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For Michael Moore.

From your fifth-grade classroom to now—

thank you for encouraging me to write.

And for helping me believe I could.
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  Chapter one
Augustus, Capital City of the Kingdom of Lytua, December 29, Seven years before the events of International Incident 


Jaden Everly delivered the performance of a lifetime at his younger brother’s rehearsal dinner—despite a raging hangover and no sleep. Years of high-pressure command had conditioned him to perform under fire—even if this particular battlefield involved seating charts and signature cocktails instead of weapons and strategy. 
The resort courtyard was dressed for celebration—lanterns overhead, ribbons catching the sea breeze, the island ready to ring in the new year. Beneath the glitter, the Palace was running on fumes, but holding things together was what Jaden did best. 
At the end of his toast—a good one—he let the champagne brush his lips without swallowing. He’d need a clear head in the morning.
Zeke stood across the courtyard, absolutely besotted with his fiancée, Pearl. Jaden felt a flicker of something—pride, mostly. Maybe a trace of envy. His brother had found something solid. Something real.
Good for him. He deserved it.
“Very moving,” the maid of honor murmured, crowding in too close, her hand lingering at his waist.
Jaden stepped back. Sonja pouted. 
They’d engaged in a mild flirtation at first. Nothing serious. But the appeal had died the moment she got sloppy drunk and handsy. Since then, she’d ignored every boundary he set, as if persistence alone might wear him down. 
That wasn’t how this worked. Not with him. He’d been dodging mistletoe ambushes for the last week. 
Tomorrow couldn’t come fast enough.
He spotted the warning signs early—too many drinks, too little food. Fifteen years in law enforcement had hardwired the vigilance. It never fully switched off. By the time dinner wrapped up, Sonja was in no shape to drive.
Jaden offered to see her home. He knew it was a mistake the second she lit up.
At her door, she whirled and made a clumsy attempt at a kiss, lips landing somewhere near his jaw.
Oh, valscht. Or shit, as they said in English. 
He caught her shoulders and steadied her. “Easy.”
She looped her arms around his neck, pressing against him. “What do you say we blow off some steam before tomorrow?”
“I’m flattered,” he said evenly. “But we should get some sleep.”
She tugged his beard. “Come inside. Let me fix you a drink.”
“I think you’ve had enough for tonight. I need to go.” He unlocked the door and guided her inside. “Phone, please.”
That got her attention. “You finally giving me the digits? ‘Bout time.” 
He set an alarm and handed it back. “I’m not interested in anything romantic, Sonja.”
She blinked, thrown. “Then why’d you bring me here?”
“To make sure you got home safe.” He put space between them. “Get some rest. Lock up behind me.”
He closed the door before she could argue.
You’d think someone in her profession would have a better sense of her limits.
The night air whipping through the sunroof should have helped quiet his mind, but unease clung just as tightly as the humid Lytuan heat. 
At the barracks, he arranged for Sonja’s car to be returned, then left the duty guards to execute the task. 
Back home, he set his alarm and dropped into bed, staring at the ceiling. 
His mind refused to quiet—cycling through schedules, responsibilities, everything that could go wrong. 
Tomorrow wasn’t about him. All he had to do was show up, do the job, and keep things moving. 
One more day.
He’d underestimated the stamina this would take.
Jaden turned onto his side, forcing his breathing to slow.
The soft hiss of the A/C filled the room. Eventually, exhaustion dragged him under before his thoughts finished their next lap. 

      [image: ]“And he’s single, ladies!”
Jaden bit back irritation as applause and catcalls greeted his new sister-in-law’s pronouncement. Heat crept up his neck, but he gritted his teeth and held his tongue.
Wedding day calamities began early with a panicked call from the florist, but the wedding ceremony went off without a hitch. Well, his brother was hitched now, at any rate. If he survived the reception in one piece, Jaden would call it a win. 
“I’ll get you back for that,” he murmured as Zeke knelt at his bride’s feet. Unfazed, Pearl gave him a sweet, self-satisfied grin from her perch in Jaden’s lap. She and Zeke had built their celebration around their own traditions, adding in a mash-up of international customs that felt like them. The joyous blend of cultures made for plenty of good-natured fun. They’d jumped the broom, had their families serenade them, then hoist them on chairs, and now Zeke had his hand up the skirt of Pearl’s wedding dress, fumbling to find the symbolic garter.
“Watch the hands, bro,” Jaden quipped, drawing a round of spirited hooting. “Time for that later.”
Instead of tossing the garter to the single men in attendance, Pearl bade Zeke to hold on to it. Jaden eyed her with suspicion, but she danced away to talk to one of her bridesmaids before he asked questions. She had a mischievous glimmer in her eye that made him a tad uneasy. 
“Your new wife is up to something,” he told Zeke.
His younger brother sighed—actually sighed, for crying out loud—eyes all googly and brimming with affection as he watched his woman working the room. “Probably.”
Well, he’d be zero help with whatever was coming.
Minutes later, Jaden nodded along as his auntie harangued him about the food, shoveling in a few bites between tasks. Another thing someone expected him to solve, as if it were his wedding. The ackee puffs and mini callaloo quiches were delicious, but he knew better than to contradict her. 
He’d been on hump since Zeke’s tearful 5 a.m. call full of self-doubt. Since he wasn’t married, Jaden wasn’t invited to join the traditional men’s circle for grooms. He still didn’t know what went on at those pre-wedding gatherings, but he’d assumed it had something to do with allaying nerves. Maybe he’d find out if he ever tied the knot himself. After talking Zeke down, it had been non-stop troubleshooting. 
As expected, the day dawned bright and just as blazing hot as the night before had promised.
A single trickle of sweat slid down the back of Jaden’s neck into his collar as he paused to take a breath. Then another. He took in the festive atmosphere, the scent of fresh flowers everywhere. The reception hall stood high on a cliffside, its floor-to-ceiling windows glowing in the sunset and framing a sea view fit for a postcard. 
Guests cackled over shared stories, eating and drinking with gusto, bouncing to the calypso grooves the DJ laid down. Elders chastised running children and soothed fussy babies so their parents could steal a few moments of peace. This was what Jaden missed most when he was away. The connection and community of home.
Within the perfect chaos of it all, Jaden found himself cornered by a pair of Pearl’s aunties—each full of curiosity and gossip.
“So, Captain,” one of them said, leaning in with a sly grin. “What can you tell us about the Queen’s big New Year’s celebration?”
He laughed under his breath, managing a polite smile, the same one he used for dignitaries and foreign ministers. “I’m afraid I can’t comment on palace events.”
“Not even a little hint?”
A tiny woman in a wide-brimmed hat, armed with what could only be described as command presence, appeared at his side like an avenging angel. She snapped open her fan with a soft whuff of air. “Girl, if you don’t quit trying to wring secrets out of my grandson. He’s not going to spill a word,” she said, her tone a blend of amusement and authority. “I’ve been trying for years. He’s a vault, that one.”
The women’s easy, knowing laughter tinkled around him. Jaden tipped his head toward his grandmother and gave her a wink. “You’re sure you don’t want to work for the Guard?”
“Ha! Not that again,” she said, eyes twinkling. “Go on before they try to talk you into telling us what color gown the Queen will be wearing.”
Their laughter followed him as he excused himself, but the teasing warmth of it stayed—almost enough to soften the exhaustion in his bones. 
He thought he was in the clear—until Pearl took the mic after the toasts and asked for everyone’s attention. 
“Thank you all so much for being open to new things.” Pearl gave a grand sweep of her arm, her effervescent energy contagious. 
“Zeke and I have put our own spin on some of these traditions. Like the bouquet toss. Traditionally, the woman who catches it is the next to marry. But why wait? Whoever catches the bouquet tonight gets a dance with our very handsome”—her tone turned conspiratorial—“and very single best man!”
Heads swiveled in Jaden's direction. The crowd roared louder this time—hollering, egging her on. 
His stomach sank. 
Unrepentant, Pearl doubled down, her voice overflowing with glee. “You heard me, ladies! The bouquet’s not just flowers tonight. It’s a golden ticket!” 
A chorus of whoops erupted. Chairs scraped. Cell phones came out. Someone yelled, “Girl, run!”
Ah. So, this was how he died.
Jaden kept his stance relaxed, though alarm bells were ringing inside.
He should have worn different shoes. Ones better suited to running.
Zeke guffawed beside him, bent double, every bit as surprised. Easy for him to laugh. He’d already done the hard part—marrying the woman he loved. 
Or was that the easy part?
An astounding number of women, old and young, flooded the dance floor and jockeyed for position. 
They cast off shoes, shed jackets.
Valscht, this had gotten serious. Sonja planted herself front and center, grinning as if she hadn’t steamrolled his boundaries last night, crowing that Jaden was “hers.”
So far, she’d shown no signs of embarrassment or contrition. 
Figures.
She looked ready to brawl to get that bouquet. 
Jaden pasted on a smile. No matter what, he wouldn’t steal any joy away from Zeke and Pearl’s celebration.
He braced himself to fake his way through a dance.
What was the worst that could happen?






  
  Chapter two

Twenty minutes. Then she was out of here. 
Dr. Aimee Sebastien closed her eyes, holding back a sigh. Whatever she was feeling could wait. This moment wasn’t about her. She kept her voice calm and reassuring. “You know the entire school is behind you both. The students are giving the guest librarian hell. I’ve never seen kids so disappointed to go to the library.” 
The bass-heavy house music spilling from the reception hall thumped in time with the dull throb behind her eyes.
Her librarian let out a shaky laugh. Aimee pictured her struggling not to cry on the other end of the line. She blinked hard, once. 
“You are the best principal, Dr. Seb. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
“You’d do what needs to be done, of course. I don’t doubt that, and she’s lucky to have you.”
A rustle, then a wavering sniff. “That means a lot. I’ve interrupted you. I’m so sorry.”
Aimee recognized the weight of unspoken heartache in those words. Her throat tightened. “It’s alright, Martha, I’m glad you called. How are things otherwise?” 
They spoke for a few minutes more before Aimee hung up and pressed her fingertips into her eyelids. Only then did she let the sigh escape. 
She’d remained upbeat for Martha’s sake, but Aimee was going to lose her librarian—and probably soon. Her wife’s breast cancer was aggressive and hadn’t responded to treatment. Martha was beside herself, buckling under the weight of grief and fear. Aimee had finally convinced her to seek some support for herself. Connecting with other caregivers might provide some measure of solace.
A soft sea breeze caressed Aimee’s cheek, momentarily easing the mounting headache. She drew a steadying breath, attuning to her surroundings. Spices mingled with the scent of coming rain. Waves crashed in the distance beneath a breathtaking sunset. 
She’d try to capture the scene on canvas later.
What glorious timing for a wedding—perfectly nestled into that magical stretch between Christmas and New Year’s. The newlyweds would enjoy an extended season of celebration every year.
Her phone rang just as she tucked it back into her purse. Caller ID flashed with Richard’s slightly smug face. Her jaw clenched, just for a second. So much for the peaceful moment she’d been trying to cultivate. She pursed her lips and hit ignore. 
She’d broken things off months ago, but he was still trying to reconnect. Aimee wasn’t exactly heartbroken, although her pride was still smarting. Richard’s erratic moods and overbearing nature had soured her on relationships. With everything else on her plate, she didn’t need the aggravation. 
She shook her head at the thought. No thanks.
Not even all the Queen’s men could make her date someone right now. 
“We’re not paying you to stand around on the phone.”
Aimee glanced up. The derision in the high-pitched voice caught her off guard. Sonja, the maid of honor, stood behind her with hands on hips and a foot tapping. She couldn’t be serious, surely. “Excuse me?”
“Shouldn’t you be in the kitchen? We need more champagne!”
“Ma’am, I do not work here.” She couldn’t quite keep the annoyance from bleeding into her tone.
“You’re not the planner?”
“No, I’m a guest.”
Without any sort of apology, Sonja flounced off.
Rude.
Aimee hoped the actual planner called her out for her snobby attitude. She’d never been mistaken for the help before—not even when she actually was the help. 
She dropped her phone into her handbag and tried to banish the unpleasantness, though worries still churned. 
The coming week would be brutal, even with the holiday to break it up. On top of losing her librarian, she faced a staffing vacancy and had performance reviews to contend with. A presentation to the school board. Too many meetings. The weight of her responsibilities as principal of Bailey Glen Elementary was something she usually wore lightly. But after slogging through the pandemonium of the previous month, the start of the new term was looming, and the post-holiday catch-up…. Even she could admit she was tired.
Aimee bit the inside of her cheek, then smoothed her damp bangs back from her forehead.
Was this sustainable? 
The thought reared up, diminishing some of the day’s shine. She already had no life. There was nothing more to squeeze out. A frisson of guilt fired through her, and she took another deep breath, this one slower. Her fingertips found the silver teardrop necklace she always wore. 
She’d get through it. Didn’t she always?
Now wasn’t the time to get lost in memories. This was a party. The nuptials of the young woman she’d mentored were a joyful occasion. And she would celebrate, no matter how wistful she felt. 
Aimee adjusted the strap of her dress where it dug into her shoulder and nudged the encroaching melancholy aside. The dress had once been a favorite, though it had been gathering dust in the back of her wardrobe these days.
She should get out more.
With a hand on the polished door frame, she spotted the two accountant types craning their necks toward the exit. Ugh. Still waiting for her.
She’d been fending off their awkward flirting since the start of the reception. Not that she had anything against accountants. When she stepped out to take Martha’s call, they were trying to one-up each other in their petty rivalry for her attention. That told her everything she needed to know. 
Aimee resisted the urge to frown as she made her way back inside the brightly festooned ballroom. One guy had been trying to persuade her all evening to come spend the New Year’s holiday at his “sick” beach house on the outskirts of town, as if he was doing her a favor. 
Lytua was a long, narrow island. Everyone lived within an hour of the coast. Not a chance she’d be checking his place out. Plus, she had her own damned beach house.
The pounding in her temples flared. The skinny one bobbed to his feet to hold her chair. Aimee gave him a nod of thanks and sat, swallowing the urge to sigh.
Maybe she should’ve waited until after this wedding to cut her ex loose. At least that would have spared her the agony of the singles table. But he would have expected too much during the whirlwind of social obligations that made up the holiday season. And he would only have grudgingly taken part in hers. No, she was better off without him.
Any minute, though, the men would resume circling her like sharks.
She was more than ready to go. She doubted Pearl would even notice if she slipped out. But Aimee had missed the receiving line and wanted to congratulate her former pupil personally. 
A jolly, suited waiter with a light-up wreath pinned to his lapel offered to refill her wineglass. Everyone still seemed to be basking in the holiday spirit. Aimee gratefully accepted.
She took a hearty sip of the Argentine Malbec and pretended not to notice the other accountant-type trying to get her attention. She concentrated on the wonderland of the decor around her, on how the golden lights strung from the balcony rail and ceiling caught the sequins on every gown, gleaming like confetti. 
The wine went down wrong, and she sputtered, flinching away when the other guy reached out to slap her back.
Music faded. Pearl’s voice came through the speakers, bubblier than the champagne. She was luminous. The eager young teacher who’d once second-guessed her calling had come into her own. She and Zeke locked eyes across the room. Something soft and certain passed between them. It was lovely to see. Aimee gave herself a moment to take it in. 
Pearl explained their twist on the bouquet toss, and Aimee’s gaze drifted to the best man.
Hard to miss him. Jaden Everly was massive—tall and broad. Built like an American footballer with the grace of a rugby wing.
Now why couldn’t one of her yahoo tablemates have looked like him? 
He wore the hell out of his Elite Guard dress uniform. As captain of the Queen’s personal security team, his regalia was far more elaborate than standard military formalwear. And the way the gold lantern light glinted off the line of buttons down his chest like a preview of New Year’s fireworks to come? He had the commanding presence to match.
When he’d taken his place next to Zeke at the altar, Aimee had looked him up in the program and even done a quick online search while waiting for the ceremony to begin. He appeared in photo after photo of the Queen, never far from her side. A glowering shadow poised to annihilate anyone who overstepped.
She spotted something most others probably missed: the best man wasn’t enjoying this part. He masked it well, but when Sonja staked her claim on him, a tiny crack broke through the facade. His smile tightened, brittle at the edges. As though he was trying to keep his temper in check.
She was quite familiar with that feeling.
Sonja was going all in, and Aimee couldn’t really blame her. The man was a whole snack. But he’d stiffened when she pawed at him. 
That did it.
Aimee came to a decision. The zing of Malbec still danced bright on her tongue. Normally, she’d avoid this kind of thing, but she understood unwanted attention. And after the way Sonja had spoken to her?
She was feeling feisty.
Whether she was inattentive staff or not, there was no excuse for Sonja’s rudeness. As she stepped up beside her, Sonja sized her up with cool dismissal. As though Aimee had no business thinking she could dance with the hottest guy there.
Aimee squared her shoulders.
They’d just see about that, wouldn’t they?






  
  Chapter three

Relief hit first. Then something closer to satisfaction, as a petite woman with a sassy pixie cut darted in and snagged the bouquet before Sonja could. 
The other women had heeded Sonja’s warning and hadn’t made any real effort. Jaden bit back irritation at the scowl she shot the newcomer. He wasn’t hers. She had no right to be rude.
Pixie Cut landed lightly on her feet with a theatrical flourish amid gasps. When Sonja shrieked in outrage, raucous laughter rippled through the room. Without so much as a glance in Sonja’s direction, Pixie Cut started across the dance floor toward him as the DJ spun up a slow jam.
She was short, even in heels, and wore a teal cocktail dress that showcased some seriously killer curves. 
A beaming Pearl took the bouquet and stepped back to watch. Jaden guessed from the mischief sparkling in Pixie Cut’s eyes that she knew exactly what she’d done—foiled a mean girl. Jaden inclined his head—giving her a not-entirely-polite once-over. She flashed him a triumphant grin that could have melted asphalt, and a pulse of heat slid through him. 
How had he not noticed her before? 
Jaden offered his hand and felt something like a spark when she took it and stepped in close as the first chords of Bill Withers’ “Just the Two of Us” poured through the speakers. “Good day to you, ma’am,” he greeted her, erring on the side of formality. The lights dimmed. “I’m delighted.”
“Good day to you, as well, sir,” she responded in kind. “And I just bet you are. I do believe a ‘thank you’ is in order for saving you.”
Her voice was deep, almost tangible. Her hand slid up to rest on his shoulder, confident but unhurried. “Saving me?” Jaden affected innocence and settled his palm at the small of her back. “From what?”
“From the lady who’s been looking at you like she’s starving and you’re her favorite meal. She’s staring daggers at me, isn’t she?”
Jaden’s gaze flicked to where Sonja was indeed glaring at them, her mouth once again turned down in a pout. “Yes, she is.”
The woman laughed, a husky, sexy sound that beckoned him. “Too bad for her. Hi. My name is Aimee Sebastien.”
“I’m Jaden Everly and, yes, I thank you. You did save me from what would surely have been a very uncomfortable few minutes.”
“You’re welcome. And it is entirely my pleasure.”
The way she said it—playful, yet with deliberate emphasis—was just this side of daring. He made a noncommittal sound, not certain if she was being cheeky or taking a well-aimed jab at Sonja. Maybe both. Either way, he didn’t mind. 
Beneath the glowing fairy lights, the ballroom shimmered with the enchanted-forest vibe Pearl had been going for—lush, whimsical, almost dreamlike. Somehow, even surrounded by murmured conversation and the clink of silverware, they seemed cocooned in intimacy. A slow burn began to coil in his chest. Not just because Aimee was beautiful, but because she moved like she had nothing to prove. 
How refreshing.
Jaden’s fingers flexed against her waist. “So, how do you know the bride?” 
Aimee’s brow furrowed. “What makes you think I don’t know the groom?”
“If my brother had a single friend as beautiful as you, I’d have made it my business to know your name.”
Jaden got an unreasonable amount of pleasure seeing pretty Aimee Sebastien’s full lips part in a surprised little “o.” 
“Well. Does that charming rogue routine actually work? Or would that be ‘scoundrel’?”
Her teasing smirk landed with more impact than it had any right to. A punch of desire hit him low—tightening his gut, heating his skin. So she was clever, too. When was the last time a woman caught him off guard that way? 
“Pearl and I are colleagues,” she said, her voice tinged with amusement. “That wasn’t quite how I imagined making an entrance.”
He couldn’t help it—his smile spread. “Well, if that was your idea of saving me, I surrender.” 
Aimee rolled her eyes, though the corner of her mouth twitched. “I bet the ladies just fall at your feet, don’t they?”
Jaden widened his eyes in mock indignation. “I don’t know what you mean.” He spun her, thrilled when she not only kept her balance but added a little hop and kick for flair. She returned to his hold, laughing, sending the delicate fragrance she wore wafting into him. The glint of challenge was in her eyes. Before he knew it, they were showing off—moving together like old partners in crime.
Aimee followed his lead with flawless ease as they twirled and swayed, transforming the dance into its own flirtatious dialog. Jaden made a mental note to thank his auntie for insisting he learn social dance as a teen. When Aimee gave a muffled squeal as he dipped her, he realized he was having the most fun he’d had in weeks. Last-minute wedding prep and dealing with Sonja’s shenanigans had kept him on edge. Gliding effortlessly with this woman who kept up with him—almost anticipating his moves—was exhilarating.
When the dance ended, it was far too soon as far as Jaden was concerned. They received enthusiastic applause.
“That was fun!” Aimee fanned herself, flushed and bright-eyed. “You always bring this much drama to a dance floor?” 
Jaden arched a brow. “Only when I’m being rescued.”
That earned him a chuckle, and he wanted more of those. As they wandered off the dance floor together, he took a chance. “How do you feel about getting coffee sometime?”
Her expression lit up like a sunbeam. “Depends. You buying?” 
“Absolutely.”
“Then yeah. I’d like that.”
“Great. Let me grab my phone. Where are you sitting?”
“The dreaded singles’ table.” She wrinkled her nose. “One tradition I wish the happy couple had skipped.” 
He shook his head. She was funny. “I’ll be right over.”
He ignored Sonja’s forlorn sigh as he retrieved his phone from the head table. Aimee was ready with hers when he found her again. They traded numbers and agreed to meet late the following morning. 
Jaden left the encounter feeling better than he had in weeks—lighter, sharper.
The two men flanking Aimee side-eyed him—one hunched with bony arms crossed, the other sulking, looking like somebody’s wet weekend. Jaden almost snorted. No doubt they’d been hitting on Aimee all night. 
Too bad, guys. 
How did the saying go? 
Fortune favors the bold.
And if nothing else, Jaden Everly was bold in all the ways that counted.






  
  Chapter four

The next morning, Jaden was convinced he’d be going prematurely gray. 
Putting out fires with the new Queen was mentally exhausting, but it would even out soon. God, he hoped it would even out soon. Khara Therin had ascended the throne just a few months ago, and the growing pains hadn’t quite tapered off yet. She was young—the youngest ever elected at 26—and had a lot to learn, but she was smart, dedicated, and willing to do all that was asked of her. Explaining Lytua’s elected monarchy to outsiders was nothing new, but Khara’s age seemed to invite even more scrutiny, as if her rapid rise had been anything other than earned.
But she was also brash in her inexperience and working his ever last nerve. She was having a hard time adapting to high-level security, even though she’d served in the Senate before becoming Queen. 
To put it mildly, she was killing him, and he couldn’t wait to get off this hamster wheel of nailing down procedures. The transition to her reign had been bumpier than anyone could have anticipated.
He was doubly vexed because of the shared history. Jaden and Khara had been friends since childhood, and they’d had to lay some serious ground rules to keep their professional and personal relationships separate. They were both still struggling with it, rubbing each other the wrong way more often than not. 
Their mothers had been best friends, close as sisters, and despite the three-year age gap between them, Jaden and Khara were close. She’d always been scrappy, and her crushing the election didn’t surprise him. She ran rings around her opponent, a seasoned senator who’d taken his loss poorly. He remained a thorn in Khara’s side with frequent, vicious attacks in the media and Parliamentary behavior that could best be described as uncooperative. So far, most citizens dismissed his actions as those of a petty sore loser and in poor taste. 
Jaden suspected Senator Corey Richardson would present an ongoing concern.
In their roles as the new Queen and the captain of her Elite Guard, Jaden and Khara butted heads immediately over security concerns. She was flustered and out of her depth, embarrassed that things weren’t going smoothly. Her nervousness translated into an almost reckless disregard for her safety. 
The levity that usually accompanied the holiday season at the palace was subdued. She’d been overambitious in her planning, and it had backfired. Spectacularly. 
They responded to this morning’s security snafu at her apartment—the entire team. The Queen’s Elite Guard was a six-person special forces unit. All three women and the two other men had served under the previous Queen with Jaden, and the entire team was growing weary of the friction. Some more than others. 
Preparations were nearly complete for the Queen’s first New Year’s celebration. Colorful banners and signs everywhere around the city boasted the “Season of Renewal Gala” on New Year’s Eve.
Irritation kicked into high gear when it became apparent that he was going to be late to his coffee with Aimee. Would she think he was an untrustworthy flake if he couldn’t even get to a first date on time? 
Her response to his apologetic text was cryptic. Or was he reading too much into it? Damn, he didn’t want to blow this right out of the gate. 
Jaden had been nervy since waking up, off-kilter in a way he wasn’t used to. He was usually steady in the feelings department with dating. Despite the busy morning, time had slowed down to a crawl.
His grandmother, his Gogo, had instilled a sense of timeliness in him from an early age. Remembering how she’d been puffed up with pride at the wedding, his lips twitched. Her dazzling smile had remained in place all evening.
As his and Zeke’s sole caretaker after their parents’ deaths, she’d dispensed pearls of wisdom and lessons in every interaction, it seemed. With all things temporal, you were either early or you were being disrespectful of other people’s time. No middle ground existed.
Jaden had learned early that not everyone felt the same way, and he’d more than once arrived early to an event and discovered his host not ready to receive guests yet. He’d happened upon one party host vacuuming in their bathrobe right before the event was due to start. 
Over the years, Jaden had found ways to adjust it so that it didn’t inconvenience people. He’d arrive early but wait to enter on time, and even that surprised people. 
He hoped Aimee was punctual. It was a relationship pet peeve that had sunk more than one pairing. He hated it when people were cavalier with time. It had driven him up the wall that the previous Queen saw timetables more as suggestions. Planning was difficult when the pieces didn’t come together precisely. He was a process person, preferring to agonize over the details in advance to ensure seamless events. He hadn’t been heartbroken when she announced she was stepping down to care for her ill wife. Not that he disliked her, more that he was looking forward to a change. Holidays with her had been… interesting.
He led the after-action debrief, but when Cenn Driscoll, his second-in-command, interrupted, he froze. “Hold up. You keep looking at the clock. You got a date or something?”
She said it in passing jest, but Jaden’s heart thundered in his ears. The other team members laughed it off. So did he, and gave no answer.
Alone again in his office, Jaden pulled out Aimee’s business card from where he’d stashed it in his pocket on a whim this morning on his way out the door.

Aimee V. Sebastien, Ed.D., Ph.D.

Proud Principal,

Bailey Glen Elementary School

Go, Tigers!

Her contact information appeared below the stylized drawing of a tiger in a blue and orange jersey. Jaden smiled to himself. How much of her personality shone through in just a few lines. Absently, he traced a fingertip over the raised lettering after her name.
Aimee Sebastien must be one smart lady. 
Jaden crashed hard after the wedding, barely making it out of his clothes. When sunlight had come spilling through the blinds, stabbing at the back of his eyes, he awoke preoccupied with questions. He’d rolled onto his side and lain there, mind already racing.
What was it about her that had captured his interest so thoroughly? Her looks were only part of the draw. He’d had his share of beautiful women, and not one of them had unsettled him this way.
He’d lost track of Aimee during the rest of the reception as he ran down caterers, mended split pants, escorted elders, and generally kept mayhem at bay.
By the time he reached the coffee shop, Jaden was more than a little harried. He studied Aimee through the garland-trimmed picture window before entering. She was waiting for him, seated in one of a pair of cushy armchairs. Instead of annoyed and steaming, she appeared content jotting on a stapled packet of papers. Deep in thought, she tapped a pen against her lips as she considered what she was reading.
Nope, she was just as pretty as she had been the day before. Jaden’s palms began to sweat. Get a grip, man. When was the last time he’d been nervous before a date? He couldn’t recall. Although it’d be disingenuous to call what he’d been doing of late dating. More like hanging out. Jaden had no interest in more. Not since he’d almost made the biggest mistake of his life a year ago. 
Nope, not thinking about that. 
He’d keep this thing with Aimee casual, like every other encounter in his life. Piece of cake.
One deep breath and Jaden gripped the door handle.






  
  Chapter five

If looks could kill, Aimee would have been stone-cold dead after her daring dance with Jaden last night. Sonja was so busy gritting at her that she missed a couple of steps during the wedding party’s Bollywood-style dance number—one more tradition Pearl and Zeke had gleefully added to their anything-goes celebration. Aimee might have enjoyed that a little too much. 
Tuning out the catty maid of honor, Aimee watched Jaden surreptitiously as the festivities continued.
He zipped around the hall, seemingly everywhere at once, intercepting folks before they got to the bride and groom with issues. He was a master at work, impressing Aimee with how deftly he redirected determined guests and event staff. His devastating smile held fast, a perfect mask as he maneuvered folks out of the couple’s sight and earshot to troubleshoot.
Only because she was watching closely did she catch how his smile faltered for a split second. With eyes closed, he hesitated with a champagne flute at his lips before drinking. That was the only indication he was under any kind of stress. Was he giving himself a pep talk? 
He’d given a great toast and had shaken one hell of a mesmerizing tail feather during the remaining exhibition dances. She’d just about salivated seeing how he moved his body. Perhaps that was why she dreamed of him holding her much closer.
Aimee woke up remembering how delicate she felt with Jaden towering over her as they danced. He had to be at least six-four to her five-five in heels—a mountain of a man. Full of swagger, but not arrogant. Dancing with him had been an unexpected exhilaration. Instead of lumbering, he was surprisingly graceful for someone of his size. 
She’d forgotten all about her headache once they’d started dancing.
That touch of warmth in his widened eyes when she’d challenged him on the dance floor delighted Aimee. And what nice eyes they were—a deep, velvety brown, fringed with long lashes. 
The captain of the Queen’s Elite Guard was not only charismatic and a terrific dancer, but he had a competitive streak. Now that could be fun. 
The peal of her ringtone pulled Aimee back to the present, where she awaited Jaden at the coffee shop. Aimee picked up a call from her Assistant Principal and close friend, Gisella Fonseca. They spent a few minutes going over the Spirit Week kickoff plan for the following morning. The week was jam-packed with activities to welcome the new year.
“Where are you? It sounds loud.” Gisella’s gasp was dramatic. “Are you out of your jammies and in the real world on both weekend days? Thought you didn’t come out of your hermit cave until after the New Year’s celebrations.”
“Ha ha, funny lady. If you must know, I’m meeting someone for coffee.”
“Oh? Do tell.” The playful edge didn’t conceal the hunger for details. Gisella had the right of it; Aimee seldom went out socially when school was in session. Too much to get accomplished. Holiday or no.
Bringing Jaden’s face to mind, Aimee broke out in a smile. “It’s just coffee with a cute guy. He could sit there and say nothing, and I’d be happy just to look at him.”
The telltale pause on the other end of the line was full of silent reproach.
“Aimee, you are a beautiful, vibrant, dynamic woman. But the last time you dated someone prettier than you, he tried to manage everything about your appearance with all his ‘helpful advice’. I wanted to dropkick him. You shouldn’t take unsolicited fashion advice from an ass doctor.”
Aimee snickered. “He’s a proctologist, and you know it.”
“Whatever. Does he have his head up people’s asses all day? Ass doctor, like I said. And there couldn’t be a better metaphor for him.”
There was no stifling the laughter now. “You’re lucky we go back so far.”
“Or what, you’d fire me? You know I’m all about everyone letting their freak flag fly, so if your coffee guy is hot and you want him, go for it. If he’s bossy or suggests a new hairstyle, run. I’m serious.” Her voice softened. “You deserve someone who sees you, Aimee.”
Aimee promised she’d be careful and was rolling her eyes when they hung up. Richard had been a little obsessed with his looks and far too liberal in critical comments on hers.
Aimee pondered. Jaden Everly could be too charming for his own good. Or worse—hers. She would have to watch herself. Now, an interesting diversion, that was something altogether different.
She glanced up just in time to see her potential diversion arriving, filling the cafe door’s frame. Her breath caught as their gazes locked across the room. An electrifying warmth spread up from her chest to her cheeks. Aimee nearly gulped. 
The man looked good enough to eat, striking in a simple polo shirt and khaki cargo pants. From this distance, she couldn’t discern whether the shirt was navy or black. Whatever color, he should wear a polo every single day, for it lay across his massive shoulders just right. 
Oh, how Aimee loved admiring a beautiful upper body. As if that wasn’t enough to bring a woman to her knees, that roguish grin was the kicker. Aimee pressed her thighs together to halt the sudden heat that flared between them. How was it possible for him to be hotter now than in full dress uniform? 
Aimee fought the urge to fan herself as he made his way over to her, weaving around the tightly clustered tables and groups of armchairs. Hopefully, she looked more composed than she felt, because her inner hussy was asserting herself. 
She’d assured Jaden via text that meeting a little later was fine. Hell, she was just glad he’d let her know instead of leaving her hanging. Reviewing staff evaluations kept her occupied.
The smile he aimed at her as he approached made her belly quiver. That dimple was adorable, drawing attention to how his tidy beard and mustache bracketed those sculpted lips. Aimee emitted a dry croak when she tried to speak. Face burning, she cleared her throat. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah, sorry about that. Thanks for being so flexible.”
“I work in an elementary school. Flexible is my middle name.”
Something flashed in his eyes. Interest, maybe? “What would you like?”
“A dark roast, please. With almond milk and sugar.”
“You got it.”
Aimee shamelessly ogled Jaden’s backside as he stood before the counter giving their order. It was a good thing she had a healthy sense of self, or she might have rankled at all the female attention he garnered. Heads turned to follow him from the moment he entered. Aimee smiled to herself as both baristas flirted and beamed. Their fawning permeated the shop, punctuated by his resonant voice.
Even without the sidearm secured in a thigh holster, Jaden’s bearing reflected a military or law enforcement background. He might have a killer smile and easy confidence, but authority and “you don’t want to fuck with me” practically oozed out of his pores. Good thing Aimee wasn’t intimidated by the police. Maybe he was dominant in bed. That could be fun.
Whew. Down, girl.
Aimee caught a whiff of something tantalizing and woodsy when he handed her the coffee. She accepted it with thanks. He had to fold his large frame into the chair across from her. That first swallow was heaven. “This was worth waiting for. Do you usually work on Sundays?”
“If needed. We rarely work typical hours. My schedule rotates.”
“Are you working today?”
“I already did, but there’s a lot happening before all the celebrations get underway. I’m fairly new to my role and we’re still in transition. I try to get my week in order before the Queen blows it all to hell.”
Her eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “I won’t insult you by pretending not to be interested in you working with the Queen. Is she as genuine as she seems?”
Jaden nodded. “The real deal. It’s like any other high-profile boss. Still working out the kinks. How about you?” He motioned to the review she’d been marking up. “Do you usually work on Sundays?”
“I never leave home without a bit of work that can be squeezed in between tasks. You’d be amazed what I can get done waiting in queue or at the doctor’s. There’s always an email that needs sending.”
“Ain’t that the truth?”
Watching him take a sip of his coffee, Aimee felt warmth bloom in her cheeks again. Was he blowing smoke? Hardly anyone else understood the double-edged sword of being “on” all the time. “I didn’t realize you were new to the Guard.”
He shook his head. “New to being captain, not new to being an Elite Guard. I was promoted two years ago.”
“And you still consider that fairly new?”
“It’s a different skill set. The Queen’s safety is only part of it. As the one driving the bus, as it were, you’re responsible for your team’s growth and well-being. Even when they aren’t aware of it.”
He did get it! Aimee’s heart leapt, and she melted a little. Up until now, the only people who truly empathized with the realities of life as a principal were other principals. “I can relate. Even after three years, I still call myself a novice. Managing my classroom was worlds apart from managing the school. It’s a privilege and I work hard at it, but you’re never really off duty.”
His low chuckle tingled up her spine. “‘Off duty’? What’s that? Even when I’m supposed to be off the clock, I get questions, comments from citizens. The odd complaint, too.”
“Are you recognized often?”
“Every once in a while. People aren’t usually looking at me, though. But how about you? I remember running into my secondary school principal at the market one time, and it was the strangest experience.”
Was she grinning? It felt like a grin was stretched wide across her face as she nodded. “Seeing them out of context, right? I live in my school’s community, so I bump into students, families, staff all the time. It’s almost always wonderful, but it can be challenging to have privacy. Nobody needs to see me in trackies in the checkout line with several bottles of wine and a gossip rag.”  
His rumbly laugh quickened her pulse. Wouldn’t that sound delightful right next to her ear? Aimee suppressed a shiver.
Jaden leaned back in his chair. “So, tell me about your family.”
She blinked, thoughts racing ahead. “Not much to tell. What’s your family like?”
“Loud and obnoxious and nosy, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything.” He smiled faintly. “How about you?”
Aimee frowned when he didn’t let her deflect. “The usual. Parents, siblings, niblings.” She hesitated, then added quickly, “Did you grow up here in Augustus?” She held her breath for a moment.
“Yeah, I did. My parents died when I was young and my Gogo raised me and Zeke.”
“Oh, no,” she gasped. “I’m so sorry.” Her heart knocked hard against her ribs when she realized she’d reached out and placed her hand over his much larger one. Aimee pulled it back.
“Thank you. We have lots of aunties and cousins and such. You saw them at the wedding.”
The rest of the world fell away as the two of them talked, discovering they had much in common. They faced similar challenges in their work and tripped over each other’s words, laughing all the while. So engrossed was she that the ringing of her phone didn’t register right away. She’d been sinking into the vibe between her and Jaden, leaning forward without realizing it. Eager to hear more. The insistent ringtone snapped her out of the zone they’d gotten into. 
Blinking, Aimee became aware of where they were and just how close they’d gotten to one another. Jaden, too, sat forward in his chair. Noise from the cafe rushed back in; moments ago she’d heard only the two of them. The smile slipped from her face when she saw Richard was calling. Again, Aimee pressed ignore, then tried to return to what she was saying, but she’d lost the thread. 
Floundering to get her footing back after the intrusion, Aimee drained the last now-cold dregs from her mug. The weight of Jaden’s gaze as he studied her with those dark eyes so full of intensity—a prickling sensation skated along her skin. Somehow, Aimee resisted the urge to fidget.
A sudden thought struck her. Hadn’t she sworn off men? Especially dashing ones with dimples and deep voices and disarming smiles that made her feel naked? Need coiled low and hot, unfamiliar but insistent. The longing Jaden kindled in her took her by surprise. He could be capable of making her forget her own name. Aimee remembered Gisella’s warning, but Jaden hadn’t said a single critical thing to her. 
Or did she just swear off relationships? Aimee was having trouble recalling the very sensible promise she’d made to herself. Jaden Everly might be scrambling her thoughts, but one thing she did know was she wasn’t going to be taken in by another—
“Aimee?” 
Jaden’s voice interrupted her spiraling thoughts. When she re-focused, concern shone in his eyes. She shook her head to clear it. “Yes? Sorry. Got lost in thought for a moment there.”
“What will it take to get that pretty smile back on your face?”
As soon as the teasing words reached her, Aimee became aware of the sudden tightness in the muscles of her face. Her gaze snapped to his. Mischief danced in his grin.
And just like that, her doubt took a backseat, replaced by something warmer—and infinitely more dangerous. 






  
  Chapter six

Dr. Sebastien had her act together, no question, but whatever put that scowl on her face and flustered her—Jaden wanted it gone. 
Obliterated. 
He wasn’t prepared for the ferocious knot that sentiment ignited in his gut.
The grandmother who’d raised him was a formidable woman, even by Lytua’s matrilineal societal standards. Jaden didn’t view women as weaker or in need of cosseting, but that didn’t stop his protective instincts from rearing up now. 
He was a gentleman through and through, and a protector at heart. Even so, no one had ever evoked this kind of fierce reaction so soon after meeting. Not unless it was in a professional capacity. Why the heck did he suddenly want to scold whoever had called Aimee? 
Watching her pack it away in mere seconds, though, like a seasoned pro? That impressed him enough to lob her a softball, as the Americans put it.
“So, how big is the staff at Bailey Glen, Novice Principal Dr. Pixie Cut Sebastien?”
That earned him the coveted return of her smile. “Sixty when we’re fully staffed, which we aren’t right now. Sometimes, it’s very much like herding cats. The Americans got that saying right. But I have three brothers, so I have lots of practice bossing folks around.”
Jaden snorted. “You don’t boss.”
“You don’t think so? How do you figure?”
“You don’t have to. You strike me as the kind of person who gets shit done and brings out the best in others. You’re probably the kind of leader others would do anything for. You inspire loyalty in your team that other leaders can only dream of, because they try to get it with intimidation and threats. People probably clamor to get on your team and you have very little turnover. You’re tough, and I bet you’re a great principal. You take no shit and no one’s getting over on you with charm or good looks or reputation. You have high expectations and don’t compromise your beliefs. None of that is bossy. How’d I do?”
“You got all that from a coffee?” A delicate brow winged upward, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. Her eyes had grown wide as he listed his insights.
“I size people up quickly for a living. Surprised?” 
There it was again—a fractional frown appeared between her eyebrows, so fleeting he might have imagined it. 
“Can I be honest with you?”
“Always.”
“I was thinking with my girl parts when I said yes to this coffee.”
A ripple of excitement fluttered through Jaden’s stomach. “If you’re not anymore, I’ve gone wrong somewhere.”
“Oh, I still am. I was a little worried you’d be all brawn….” Her voice quieted to a breathy murmur. 
She caught her lip between her teeth, gaze lingering on his biceps and pecs. When their eyes met, naked desire sparked in hers, setting his heart racing. An answering desire shot through him. His fingers twitched. He interlaced them to check the urge sweeping through him to pull her into his lap. Right there in the middle of the coffee shop.
“Impressive brawn, to be sure.” Whatever she was going to say was lost as she blinked rapidly, a blush darkening her cheeks. “Well. Honestly, there’s a lot more to you than I expected.”
She licked her bottom lip and bit it again. Now this was the kind of being flustered he could get behind. “I see. So you’re a brains and brawn type of woman.”
“It’s boring otherwise. And you don’t strike me as boring.”
“I try not to be. You’ll have to be the judge.” 
Aimee’s enigmatic gaze intrigued him. She was intelligent and sharp. A triple threat with her pretty face and lush, curvy body. Jaden shook his head. “I have no idea how you’re single, but it’s my good fortune.” 
She twisted the napkin draped across her lap. “Listen, real talk here for a sec. It’s been a couple of months, but I got burned in a breakup. I’m feeling a bit… cautious.”
“I’m sorry. Breakups are tough. What happened?”
“Oh, the usual. He started off great, but got a bit controlling. I didn’t follow his script. He couldn’t wrap his mind around my career being so important to me, that people depended on me. I guess he thought that was a man’s role.” 
“That’s not ‘usual’, that’s asshattery.” He turned her chair and slid it toward him, until her knees nestled between his. If she liked his brawn, he’d give it to her. He moved slowly, gauging her reaction—and wasn’t disappointed. A more fervent desire ignited in her gaze. Like she had secrets she’d only tell him in her own sweet time. It made him want to know everything about what made this woman tick. “A man’s role is to treat a good woman like gold.” 
Something shifted in her dark doe eyes. The tiniest frown marred her brow, as though she suspected his sincerity. What was that about?
“You’re a busy woman, Pixie Cut, maybe even busier than me. I like that you’re so driven in your career. Some men might see that as a threat. I think it’s sexy as hell, and I respect it. If you have a sliver of free time in your schedule, you should spend it with someone who recognizes you for the treasure you are and treats you accordingly.”
“You say that as if you’re angling to be that someone.”
“Maybe I am. Give me a chance and I’ll show you.”
He leaned in a little closer, so close the rapid beat of her heart was visible in her throat. She didn’t flinch, simply held his gaze instead. As he inhaled the spicy scent of her, his nostrils flared. He suppressed a groan. Nothing overly floral or sweet for Aimee. She was far too… Aimee for that. This scent was straightforward and a little bold. 
Jaden lowered his voice nearly to a growl, as though they were the only two people in the room or someplace else entirely. Someplace private. “You smell good as hell, woman.”
Her response was the tiniest inhale, her lips parting. She started to say something, then changed her mind. “What do you think of my hair?”
The blurted non sequitur smashed the moment’s intimacy. Jaden withdrew. Had he misheard? “Your… hair?”
She waved a dismissive hand. “It’ll make sense in a moment. What do you think of it?”
Jaden paused to regard her, his gaze roaming from the crown of her head to her chin and back again. “Ah, it’s shiny and healthy, like you moisturize it well. The highlights bring out the amber in your undertones.” He hoped this wasn’t a test he was about to fail. “That sassy pixie cut suits your personality and it’s perfect for the shape of your face. And the lemon and verbena remind me of the botanical gardens at The Hub. Why?”
“The Hub?”
“The Hubbard Building—the main government office on the east side of town. We call it The Hub.”
“Oh, the pink stucco one with the fountain in front? Off the roundabout?”
“Yes. It’s where the Queen’s offices are located. Why did you ask me about your hair?”
“Hmm. Just a little experiment. My ex hated my hair. Told me I’d look better with pin curls instead.”
That protectiveness flooded him again. Jackass. “That sounds like more than ‘a bit’ controlling.”
Before she could respond, the dulcet tones of a marimba drew their attention. They’d been too absorbed in each other to notice the four-piece band setting up on the cafe’s corner stage for an afternoon set. That would make further conversation impossible. Live music in restaurants was a festive constant in Augustus and another of the things Jaden longed for when on travel. 
Aimee checked her watch, then let out a gasp. “Oh, my. We’ve been talking for almost three hours! I’ve got to get these reviews done.”
Three hours? It felt like they’d just gotten started. The day had slipped toward late afternoon before either of them noticed. Jaden got to his feet. “Let me walk you to your car.”
Just as the band struck up their rendition of “Jingle Bells,” she gathered her belongings, and Jaden held the door for her. Oppressive midday heat blasted them on the sidewalk, a stark contrast to the arctic A/C inside the shop. One could freeze and bake in the same outing in Lytua. If the power grid ever went down for a significant amount of time, there would be many cranky citizens, himself among them. Jaden slipped his sunglasses on against the dazzling sunshine. Aimee did the same, donning a pair of aviators. 
Anywhere else, people would be bundled up by the fire. But here—on his glorious island home—the steel pan band was playing a Caribbean twist on “Sleigh Ride,” and garland wrapped the trunks of the palm trees lining the wide avenue. Greenery rustled in the breeze. Paradise.
They lingered beside her sensible hatchback, still finding things to talk about as the harbor buzzed with preparation. Vendors arranged fireworks along the pier while others tested the ceremonial lanterns the Queen would light from the palace balcony at midnight to usher in the new year. 
Jaden was reluctant to say goodbye, but he couldn’t keep her from her work. “I enjoyed this very much. When can I take you to dinner?”
She shot him a grin. “In a week.” 
For a split second, Jaden’s mind stalled. A flicker of discomfort tightened his chest. “I have to wait a whole week?”
“My work week is typically chock-full. Weekends are best, unless I’ve got a school function, which I often do. Weeknights are usually out. We can chat and text, though.”
“Sounds familiar,” Jaden said. “I’m usually booked solid, too. But with Parliament in session, I’ve got a little more breathing room right now. The Queen’s travel schedule is lighter than usual for the next month or so. Can you lunch?” 
“Generally, yes, but not this week. As long as it’s on my calendar. Maybe we should get through our first date before making plans for the next?”
“I like to think ahead.”
“When we get to that point, just call my assistant; she’ll set it up. If it’s not on my calendar, it’s not happening.” 
“Sounds good. I’ll do that.”
“It may be at an odd time.”
“That’s okay.”
“We won’t be able to go far.”
Jaden tilted his head a little and gave her a speculative look. “Are you trying to talk me out of it? It sounds a little like you are.”
“Just want to make sure you know what you’re getting into.”
“I’m a big boy.”
“I imagine you are.” 
Jaden gave her a winning smile, laughing softly when she blushed.
Aimee laughed, too. “What I’m trying to say here is dating a principal can be challenging.”
“So is dating a Guardsman. But I accept that challenge.”
With a cock of her head and a playful spark in her eyes, Aimee conceded the point with a soft hum. Jaden continued. “I travel a lot for work and not all of it’s predictable. It’s not always convenient to talk on the phone. I’m a texting ace, though.”
“So, Saturday?”
“Saturday.” Just then, his phone gave an urgent-sounding chirp. Jaden fished it out, checked the flashing alert, and cursed inwardly. Speak of the devil. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you next weekend unless something changes at work. I’ll keep you updated.” 
An inexplicable urge to brush his lips against hers constricted his breathing. As if kissing this woman goodbye was the most natural thing in the world. The inappropriate thought took Jaden aback. What the hell was that?
After he’d seen her into her car, Jaden dashed to his own, parked on the other side of the street. He activated the light bar, but decided the siren wasn’t necessary. 
Though buoyant, Jaden leveled with himself on the drive. He was all about mindless distraction, but he’d never had to work for it. Aimee had thrown him for a loop by not agreeing to dinner right away. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman wasn’t available when he wanted to see her. Had it ever happened? 
He recalled many mentions of needing to change existing plans and hadn’t given it any further thought. Jaden checked the rear-view mirror before changing lanes to get around a slow-moving lorry. A sense of guilt jangled his nerves. It wasn’t that he expected anyone to drop everything to be with him. He’d just gotten used to it. It was the epitome of ego.
Ugh, he sounded like a narcissistic asshole. Jaden grimaced. Aimee had already established she wouldn’t be dropping everything to be with him. She was going to keep him on his toes, and he was looking forward to it.
Might be good for him.
A challenge to show a prickly principal how a man treats a
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