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        It wasn't supposed to be me standing at the altar.

      

        

      
        My sister was the one promised to a Ramsey. That was the deal, to satisfy the iron-clad rule between the alliance families that meant one of our marriages would be arranged. And she was feverish to marry Knox.

      

        

      
        Things didn’t turn out that way.

      

        

      
        I’d heard about Wolf Ramsey, of course. Dangerous. Deadly. Too stunning for his own good, like all the Ramseys, but built like a weapon and treated like one.

      

        

      
        Seeing him in person was worse than the rumors.

      

        

      
        He was huge. All muscle and menace. Radiating the kind of barely controlled power that could have brought me to my knees if I’d let it.

      

        

      
        When his eyes locked on mine, I didn’t get butterflies. I got a shot of electric fear.

      

        

      
        I knew he would take me places I’ve never been—and ruin me in the process. I was wildly relieved when it was time to leave.

      

        

      
        I never got that chance.

      

        

      
        One announcement would change my entire life. Because it won’t be my sister who secures the alliance between our families.

      

        

      
        It will be me. And the most dangerous Ramsey of them all. The brutal stranger with a ruthless empire behind him, Wolf Ramsey.

      

        

      
        Whether he destroys me—or sets me free—I’m about to find out.

      

        

      
        WILD HEARTS is the explosive second book in the epic Paradise Series, a steamy standalone enemies-to-lovers arranged marriage romance with a HEA and no cliffhangers.
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        Note to readers: Wild Hearts is the second book in the Paradise Series. While it can be read as a standalone, this book contains spoilers to Book 1 so it is recommended that you read the first book in the series, Devil's Angel (Paradise Book 1), before reading this one.
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      “Give her more of that kohl eyeliner. Really lay it on. She needs a smokier eye. And for god’s sake, get rid of that insipid pink lip gloss. Are you serious with that bullshit? We want a siren, fuck-me red. For lips this naturally perfect, it would be a crime not to pimp them out to every hot bachelor with a heartbeat. Think sultry, people. Sexy. It’s time to get this girl some goddamn action.”

      Okay, wow.

      My head stylist, whose name is Lana Lee, is at it again. Micromanaging me to within an inch of my life, meanwhile endlessly pointing out how nonexistent my love life is. Which isn’t entirely my fault, but it’s true enough. She’s obsessed with shining a high-beam spotlight onto the obvious at every available opportunity.

      I have limits. Sure, I’ve never acted on my limits but they’re there. I’m not sure exactly where my line is but I know I’m getting dangerously close to it.

      They call me sweet. Shy. Quiet. I’m the good girl, the one who always does what she’s told. But simmering just under the surface of my obedience is a wild heart. Some little spark in me is biding its time, craving … something. Freedom. Rebellion. Danger. I can feel it coming. Which is both daunting and sort of thrilling, to be honest.

      I know I’m going to do something reckless that no one sees coming. I just don’t know when.

      I guess Lana has reason to be full of herself. Every A-list actor, model and influencer wants to work with her, from here to L.A., Aspen, the Hamptons, Manhattan, London, Paris, Milan, you name it. Even so, she spends most of her time here at Seven Mile Beach, my family’s compound in Waikiki.

      This is because my sisters pay her astronomical amounts of money to dress us and basically manage our lives—or at least the part of our lives that involves fashion, which is most of it. She also lives in one of our guesthouses as part of her employment package. Which has a cute, Juliet-style balcony that overlooks its own secluded sugar-sand beach.

      Lana is in such white-hot demand, she sometimes gets caught up in her own hype. Like now, for example. And I’m tired of her non-stop commentary about my so-called “innocence.” It’s her favorite topic.

      For a brief moment I think about getting up and walking out. Just standing up without saying a word to anyone and walking through our huge, busy fashion studio—with its racks of garments, walls of mirrors, expansive windows that overlook the ocean, teams of stylists and tables strewn with designs and patterns and sewing machines, where ten or more dressmakers are finalizing tonight’s looks for us, along with all the outfits we’ll need for the rest of our weekend. Not to mention all the other upcoming photoshoots and events on our jam-packed schedules.

      I picture myself silently making my way down the grand staircase of my family’s estate, under the giant crystal chandelier, right out the front door, down the driveway and out the gate. Just walking away into the big, wide-open world where no one knows me and I can do whatever I want.

      I won’t, of course.

      I’d probably be kidnapped within minutes. For … reasons.

      We’re famous. We own the most expensive piece of real estate in Waikiki, along with many others.

      I understand why I’m guarded. I know why it’s necessary and I’m used to it.

      Mostly.

      I’m watched like a hawk. My team of bodyguards protects my every move. My phone calls, posts and texts are monitored and filtered. My schedule is lorded over and controlled. Some days I don’t even feel like a real person. Like I’m more of a carefully-curated brand who lives in a gilded cage than an actual human being.

      They mean well, of course they do.

      But my cage’s bars feel extra thick today. More and more, it occurs to me that there’s a reason they keep me on such a tight rein.

      I wonder what Ash is doing. It’s his day off. I told him I’d go see him before we leave for our weekend away.

      My brothers and my cousins would kill me if they found out I’ve been sneaking down to the pool house to see him. Even more, they’d kill Ash.

      They get to choose who I hang out with, in their own minds at least.

      Usually I just go with the flow. Because that’s what’s expected of me and also because they enforce it.

      But right now, I feel restless in a way that’s new. Some hidden corner of my psyche wants to break free of them all.

      “Weave a few more of those jade beads into her hair,” Lana orders her underlings. “And make sure the emerald gemstones are at the front.” My hair is braided into an elaborate up-do with jewels woven into it that makes me look like an Egyptian princess, maybe. Or a beach bum who won the lottery. I like the effect, but I had no idea it would take so long to create. If I’d known, I could have worn my hair loose, and spent the last two hours with Ash.

      Then why didn’t you?

      Because I don’t have the freedom to make choices like that.

      Which suddenly feels very wrong. Thinking about it now, I’m not sure I’ve ever made a single decision about my own life. It’s crazy. I’m so used to being told what to do, I hardly even notice. But something about the whole scenario is hitting differently today.

      Stand up to them. You’re giving them too much.
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      More mascara is brushed onto my eyelashes. Someone else tugs at my hair, pinning it into place.

      “Ow,” I grumble.

      “More eyeliner,” Lana snaps from where she’s swiping manically through several of the garment racks. “Her look needs to scream horny-as-hell untouched heiress on the prowl.”

      It does?

      For better or worse—worse, usually—I hate offending people or causing any kind of conflict. It’s one of my weaknesses, so I’ve been told. Ironically, it’s the same people telling me it’s a weakness who are the ones who make sure I walk their line.

      “The shy virgin needs to get her halo dirty,” Lana says. “It’ll add value to her brand. This pure-as-the-driven-snow schtick has a shelf life.”

      I’ve really had just about enough of this. Even worse, I agree with her. I want to get my halo dirty. Problem is, they never let me near anyone who might do me the honors.

      It’s part of the reason why I’ve been sneaking down to visit Ash almost every day. Not that we’re anything more than friends at this point but I feel like that might change.

      “She’s only twenty, Lana,” Perri says. My sister is standing in front of the mirrors as five people pin and adjust the black dress she’s wearing to the party we’re going to tonight. The dress is entirely sheer, revealing what looks like a minuscule black bikini underneath, leaving almost nothing to the imagination. She’s curvy and the bikini doesn’t cover much. It’s sexy to the extreme, and I know why she’s chosen it. She’s hoping to get a marriage proposal tonight. From Knox Ramsey, the buff, reclusive middle son of the Ramsey family. “Vivi’s holding out for the real thing.”

      Am I?

      Sure, true love would be the ideal. It’s what everyone dreams of. But my status as an inexperienced hermit isn’t exactly the one I’ve chosen. I’m holding out because my family doesn’t allow me to go anywhere without a chaperone. For my safety, according to them.

      Lana has the confident, take-control personality of an army general. And when she decides my entire wardrobe is going to revolve around whether or not I’m getting laid—which everyone knows I never have—it’s more than a little humiliating.

      My brothers and sisters control who I see and where I go. Lana controls what I wear. My brigade of assistants, stylists, social media curators, personal trainers, nutritionists, yoga instructors, make-up artists, beauty experts, designers, event planners and publicists control every aspect of my days and nights, down to the minute.

      The only person who doesn’t have any control over my life is me.

      I’m the youngest of five and all my siblings have always been overprotective of me. My mother died when I was a baby and when I was ten, my father began his downward spiral into the kind of dementia that doesn’t just take a person’s memory and personality but twists it into something unrecognizable. He died around two years ago and it was a mercy.

      Because I was the youngest and had no mother, from the very beginning, I became everyone else’s pet project.

      Silas is the oldest and he’s mostly done a decent job of running our family’s affairs, I guess. The one exception is his heavy-handed supervision of me. Our cousin Jett is Silas’s advisor and his bodyguard. Jett is also my bodyguard, or at least when he or Silas thinks I need extra protection, which happens to be most of the time. My other brother Malachi is Silas’s wingman. And Tatum too, although from a young age she always loved to travel, so she’s the one who has spent the most time away from Seven Mile Beach. She got cast in her first movie when she was seventeen, became a huge hit and has spent most of the past eight years on film locations. She’s now one of the most bankable stars in Hollywood.

      Malachi is also a major movie star but he’s only interested in blockbusters and he comes home when he’s not filming. He’s the king of the Waikiki party scene and he has a harem of women who give him anything he wants.

      As for Perri, it was always her dream to become a model. She works to achieve this goal night and day. But to her unending despair, she’s never been offered a modeling contract. Not once, even though she has a massive following and gets a huge amount of publicity for being an heiress and a socialite.

      After years of no offers, partly through sheer spite, she created a bunch of her own global brands purely so she can model her products herself. She doesn’t need to rely on her beauty to get herself seen. She can be the face of her lines of cosmetics, fragrance, clothing, hair products and so on because she runs the company. She even has a lifestyle blog. My sister has more followers on Instagram than anyone else in the world.

      I admire her ambition. I just sometimes wish she wasn’t so cut-throat about everything she does. She’s competitive to the extreme. That kind of obsession can’t be great for a person’s mental health, I figure. She’s always stressed out and irritable. She can be prickly and hard to be around, especially when she’s in one of her moods.

      It’s always bothered her that I do get offered modeling contracts. She’s never said so but I can tell. She works out non-stop with her team of personal trainers and she’s already had a lot of fillers. Tatum keeps telling her not to overdo it, but Perri already looks a little bit … plastic. Even when money is no object, there’s only so much Botox you can pump into your face before it starts to look weird.

      Perri is known for her savvy and her style. But never for my beauty, she cries to me all the time. It breaks her heart. They’ve never called me beautiful. Not once.

      I tell her I think she’s beautiful. And she is. She’s my guide and she’s my closest sister, even though there’s the tiniest edge behind her love, which I can feel simmering there. A jealousy and a resentment she does her best to control. We both try to ignore it.

      “I said sexy, not street-corner whore,” Lana barks at several of the make-up artists. Cody, Lana’s senior assistant, who has the patience of a saint, blinks his long eyelashes at me in solidarity as he smooths the kohl around my eyes with a tiny sponge.

      “I don’t know why they’re bothering,” I mutter, looking out the wall of windows to the white sand of our private beach with its loungers and blue umbrellas, to the turquoise ocean waves beyond. “This is all a waste of time.”

      “Girl, you’re outshining all of them, like you always do,” Cody whispers. “Ignore her. You’re going to rock someone’s world, you gorgeous thing. You just wait, you’ll find your person. And once you do, you’ll be glad you waited.”

      I wonder if I’ll ever find my person.

      Sometimes I wish Ash was my person. But there are gray areas with Ash that make me wonder if Ash could ever be my person. Mainly: I don’t think Ash thinks he’s my person. The way I see it, your person should want to be your person.

      I sigh without meaning to.

      “Better,” Lana says approvingly, walking over to another rack of dresses.

      Lana is good at her job and most of the outfits she picks out for me are custom made and to-die-for. She has a knack for putting pieces together in a way that’s original and cutting edge. The looks she creates for me and my sisters get noticed. Which, according to Lana, is a key part of putting our brands on the map.

      I don’t bother mentioning it also puts her brand very much on the map and is the reason she’s now the most sought-after stylist in the world.

      My sisters and I get a lot of attention. Our social media platforms are like mini-corporations. Everything we wear gets scrutinized and copied. Every post has a business plan behind it.

      Gabrielle, who’s in charge of my Instagram team, comes over and holds one of my phones up to me. It’s the one we use exclusively for Instagram. Her green eyes are bright with excitement. She glances over to where Perri is momentarily distracted and out of earshot.

      “Check out your follower numbers,” Gabrielle whispers. The screen shows my Instagram page. 775,659,308. “You’ve passed Perri! You’re number one in the world, Vivi!”

      “Wow.” That’s exciting, I guess. I smile, reacting the way I’m expected to react. But Perri will be seething when she finds out.

      “Vivi, this is amazing!” Gabrielle gushes. “We did it!”

      It is amazing. Isn’t it?

      But … what does it all mean? Why don’t I feel anything?

      At all?

      Ever?
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      I mean, I haven’t done anything to deserve this kind of attention.

      It probably sounds like I’m ungrateful.

      I’m not ungrateful. I know how lucky I am and I try to share my luck. On my eighteenth birthday, I secretly set up a foundation that donates money to charities, medical research and scholarships. No one knows about it except my cousin Jericho, our family’s senior accountant. He helped me set it up and promised it would be our secret.

      Silas is more focused on growing our wealth than giving it away. I didn’t want him to know about it. I wanted it to be mine.

      It’s the most rebellious thing I’ve ever done and the one thing I’m most proud of. I did it because the shallower side of this life sometimes gets to me. The staging, the likes, the followers—it always feels just a little bit empty.

      I fully realize that most people would kill for the kind of attention I get, so I try to appreciate it. My sisters love it. My brothers revel in it. As for me, none of it ever feels like a perfect fit. Like I’m wearing a diamond-studded straitjacket that’s just a little too heavy and a lot too tight.

      I know what Ash would say. Poor little rich girl. It’s so hard. Poor Vivi.

      It’s not hard. Nothing’s hard. Nothing’s easy and nothing’s hard. I glide through my existence with a dull ache in my heart, like now, with swarms of people fussing over me, making sure my hair and makeup are photo-worthy, dressing me and undressing me like I’m a puppet on a string.

      I’ve spent my life following orders. But I can feel it: somewhere inside me, something is shifting.

      Maybe it’s the full moon.

      Right. What are you, a werewolf now?

      It’s why this date was chosen for the party we’re going to. To see if two of us can make a love match.

      “Put this on.” Lana is holding the dress she’s chosen for me to wear tonight.

      We’re taking our jet to Kauai in a few hours, to stay with the Ramsey family for the weekend. They’re having a two-day party for the three families that are part of our so-called “alliance.” It’s an old, weird tradition I’ve never paid much attention to.

      There’s an archaic rule that’s attached to it. We’re all big, extended families, but once each generation, the three families are supposed to link through marriage. According to the rule, one of us Fitzpatricks has to marry a King and one of us has to marry a Ramsey.

      Some generations follow the rule and some don’t. People rebel against it, not surprisingly. Some people think bad things happen to those who refuse to obey its laws.

      The way I see it, bad things happen anyway. All the time. To everyone. I don’t really buy into all the mysticism that surrounds the rule.

      But Silas and Malachi do. And so does Perri. She wants to be the one to marry a Ramsey. She’s got her heart set on it and she’s been badgering Silas to arrange it for months. My sister is totally obsessed with Knox, even though she’s only met him a few times.

      “God, I can’t wait.” Perri’s standing close to me now, checking her look in the mirror. “I might even be married by the end of the weekend, Vivi.”

      “It’s so exciting,” I say, trying hard to infuse my tone with something resembling enthusiasm.

      I can’t remember ever meeting Knox Ramsey. There aren’t many photos of him online. Only one or two, which Perri has saved onto her phone. One of them is her screensaver and every time I see it I wonder if that’s a good idea. It almost feels like she’s jinxing it, getting ahead of herself. But I don’t say anything. I just hope it works out for her.

      Echo is the youngest Ramsey and she’s a year older than me. Occasionally we see each other at parties. Whenever I see her, she’s fun and nice. Blaise is too. She’s a few years older than Echo. She’s stunning and she comes across as wise beyond her years and sort of no-nonsense. Both of them have a sense of realness I always find compelling. They’re the kind of people you wish you could spend more time with.

      I don’t know the Ramsey brothers at all. They all seem insanely intimidating. They train in martial arts or something and they’re very outdoorsy. Probably because they have a sprawling hundred square acre ranch in Kauai, which is where we’re going tonight. I’ve never been there, but Silas has and he said it lives up to its name. They call it Paradise.

      Remington is the oldest Ramsey sibling. He’s gruff and serious and built like a fighter, according to Silas. Silas meets with him occasionally because the alliance families co-own a bunch of companies and have for generations.

      I don’t know much about Knox or the other brother, whose name is Wolf. They’re not on social media and they’re not part of the see-and-be-seen crowd. They mainly keep to themselves.

      Rumors are that they’re rough and huge and sort of wild. They carry weapons and spend most of their time swimming, hunting, surfing and living off the land.

      “How do I look?” Perri asks me. I can tell she’s nervous about tonight. “Do you like this dress, Vivi?”

      “You look sexy.” Almost too sexy, but then again, what do I know? Maybe that’s the key to getting your halo dirty.

      She’s checking her phone again. I hope she hasn’t noticed my Instagram numbers.

      “Any reply?” I ask her.

      I know she’s been texting and leaving messages for Knox for the past few weeks. So far, she hasn’t heard back from him. “He might be out of range,” she says. “Apparently there are areas on their ranch that don’t get cell phone coverage. Echo said he spends a lot of time at his beach house, which is remote.”

      “You’ll see him tonight, though.”

      She’s eager, but there’s an edge to it. “What if …”

      Perri hesitates but I know what she’s thinking. What if he doesn’t want to marry her? What happens then? “I’m sure he does, Perri. Didn’t Remington tell Silas it’s a done deal and that Knox agreed to it?”

      “He hasn’t actually confirmed it but Silas said he’s thinking about it.”

      “I’m sure all the arrangements will be made this weekend. Relax.”

      Perri smiles at me but Lana’s tapping her foot, waiting for me to try on the dress she’s still holding.

      I stand, and Cody takes off my robe. All I’m wearing is a tiny white thong but I’m so used to being dressed and undressed I barely notice.

      “We’re juxtaposing the sultry siren lips and the smoky eyes with a more demure outfit,” Lana tells me. “Tonight, you’re a timid waif who’s on the cusp of an awakening. A fallen angel who’s about to be sullied.”

      What the hell?

      I stare at myself in the wall of mirrors. I look like I’ve time-warped to an 90s music video, and not in a good way. “No.”

      Lana glares at me, half-shocked and half-dismissive. “What do you mean no?”

      “I can’t wear this. It’s all wrong.”

      “Wrong? How can it possibly be wrong?”

      The dress is white and flowing. It looks oversized and childish, with lacy embellishments. “It’s bad enough that I am a shy virgin and everyone knows it—thank you for pointing out the obvious, Lana. But the last thing I want to do is to look like one. I’m not wearing this.”

      They’re all speechless for a few seconds. It’s not like me to have outbursts or make demands. Lana sputters. “But it’s perfe⁠—"

      “Give me something darker. Edgier. Something … fierce-looking.” It sounds weird and I wish I could take it back as soon as it’s out there.

      “Fierce-looking?” Lana regains her composure.

      I walk over to one of the many racks of garments that fill the room.

      “Vivi.” Perri watches me, like she’s concerned about my behavior. “You should wear the one you have on. It looks so pretty on you.”

      “I’ve had enough of pretty.”

      I pull out something that catches my eye. It’s a green sequined tight-fitting mini-dress with a plunging neckline. “This.”

      Lana stares at the outfit. Then she gives a light shrug, like she half-approves of my choice. “It’s Valentino. It just arrived yesterday.”

      I take off the white dress and toss it over a chair. Then I put on the sequined outfit and Cody zips it. It fits me perfectly, if maybe a little on the tight side. It makes my boobs look full and bouncy. My eyes are a deep shade of amber—the exact same shade as my mother’s were. The jewel-bright jade of the sequins makes my irises look almost golden. I slide my feet into a pair of gold high-heeled sandals with gem-stone detailing, checking myself out in the mirror. “This is it.”

      She wants me to dirty my halo? In this outfit, I might just be able to do that.

      It won’t happen this weekend, since Perri and Knox will end up getting engaged and so will one of my brothers.

      But at least I don’t look as insecure as I feel.

      In this dress, I can feed those tiny sparks of fire that are taking hold inside me.

      Timid, obedient virgin on the cusp of a fiery awakening?

      Bring it on.
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      Twenty minutes later, I’ve changed out of my heels and pulled on my old high tops that I have to hide at the back of my closet so they don’t get thrown out. I’m wearing a long coat over my dress, tied at the front. I silently make my way down the back staircase, sneaking through one of the service doors, past the kitchens, which are quieter than usual, since we won’t be here for meals this weekend.

      My coat and my sunglasses do their job. No one expects me to be here, so I manage to escape through the back door without being noticed. My entourage—and my hawk-eyed sister—won’t miss me for another hour. The limos won’t arrive until five to take us to the airport.

      I told them I was going to go read for a while and they didn’t even blink. I do read sometimes, unlike my siblings. The only things they read are spreadsheets and social media feeds.

      I get to the palm grove and take a right. I walk past the fountains and through the archways, to the pool area. My great great great grandfather sailed to Hawaii a hundred years ago, straight from the California gold rush. He bought as much real estate as he could get his hands on. And then he started building on it. My family now owns many of the most exclusive, high-end resorts in Waikiki. Our house is the nicest of all of them—not exactly a resort since it’s a private residence, but it looks like one.

      I check behind me to make sure no one’s following me.

      My heart is pounding because I shouldn’t be doing this. If Jett catches me, he’ll … react badly.

      I don’t care about him.

      Yes you do. Your heart is beating like a hummingbird’s wing.

      I know my disobedience is risky as hell but I’m tired of being policed by my bully of a cousin.

      I try to ignore my own fear at the thought of being caught by him.

      I shouldn’t have to be scared of my own security guards. And I shouldn’t need to sneak around my own property. Things have gotten way out of hand. It’s happened sort of incrementally over time. I’m now at the point where I can’t do anything without worrying about his reaction to it.

      And his reactions are getting worse.

      Jett’s vigilance has become beyond oppressive. I don’t want him to know about everything I do. It’s none of his damn business. My cousin reacts to things in a way that doesn’t always fit the situation. He has a temper and he does things that seem a little … off. Which, deep down, sort of terrifies me. I do everything I can to avoid him.

      I get to the narrow staircase that leads up behind the main pool house.

      This is where some of the staff accommodation is, small apartments that share a roof garden.

      Checking again to make sure no one is following me, I climb up to the rooftop lanai. I see him there, laying on a wide lounger in his swim shorts, reading a book under the shade of an umbrella.

      Ash.

      The one person on planet Earth who gets me.

      Over the past eight months, Ash has become the closest friend I’ve ever had. Which is sort of pathetic when you think about it. My siblings are my family and I love them, but if we weren’t related we probably wouldn’t be friends. I’m too different from the rest of them. We’re more bonded by blood, circumstance and a shared history than we are by things we have in common. And the friends I had at school were always held at arm’s length from my life because I’m so carefully guarded.

      Too carefully guarded. I decide right here and now to change that.

      Which will mean defying my family, something I’ve never done.

      But something inside me is telling me: it’s time.
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      I’ve started visiting Ash every few days. Sometimes every day. It's a miracle I haven’t been found out yet. They would never expect me to be sneaking around like this so it hasn’t occurred to them yet to have me followed 24/7.

      Ash works for my family. He’s a pool boy or he helps with catering when we have parties or he works with the groundskeepers. I met him the first week he started working at Seven Mile Beach. I was doing a photoshoot by the pool one day for a swimsuit brand and he was folding towels. He handed me one and we started talking. We struck up an unlikely but sort of immediate friendship. He was easy to talk to. I started going to the pool all the time just hoping I’d run into him. One day when he didn’t turn up, I went looking for him.

      He was up here, where he spends most of his time when he’s not working or studying. Ash is taking classes at the university part-time to complete his degree with a dual major in accounting and computer science. He said he’s always been good with numbers and doesn’t want to be a pool boy for the rest of his life, so he takes the bus out to the campus three times a week. He’s humble about it but he’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. Once Ash told me he’d hacked into a government website when he was fourteen, just to see if he could do it. He did do it, and so effectively he almost got arrested.

      He looks up and smiles. “Hey, glamour girl. I thought you were going to Kauai today.”

      “Not until five. I told you I’d come see you.”

      Ash moves over on the lounger to make room for me. I sit next to him and my coat has fallen open enough for him to notice the glittery green sequins on my dress. He opens my coat further and he takes in my hair and makeup. “Holy shit, girlfriend. Check out the sexy supermodel.”

      “Yeah, it’s a little over the top.”

      “You look, like, insanely hot in this.”

      Which makes me laugh a little. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m serious. This is such a different look for you.”

      “The outfit they wanted me to wear made me look like I was twelve. I wasn’t feeling it.”

      He seems almost stunned by the change in me. “Well, honey, you don’t look twelve now. The way it fits you is borderline X-rated, girl. I like it. And your hair looks amazing.” Ash gently runs his fingers along the tiny braids of my hair and the jewels that have been woven in. As I lay back in the shade, he says, “Be careful you don’t mess it up.”

      “I can’t mess it up. It’s been sprayed into place with an entire can of hairspray.”

      Ash props himself up onto his bent elbow to gaze at me. Ash has light brown eyes and dark brown hair. He has a lanky body that, if he ate more, would probably be sort of beautiful. As it is, he’s too skinny.

      He’s not much taller than I am and it’s one of the things I like about Ash. He’s not physically intimidating. We’re practically the same size. My brothers and cousins and all their friends are big, imposing men. I like that Ash isn’t.

      “You look so gorgeous, Vivi.”

      “Thanks.” Ash is one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. He’s always complimenting me, but not in an over the top kind of way. He’s just genuinely kind-hearted.

      “So, tonight’s the long-awaited matchmaking party?”

      “Yeah.” I tell Ash everything. Because he never judges me or complicates things. Everything about his personality is unthreatening. It’s such a nice change from being told what to do all the time and being constantly critiqued for every flaw in my character, like how I’m too shy, too timid or too whatever. There’s always a long list.

      Ash just takes me as I am. He never pushes me to try to be something I’m not. “God, I so wish I could tag along and see how it all plays out tonight.”

      “I wish you could too, Ash. I would love it if you could come.”

      “Do you think Knox Ramsey will propose to Perri?” His eyes are bright. People are always interested in the alliance because it’s so outrageous.

      “I hope so. She’ll be totally devastated if he doesn’t.”

      “Is there any chance someone might propose to … you? Instead of Perri?” Like he’s almost worried about it.

      Our eyes meet. I’ve wondered what it might be like to be with Ash—not that my brothers would ever allow it, which makes me wonder if I’d be brave enough to defy them. Ash and I are similar people. A life with Ash would be calm and safe. I crave his company because I don’t know anyone else who makes me feel so understood and so unthreatened.

      If you ask me, safety is underrated. That feeling of just being able to say whatever you want to say, whenever you want to say it and not have to worry that someone will react badly to it, as though you’ve done something unforgivable, just for being yourself.

      Maybe he wonders about it too.

      “Not really,” I tell him. “Knox will propose to Perri and Malachi will propose to Aurora King and that will be that. Malachi told me that he and Aurora have already slept together. So I guess it makes sense for them to be the ones to secure our family tie with the Kings.”

      “Really?”

      “I mean, they were never exclusive or anything. He told me he doesn’t know if he could ever love her but he’ll choose her if he’s forced to. Which was always in the cards.”

      “Wow. This whole arranged marriage thing is so crazy.”

      “Tell me about it. Besides, no one would want to propose to me. They all think I’m weird and awkward.”

      “That can’t be true.”

      “It is true.”

      “You’re by far the most beautiful of all of them, Vivi. You’re famous for it, girl. Trust me.” This is what Ash does. He makes me feel like I’m not a freak. “You wouldn’t have, like, a gazillion followers if people weren’t fascinated.”

      “That’s different. They don’t know me. They’re following an image of me that’s been created by my stylists.”

      “They’re also following you because you’re beautiful and mysterious,” Ash insists. “You’re an enigma. People love enigmas.”

      “If you say so.” I lay back and look up at the blue sky. The sun is lower now. “Anyway, that’s Instagram. It’s staged. An entire team puts those photoshoots together. They create a personality for me that’s fun and glamorous. But in any real situation, all I’m famous for is being socially awkward and painfully shy. You’re the only one I can talk to besides my sisters who doesn’t make me stutter like a fool and embarrass myself. I think you might be my soulmate.” I mean that last part as a joke, but something about the statement doesn’t quite come out that way.

      Ash is watching me. He often looks at me the way he’s looking at me now. Sort of tenderly. But he’s never made a move on me.

      I almost wish he would. “Ash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      His expression is layered. “No.”

      “Do you …” I mean, it’s not out of the realm of possibility and I feel like we’re close enough for me to ask it: “… have a boyfriend? Sorry, that’s personal. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “If you’re asking me to define myself … I can’t. I don’t. I’ve had boyfriends and I’ve had girlfriends. I am who I am and I don’t really fit into any category. I go with the flow of however I’m feeling, depending on who I’m with. I guess I’m sort of … bi-possible. I don’t like to limit my opportunities.”

      “That’s cool.” It is cool. Ash is the most free-spirited, open-minded and non-judgmental person I’ve ever met. It doesn’t surprise me that he doesn’t limit himself in a conventional way. “How are you feeling right now?”

      He laughs. “You mean right this very second?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m feeling like you’re way out of my league, sweetheart. I’m feeling like your brothers and that hulking bodyguard cousin of yours would literally kill me if they ever found out you visit me.”

      “Jett isn’t really my cousin.”

      “He isn’t?”

      “No. He and Jericho were adopted by my aunt and uncle, my father’s brother, when Jett was eight years old and Jericho was ten.”

      “So they’re not related to you at all?”

      “No. They’re the sons of my aunt’s cousin. She and her husband died in a car crash. So the two boys were orphans. Since my aunt and uncle couldn’t have kids of their own, they adopted them. So they’re not really Fitzpatricks but they took the name when they came to live at Seven Mile Beach when I was still a baby.”

      “Well, he’d still kill me if he found out.”

      “Anyway, let’s not talk about him. I’d rather talk about you, Ash. Let’s talk about all our dreams coming true.”

      “I have a feeling yours are going to come true, Vivi. I think you’re going to meet your true love someday soon. He’s going to treat you like the queen you are and you’re going to be glad you waited for him.”

      Like it often happens, I feel my eyes sting. “How do you always know the exact right thing to say?”

      “Maybe because we’re tuned into the same freaky frequency,” he jokes.

      But he’s right. Maybe because we both feel like outcasts, we can relate to that part of each other so well. “Do you want to hear something really embarrassing?”

      He smiles. “Of course.”

      “I’m twenty years old and I’ve never been kissed. Not even once.” Not that this isn’t public knowledge. My virginity is a detail about me people seem to love discussing. I really don’t understand why.

      Maybe Ash is humoring me. One of his eyebrows lifts. “Really?”

      “Really. I’m on a tight leash, you might have noticed. Visiting you is the most rebellious thing I’ve ever done.”

      “So the rumors are true,” he muses.

      “What rumors?”

      “Vivi Fitzpatrick is saving herself.”

      I groan. “God. How embarrassing. It’s bad enough my stylist and my entire team knows I’m completely inexperienced. It’s even worse that the entire world knows it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with saving yourself for true love, Vivi. So what if people speculate? It’s because you’re famous and beautiful and they wish they were you. Who cares, anyway? There’s nothing wrong with waiting until you meet someone you actually want to be with. That’s a good thing.”

      “I don’t know if I am waiting. I didn’t mean to wait. It just sort of happened that way. Because I don’t control my own life.”

      “Maybe you need to do something about that,” he suggests gently.

      “I do. I absolutely do. I’m just not sure how.” I sigh. “There is one thing I’ve done though, that no one knows about.”

      “What thing?”

      “I started a charity. The only thing I’ve ever done that feels like mine. My cousin manages it but I swore him to secrecy because I didn’t want Silas to know about it. I’d like to take it over.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing.”

      “Yeah. Once this whole alliance thing isn’t hanging over our heads, I’d like to take it to the next level.” Something occurs to me then. “You could help me, Ash. If you wanted to. I mean, you’re an accountant, right? Jericho has his hands full enough. He’d probably be glad to hand it over.”

      Ash’s face literally lights up. “Are you kidding me? Of course I would want to help you. But I’m not an accountant yet.”

      “Close enough. You’re almost finished, right?”

      “Another month and I will be.”

      I take my phone out of the pocket of my jacket. “I’m going to send you the link. Some of the information is on there. You can take a look. Then you can decide if it’s something you might be interested in doing at some point.”

      Ash seems touched by this. “Thank you so much, Vivi.”

      “You’re going to be a big shot one day, Ash. I can tell. I want to poach you before someone else beats me to it.”

      He smiles. “I’ll take a look at it this weekend. While you’re living it up. Who knows, maybe you’ll meet someone at the party.”

      “Highly unlikely.”

      “One day you’ll find true love you’ll be glad you held out for something real.”

      “I don’t even know if I believe in true love.”

      He pins me with a disbelieving look, like I’ve offended him. “Of course you do. Everyone does.”

      “I’ve never actually seen it in action.”

      “Didn’t your parents love each other?”

      “I don’t know. I never knew my mother. She died young. I know my father loved her madly but I’ll never know if she felt the same way. From the way she’s been described, it sounds like she was more like me than like the rest of my family. I like to think so anyway.”

      “How?”

      “She had a library built and she stocked it with all her favorite books, old vinyl records and the kind of art that was too outrageous to go in the main houses. And there’s a bedroom at the top. A romantic little room with a view of the ocean. It’s sunny and private. It’s my favorite place on the whole estate.”

      “That’s so cool.”

      “No one ever uses it except me.” My brothers and sisters aren’t interested in being alone. They’re only happy when they’re surrounded by fawning fans. They get off on being seen. They make sure their entourages of photographers are swarming around them at all times. If they don’t feel like they’re getting enough attention, they’ll pay people to give them more. Or they’ll make a scene that puts them back in the headlines. “It’s too quiet for the rest of my family. They prefer the limelight.”

      “You live in the limelight too,” Ash points out.

      “Would you believe it if I told you that wasn’t by choice? I’m an introvert to my bones. Which no one in my family gets. They don’t understand why I sometimes crave solitude. But I think my mother must have too.”

      Ash asks it carefully. “How did she die?”

      “Having me.”

      Ash weaves his fingers through mine and holds my hand. “I’m sorry, honey.”

      I confess something I’ve never really talked about to anyone. “It sucks that I never got to know her, but it’s even worse that it was me who killed her. She died three days after I was born, from complications.”

      “Shit.”

      “My father resented me my whole life because of it.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “He never said those exact words but I could always feel that. I stole her from him. My sisters have always told me it’s not my fault and there’s no way anyone could blame me for it, but the reality is: if it wasn’t for me, my mother would still be alive.” It’s weird that I’m admitting all this to Ash. Because he’s waiting for it but in a way that’s completely undemanding. He’ll take whatever I give and he won’t push me.

      So I keep going.

      “I look exactly like her, which also doesn’t help. Like, eerily so. And then when my father was cared for by his team of dementia nurses who did their best to keep him safe from himself, I couldn’t even visit him. The sight of me sent him over some deep end of sorrow and rage. At my mother, for leaving him. And at me, because he thought I was her.”

      Ash is taking it all in and I can feel the empathy in him. “I bet she would have loved you the most.”

      I have to hold back my tears.

      “Hey. Don’t you dare cry,” he scolds me gently. “You’ll smudge your makeup. Come on, it’s okay. None of it is your fault.”

      I take a deep breath and it helps. I guess he’s right. “Anyway, the whole thing is heavy and tragic. I try not to think about it too much.” It feels good to have confessed some of this. My family never, ever talks about it. Not to me, at least. Maybe because the topic can’t be discussed without everyone being reminded of the final detail: it was me who killed her. “Thanks for listening to me gush.”

      “Anytime, sweetheart.”

      “What about your family, Ash? Where are they?”

      It’s a few seconds before he answers. “They’re in Kansas.”

      “Kansas? Wow. I thought you were
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