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PROLOGUE: TWO YEARS EARLIER
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I’m taking him home with me tonight. 

It was Lissa’s first thought when she laid eyes on the stranger across the teak wood bar. Her second thought wasn’t quite so innocent. As if to punctuate her desire, a loud clap of thunder boomed, and the air vibrated within the small space. A storm was imminent in more ways than one.

He mimed a shiver and smiled back at her—totally not innocent, either—then nodded toward a table by the entrance, his grin an eager invitation.

“Nope,” she mouthed, curling her finger in an invitation of her own. Come here. 

He smiled and shrugged then started toward her, his saunter promising fun. And in the nick of time, too. Had it really been almost a full month since she’d left everything behind and bought a ticket to the one place no one would recognize her?

One month. Too short a time to forget the hell awaiting her back home, but an infinity to live without satisfying certain... needs. Needs that, thanks to her parents and their helicoptering, she’d ignored too long.

Her cell buzzed on the hardwood bar top. Crap. Her mother. Again. 

It figured, didn’t it? Her mother always did have an eerie ability to interfere in her life, particularly when things were about to get good. Interfering only to ruin them, of course. 

“Get you something else?” the bartender asked. 

“No, thanks. I’m waiting for someone.” Someone tall, dark, and handsome and only half a bar from her. 

Which meant she definitely did not have time for her mother, father, or anyone not drinking martinis on the beach with her. She silenced the buzzing phone and flipped it over, her mother’s voice already too loud in her head. 

You have to do this for us, darling. 

Surely, you wouldn’t abandon us in our time of greatest need, would you? Could you? 

She shuddered. How was it always her job to fix the problems her parents got themselves into? 

Because Nora’s death left that responsibility to you, her overeager subconscious chimed in. Another tremor coursed through her as she considered this loss on top of all the others. 

She waved the bartender over. “I changed my mind. I’ll have another.” 

She stole a glance at her Hermes watch even though she knew the exact amount of time she had left. Only four days of freedom. Not nearly enough. Urgency tickled her throat. She attempted to squelch it with a healthy gulp of her refreshed martini, but it barely made a dent.

She’d be home in less than a week. They could talk then. 

The handsome stranger moved toward her, his predatory gaze pinned to hers. He still spoke to whoever was on the phone, but they held a fraction of his interest. His focus was her. And so the hunted became the hunter. Fine. She could give him that. As long as she got to feed. 

“Sorry,” he mouthed.

She shook her head. “No biggie. I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered.

His smile lit up the dark bar and simultaneously sent a chill racing down her skin.

“Sí, claro. No quiero nada sin... certain assurances,” he said into the phone, extending his hand for her to take. 

Well, if that voice wasn’t just as sexy as the man using it, she’d fly home right then. 

“Hi. I’m—” he started but then growled into the phone. “No, absolutamente no.” 

He took her hand in his and kissed the top of it. Good grief. This man is sex in sandals. Adding to her warmth, a small flicker of desire ignited when she caught his gaze, a piercing stare searing her with liquid-blue heat. Those crystal-azure eyes... the way they glowed as if made of the stars and sea. He kept her hand in his, rubbing circles on the pad of her palm while he nodded into the phone like the person on the other end could see him. 

Hmmmm. He is adorable. Another rub she could feel in her bones. And interested. 

“Don’t go anywhere,” he whispered, covering the receiver with his hand. “Sorry. Family.” He pointed to the phone, and she held her own up, boasting twenty-three missed texts and two missed calls on her home screen. 

“That’s why I don’t answer,” she whispered back conspiratorially. 

“Mierda. No... No! Escuchame, Papá...” He paused, pinching the bridge of his nose while she took in his features up close. Good Lord, he was handsome. 

The flame in her stomach moved south, growing into a blazing inferno as he appraised her, raking his gaze over her exposed skin. He winked before licking full, crimson lips set against tanned brown skin. If only she knew the Spanish word for hot as sin. 

She followed his lips down along a square jaw, tracing his profile with her eyes. His pronounced chin gave way to a muscled neck, then cut shoulders, and finally sinewy biceps that looked capable of lifting a house. 

Oh, yeah. You may not know it yet, but you’re about to be mine. 

She gulped back a wave of lust as his arms wrapped around her semi-bare waist.

Why him? Her subconscious asked. 

Why not? 

His sculpted arms were all the more pronounced by the tank top he wore advertising a local beer. Interesting. The shirt was at odds with the power he exuded, though. Because there was no way he was local. Or a beach guy, either. T-shirt be damned. 

When he hung up the phone and focused all his attention on her, a shiver ran over her exposed skin. Boy, had she underestimated his intensity. 

His scent mixed with the thick ocean air, wrapping her in a musk that was one hundred percent masculine. A hint of spice—Cypress and Pine—snaked up her nostrils, invading her senses. For a moment, she forgot who she was and why she was there. Her knees gave out, but his arms steadied her, drew her closer.

“Sorry about that. My family is a little... intense.” Yep. That accent was a hundred percent Spanish. Dios, indeed.

“No problem. We’ve got time. Besides, if anyone understands intense family, it’s me.”

“Well, then maybe we should run away together and never come back,” he teased. He paused and gestured for her to introduce herself.

“Lissa. And I’ll come any time you want,” she replied haughtily, gesturing with a mimicked wave of her hand that she’d like his name as well. Tit for tat, or something to that effect. She rarely gave anything without expecting at least equal in return. Part of her genetic makeup. 

“I’m Gael. And I’ll keep that in mind. Do you have a last name, Lissa?” 

“Not one I care to share.”

He laughed then, a full, throaty guffaw that filled the open-air space.

“Well, Lissa with no last name, may I buy you a drink?” he asked, setting his empty bottle on the bar top in front of her. 

“Why not? A vodka martini. Dirty. Extra dirty,” she added, tossing him a wink. 

“But, of course. To our health,” he said when their drinks were set in front of them. His breath was close enough to her skin to warm it, and his thick, Spanish accent rolled over her like a full-bodied Chianti. Damn, he was sexy. He knew it too. The glint in his eyes suggested he thought he was in control of the situation. 

Silly man. He’d find out soon enough how wrong he was. 

“To tonight,” she countered. 

He nodded, not taking his gaze off her as they both sipped at their drinks. The temperature was dropping by the minute, which meant the rain would come earlier than the weatherman had asserted. Not that it mattered in the least. A full-blown hurricane could come crashing in and she wouldn’t care as long as he didn’t stop staring at her like that. 

“And after?”

“I’ve got a... family engagement that will keep me out of the game.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I’ve got my own... family issues to attend to. What’s the engagement?”

She smiled up at him and ran her finger along his stubbled jawline, wishing it were her lips tracing him.

“Since you ask,” she said, tucking a lock of his curly, espresso-colored locks behind his ear. All it would take was a step up on her toes to claim his mouth, to taste him once and for all. Her skin buzzed with electricity. “I’m a princess, and, well, you know the drill. Blah, blah, blah. It’s all so drab.”

His jaw tightened, his eyes raging with a storm of his own. “Let me guess, you have to marry a prince?” 

She forced a laugh and shrugged. “A king, actually. First-world problems, huh?” The facts were less believable than anything she could pull from her imagination, but saying it out loud still stung. She sealed the truth-posed-as-lie with a wink and leaned in, brushing her lips against his as lightly as she could. 

He laughed again, this time an altogether huskier sound that settled low in her stomach, making it flip.

“What a shame I didn’t meet you sooner. See, I’m a prince on his way to being king, and could have swept you off your feet. Screw that other guy.”

“Sounds like treason, mister.” She trailed a finger along his angular jaw, tempted to keep going along his collarbone and south. “And yes, a damned shame indeed. Stupid ol’ fate is always getting it wrong, isn’t she? Anyway, if you’re up for some fun, I’m here until Friday.” Her finger made its way to his chest, solid and warm. “Take it or leave it.”

He seemed to consider her proposal, pausing before he answered, but not long enough for her to doubt his interest. “I’ll take it. All of it.” A challenge was issued in his eyes, in his arms that wrapped around her waist, closing the last of the distance between them. 

She closed her eyes and cinched her hands around his neck, pulling him into her. 

“Good choice.” 

She brought her lips to his and ran her tongue along his bottom lip, knowing that exquisite pleasure for herself at last. He tasted of orange blossom and vanilla, and damn if she didn’t almost come right there. 

As the rain began to fall, Lissa tangled her fingers in his hair. She had three days of freedom in front of her, and she intended to use each and every one to ravish the beautiful man whose taste was still on her tongue. 

She might have to kiss a frog in less than a week, but she was going to bed with Mr. Charming tonight. 
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Chapter One: Present Day
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Gael’s face raged with heat, and his fists were pinned tight against his side in an effort to temper his anger. His father’s study, lined with Spanish teak wood and enough gold to summon Midas, was not the place to be having this conversation. Hell, he didn’t want to have it at all. 

“I am not repeating this argument, Papá. We’ve been through it more than once.”

“Sí, but—” his father started.

“No. But nothing. I made my choice. Two years ago. Not a damn thing has changed. Tomás agreed to step up as Prince. I’m more than pleased with my role in the military.”

Gael picked up a gold-plated pen that probably cost more than their chef made in a month. The temptation to throw the thing across the room was almost strong enough to follow through. 

“But for what? You’re chasing a ghost, hijo. You don’t even know her last name. Don’t you understand how... how ludicrous this all is? To give it all up for love?”

It might look ludicrous to someone else, but Dio. He didn’t just want love, either. Not anymore. He wanted her. 

Lissa. 

She’d claimed him with her body, first—and what a body it was. Tall, curvaceous as if she was born of the peligroso S-curves of the Andes. Strong as the sun glinting off the Mediterranean, but soft in all the right places. And her hair. Oh, her hair and her skin, one made of fire, the other ice. 

But none of that compared to her mind, her wit, her innate knowledge of what made him tick. Every touch, every whisper, every rock of her hips called to him still, like a siren pulling him into the deep. 

“So, we’re really doing this, Papá? Fine. What do you possibly think you can say that will change my mind?”

His father, the king, spit with rage at his eldest son, listing all the reasons his decision to give up the throne was short-sighted and foolish.

Money. Duty. Responsibility.

Every argument his father made, Gael countered. 

He didn’t need the money. 

He didn’t give a damn about duty.

The kingdom—and arranged marriage that went with it—wasn’t his responsibility and hadn’t been for some time.

“So, what is this about, then?” his father asked. “What could you possibly have to offer her?”

“I love her, and I’ll make a life for us either way. And I will find her, Papá.” Not that his father gave a damn if love was involved or not. While Gael might not do casual relationships, his father had preached about nothing else since Gael was old enough to hear it. They were the only way for a royal to get certain... needs met. 

Gael had other ideas, one to satisfy those needs and an ache for something more at the same time. 

“You haven’t even found her yet.”

As if that could stop him. “Yet. But who says I’m done looking?”

“And if she disappeared on purpose? What if she doesn’t want anything more from you? You have to consider that possibility, son. Before it’s too late.”

Gael shook his head. No. That isn’t possible. Not after what they’d shared... But the thought lingered, malignant and necrotic, wearing his resolve. 

The truth was, it didn’t matter. He’d been marked a changed man after she’d walked out of his suite on day four of their screwfest, her toro-red curls and Mediterranean-green eyes both wild. She hadn’t even said goodbye, just pried his mouth open with her tongue, kissed him within an inch of his life, and walked out the door. She’d tossed back four words that he still called back in the loneliness of the cold, dark nights of the Galician winter. 

It’s been fun, amor. 

Fun. Ha! As if that could begin to describe the four-day affair. He’d come home and abdicated his throne, passing off responsibility to his younger brother. Not just the kingdom, either. He gave up everything that went with it. 

The money, the title, his future. 

Because what kind of a future could it be without her?

And that—the utter loss of his sanity after only four days with the woman—was precisely why he didn’t do hookups. Not that it mattered. He’d broken his singular rule and was paying for it now. 

“You’ll lose your title,” his father tried again. 

Gael pinched the bridge of his nose, frustration settling in his chest like sand, heavy and grating. “I already did. I haven’t been involved in anything related to the crown in two years, Papá. In fact, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. I want a permanent position in the royal military. There’s precedent with Sir Michél. 1948.”

His father ignored him and went on with his tirade. “What about your finances? You’ll no longer have access to the royal funds you’re accustomed to.”

“Papá, you and I both know with my own accounts, I’ll never have to work again if I don’t want to. Neither will my children, or their children. I’ll be fine.” 

“You won’t be King.”

“Jesús. Haven’t you been listening? I never wanted it to begin with. Not a day in my life. Tomás has, though, and he’s been preparing the past two years. Think about it. Do you want to hand over your country to a man who will only take the position out of duty, or would you rather make sure it’s in the hands of someone with a passion for the role, the land, the title?”

That silenced his father, but the tall, stately man hadn’t budged. He just stood there, stoically appraising his eldest son who refused to waive under the intense stare. Gael knew what he wanted and wouldn’t stop until he got it. 

“Son,” he tried again, but Gael waved him off.

“No. Enough. Tell me this, Papá—has an arranged marriage made you happy or at least made you a better king? Because if it has done either of those, fine. I’ll bite the bullet and walk down whatever aisle you need me to. But I think, if you could do it over, you’d have done it differently.”

Finally, futility settled over the King. Everyone knew he took up with as many affairs as he could afford without being blatantly obvious about his indiscretions, while Gael’s mother pretended not to notice by diving head first into renovating the décor of the palace every six months. 

The King nodded at first, in subtle but tacit agreement, only to break off into the only spontaneous fit of laughter Gael had ever seen him make. He shook with joy or madness, Gael couldn’t be sure which, finally clapping his son on the shoulder. 

“You’re right about that, son. More than you know. I’ll alert Tomás about the sword he’ll be expected to fall upon on your behalf. ¿Bien?”

Gael opened his mouth to thank his father for—finally!—hearing him, when the door to the study opened. Tomás, his younger brother by ten years, strode through, a tumbler of amber liquid in his hands. 

“Speak of the Devil.” Gael smiled and met his brother halfway through the entrance, embracing him with a firm hug. “Good to see you again, hermanito. You look good. Almost old enough to wear that shit on your lapel.” He flicked the royal medals that explained what his brother had been up to since he last came home. Apparently, a lot. 

“Well, well, well. Look what the monsoons brought in. I didn’t think you were coming to this circus,” Tomás quipped. He squeezed Gael tighter. “But I’m glad you did. Someone needs to drink me through this thing.”

“Stay out of my wine, son,” the King ordered, but Tomás ignored him. “You need to be sober when you meet your future in-laws.”

“Yeah, yeah. Anyway, what brought you here, hermano? I really did think you were training.”

Gael shrugged. “This guy said he had some things to talk to me about, and you know I can’t refuse a meeting with the King.” He winked, and the two brothers shared a laugh.

“I’m going downstairs. I hate it when you two talk about me as if I’m not here. Be good and don’t be late, Tomás.”

Tomas smiled, and when he was out of direct sight of their dad, winked at his brother.

“You hear something, Gael?”

“Nope. You?”

The door to the study slammed shut on Gael and Tomás erupting in a fit of laughter.

“I love messing with the old man. He makes it too easy.”

“That’s the truth. So, tell me, hermano, why’re you really here? We weren’t expecting you. Not that I’m not happy to have you around or anything. I meant what I said about you needing to help me drink my way through this.” 

Tomás made his way to a tall cabinet and unlocked it with a key he procured from a hidden breast pocket. “Shhh. I made a copy last year when Papá got drunk at a state dinner and asked me to bring him a bottle of ‘Spain’s finest.’”

Gael nodded his approval. 

“Genius. Wish I’d thought of it when I lived here. Anyway, I was honest before. Papá wanted to talk, so I flew up.”

Gael had been stationed down south at the Grenada Naval Base for the past eighteen months and only came home when summoned. Sometimes not even then. He missed his brother, but dealing with his father’s relentless queries about his choices wasn’t worth the trip most times. 

“He try and talk you out of giving it all up again?”

“Yeah, but I think this time I got him to see things my way.”

Tomás grinned, a wicked glint in his eyes as he procured a bottle of rioja from the felt-lined cabinet and opened it. After a final gulp of whatever he’d had in the glass before, he filled it with ruby-red wine—yes, one of Spain’s finest—and handed it over to his brother before taking a swig out of the bottle. 

“How’d you manage that? I feel like I should be taking notes.”

“I just reminded him that an arranged marriage never did anyone in this family any favors. Love couldn’t make things any worse, could it?”

Tomás laughed and took another long pull from the bottle of wine. God, Gael missed the kid. Maybe he could be around more now that things were settled with his father and Tomás could finally take the role he’d been vying for since he was a child. 

“Dang. I mean, I’m impressed but surprised he gave in. Remember Papá’s face when you told him you were trading it all in for her the first time?” Tomás barked out a laugh.

“I thought his head was going to explode. I wish someone would’ve filmed that. What was it he said? That she wasn’t worth it? I almost threw our whole relationship in the trash right there.”

That was an understatement. He’d been close to clocking his father—too close.

“I think he said, ‘This is why you’re giving up the life I made for you? A woman? A woman you can’t even locate? It’s been months, years since the affair.’ I mean, he wasn’t wrong.” 

“No, but it wasn’t his decision to make. Still isn’t.”

“Glad you two are still talking, though. That you’re okay otherwise. I mean, you are, aren’t you?”

Gael nodded. “More than okay, thanks. I love my life, Tomás, I really do.” 

He’d left the palace that day two years ago and never looked back. He’d never been drawn to the throne like his younger brother, longing instead for a life outside the palace walls, where travel and adventure ruled his days. Commanding a fleet in the Navy gave him an ample dose of both, adding on the ability to make hands-on change for his country, a far more enticing prospect than the politics of ruling it. 

And yet... 

An ache welled up inside him, gaping and festering more every day since the day he’d flown home from the Kelles. The only thing that would fill it and heal what hurt was Lissa. He’d never been more sure of anything. 

He’d even recently finished a project in the Pyrenees with her in mind. Not even Tomás was aware of it. 

“Not to take sides with Papá, but are you absolutely sure this is what you want? Because after today, you don’t have a choice. Hell, neither of us do.”

Gael sighed and took a sip of the wine, then let it roll around his mouth, appreciating the tartness. He absently ran his hand along his father’s desk as he let the wine slide down his throat. It wasn’t the same teak wood as the bar where he’d met Lissa, but it might as well have been the way the memories of that night pulled at his thoughts, distracting him from whatever his brother was saying. He shut his eyes against them, hoping they’d dissipate, but they only grew in intensity. 

He saw flashes of red and green, then alabaster skin bared for his eager hands behind his closed lids. Now that the memories surfaced, he wasn’t sure he wanted them to go since they were his only link to her, and a poor substitute at that. 

“Hey, Gael. You in there somewhere?” Tomás asked. 

Gael nodded but pressed his eyes together tighter, hoping to hang on to the images, but like always, they evaporated and disappeared like his breath on the frigid Pyrenees winds. 

“Yeah. Just thinking about your question.”

“Bull. You were thinking about her, weren’t you?”

“Same thing. Tomás, I can’t even consider taking a job or a life that would mean I have to give up looking for her. It’s impossible to explain, but she’s it. I can just feel it.”

“You need to get laid, buddy, and fast. This kind of obsession isn’t healthy.”

He’d tried that, though, and it was as futile as the rest of it. He had all the right tools—the royal name, a near-royal fortune, some decent looks if he could humbly say so, not to mention the uniform marking him amongst the elite in the Spanish Navy—but it didn’t matter. None of the women had what he needed. 

Some drew him in with a shade of red hair close to Lissa’s, but it always appeared drab compared to the shimmering flames Lissa wore like a crown of fire. 

Others caught his gaze with green eyes, but upon closer inspection, they were just that, green. Not jade jewels set in the most perfect creamy skin a man could imagine, skin that trailed all the way down her chest, her taut stomach... Ugh. The bottom line? 

They weren’t her. So, they’d never measure up. 

“Not gonna happen, but thanks for the helpful suggestion.”

“Fine, but one more thing, Gael. You slept with the woman for half a week and she never told you her last name. You don’t find that odd?”

“Not you, too.”

Tomás threw his hands up in defeat. “I just want you to think through all the angles. You’re giving up a lot for a woman who doesn’t seem to want to be found is all I’m saying.”

“I’m giving up more if I stop looking. I want love, a life shared between partners, not a smashing together of names and titles to force prosperity on kingdoms who’ve done fine before I got here.”

Gael smiled, but his chest hurt with all the talk about the past two years and how fruitless his search had been. Lissa had done more than just upend his vacation two years ago. Meeting her, loving her, had permanently and bindingly altered the course of his life. If he was ever uncertain about whether or not he could marry for convenience—not his, but his country’s, his parents’—meeting her had solidified his decision. 

“Yeah, well, you always were the romantic, big brother. As for me, I’m gonna head downstairs when I’m done with this wine and meet the woman whose name I’m going to smash together with mine to force prosperity on our kingdoms.”

“Hey, I didn’t mean—” Gael began, but his brother cut him off with a shake of his head.

“No. Don’t. I know what you mean, but I knew what taking the crown entailed. I’m assuming the role of King, and I don’t take that lightly.” 

“Still, I’m sorry. God, Tom, I’m such an imbécile. I came home from that trip and acted on every damned emotion, every desire. And then I left without even checking that you were okay. Jesus. I didn’t even consider how much I’d wreck your plans, your...”

Tomás silenced him with a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“Stop with the martyr crap,” Tomás said, his old smile laced with mischief replacing the serious one from moments ago. “I just wanted to give you a hard time. You haven’t wrecked anything other than my piss-poor image, and if I’m being honest, I’m grateful for it. I was having
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