraction had been one-sided, but they were practically family. “So, anyway, I should probably introduce myself. I’m Robert. The King.”

What? Her mind registered the polite, benign manner and the utter lack of a clue on his face that he knew her. He knew her well. Was she really so inconsequential in his life that he couldn’t place her familiar face? Because she knew for a fact she hadn’t changed that much. She exhaled slowly, bit her tongue until she calmed down. 

This brought back a memory Lorelai had pushed to the far recesses of her mind, hadn’t recalled in the past ten years. Robert had been out on a date—one of a string of women he went through in college—and this one had crushed Lorelai since the girl was in her eleventh-grade homeroom. He’d walked her down to the stables, pressed her up against the wooden door with such force, the horses had roused. Lorelai had sprinted down the stairs from the apartment above the stables to see what the commotion was, only to witness the intimate moment of Robert’s lips fused with her classmate’s. At one point, Robert had opened his eyes, his mouth still making quick work of the young woman’s, stared directly at Lorelai, smiled out the corner of his mouth, then went about his business. 

When she’d seen him heading out the next night and had asked if he was taking that same girl out again, he’d laughed, a humorless bark, and informed her in the haughty tone he’d adopted when he’d begun grooming for his royal heritage that he needed someone older, wiser. At that moment, Lorelai felt her heart split in two. 

One part of her, and she wasn’t sure which was more dominant, had wanted to leave, become more worldly for him, while the other part of her loathed him. In her youthful lust and inexperience, she recalled with vivid clarity which had won out. A year later and she was headed for America, desperate to make a name for herself. She could tell herself it had nothing to do with her teenage crush, but she’d be lying if every accolade, every award she earned, she didn’t picture showing to Robert. To make matters infinitely worse, those were the last years Lorelai would have had with her father—she just hadn’t known it then. She didn’t blame Robert for that, just herself for being unbearably weak when it came to him. She’d loved him enough to forsake everything else in her life at one point, and it had cost her that—everything.

Now, each cell in her body recalled what it was like to loathe him, and she was careful to only allow that emotion to surface. Anything else would break her again. She wouldn’t survive it a second time, not after what it had taken to rebuild her life. Herself.

“I didn’t catch your name.”

“No, you didn’t. I’m busy though, so if you could grab your daughter and let me get back to work, I’d appreciate it.” She didn’t mean the words to come out as a command, but Jesus, did he have a way of drawing the worst out of her. Just like before, though, she’d use that to drive herself to be better. Stronger without him or the insatiable need she had for his approval. 

His attention. 

His love. 

“Um, sure. You’re the new barn manager, right?”

She gave him a polite nod in response but worried if she tried to give a voice to her other thoughts, she would irrevocably crack down the middle for good. 

“My brother mentioned something about that when I took the post back here. Well, thanks for keeping an eye out for Ginny. She’s always suffered at the hands of a father who doesn’t have much of a passion for horses. Maybe you could, um, take her out sometime?”

“Fine,” Lorelai spat. “She’s welcome any time. Everyone else needs to make an appointment.” No matter what blaze his gaze ignited in her, she kept hers pinned to him. She didn’t want him thinking he could stop by anytime he wanted. She just couldn’t have that. Though she was also well aware it was his birthright to do whatever the hell he wanted around there—that technically, as her boss, he could fire her then and there for insubordination if she didn’t get her attitude in check. It was so freaking humiliating that after all this time and growth she was still at the mercy of Robert. 

Just one more reason to push for the huntsman position. It would afford her the independence and stature to put some distance between them. 

Her eyes broke the lock between them, tears she didn’t want him to see threatening behind her lids. She spun around, feeling safer without the scrutiny of his gaze.

His gaze trailed up her spine, leaving a web of shivers as they passed over her. Even now, yet another betrayal stacked against it, her body was aware of him. Traitor.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked. She didn’t turn around to face him. Couldn’t answer while returning the gaze that had grown darker since she’d known him as a boy, loved him from afar. She saw a storm in there, and she had spent long enough in the rain. 

“Of course, I do, Your Grace.” But do you know who I am? She bit back the question on the tip of her tongue, a metallic tinge racing through her mouth, payment for her silence. That was a herculean feat with Robert. King Robert. Would she ever get used to that? 

She’d known coming home would be difficult, that seeing him again would be like a butter knife slowly and painfully serrating the walls she’d built up over the past ten years, but she thought she’d built them strong. That he’d be nothing but an annoyance. Once again, where he was concerned, she was mistaken.

She hadn’t anticipated the liquid heat she’d felt coursing through her when she’d looked up from the sweetest head of curls and was thrown headfirst into his stormy blue-gray eyes that threatened to melt her wall from the inside out. 

She didn’t like that, not a single, darn bit. 

“Well, normally that comes with some sort of respect.”

She barked out a laugh devoid of any humor. “Respect is earned. So, earn it.” 

“And how do I do that?” he said with a growl. 

Against everything she stood for, everything she hoped he would see in her, her body betrayed her at that feral, primal sound, weakening her knees and sending a pool of heat and moisture between her legs. 

She needed him gone, and fast. 

“You start by giving me my space. Ginny is adorable and welcome here whenever she wants to come by, but I’ll ask that someone else bring her, Your Grace.” She hadn’t meant that last part to come out as the curse it did, but it was too late now. 

“How is my daughter welcome here, and I, the King—the King who owns these stables, might I remind you—am not?” He’d stepped closer to her, Ginny back with Billie Jean and unaware of the drama unfolding around her. With only an arm’s length between them now, Lorelai caught the scent of vanilla tobacco and whiskey—one-hundred percent eau de man—and her stomach flipped again. She really wished her body got the memo this man was to be avoided at all costs, no matter how good he smelled, how magnetically sexy he’d become.

“Because she isn’t at all like you,” she whispered. 

“And why, pray tell, isn’t she?”

“Well, for starters, she’s much too cute, too kind.”

“Excuse me, did I offend you in some past life I am not aware of?”

“Something like that,” she mumbled, hanging a bridle on the wall beside the stable. “Now, if you can’t tell, the stables are a wreck, so I’ve got a lot to do before dark. You know where the door is.”

A pregnant pause hung over the stables as he seemed to measure a response. Lorelai was half convinced he would sack her then and there for her insubordination. He sighed, resigned, though, and the nagging fear unfurled in Lorelai’s chest. She was safe. For now. 

“Come on, Ginny,” he said, his voice soft, hurt. 

Tough. It wasn’t her problem he’d been so cruel to her in high school, and now added on to the injustice by not recognizing her. He was an adult now, and he could live with the consequences of his choices. 

That didn’t help her, though, as she saddled up Billie Jean and led her out of the stables. The rogue tears finally fell, heavy and hot as she let the past ten years of disappointment bleed out in the salt water. 

As she hit the trail at a gallop, the wind drying the tears as they fell, Lorelai caught a parting image of the man she’d loved her whole life, his daughter’s small hand wrapped safely in his as he left her barn, head down in shame. It was going to be harder than she thought, coming home to Aldonia after all the time spent away. As the image shifted to the regal broad shoulders that filled his white dress shirt perfectly, Lorelai shivered.

It would be very hard, indeed. 
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Chapter Two: The boy
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He squinted under the piercing midday sun, the heat scorching his skin the way the mystery woman’s gaze had branded him. Where had she gone? It had only taken him a matter of minutes to run Ginny up to Aurelia, who’d offered to take her for the afternoon. And then, it had been what, ninety seconds since he’d sprinted down the hill, threw a saddle on the only horse left in the barn, and galloped after the new barn manager who’d all but called him a pompous jerk.

It was the why that sat atop his skin, cooling it, even as the sun tried to bake him from the outside in. Why had she been so hell-bent to write him off? From what he’d overheard, Ginny wasn’t acting like the terror he’d seen pop up once or twice, mostly when she was hungry or past-tired. The two ladies seemed to be hitting it off, actually. 

In fact, seeing the two of them together had done more than ignite his curiosity. The stirrings of something he hadn’t felt in quite some time took root in his chest, flowered south. Darn if those two didn’t seem like natural partners in crime, and darn if that wasn’t all he’d wanted for Ginny. The mother his arrogance had cost his daughter. 

But none of what had transpired in his recent past explained the ice wafting off the new woman where he was concerned. 
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