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Prologue

 


Prince Ford Beaumont, third in line to the
Emerald Isle throne, taught at Dambridge University, the most
influential institution in London. Where most people were respected
for conquering this top tier in academia, Ford’s steep climb hadn’t
been commended. Many felt he’d flushed his royal pedigree on such
lowbrow scholastic pursuits down the toilet. In turn, the bourgeois
class had made it hard for him to find a good foothold among these
intellectual elites.

“Updated technology would seriously
influence our new prospects,” he explained to University’s alumni
at the school’s exclusive watering hole. Their donor spritzers were
a big deal for the administration. The school trotted out their
most polished show ponies to encourage postgraduates to turn out
their pockets.

“It’s history,” the wealthiest woman in the
lot huffed between bites of her tiny meatball. “How interesting
could it possibly be?”

“My area of study focuses on the societal
ramifications history has on human behavior.”

“Great, another thing the next generation
will blame on us.”

The group laughed.

A master at fake smiles, he patiently waited
for their childish giggles to peter out.

“Come by Monday for a tour if I fail to
convince you. Then I promise to seriously rethink my life
choices.”

Committal nods from the small group assured
Ford that he had at least one more pat on the back to go before
they emptied out their wallets.

“Deal. I would love to make a handsome
prince go back to his true calling, sitting pretty on a throne
instead of wilting in a dreary classroom underappreciated.”

Backing away from the cackling pack of
scavengers, Ford excused himself.

“Congratulations,” the redheaded ethics
professor said, intercepting him at the bar.

“How’s that?” he asked after that epic
failure in front of the dean. “Bourbon.”

“Two,” she told the bartender. “You haven’t
been to enough of these, but you won them over.”

Momentarily satisfied with his small
victory, Ford picked up the tumbler the barkeep placed in front of
them. The year had been brutal, he deserved this win.

“Tell me what’s it like?”

She nodded toward the television monitors
over the bar. Ford pulled his attention away from the delightful
smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose to follow her
eyeline. On the screen, a gossip show ran down the more lascivious
aspects of his impending divorce.

Nine royal faces stared back at him from the
cover of a magazine. The two sides of Emerald Isle throne posed for
one of those high-end tourism campaigns. The Beaumonts and the
Deschamps’s wore elegant clothes, royal crowns, and very fake
smiles, except for the wild child. Like always, his eyes gravitated
to the shiniest bauble in the group, Belle Deschamps.

Not one to provide her subjects a full-blown
grin, the hot-ass princess offered everyone a sexy smirk instead. A
true Belle fuck-off expression if he’d ever seen one.

The Beaumonts shared the other half of the
monarchy with their black counterparts, which made for one of the
best campfire stories this side of the Atlantic.

“No different than any other family,” he
lied, since his royal life couldn’t remotely be explained.

“It’s a top ten vacation destination with
two separate families governing the throne. I’d say that’s got to
be one hell of a yarn around the breakfast table.”

Ford took another drink. The bourbon had a
funky taste of leather and tobacco. It paled in comparison to his
family’s brand.

He decided to shoot his shot with the cute
teacher. “How about a cup of coffee after this and I’ll tell you
all about it?”

For the past six months, he’d been assuaged
with remainders of his failed marriage and Ford needed to move
on.

“Love to,” she replied, shyly smiling into
the mouth of her tumbler.

“How about the coffee shop around…” he
trailed off at the light tap on his shoulder.

“Ford?”

Nooo! He closed his eyes, hoping he’d
imagined the sound of her wispy voice.

“Ford.” He was hoping, praying, once he
turned around his ex-wife wouldn’t be standing there. Forcing a
stiff smile across his face, he turned toward the true bane of his
existence.

“Now is not a good time,” he said without
relaying a hint of emotion.

Willowy and soft, the stylish socialite
could twist him around her little finger once upon a time, but not
anymore. Sweeping his eyes over the bar, he searched for the
cameras, yet nothing stood out. He heard through the grapevine Cam
had landed a reality show.

“It’s important, and I have no way of
getting in touch with you.”

“Now is not a good time,” Ford repeated.
Already in hot water with the governing body that ran Emerald Isle,
he didn’t want to add fuel to the rumor mill. They’d demanded he
take a break from his career and return home until the news of his
divorce blew over.

“But you got a new phone, changed the locks
on the flat, and banned me from campus.”

“Apologies.” He tried to add a bit of
graciousness to his tone. “We’ll chat later.”

“In that case, you leave me no choice … I’m
pregnant!”

A gasp sounded behind him. The minute Cam
walked in, she’d probably captured the entire room’s undivided
attention.

“Now’s not a good time.” Tiny spider legs
ran up his spine, whispering evil words for him to react. Ford did
his best to remain impassive.

“Oye.” The busted face, stocky football
player across the bar headed straight for them. “Be a man, you
fucking piece of shit.”

“Cam,” he gritted out. “Control your dog.”
Well before he obtained concrete proof of her affair, his dick
refused to even twitch in her general direction. Yes, Cam could be
pregnant, but not by him.

For some time, he suspected she was cheating
with someone who didn’t earn a pitiful academic paycheck and even
sorrier island stipend. Apparently, his ex-wife always had the fame
monster in her headlights, which was an important detail he should
have noticed a lot sooner.

“Just because you’re a royal doesn’t mean
you get to neglect your responsibility,” she cried.

“Cam…”

“Don’t worry, luv.” The smooshed-face jerk
shoved her to the side, further evading Ford’s dance space. “I’ve
got this.”

Middle child of three brothers, third in
line to the throne, fighting was a must growing up. No matter how
many times he reminded himself that several influential eyes were
glued on them, blood pumped through his veins, stoking the crazy
part of his ego.

As the goon dramatically pulled back his
arm, Ford easily jabbed him in the throat with his left before
delivering a stiff uppercut with his right.

Regardless of the doom spiral happening
inside his head, nothing could make him stop. Royal obligation to
the throne usually kept him in line, but not even the horrified
screams of the alumni could hold him back. Ford snatched the
bourbon glass off the bar and smashed it into the meaty ape’s head
while kicking the ever-living shit out of him.

Rule #6: Never demonstrate frustration in
the public eye, it’s a common emotion.


Chapter One

 


The rolling ocean waves competed with the
melodic baritone of Jean Deschamps. Surrounded by his three
daughters, the King of Dolphin Bay spoke eloquently about their
historical Emancipation Day from Marlin Cove.

Belle Deschamps, middle child of the most
charismatic man she’d ever known, nodded in the appropriate places,
and laughed in all the necessary spots. Not too big where her teeth
blinded the crowd, but just enough that she appeared invested in
what the king had to say about this momentous occasion.

Every daughter understood their role and how
to present themselves in the best light. After all, the princesses
needed to reflect well on The Establishment.

Color coded by dress, height, and age, the
royal daughters played their positions perfectly. To the naked eye,
no one would guess that she had a screaming match with her oldest
sister a mere twenty minutes prior. The epic argument between them
had consisted of name-calling, finger-pointing, and a heavy threat
laced with physical violence. Of course, the youngest of the bunch,
Star, uselessly stood off to the side weeping.

Before she could wrap her hands around her
sister’s throat and choke her senseless, security got between
them.

“And to the lights of my life, Eve, Belle,
and Star … these three have made me the happiest father this side
of Emerald Isle. One day they will take over and govern, and I
can’t think of three women better suited for the job.”

As they soaked in the accolades from the
King of Dolphin Bay, the crowd cheered. Even the other half of the
kingdom stood across the room in strong, handsome splendor. The
four Beaumont brothers politely clapped, holding up their end of
the island bargain.

In 1872 the Deschamps staged a coup and
overtook the island country they had run well before the Beaumonts
arrived. After a year-long negotiation, the two sides decided to
split the island down the middle. The mediators they called The
Establishment had been brought in to make sure they ran the country
in the best interest of both parties. Over the years, their roles
had changed but the purpose remained the same—make sure the royal
children towed the company line. The Beaumonts ran the adult side
of the island, where the Deschamps served the family friendly
portion.

Belle supplied the attendees with a sweet
smile, while the king threw an amusing antidote at the crowd.
Hopefully, her outward princess façade didn’t convey how much she
wanted to down several shots.

“This week celebrates one hundred and fifty
years of freedom. Join us in all the festivities.” The king
gestured toward the lavish dessert table. “Please enjoy the
refreshments and the musical stylings of Corinne
Bailey Rae.”

The crowd erupted in ecstatic applause. Not
so much for the speech, Belle figured, but more for the fun
festivities that would soon follow.

Happy to be done with the more tedious part
of her obligations, Belle stepped down from the podium, veering
past the meet-and-greet portion of her duties. Since she wasn’t the
number one golden child, Eve, she felt her responsibilities for
tonight were officially over.

As Belle glided toward a dessert table, the
sea of attendees split apart. This phenomenon couldn’t be
attributed to her fabulous aura but more to the spectators’ crown
goggles. Apparently, all the royals emitted this hypnotizing effect
that forced people to open-mouth stare, gawk, and/or rudely sneak
an unauthorized picture with their cell phone.

They would stalk her with their eyes, but no
one would say a word, they never did. Instead, they’d keep their
distance while dissecting her every move. Growing up, this type of
behavior had certainly annoyed her, but over the years she’d become
numb.

“Who peed in your bowl of cereal, middle
child Deschamps?”

“Arghh,” Belle groaned, unable to stop
herself. Of course Ford Beaumont would sniff out her foul mood.

“Trust me, sweetheart, you were sucking
serious lemons up there,” he said.

“Well, if it isn’t the monster Beaumont.
Shouldn’t you be worrying about that little love show you’re
peddling and less about what I’m sucking on?”

Ford’s insufferable smirk deepened. Either
the inevitable snipping that happened every time they were within
five feet of each other became the reason his green eyes danced
merrily or more than likely her poor choice in words amused
him.

Ford tilted his head toward her, allowing
his minty, warm breath to caress her skin. “Tell me, sweety, did
someone steal your favorite doll again?”

Reaching for the elegant cupcake, Belle
gritted her teeth. He would never let her forget that one freaking
moment nearly twenty years ago where she’d completely and utterly
lost her shit.

“How about you let dolly escándalo go and concentrate on the national
embarrassment you will be when that stupid show hits the
airwaves.”

A slight tick in his jaw provided her the
impression that she’d finally gotten under his skin.

“Maybe I would let dolly gate go if it
wasn’t the one and only time you were ever remotely human.”

Those words should have stung but they
bounced off her, much like everything else when she’d come home for
these silly events. Her icy shell had saved her many times and she
wouldn’t defrost for anyone … not even Prince Freaking Charming.
Amused at his attempt to needle her with the truth, she raised the
buttercream-frosting-covered cupcake to her lips.

“Fordy Swordy!” Daisy Burton sang. “I’ve
been looking for you everywhere.” Moving a thousand miles per hour,
Ford’s horrible best friend collided into his back.

“Ooof,” he grunted, knocking the one thing
she’d craved all day smack into her face.

“Whoopsie.” Daisy giggled. “You have a
little something right”—she made a circle
with her long, pink-painted fingernail—“there.”

As buttercream covered her nose, mouth, and
cheek, Belle couldn’t nail down the precise moment that made this
day crappy. She’d never been a big fan of Ford’s best friend, but
she couldn’t totally blame ditzy Daisy for this fiasco.

Honestly, whatever her tipping point had
been it probably took place way before her father’s opening
remarks. Belle calculated at least a good hour ago that her hate
for the island had settled into her soul. An all-time record for
the cosmic forces that fueled these unfortunate set of
circumstances to take root. However, Belle realized without a
shadow of a doubt that Ford Beaumont’s brilliant white teeth and
devilish smile had one hundred precent pushed her colossally shitty
day over the edge.

“Princess,” he said with a chuckle, “now
wait a minute.”

Taking a step back from the situation would
probably be best, but Belle had already reached for another cupcake
off the dessert tower.

“Think about The Establishment and how they
will—”

She shoved the decadent pastry into his face
with all the aggression she could muster and swiftly grabbed for
another.

“Ohhh.” The crowd stilled around her.

“Th-this,” he sputtered only loud enough for
her to hear, “is war.”

Slipping past him before he could snatch one
of those wicked cherry tarts off the table, Belle zeroed in on his
sidekick. “Oh, Daisy dear.”

“No-no-no-no.” The little twat had the bad
manners to turn away, but her designer high heels didn’t want to
cooperate with her little body. She ended up Scooby Doo-ing her
escape. “Seriously, luv, it was an accident.”

Belle Deschamps, second child to the king,
had many, many qualities, but mercy wasn’t one of them. She lobbed
the dessert with pitcher-like gusto, taking great pleasure in the
sickening smack against the back of Daisy’s champagne-colored
head.

“Gawd!” she screamed dramatically as if she
had been shot by an actual bullet.

Belle wanted to take a moment to bask in her
perfectly aimed bull’s-eye, but bedlam took over. Always up for a
good time, the Beaumont brothers were already armed with fluffy
sweet weapons. No one was safe from the onslaught of cupcake
grenades that rained down on Emerald Isle’s Emancipation Day
ceremony.

****

Ford Beaumont leaned against the marble
column with as much dignity that someone covered in icing could
muster. Summoned to the east garden by The Establishment, Ford did
his best to appear noble.

Surrounded by his brothers—who were also
covered in frosting—along with the Deschamps sisters—who were
remarkably icing free—Ford took his undeserved admonishment like a
man.

A man covered in sugary goo, but a man
nevertheless.

He folded a cloth napkin to swipe the
remaining crust off his face. A good, hot shower may remove the
hardened chunks of icing, but he didn’t hold out too much hope.
Underneath his shirt his armpit itched. How icing had gotten there
he had no idea. A three-piece suit should have been the perfect
armor against buttercream.

“Of all the childish, stupid things you lot
have ever done.” Madge Dunham, the head of The Establishment, stood
in the middle of the room, spitting boiling hot rage. The head
mediator allegedly kept the two sides of the island functioning as
one. If people thought the monarchy had more power than the
institution, they couldn’t have been more wrong.

While Madge lit the room ablaze with her
words, beautiful Belle kept her eyes trained out the window. The
drop-dead gorgeous creature leaned against the marble wall with her
mannequin mask fully in place. Rarely did the old brilliant and
carefree Belle make an appearance these days. That’s why he’d
pushed her buttons when he should have left well enough alone.

“Everyone except for Belle and Ford,
out!”

Three different versions of him—shorter by a
couple of inches, taller by maybe one, and even a little fairer in
complexion than the last—happily strolled out of the door.

“Head up.” His older brother, Duke, chuckled
before he left him to his fate.

“Can I stay? I believe I can be of
assistance to you,” Eve Deschamps, Belle’s older sister, asked.

Ford shook his head at the ass kisser of
epic proportions.

“No, sweetie, I can handle this.” Madge
patted her shoulder.

Eve demurely nodded her head and stepped out
the door, shutting it quietly in her wake.

“What were you two thinking causing a public
spectacle, and on Emancipation Day no less?”

“We made the Union Civil Liberties appear
necessary … you should be happy, Madge,” Belle said in a bored tone
without taking her eyes off the happenings beyond the window.

As Ford bit back a chuckle, the fastidiously
dressed, middle-aged woman glared at the princess. Often Belle
amused the shit out of him. Of course, that only applied when the
princess façade had slipped out of place. No one cared for the head
of The Establishment and that was putting it mildly.

“Why, you ungrateful— That little company of
yours has pumped up your head, missy.” Madge stomped closer to the
source of many of his wank sessions.

Encrusted in bits and pieces of icing, Belle
still glowed. She had to be the only person alive who could pull it
off. A good look for a magazine cover as a cheeky kitchen chef or a
wealthy housewife who couldn’t cook … either way, the woman wore it
well. Her black, wavy hair had a bit of tart stuck in her ponytail,
and she didn’t completely get all the frosting off the tip of her
nose, which for him translated to freaking adorable.

Ford slid his eyes toward a statue of one of
their foremothers, Ophelia the Healer, since he didn’t want to be
accused of lusting over the middle Deschamps child. He refused to
admit that his primal reaction to Belle had anything to do with
attraction and more to do with his libido. He needed to get laid
plain and simple. It had been a while, and today’s cupcake battle
presented the perfect illustration of that.

“Hold on, why am I going back and forth with
you?” Madge held up her hand. “Since you have all the answers,
we’ll be employing your expertise on Royal Love.”

Belle snorted. “No such luck.”

“Oh yes.” Madge inched closer to her.
“According to the working contract between the Civil Liberties
Union and the monarchy, you owe us the labor of your company.”

Unconsciously, he curled his hand into a
fist. The Establishment only pulled these silly laws out of their
ass when it suited them. All the Beaumont men had their own
businesses, and nothing had ever been asked of them, but he knew
better than to get involved. This fight was between The
Establishment and Belle.

“What makes you think I won’t hold you up in
court until the show is done taping?” Belle asked, stepping into
Madge’s personal space.

“Because the consequences for you would be
catastrophic,” the tiny woman stated without giving an inch.

Ford could tell the little maniac got off on
this power play. It almost made him regret testing Belle that
afternoon … almost.

“If you play this card, my company will not
be obligated to fulfill the next three events,” Belle said.

“Only if you successfully see it through to
the end. If not, the Civil Liberties Union can exercise the terms
of your contract however we see fit.”

A mixture of disappointment and rage
flickered across Belle’s face. It only popped up for a second
before she shut it down and went back to her imitation of a
blank-eyed doll.

Ford understood her frustration. If her
involvement in the show didn’t work out, she would be pledging
indentured servitude to The Establishment, which could financially
bankrupt her.

“Don’t worry, dear. I’m sure the prince here
will be on his best behavior … right, Beaumont?”

Up until this very moment he’d acted the
fool. He usually left the princess well enough alone, but the
closer show taping got the grumpier he became. Somewhere off the
coast of Sweden, a goat herder fuck of a prince had manufactured
one hell of a fall-from-grace rumor to get out of his turn for this
season. Regrettably, that served Ford up on a silver platter.

Other monarchies had made the same deal for
the trade-off of good press. No one from royal blood wanted to
participate, but they all grinned and bared it for the sake of
tourism dollars. Regardless of the promotional opportunities, the
Beaumont brothers’ second shot at the show had circled back around
pretty fast.

Hoping the program would get cancelled, Ford
had fought like a honey badger to get out of it, but The
Establishment had a deal in place with the production company. Even
though ratings had taken a dip this past season, the network gave
the showrunners the green light to shoot another round. Ford
Beaumont needed to find true love whether he liked it or not.

In essence, he’d made it possible for The
Establishment to kill two birds with one stone by fighting with
Belle. Legitimately backed into a corner, Ford would have to play
ball or inadvertently force Belle to lose everything.

“Fuck me,” he muttered to no one in
particular.


Chapter Two

 


Keys in hand, Belle couldn’t remember where
she left her purse, and crap, did she turn the TV off? Coat or no
coat, she wore a sweater over a tank but didn’t know the day’s
forecast. September in Chicago always lulled the citizens into
spooky season with a false sense of security. The arresting fall
colors offered everyone a warm hug before the plummeting
temperatures, which led to snow, ruined any apple picking or
hayride plans.

After snatching her boho purse off the
kitchen stool, she skidded to the door. Belle still needed to tweak
two bids for upcoming concert festivals and update her team for the
next few months while dealing with this Royal Love
disaster.

Once she injected coffee into her veins, the
world would right itself. Keeping that in mind, Belle opened her
front door.

“Are you avoiding me?” Gregory Mattis asked,
sporting an endearing smile. Her sort-of, kind-of, not really an ex
stood outside of her door with coffee in hand.

Well, shit! Hard-pressed not to
smoosh his face with her palm, Belle passed him in search of her
car.

“Would actually have to think of you to
avoid you.” God, Belle hoped she hadn’t been towed.

“Look.” Greg jumped in her way, forcing a
lock of long, blond hair to slip out of his cute, little man bun.
Flipping his head back, he knocked the stray out of his face before
he threw another award-winning smile in her direction. “I brought a
peace treat … get it? Peace treaty.”

She continued to glare at him with one of
her best stuck-up princess squints.

“Fine, give me a few minutes,” he demanded.
“It’s the least you can do.”

“Running late.” She didn’t want to hear him
speak let alone listen to him outright lie.

Belle attempted to beat a hasty retreat back
to her duplex. Unfortunately, the man did an end-run around
her.

“Stop being such a frigid bitch,” he
growled. “You can give me a damn minute.”

Belle froze—not out of fear, but triggered
anger. Horrible with confrontation, a constant war waged inside her
head. She’d either volcanically erupt or simply walk away from the
offender. Sadly, the latter rarely happened.

“Look, I didn’t know that guy was a
reporter. We shot the shit a little, then bam, we’re on the
front page of some shoddy website. Now take the coffee that I
nicely bought for you and get in my car so we can hash it out.”

Unable to control her natural “screw this”
reflex, Belle slapped the cup of coffee out of his hand. Charming,
but more importantly very built, she’d found out a little too late
Greg Mattis had an ongoing love affair with high stakes poker.

“It was more than once, and that shoddy
website had amazing pictures of our dates, my office, and
thankfully, not for your lack of trying, nothing else.”

He snatched her by the arm, yanking her to
his chest. “They don’t teach you manners on that dumpy island,
sugah, or do I have to?”

Belle slid her hand down to her purse. She
really should have attached the can of pepper spray to her key
chain like a normal person.

“They actually didn’t teach us shit, it’s a
real dystopian nightmare over there.”

Belle stilled. No way had her anger
manifested into Ford’s growly tenor. She snuck a peek over her
shoulder, taking in the royal pain in her ass who stood only a few
feet away.

“If you don’t let her go, I’m going to have
to bash your face in.” His eyes twinkled with mischief as that lazy
smile she’d witnessed too many times to count widened. “But only
after I rip off your throwing arm.” Within seconds, his face
morphed from thoughtfully brooding into amusingly deranged.

“Who the fuck?” Greg let her go, stalking
straight up to Ford.

The air grew tense with male testosterone. A
few painful seconds ticked by before Greg shook his head and
continued to his car. Whatever he saw in Ford’s relaxed stance must
have warned him off.

“That”—he nodded to
the wasted cup of coffee in the grass—“should be a jailable offense. Let’s go grab a proper
one?”

Safely ensconced in his car, Greg rolled
down his window and yelled, “Give me a call when you grow the fuck
up!”

“Why not?” Belle relented to Ford’s request
while Greg drove by holding his middle finger out of the driver’s
side window. “I can really use one.”

Neither bothered to acknowledge the
baseball-playing idiot. Hardwired royal training enabled them to
ignore the agitators.

Besides, Belle couldn’t get later than she
was. According to The Establishment, whether five minutes had
passed or twenty, late was late.

“There’s a place around the corner.” She
decided to listen to the universe and see what the Beaumont monster
wanted. “Follow me.”

****

Ford held the door to Belle’s office
building open. As she passed by, the warm scent of apple and
cinnamon filled his nose, begging him to get a stronger whiff. The
entire time they’d waited in the coffee line, the need to taste her
bee-stung lips had distracted him. They were plump with the perfect
bow that tipped up. A strong urge to feel her pretty, painted mouth
on his consumed his thoughts since … shit, since when, junior
high?

He mildly remembered a small crush on the
middle child Deschamps, but at the time who didn’t have one on
Belle? Even though they had run in different circles, his friends
mooned over her. Then one day, poof, she’d been sent off to
boarding school.

That memory must have been bricked away. The
flashback confused the shit out of him. Teenage years were
hormonally trippy, but he couldn’t remember why Belle had been the
only child from the monarchy to obtain her
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