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        She’s about to lose her kingdom—but she may have just found her Prince.

      

      

      
        
        Princess Natalie Anastasia Hofstetter is a woman without a future. Unable to inherit the throne, she arrives at a climate change conference to be shopped around as a potential bride as her father searches for a match that will benefit her family—without love getting in the way. She’s looking for a way out, but can’t find one.

        

        Ian Moss is rebuilding his life, starting with being hired at Kiski’s Kafe. When he finds himself in the middle of a protest while making a delivery, he ends up saving a woman from being trampled. When he asks her for a date, he finds himself in the middle of a mystery—and a crisis. All he knows is that she keeps lying to him, but he can’t stop falling in love with her. Except what he doesn’t know might destroy any hope of their being together…

        

        She’s lying to save her life—but it might cost her any chance at love.
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        I’m not traditionally a reader of royal romances. I will go as far as to say I don't like reading royal romances. That's not to say I don't follow real-life royals in the news... What I got and what I wasn't prepared for was a story where my heart broke and went out to a hero I didn't even know... The main characters of Teddy, Kat, Lily, and Josef, Teddy's bodyguard/assistant, are all great. They definitely each added to the story. I wasn't expecting Sheryl to bring out so many emotions from me. There were several times where I found myself crying.

      

        

      
        - Kim Reads (Read Your Writes Book Reviews)

      

      

      

      
        
        If this sad-yet-cute-and-cuddly romantic adventure between Kathleen Kiski and Teddy ‘Theo’ Dubrienne can captivate my emotions and imagination, that’s quite a feat, as I’m not the usual romance novel reader. However – I admit I’m fascinated by royal life, and author Sheryl Nantus has proven time and again to be a strong, capable writer.

      

        

      
        - Lori Alden Holuta

      

      

      

      
        
        I really loved the way the author portrayed Teddy's raw feelings and the way Kick supported him. This is clearly a couple who are forced to make difficult decisions, while learning how to love again. Will heroine Kick be able to set aside her life and business to join Teddy on the throne? Read this entertaining book and see!
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          NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      I was tired. Not just tired, but bone-tired; the effort of staying awake burning through what little energy I had left from breakfast. My anger had ground itself down to exhaustion, leaving me empty and hollow.

      All I wanted to do was close my eyes and imagine the private jet taxing down the runway; listening for the captain to announce we were next in line to take off, while the flight attendant asked what I wanted to drink.

      Instead, I stared at the thick, wide airliner sitting on the tarmac, the passengers lining up ahead of me, and behind me, all of us waiting at the gate to be ushered into the belly of the beast.

      Today, I was one of them.

      Today, I, Princess Natalie Anastasia Hofstetter, would be taking a regular flight to a two-week climate change conference in Toronto, Canada to represent Sulvania.

      Today, I was about to be packed in with the other passengers like any other person.

      I walked up to the ticket agent as she called out the boarding for First Class passengers. Handing her my ticket and passport, I tightened my grip on the travel bag at my feet.

      It felt... weird.

      All of it.

      She studied my passport for a second, eyes widening as she realized who I was.

      I cleared my throat. "Is everything okay?" I nodded toward the plane. "I'd like to get on board."

      "Of course…" The sentence trailed off. "Let me direct you to your seat."

      A quick gesture to the agent beside her, and I was led onto the plane and up toward the front.

      "You can place your bag in the overhead compartment, if you'd like." She gestured at my luggage.

      "I’ll keep it with me, thanks." I settled into the seat.

      "Have a good flight." The blond woman gave me a final nod before retreating.

      Behind me I could hear the chattering of the other passengers as they boarded. I'd seen most of them waiting with me at the gate, tourists returning to Toronto—most of them carrying Kiski Kafe bags and boxes as Ansulenian souvenirs. Many tourists going to see Ansulenia flew directly to Sulvenia, and then drove or took a local bus into the neighboring country, saving some cash. Of course, that meant they’d take the same route out, coming across the border from Ansulenia into Sulvenia, and taking a flight back.

      The swirling letters on the bags and boxes reminded me of what I'd lost—and what I had been expected to gain.

      At least I was sitting in First Class, alone.

      My prestige had earned me that much.

      The noise behind me died down as everyone settled in their seats; the pilots preparing for take-off.

      The seatbelt sign came on.

      The flight attendant came out of the cockpit, smiling as she prepared to give me a private presentation of the safety procedures. Her blank look was refreshing in a way—going through the routines of explaining what to do in case of an emergency, something she'd likely done hundreds of times before.

      Finished, she walked through to the back of the plane; tugging the privacy curtains closed behind her.

      We taxied onto the runway as the pilot went through the welcome speech, adding that the weather was excellent for our overseas flight and we'd land in Toronto either on schedule or a bit early.

      A few minutes after lift-off, I turned to look out the window. The thick clouds parted to show the lush green hills of Ansulenia, shifting to the mountain range that bordered the small country. The flight path from Sulvenia went right over Ansulenia, heading out over the ocean. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted the palace, sitting in the middle of the capital.

      It was easy to imagine the King and Queen sitting in their throne room, listening to their advisers. Or in a meeting, preparing for some social event. Kathleen might even be readying a trip to the local Kiski's Kafe; boosting her old family business with a personal visit, while Theodore busied himself with the day-to-day work of keeping the kingdom going. The rumor was going around that she was pregnant, a royal heir on the way.

      A long time ago, in a land far, far away, that could have been me. I was set to marry James—Theodore's older brother, and the next in line. After his father passed, James would ascend to the throne and have me by his side, ready to produce the next generation of royalty.

      Until a horrible, unthinkable accident threw everything into chaos, with Theodore suddenly finding himself the lone survivor, and my would-be husband lying in a coffin along with the rest of Teddy's family.

      Unlike what the tabloids said, I had honestly wept for James. For all of them—our families had been entwined for years, being neighbors, and good friends. The marriage arrangement hadn't been forced on either of us, with James agreeing that it'd be a solid political move to bind our families, and our kingdoms, together.

      Love hadn't been part of the plan. We were good friends, and that would be enough.

      But I'd cried for his loss; for all of them. My father—he sobbed like a baby; my mother unable to console him. He had finally gone to bed after drinking far too much wine, crying and cursing incoherently as my mother tucked him in.

      Not long after that, I found her in the kitchen, weeping as the head cook made her fresh tea; patting her shoulder in sympathy. The two of them had been friends for years; the kitchen her comfort zone. I didn’t approach her, retreating to give her some privacy.

      The shock included my younger brother, who had been good friends with the Dubriennes—he sat and stared at the wall for hours, tears streaming down his face as he tried to process the loss of his peers. I tried to talk to him, but there was nothing I could say; the decade-plus years between us an invisible wall I couldn’t break.

      Things happened so fast after that—the funeral, Theodore's coronation as King, and his wedding to Kathleen Kiski; effectively bumping me off to the side. Suddenly the job I'd been training for, been equipped for, had vanished.

      I wasn't as upset as the tabloids made it out to be. Shocked, maybe—but not upset.

      At least, not until now.

      The flight attendant came up beside me, pushing the drink wagon. She gave me a generic stare for a second, then her eyes widened with recognition.

      I patted the air, giving her a wide smile. "Just water with lemon, please."

      Her hands shook a bit while she prepared the drink, but that might have been turbulence.

      "Your Highness. If there's anything else I can get for you, please ask."

      I nodded. "Thank you."

      As she moved down the aisle, I sipped the cool water, enjoying the crisp bite of lemon. The single slice bobbed in the plastic glass, almost totally submerged.

      My phone rang with an incoming text. I knew who it was from the ring tone.

      Daniel Jr.

      My little brother.

      Hey.

      Hey, yourself. Out over the ocean yet?

      Not yet. But soon. What's up?

      Just wanted to check in and see that you were okay. Sort of a rough way to start your trip overseas, flying with the regular people.

      I shifted in my seat, remembering the screaming match that had signaled my departure.

      You heard me at dinner last night?

      The entire castle heard. I mean, I know going overseas to sit and listen to a bunch of scientists isn't all that exciting, but it's something useful.

      Useful. Because that's all I'm good for now is shuffling around and flying the flag at special events. Since James died, and I didn’t land Teddy, so now I'm an old cow being put out to pasture.

      You know no one thinks of you like that. You're my sister, I love you. Mom and Dad, they love you.

      Not enough to send me on one of our private jets. Or provide a bodyguard. I wouldn't be surprised if I find out the hotel I’m staying in is in the worst part of town; pay-by-the-hour place.

      The laughing face emoji appeared.

      Funny. But you know they wanted you to keep a low profile. A local bodyguard will be waiting for you at the airport—and the hotel's going to be top-notch. Got you a suite, and all the bells and whistles to go with it.

      One man for my bodyguard squad. Well, that'll make a difference if someone wants to make a run at me.

      Don't be snarky. Putting a mob around you would only signal an important target, and you don't want to draw any more attention to yourself than necessary. Not to mention that Canada's a pretty safe place.

      I had to agree with him on that one. People might buy a single bodyguard for an important executive—more, and it'd get noticed. I really wasn't interested in being pestered for statements on Teddy and his new wife, or how I felt about losing James. That part of my life was in the past, and I wanted to leave it there.

      And the jet?

      Saving some cash. You know the new prime minister's screaming about budget cuts, so it'll look good for you to be with the common folk.

      Bullcrap. It's because I've been bumped to the side—at least until Mom and Dad arrange a marriage to some loser duke or baron from another country; someone useful. Kat was right—I've got no purpose in life other than to marry and breed. Pathetic.

      Whoa, whoa. You know you're more than that. Especially to me. You're still my big sister, no matter what—and I'll always be here for you, wherever you end up or whatever you do.

      Thanks. You're sounding rather mature today—I know your eighteenth birthday is only a month away, but don't rush into being an adult too soon.

      I rubbed my forehead, feeling the first pangs of a headache.

      I'll let you go. Talk to you later.

      Catch a nap; relax. You're going there to fly the flag; look good for the cameras, and promote the new technology to fight climate change. Don't forget, Sulvenia's got a huge wind farm going, and we're expanding into solar farms. If we do this right, we might be the first country to go totally alternative energy. Imagine that in the papers. With your name attached to it. Look good, right?

      Right. I'll talk to you later.

      Take care, sis.

      The phone beeped, signaling disconnection.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back, willing myself to go to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Ian

      "Mr. Moss? Are you up?"

      The woman's voice was a familiar one, my landlady. I'd already been awake, mentally going down my checklist of things to do today. When you went to bed early, and woke up to go to work about three in the morning, you didn't waste time letting your mind water.

      Joan was an early riser as well, which made my stay less stressful on both of us.

      But that wasn't going to last.

      I rolled off the small bed and went to the door, opening it to see the older woman standing there, smiling as she offered a cup of coffee.

      "Nice and dark, just as you like it." She handed it to me before I could speak. "I'm sorry to bother you, but have you procured alternative housing yet? It's only a week away, but..."

      "I'm working on it." I blew on the coffee, both to cool it and to buy some time for my response.

      "I know it's an inconvenience." The white-haired senior rubbed her hands together nervously. "And I'm so, so, sorry I have to do this."

      I put up my hand, silencing her. "Please. Your family coming to stay with you is a wonderful thing. I'm happy for you—it'll be much easier for you to have them nearby."

      "But I have to ask you to leave. I'm not happy about that." Joan shook her head. "But there's no room..."

      "I'll be fine." I took a light sip, enjoying the rich taste. "But I'll miss your coffee. Best in the world."

      "Better than Kiski's Kafe?" She giggled, covering her mouth with one hand.

      I wagged a finger at her. "Don't make me choose. You just start preparing to have your grandkids here non-stop. They're going to run you ragged."

      "But in a good way." Joan nodded. "Thanks for being so understanding."

      "I'll finish this off and see you downstairs." I lifted the mug, my other hand on the doorknob. "Got to get ready for work."

      She backed away with a wave, allowing me to close the door.

      I retreated to the bed, grateful I'd kept my usual routine of sleeping in a t-shirt and pajamas pants. There was a time when I would have been naked, or maybe a pair of boxers—but those times were behind me.

      The strong coffee helped jumpstart me as I prepared for work—the moon still high in the sky as I got dressed; ignoring the bristles on my chin. I'd always had a bit of a baby face, earning me a lot of jokes when playing football in high school. A beard helped age me up a bit, letting me settle into my thirties with a bit of style.

      As long as no one studied my eyes. The wrinkles there were hard-won, and paid for in sweat and tears.

      Still, I felt good. Not great, but good. A solid month of lugging crates and driving trucks for Alex and Rosa had changed my life for the better, and I wasn't afraid to say it. The part-time job had turned full-time after one of their college students left, giving me more hours.

      And more responsibility—Alex taught me how to do the paperwork, taking some of the weight off his shoulders, and letting me learn more about the business. It was a rough apprenticeship, but I enjoyed it.

      Tugging on a clean shirt and jeans, I grabbed at the light jacket hanging on the hook behind the door and headed out—I had breakfast waiting for me at the bakery. A quick stop to put my empty coffee mug in the sink; another good morning to Joan, and I was off.

      Fortunately for me, the cafe was only a few blocks over, saving me bus fare. It was a brisk morning, with a snap in the wind that cut through my clothing. I made a mental note to visit the second-hand store on the way home; see if they had anything new in my size. There wasn't a lot available in the stores for tall men with broad shoulders, so finding them in the charity bin could be difficult.

      Being an ex-football player had some drawbacks.

      I broke into a light jog, pushing back the chill as I headed down the street. It shouldn't be hard to find another place to live; maybe even a small apartment—I'd been saving as much as possible from my job with the intention of moving out eventually. Joan's family moving in just moved up the deadline.

      Still...

      Rosa had already started talking to different people in her church—it'd been her efforts that had given me this room; and I didn't doubt that the grapevine was working hard to find me alternative housing.

      Hopefully, I wouldn't need it.

      As I came around the corner, the first waves of smell hit me—stopping me in my tracks. The thick, doughy scent of fresh bread and pastries; filling my lungs.

      My stomach growled in response.

      "Right. Breakfast first." I walked past the front of the bakery, and went down the side alley to the back. Right on time, the empty skids were stacked by the back door, waiting to be loaded on the next delivery truck.

      Alex leaned on the door, enjoying his break. Being manager didn't give him a bonus—he'd been there since two in the morning, when he and Rosa opened up the ovens and started creating the delicacies that Kiski's Kafe were famous for.

      "Hey." He nodded as I approached. "Good morning." Flour stained the front of his black apron, some of it dusting his dark brown hair. Alex was older than me, by a good two decades or so—he was one of the original workers here, back when I'd been around as a child.

      "Right back at you." I touched my forehead in a soft salute. "Anything up?"

      He shook his head. "All quiet on the western front. Go on in—Rosa's got your meal ready to go."

      I went into the back room and hung up my jacket; making sure to kick any dirt off my shoes—not just to keep Rosa and Alex happy, but lessen my own workload. I'd be mopping this floor soon enough, so it was to my advantage.

      Rosa, the plump older woman, had my tray already set aside on one of the many counters in the kitchen—the hot breakfast sandwich and coffee waiting to go. There were no wait staff on duty as yet, so she'd made it all up herself.

      She grinned, flipping a towel over her shoulder. The woman had an endless supply of energy, making the rest of us look like slowpokes. Even though she had a few decades on me, I was sure she'd outlast me on any challenge.

      "Eat." She blew away a silver-colored strand of hair from her face. "Then I need you to take a batch of assorted cookie trays over to Donnie's. I'm just finishing them up."

      Donnie's was a local restaurant that specialized in box lunches for the nearby convention center. They were big enough to handle the large orders on their own, but usually they called over for some of the cookie trays Rosa loved to make. Sugar, chocolate chip, oatmeal... they were all delicious, and best-sellers.

      "I'm on it." I took the tray out to the main eating area, away from the kitchen—the last thing she needed was to trip over my big feet while getting the order ready.

      The inside of the cafe was nice and quiet; opening time only an hour or so away. Soon the waitresses would arrive, ready to deal with the morning traffic demanding their coffee and Danishes; croissants and delicate pastries to go.

      I'd been here as a child, thrilling to the sweet goodies every time my family visited. If you had told me then that I'd be back, two decades later, working as a delivery man, I wouldn't have believed you.

      Not to mention being a recovering addict.

      I dug into the sandwich, using the thick, salty bacon to push those dark thoughts away.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie

      The plane trip was relatively uneventful—save for a way-too-cheerful group in the back, erupting into laughter every once in a while, at some unheard joke. A few glasses of wine helped me deal with the interruptions as I reviewed my part in the conference.

      Which was basically attending to see, and be seen. Along with a visit to the local consulate to show the flag, and a handful of official appearances at the climate change seminars, sitting at the front of the room during the panels. I'd take notes, or pretend to—everything was pre-arranged, so it was only for show.

      As was I.

      Danny's kind words didn't change the fact that I was there for stage dressing; the real experts preparing their speeches and presentations in the background. True, I'd help bring some publicity to the conference and to the cause, but I was under no illusion that I'd really make a difference.

      Now if I was from Ansulenia...

      The thought burned my thoughts, tearing them into shreds. That path was gone, lost to me.

      I closed my eyes and tried to nap—the time difference wasn't a major shift, but I'd pay for it no matter what I did.

      A soft chime sounded, rousing me from my sleep.

      "We're going to be landing in a few minutes." The flight attendant appeared by my side, smiling. "Is there anything else I can get you?"

      I bit back the request for a new life.

      "I'm fine, thanks." Turning away, I stared out the window and watched the CN Tower grow as we circled the airport, waiting for our turn to land. The babbling behind me increased as the happy travelers spotted their homes, only a few hours away.

      I had no such luxury.

      As I got off the plane, I spotted one large man holding a sign up with my name on it. No title or rank, just Natalie Hofstetter. Part of me welcomed the anonymity; the other part wasn't happy about it at all.

      I walked up to the man. He was tall; filling out his black suit with what I assumed to be muscle mass. He stared at me, his sunglasses reflecting my image back. Must have had about a decade on me, in his early forties. His lips were pressed into a tight line—not a frown, but not a smile by any definition.

      I imagined what he saw. A thin young woman in a lovely black dress; short hair neatly cropped.  Could be any of a hundred women wandering the terminal, looking for her limo.

      Not that it was a bad thing—the security courses I'd been forced to take growing up emphasized the ability to shrug off the royal mantle when necessary; blend into the crowd. My blood might be descended from kings, but it was as red as anyone else's—especially when spilled on the ground.

      I went up to the tall man and nodded. "I'm Natalie."

      He gave me a nod and a slight bow, just enough to acknowledge my rank. "My name is Henry. Henry LaPierre—I'm with Travores Security."

      The company name was familiar; a well-known business with a solid reputation behind them. The man might have to be unarmed, due to Canadian law, but I had no doubt that if push came to shove, he'd stand his ground, and throw down like a champion.

      At least my father hadn't scrimped on this part of my trip.

      "I've arranged for the driver to pick up your bags. He'll be waiting for us outside." He led me toward the terminal exit. "You’ll be staying at the Kensington. It’s connected to the convention center. Easy to go back and forth. I've got the adjoining room to your suite. Usual protocol." He paused. "Do you have any issues or concerns we need to discuss?"

      I shook my head as we headed toward the waiting limousine. "I can't think of any so far. I will want to go out and see the sights during my free time; do some shopping—the usual."

      "Shouldn't be a problem." Henry held the door open, and watched as I settled on the leather seats. "I'll be up front with the driver. It'll be an hour-long drive to the hotel; maybe more with traffic."

      "That's all right." I noted the fruit basket and water bottles sitting on display. "I'm in no rush."

      It was still early morning as we pulled away from the airport and headed into traffic; blending into the commuters driving into Toronto. I'd been to the city only once, years ago to help open the new location of the official Sulvenian consulate.

      I nibbled on a small packet of peanuts as we continued the drive, watching the sun rise over the city; the morning rays ducking between tall office towers and condominiums.

      The traffic slowed as we moved through the downtown area, allowing me to study the many stores. Some I was familiar with, having seen their brand back home, but some looked new—prompting me to take notes about checking them out later.

      I wasn't going to spend all my time at the conference.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted someone carrying a box with the familiar logo of Kiski's Kafe on it, the bright pastel colors hard to miss.

      I didn't feel as bitter as the tabloids would have me feel—or what they'd speculated over the past few months, as Theodore ascended to the throne, and then married Kathleen Kiski.

      We'd made our peace. Hell, I'd even been invited to her bachelorette party, a lovely event at the palace. It'd been fun, breaking barriers in all sorts of ways. We might not be bosom buddies, but we were in a much better place than when she'd first shown up at the palace.

      I couldn't ask for more than that.

      The car slowed to a stop in front of the hotel; Henry hopping out to open the door.

      The Kensington reminded me of many old-style hotels, with classic Greek columns framing the entrance and thick wooden beams framing the glass doors. According to the information blurb in the conference booklet, it had been around for decades, one of the oldest buildings in this part of the city. When the new convention center had been proposed, having it built across from the old hotel was a popular decision. Pockets of green space around the two buildings made it pleasing to the eyes, as well as to the local businesses who benefited from the tourist influx.

      The uniformed doorman touched the brim of his hat as he opened the door for me, saying hello in both official languages.

      The lobby was busy; plenty of traffic as people moved through—most of them were likely there for the conference. There was a lovely continental feeling about the place; the furniture and accessories in muted earth tones reminding me a bit of my father's study—comfortable and safe. I rolled my shoulders back, feeling the travel stress ease out as I mentally settled into my new surroundings.

      I may have to be here, but I didn't have to make myself miserable over it.

      After a few seconds, I went to the front desk, letting Henry deal with the bags and the driver. There was no one ahead of me.

      "I believe I have a reservation. Name of Natalie Hofstetter." Adding the honorific might have made me feel good, but I wasn't here as a royal—and it'd draw attention to me, something I really didn't want right now.

      "Miss Hofstetter." The blond woman handed me a pair of cardkeys, giving me a patented smile. "One of our executive suites, as requested. Along with an adjoining room for your assistant." She looked over my shoulder. "I see he's already arranged with the busboy about your luggage. Please, enjoy your stay."

      I smiled back. "Thank you." It was hard not to correct her for not using my title, but I wasn't in my own country, and it wasn't worth the discussion. I might not be the only royal at this conference anyway—there could be plenty of third and fourth sons from other royal families shuffling around, in the same situation as I was.

      It was hard to hold back a sigh at the idea. Prime husband-hunting ground—but I wasn't interested. I wasn't holding a candle for Teddy, or his deceased brother, but I wasn't in the mood for any further match-making. If I'd learned anything from Kathleen, it was that I had to choose my own destiny.

      I turned to see Henry standing there with a young man, dressed in the Kensington colors of brown and blue, waiting with my bags.

      I handed Henry the extra cardkey with a smile.

      "Thank you," he rumbled.

      We headed for the elevators, Henry scowling at anyone who dared come too close to me.

      I couldn't help grinning, despite the circumstances.

      This was going to be one hell of a conference.
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        * * *

      

      Ian

      Rosa reassured me that she'd put the word out among her church friends about finding me another place to live as she finished packing the last cookie trays for the delivery.

      "It's great about Joan, but not so much for you. I know she's happy about having family move in, but she's feeling guilty about putting you out into the cold." She slid the last tray into the cooler. "But something will show up—I'm sure of it."

      "First, it's not that cold outside, not for April. Second, I can always go back to the shelter, worst case. Believe me, I've been in worse places. Besides, I think it's great for Joan—less worry for her family, so that's all right." I put the empty breakfast plate in the sink. "I've almost got enough saved up for first and last month's rent, so it wouldn't be for long."

      "Any time there is too long." She shook her head. "But it is what it is. Now, take these to Donnie's—he said something about having a chore or two for you to do there, so stay and help out for as long as he needs you."

      "You don't need me here?"

      She rolled her shoulders back. "We survived here before Alex found you at the shelter, so we'll do fine without you for a few hours. Donnie helped out Kat's parents when they still ran the place; we never refuse him help. Besides, he hardly ever asks—it's a big job, and he could use an extra pair of strong hands." Rosa waved her own in the air. "Alex will survive. Keeps the man humble, having to do the chores."

      "All right, then." I opened the back door, propping it open with a rock from the alley. The small company truck was already there, the skids of packaged cookies waiting to be loaded up.

      I started the job, making sure to even out the weight—nothing worse than having food slide around inside the truck; making a mess.

      Putting the last tray on top of the stack, I checked to make sure they were secure before sticking my head back into the cafe one last time. "I'm heading out—I'll call if there's any problems."

      Rosa nodded, already elbow-deep in another batch of dough. "Give Donnie my best, and we'll see you soon."

      I pushed the rock out of the way to close the door securely, giving it a sharp tug to make sure. The last thing I wanted was for someone to sneak into the cafe via the back door.

      Traffic wasn't too bad; allowing me to get to Donnie's Delicious Dagwoods soon enough. It wasn't too far from the convention center, a stone's throw from Lake Ontario. The store was much bigger than Kiski's Kafe, with a back area set aside for loading and unloading.  I backed the truck up into the small loading dock and got out.

      "Perfect timing." Donnie Hamuntung trotted down the small set of stairs and walked over with a wide grin. "I'm getting ready to send the first batch of sandwiches and cookies over to the booth we've got inside the main hall. If you can stay a bit longer, I could use the extra muscle."

      "Rosa said there was no problem with me staying with you for the day."

      The stout, dark-haired man nodded. "Good. This is a fat contract with the convention center, and I like having people I can trust around." He tilted his head toward two young men standing nearby. "Are you waiting for an invitation? Transfer this to the main truck, then we're off to the main hall."

      Donnie turned back toward me, laughing. "My nephews. Smart, savvy, and eager for me to retire. Soon, but not today." He ran a hand through his thinning hair. "Not today."

      I helped transfer the trays to the larger truck, noting how they were set in a different area. One of the nephews introduced himself as Stan, a younger version of Donnie.

      "Couldn't pass up a chance to put Rosa's cookies alongside our yummy sandwiches." Stan grinned as he straightened the trays. "And everyone loves anything from Kiski's Kafe, right?"

      I couldn't disagree with the man—Kathleen's fame had sent the small business into overdrive; the expansion in Ansulenia more successful than anyone had ever imagined. Her handing the business over to Lily, her best friend, hadn't diminished the demand for anything Kiski Kafe-oriented.

      It was a short drive to the convention center, with Stan's brother Carl doing the driving. I sat in the back, looking out as the pair chatted back and forth in a foreign language; one I didn’t recognize.

      The convention center was a large sprawling complex, built over what used to be warehouses, back in the day when I’d been around. It took up most of the city block, dotted with small parks set here and there by the exit doors for visitors to take a break. It was a masterpiece of steel and glass, the pride of the downtown core.

      Carl maneuvered down the loading ramp after we cleared the security gate. We had to wait a few minutes for another truck to pull out—the loading docks were full with people dragging huge boxes and half-built displays out of tractor-trailers; skids stacking up inside almost to the ceiling.

      The topic was climate change, according to the banners and posters hanging everywhere—an international meet 'n greet, as far as I could tell. It was the sort of thing that would get good press for everyone involved, and maybe, just maybe, make a difference in the world.

      Stan yelped, barely missing a collision with a green mini-trailer being slowly dragged toward the exhibition hall.

      "Son of a..." He bit off his response, shaking his head instead. "Let's get these inside and to the caterers before we get run over."

      I kept pace with Stan as we pushed the towers along, making our way through the busy hallway. He seemed to know where he was going, so I just followed.

      A few minutes later, we pushed through a set of double doors into what had to be the main hall; the carpet a thick dark brown shag that dragged the rolling trays down to a crawl.

      "Over there." Stan pointed at an empty set of counter displays. "That's ours."

      I pushed, pulled, and dragged the carts over to the small kiosk. We started unloading the sandwiches and cookie trays, making sure they were in the right compartments.

      These attendees were going to eat well today.

      "Right." Stan smiled at me as we finished up. "Ready for another run?"

      I looked around as the hall began to fill, the smartly-dressed guests milling about. "Ready when you are."
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      The first seminar wasn't until around noon, giving me plenty of time to freshen up and change into something a bit more professional. The jet lag wasn't bad, but I'd definitely sleep well tonight.

      Henry disappeared into the adjoining room, likely to report to his superiors and do his own preparations. He seemed like a good man, a solid employee who knew when to be visible and when to disappear—a valuable skill for a bodyguard.

      A quick shower helped revive me; my short brown hair drying quickly. I'd decided to keep it dark after dying it away from my natural blond months ago, wanting a change.

      It'd done the trick—now when I looked in the mirror, I saw a blue-eyed brunette with a few more wrinkles than I would have liked, but still pretty darned good for my mid-thirties.

      Except for still being single.

      The last year had been filled with going to social events to put myself on display, as my family demanded. My father, after mourning the loss of my potential husband, had thrown himself into the job of finding me another one—that would help our kingdom either economically or socially, by locking our country with another.

      I scowled at my reflection. First, I'd had to deal with losing James, then Teddy—one to death, the second to his true love, no matter how tacky that sounded. Now I'd been shoved to the side, no matter how gently, to let my younger brother ascend to the throne in a clean, simple succession.

      I may have had to accept it, but I didn't have to like it.

      After showering, I put on a lovely black pair of pants, with matching jacket and a white blouse. I would have preferred a dress, but I had no idea how much running around I'd be doing—and tempting Fate didn't seem like a good idea right now.

      A lanyard sat on a nearby table, next to the lovely fruit basket and a small pamphlet outlining the different seminars to be held over two weeks. A loose sheet informed me of the ones I'd be participating in, all of them panels.

      In other words—I wasn't giving any lectures, no speeches. I was meant to be eye candy, advertising my country as a viable investment.

      It was as good as it was going to get. Two weeks of posturing and prancing, then back to Sulvenia.

      Henry knocked on the door, leaving it shut. "May I enter?"

      "Yes." I appreciated his attempt at privacy—other bodyguards might have walked in, ignoring what sort of condition I might have been in.

      The tall man opened the door and stepped through. "The first panel is after lunch." He looked at his watch. "That leaves you just over an hour to eat and mingle, if you wish. Stalls have been set up in the main hall, highlighting local businesses. You can get something there, if you don’t want to eat in the hotel restaurant. It seems like a decent place with good reviews."

      I scowled at the wall—no use punishing Henry. It would have been nice to have some time to sit and decompress after the flight, but...

      "As per your father's orders, I'm to call you Natalie while in public so as to draw less attention to you." Henry cleared his throat. "Would you like me to continue when we're alone, like this?"

      "Might as well. No use making things more complicated than they need to be." I rubbed my forehead, feeling the first stirrings of a headache. "I am still a princess, though."

      "Of course, you are." His smile was gentle and consoling, in a fatherly way. "No one can take that away from you."

      "Thanks." I sighed and closed my eyes. "I'll be ready to go downstairs in a few minutes. Please wait for me in the hall."

      "As you wish." He gave me a short nod and went back into his room, likely to get his own security lanyard, and prepare for an afternoon of standing around, watching me try to keep awake.

      I took a water bottle from the mini fridge and drank half of it, willing the headache away. I'd be busy every day for the next two weeks, including a few evenings where I was expected to attend parties—likely to search for a husband with some academic prestige, allowing me to disappear from the family tree without being pruned.

      Sometimes, life just sucked.
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