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      As a royal in the Ancient Court, Nic’s life is planned out for him. Those plans do NOT include falling in love with a human…

      

      18-year-old Macy Moreno meant to spend a few months backpacking around Europe. Instead, she’s ended up in an ancient castle belonging to international soccer sensation Nicolo Buonaccorsi.

      Macy thought it might be fun to meet a celebrity—especially one as hot as Nicolo, but things at Nic’s house are a bit… strange.

      For one thing, she’s only one of many girls there, and all the others seem to be under some sort of spell. And while their exotic “hosts” are generous and intensely beautiful, they’re also a little terrifying. They keep promising the girls they’ll get to meet the handsome and wealthy sports star—but they don’t deliver.

      Macy is done with the whole bizarre situation and ready to hit the road again. But her life takes a thrilling and startling turn when she catches the eye of the mysterious and alluring Nicolo-- and learns the truth about him and the Ancient Court's Hidden Game...
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      Independence is a lot like triple chocolate buttermilk pound cake. You crave it. And the first few bites are delicious. You think you could never get enough.

      But after a while, it can be too much. And like a mouthwatering picture on a menu, it doesn’t always live up to your expectations. Rather than making you feel free, independence can actually weigh you down, trapping you in a different way—in the kind of solitary confinement no parole hearing can relieve.
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      The little girl was staring at me again. Unlike all the others, who were completely fixated on the huge video screen, the small, round-eyed girl across the room was peeking at me from behind the straight curtain of her bobbed, dark-blonde hair.

      I trained my eyes back on the soccer match—I mean, football match—as they called it over here.

      What was she doing here? I’d first noticed her yesterday, three days after I’d arrived at the castle. She stood out in more ways than one. Glancing around at the other girls bunched on the red velvet chairs and sofas in the opulent media room, it was obvious they were in high school or college-aged, like me. And no matter which country they were from, they all seemed to fit a certain profile—pretty, curvy, mature.

      This girl couldn’t be any older than thirteen. My best guess was twelve, like my sister Lily. She reminded me of her actually—small with a slight, straight, childish figure. Just like me at that age. In fact, I still wasn’t all that curvy, with my typical gymnast’s build—short, small-framed but strong. That had been my first clue I didn’t fit in here. Over the past few days, it had been followed by too many to count.

      More than her appearance, it was how the girl looked at me that set her apart. While the other girls were friendly, there was a strange disconnect when I talked to them. Any of them. And it wasn’t just the language barrier. Plenty of them spoke English. Quite a few were Americans, too. It was something more than that. We had conversations, but they were all… empty. Their eyes were, too. Sort of dazed, like they were looking at me but not really. It was hard to explain.

      But the young girl—she was different. Whenever our eyes met, which was happening disconcertingly often, there was something there in hers. An awareness. A spark. A message?

      I darted a glance back in her direction, and sure enough, she was still staring. She lifted one hand in a tentative half-wave, her lips curving up shyly at the corners.

      I was about to get up and go talk to her when Dominique walked through the tall, stone-arched doorway, her sharp black eyes scanning the assembly of young women in the lavishly appointed room. My pulse jolted as it always did whenever the intimidating woman appeared.

      The girl’s hand and smile dropped simultaneously. She riveted her eyes back to the screen. I did the same, knowing instinctively it was the smart thing to do.

      A steady, excited stream of French words blared from the speakers as the broadcast announcer narrated the action on the screen. Some of it I understood—not all. My high school French classes had been all but useless here, but I’d picked up a lot through total immersion, backpacking around the country and visiting adjoining ones over the past couple of months.

      By this point, I had the words for “goal” and “World Cup” down, as well as the name Nicolo Buonaccorsi—of course. I’d certainly heard it enough, both on TV and in person. The French national team’s star player was all any of the girls here at the castle could talk about, sunup to sundown.

      And that was my final clue it was time to move on.

      When a girl staying at the same youth hostel in Paris had asked if I’d like to meet Nicolo, I had thought, Why not? It’ll be fun. That was my policy these days—go where the wind blew me. The prospect of meeting a famous athlete and visiting an ancient castle on the French island of Corsica for a day had seemed exciting. But one day had turned into three, I still hadn’t met Nicolo, and frankly, the whole situation here kind of creeped me out.

      The man in question came on screen as a sideline camera lovingly catalogued his long, tan, powerful legs, his dark, unruly hair, and when he lifted a corner of his shirt to wipe sweat from his face, a breathtaking set of abdominal muscles. Wow.

      A pheremonal meteor shower went off inside me. I clearly wasn’t the only one. Squeals and loud exclamations filled the large room and echoed off its stone walls.

      “Dio mio. Sonno innamorato,” a girl gushed in Italian, declaring herself in love.

      “He is mine! I would die for him,” another one said.

      “I’m going to have his babies. Six of them!” a thick German accent proclaimed.

      I chuckled to myself and fought to keep my eyes from rolling. I mean, yes, I got it. The guy was beautiful. And rich. He owned a castle, for God’s sake. And he was really, really good at soccer—football.

      At nineteen, he was the youngest player ever selected as the FIFA world player of the year and was France’s all-time top goal scorer. But come on. When it came down to it, he was just another human being. He went potty and had morning breath and bad hair days just like the rest of us. Probably.

      I felt foolish now for even coming along on this spur of the moment excursion. It would have been nice to meet him, just to say I did it, but this was getting ridiculous. I didn’t go in for hero worship or celebrity stalking or whatever. And none of us had met him yet, though our hosts had promised, “He’ll be here tomorrow,” each day since my arrival.

      They’d been more than generous, providing luxurious accommodations and decadent food—and all the Nicolo Buonaccorsi interviews and game footage we could watch—but I was growing more and more eager to move on.

      I’d be going alone. I knew that. My friend from the hostel, Ella, loved it here. She sat beside me now, mesmerized by the action on the screen, her face enrapt and tense. She grabbed my hand and squeezed.

      “This is it. The last two minutes.” Her Aussie accent was thick even when she whispered.

      The score was tied at 3-3, and the championship match had gone into overtime, which meant at this point, it had been going for two hours. Nicolo had played the entire time—I didn’t know how he could still walk, much less run. But there he was, driving the ball down the field toward the goal, deftly avoiding defenders and using his feet like two magic wands.

      I wasn’t even a huge soccer fan, but as a former athlete myself, I recognized the incredible skill it took to move like he did, to make the other players around him look like junior rec league kiddies instead of the world-class professionals they were.

      In spite of a heroic dive by Brazil’s goalie, Nicolo volleyed a high left-footed shot into the net, propelling his team to victory.

      The room erupted around me, the girls screaming and crying and hugging each other. Ella grabbed me and pulled me into her own ecstatic celebration dance, and I couldn’t help but smile. It was a little contagious.

      “He did it!” she squeaked. “The World Cup! Do you know what this means? He’ll come home. We’ll get to meet him now.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” I said.

      “Ladies, ladies please.” Dominique stepped to the front of the room, clapping loudly over her head.

      She’d introduced herself a couple of days ago as the house manager—I guessed that was something like a butler or housekeeper. She was tall and very striking and spoke in English with a heavy Italian lilt, which made sense.

      Corsica was tucked in between the coasts of France and Italy. And though it had become a French territory in 1769, I’d learned the Italian influence and culture was still very strong here, going back all the way to the days of the Roman Empire. Many of the residents still spoke the old language.

      Nicolo’s family was Italian, in fact, though when he spoke English in the interviews I’d seen, his accent sounded vaguely British. I assumed it was because he traveled so extensively and had gone to school in England.

      “Attention please,” Dominique said. “I know you’re excited. And so you should be. You will be meeting Nicolo tomorrow.”

      More screams from the girls. Dominique shushed them and continued. “Some of you have already seen the physician. We’re trying to get as many as possible of you in to see him for an examination tonight or tomorrow before Nicolo arrives from Paris. So please listen for your name.”

      Alarm lanced my chest. I turned to Ella, speaking in a low tone. “Physician? Why? What is that for? Why should we see a physician?”

      She smiled at me, her eyes strangely vacant. “It’s no big deal. I talked to some of the other girls who’ve seen him. It’s just a checkup. They don’t want Nicolo exposed to anything contagious, I guess. He’s an athlete. He has to stay healthy.”

      I smirked. “Well, he can wash his hands and get a flu shot like the rest of us then. I’m not going to see a doctor just so I can meet the guy for five minutes. It’s not like we’re going to swap saliva.”

      She did a silly eyebrow waggle. “I wouldn’t mind a little mouth-to-mouth contact with him. All he has to do is ask.”

      Looking around the large room, it was obvious she was not alone in that sentiment. Based on their behavior and the conversations I’d overheard, every girl here was more than willing to do anything he might ask of them. Several of them raised their hands and stepped forward as Dominique announced their names. She pulled out a clipboard, writing down whatever it was they were telling her. Medical histories? Life stories? Social security numbers?

      That did it. I was leaving. Tonight. This was all too weird. No way was I going to submit to a physical exam in a foreign country in order to meet some arrogant, germaphobic, pretty boy athlete. I didn’t care how hot Nicolo Buonaccorsi was.

      “Listen.” I leaned in to speak close to Ella’s ear. “I think I’m gonna go ahead and take off.”

      Her head whipped around. “From the TV room?”

      “From the castle. From Corsica. I’m going back to Paris or maybe head on to Italy.”

      “Tonight? But, you heard her—he’s coming home tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, I know. But I’ve already stayed longer than I meant to, and I’m not that big of a soccer—football—fan anyway. It was great meeting you. I hope we can keep in touch. I’m on Facebook and Instagram, so look me up, okay?”

      Her expression of surprise morphed into confusion. “But… I don’t think… the other girls said it’s not allowed.”

      My eyes narrowed, and my breaths quickened. “What’s not allowed?”

      “They said… you know… you can’t leave.”

      The lance of concern was back, but it had grown into something bigger—like a sword. “Oh really? Watch me.”

      While Dominique was distracted with the all-too-willing medical exam candidates, I got up and made my way to the heavy wooden door. Stepping through it, I shot a final glance over my shoulder to make sure I hadn’t been spotted and was shocked to see the little blonde girl standing behind me. Had she followed me?

      For a few seconds we just stared at each other, clear, lucid gazes locked. It seemed as though she wanted to tell me something but was afraid to.

      “Be careful,” she finally whispered. “And tell my parents I’m here—if you can. My name is⁠—”

      “Olivia!” Dominique’s voice bellowed through the high-ceilinged room. “Step away from the door. You know no one leaves without my permission.”

      The girl’s eyes went wide and she stepped back, slamming the door between us, keeping me hidden from the house manager’s view.
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      The hallway was empty.

      Long, cavernous, old, and kind of creepy, but empty. That was good. I hoped it would stay that way until I could get back to the guest room Ella and I had been sharing. Her words kept ringing in my ears to the rhythm of my footsteps echoing off the stone floor and walls.

      We’re not allowed to leave.

      Not allowed.

      Not. Allowed.

      I picked up my pace, making an effort to step more quietly. The small girl’s cautionary words only increased my desire to get out of here as soon as possible. Thinking of her frightened tone, the anxiety in her wide eyes, a sharp twinge of guilt poked me under the ribs. Clearly she wasn’t thrilled about staying here any longer either.

      Should I have invited her to come with me?

      No. I tamped the guilt reflex back down. She’s fine. Even if she wasn’t, it wasn’t like there was anything I could do about it. I was the last person she should have been turning to for help.

      Reaching the entrance to the guest quarters, I pushed open the door and slipped down the hallway to our room. Small, comfortable, and neat, the rooms on this hall were much more modern than the other parts of the castle I’d seen. They reminded me of the dorm rooms I’d visited last year, back when I thought I’d be going to college—back when everything was normal. Instead of rooming with my best friend Brandy at the University of Georgia, I’d taken my savings and bought a one-way plane ticket to Europe and a Eurail pass, packed my backpack with the essentials, and left my friends—and family—far behind.

      Gathering my clothes and extra pair of shoes, I stuffed them into my pack and performed a quick inventory to make sure I didn’t leave anything behind.

      Jacket. Pj’s. Sunglasses. Sunblock. Toiletries bag. Passport. Wait—where was it? I pushed aside the articles of clothing at the bottom of my bag. Nothing there.

      Where the heck is it? It had to be there. I hadn’t even taken it out of my pack since arriving at the castle. I couldn’t leave without it. My passport holder also served as my wallet. All my money was in there. Stupid, maybe, but it was convenient.

      Heart racing, I dropped to my knees and searched under the twin bed where I’d slept the past two nights. Nothing. In fact, not even dust. This place was remarkably clean for a centuries-old castle. Which meant there had to be maids.

      Crap. Of course the rich and famous Buonaccorsi family would have servants. Loads of them. And at least one of them was a thief.

      Unless Ella had taken my money and I.D.. No. She wouldn’t. Would she?

      It wasn’t like I knew her well. We’d met only a few days earlier when she’d bunked next to me at the youth hostel. She seemed nice. But then, so did I.

      No one here really knew me either. No one knew about the past I’d left behind. The mistake that haunted my dreams even now, six months later.

      No. I can’t think about that right now.

      The last thing I needed was crippling anxiety slowing me down. I needed to think clearly. I needed to hurry.

      I couldn’t go back to the TV lounge and confront Ella. Something inside me warned that would be a very bad idea. I glanced over at her side of the room, at her belongings strewn across the unmade bed, at her backpack peeping out from beneath it. I had no choice.

      I dragged the pack out by one strap and sat in the middle of the floor, sifting through its contents. No passport. No wallet—mine or hers. No phone, either. Oh crap. Where was my phone?

      I scrambled to my feet and went back to my own backpack, furiously unzipping each compartment and feeling inside. No phone. Crap crap crap. What was going on here? Either housekeeping was extra-shady or there was something more sinister happening at Chez Buonaccorsi.

      Whichever it was, I was out of here. Not having money or a passport wasn’t ideal, but I’d manage. I’d get to the mainland and make my way to the American consulate in Paris or the nearest French city where one was located. Which would be hard to find out without my phone. Crap. At least hitchhiking in Europe wasn’t as scary as it was in the U.S. I hoped.

      Easing the door of my room open, I peeked into the hallway one direction then the other. Everyone must still be celebrating in the TV room—or reporting to the doctor’s office for their pre-Nicolo checkup. As if.

      I slipped down the dim hallway and into the main corridor. Okay, which way out of here? Medieval castles didn’t exactly come equipped with lighted exit signs. I took a guess and headed the opposite direction from the TV room. I hadn’t been this way yet, and it was bound to lead to an exterior door eventually, right? I kept my pace measured in case someone rounded a corner and spotted me—didn’t want to look too suspicious.

      That was until the alarm went off. The modern electronic sound stopped me mid-stride. It was such a jarring contrast to the ancient, elegant surroundings. At first I wasn’t quite sure what it was. Actually, my first thought was that there was a tornado warning. Having grown up in Missouri, that was where my mind naturally went. The sounds of doors opening and voices shouting in Italian got me moving again. I couldn’t be sure—but I feared the alarm had something to do with me.

      The clatter of footsteps ricocheted against the wall. Someone was coming. Several someones. Adrenaline flooded my veins as I got moving again, faster now, and made a sharp turn down a corridor on the left. After a few feet the wall beside me gave way to windows. Enormous, floor-to-ceiling windows. Oh, they were doors. The kind that typically led out to a veranda or a garden in the old Mediterranean-style homes I’d been touring. Excellent.

      I tried the handle on the first door. It didn’t budge. Feeling around on the metal lever revealed no buttons, no deadbolt locks. Only a large keyhole. Next door. Same story. Could I break the glass maybe? It looked extremely thick. And was probably wired with further alarms. Moving to the next door, I gripped the handle, expecting the same result. I let out a heavy breath of relief when it swung down easily and the door opened. Yes.

      As it closed behind me, the noisy alarm ceased, much to the relief of my nerves. The air outside was cool and scented with green plants and ocean breezes. As my eyes adjusted, I realized I’d been right about where the door would lead. In the daytime those huge glass panes would have displayed a beautifully landscaped circular courtyard. In the moonlight I could make out several tall trees, some large potted plants with a stone bench in front of them, and a huge fountain directly in the middle of the circle.

      On the other side of the fountain under the high canopy of trees there were several cushioned chairs placed around a fire pit that was—thank God—cold and dark at the moment. All very peaceful and lovely, but my eyes were drawn to something beyond the stone pavers and the low-cut grass bordering the courtyard. The castle’s outer wall. Bingo.

      It was high, probably twenty feet at least, but it was covered in a crisscrossed pattern of leafy vines. That’ll do just fine, thank you.

      My shoes made very little noise as I circled the perimeter of the courtyard toward the wall. The quiet crunch of pea gravel under my feet was drowned by the sound of the splashing fountain.

      Passing the lawn chairs at the far end of the yard, I reached the wall and stretched up, grabbing a sturdy vine and testing my footing. Nice. The vines were thick—must have been very old—and they went to the very top of the ancient stone wall. They’d make a perfect ladder.

      One small problem. I had on a maxi dress, and stretchy as it was, it restricted my mobility. I hadn’t exactly anticipated scaling a wall when I’d put it on this morning, layered over a tank top with a cute color-coordinated bead necklace and sport sandals. In hopes of meeting Nicolo. Hmph.

      I yanked the necklace off first then grasped the hem of the dress and dragged it up and over my head, stuffing both things into my backpack. A shiver passed through me as the cool night air touched the newly uncovered skin of my legs and hips.

      Re-adjusting the pack on my back, I returned to the wall, stretching both hands as high as I could reach, digging my fingertips in and finding a toehold for one foot then the other. This was going to be easy now that I had free range of motion—as long as the vines also extended down the outside of the wall.

      I’d arrived on Corsica at night by ferry and then fallen asleep during the long cab ride from the port to the castle. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was like on the outside or even where on the island it was. Oh well, I’d find out soon enough.

      “Ahem.”

      The sound of a throat clearing stopped me in mid-climb. The skin along my spine froze in a cold, tingling flash. And then I was back in motion, climbing faster this time. Until a smooth, richly accented masculine voice stopped me again.

      “You might want to consider what’s on the other side of that wall before going over it.”

      Craning my neck to see behind me, I spotted the source of the deep voice. The outline of a man filled one of the chairs, his long legs stretched out in front of him. I hadn’t seen him earlier, I guessed because he’d been slumped low in the one chair facing away from me toward the wall. Who was he? What was he doing out here in the dark, sitting in front of an unlit fire pit? And why wasn’t he sounding the alarm or charging after me? Perhaps leaving wasn’t so “forbidden” after all.

      I was frozen in indecision. I wouldn’t be able to stay where I was for long—my fingers were beginning to ache. And the night air was raising goose bumps on all that exposed flesh. Ugh. I groaned in humiliation.

      Finally, I asked the obvious question, straining my neck to see him better. “Why? What’s over there?”

      The guy shifted, swirling the ice cubes in his glass and taking a sip. He did not get up from his chair. He did not come after me. His tone was just as casual as it had been before.

      “A hundred foot drop onto jagged rock. Perhaps try that one.” He pointed leisurely to a matching high wall on the other side of the garden. “At least the sea is below you there. A bit chilly for my taste, though—sixteen degrees to be exact.”

      My aching fingers were now shaking, though I wasn’t sure if it was from fatigue or imagining how cold that plunge into the ocean would be. “Is that Celsius… or Fahrenheit?”

      “Ah, an American. Celsius, to answer your question.”

      Now the guy moved, pulling out of his slouch and drawing his legs in, leaning forward in his chair to rest his elbows on the knees of his jeans. “He can’t be that bad,” he said in an amused, almost teasing tone.

      Though he was entirely in the shadow of a tall tree, I was acutely aware of the moonlight shining on my own tank top-and-underwear-clad figure—on my oh-so-unfortunate choice of underwear to be specific.

      They were black hot shorts with the words “Kiss my…” printed in large white letters on the back right next to an image of a silly looking cartoon donkey. I’d spotted them in a cute, funky shop in London and bought them because the sign above the sale bin had read, “American Knickers,” which I’d thought was funny. I’d thought they were funny. Not quite so funny now. No doubt from his vantage point the embarrassing phrase and image were clearly visible. Maybe he couldn’t read English.

      Finally giving in to modesty and the shaking of my hands and arms, I released my grip on the vines and dropped back to the grass, though I stayed close to the wall. If the guy was a guard or a servant, he was a lazy one. And apparently drinking on the job. But I still wanted to reserve the right to make a break for it and maybe flee back through the castle or something if I needed to.

      He said nothing as I ripped my dress out of the backpack and pulled it on in such a hurry I got my head through one of the arm holes on the first try and had to start over. There was a low chuckle from his direction, though, which irritated me.

      He thought this situation was funny? Well, I thought his boss was a freaking weirdo, and he should have been ashamed of himself for working here and enabling him.

      “Who can’t be that bad?” I snapped.

      “Your boyfriend, bond-mate, whatever. You’re with the visiting American king and his party, right?”

      American king? What the heck was this guy talking about? I had no idea who he meant or why he was engaging me in conversation instead of blowing the whistle, but I preferred the former to the latter so I answered him. Vaguely.

      “Maybe.”

      Now the smooth voice was tinged with cynical laughter, the words curled around a posh-sounding European accent. “Well, whatever he’s done, I’m sure he feels like an idiot and will apologize in the morning. I certainly would if that pretty little ‘ass’ was running away from me.”

      He punctuated his last statement with a deep pull from his glass and relaxed fully back into his chair, bringing his face out of the shadow of a nearby cypress tree and into the moonlight.

      Humor sparkled darkly in his deep-set eyes, and he wore a smile that gleamed like polished pearls in the low light. Though I couldn’t see his features clearly, it was obvious he was good looking. Very good looking. All the men I’d seen since arriving at the castle were. It was almost bizarre. But this one was top-shelf—tall and broad-shouldered with dark, wavy hair and the rangy, muscular build of an athlete.

      Oh my God. One of the girls had mentioned Nicolo had a sister who was a model. Did he have a brother as well? This guy could certainly have been a male model—or a professional soccer player himself. Yes, he was definitely related to the “lord of the manor” somehow. Had to be. Nothing about his tone and appearance read “servant” or “worker bee.” He had the bearing and attitude of a trust fund playboy for sure.

      “Listen, me and my donkey, and my… boyfriend… are none of your business. Now, if you’ll please point me to the nearest exit, I’ll get out of your way and you can go back to… whatever you were doing.”

      Another low laugh, this one deeper and longer and so raspy and appealing, I felt it in every nerve ending.

      The guy rose from his chair. Wow, he’s tall. He stretched as if sore from a vigorous workout.

      “I’m afraid that’s going to be impossible. You see, I happen to like donkeys. And I’m also curious now. What could possibly make you so eager to leave a lovely place like this…” He lifted his hands out to the sides and twisted at the waist, gesturing to the luxurious estate. “… that you’d sneak into the garden after dark and strip in order to do it?”

      His smile was a seductive invitation. “Come on now, you can tell me… what did he do?”
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      One hour earlier

      My teammates were pissed at me. They’d been counting on taking the party from the locker room to my Paris penthouse as usual, but I’d headed to the airport immediately after the game. I didn’t feel bad. They could go to any restaurant or nightclub in the city and be treated like kings. I’m sure they had—were probably still there now, in fact. I just wasn’t into it tonight. In spite of the fevered excitement all around me, winning the World Cup had just left me… tired.

      I felt that way more and more often lately—not from the actual game itself—that was easy. Tired of the fanfare. Tired of the staring, and autograph seekers, and giddy fans asking for selfies. Tired of all the smiling, winking, jiggling women who seemed to emerge from the woodwork whenever I was on the mainland. Wherever I was on the mainland.

      The island was the only place I could find any peace. I’d dozed a bit on the helicopter ride here. Maybe that was why I’d been in such a groggy funk when we landed and I stepped inside the castle to find the drawing room overrun with visitors.

      Ugh. Not tonight.

      I stepped back quickly from the doorway. I hadn’t called ahead and told my parents—or Alessia—I’d be coming in tonight. As long as no one had spotted me, there was still a chance I could make it to my suite and hit the sack without being dragged into international relations. I spun to head down the back corridor, intending to circle around the long way toward the wing holding the family living quarters.

      Che Palla. No such luck. My father sauntered toward me, impeccably dressed, as always, in a bespoke suit and Gucci loafers. A delighted smile lifted his tanned, unlined face. He opened his arms, and we embraced.

      “Nicolo! We were not expecting you until tomorrow, my son. What a wonderful surprise. When did you get here?” He eyed my jeans and button down, no doubt deeming it inappropriate attire for mixing with visiting dignitaries.

      “Just now. I took the chopper and drove over from the pad.”

      “Excellent. After you change, you can join us. We’re entertaining the American Dark King and his entourage. You must meet them. They’re very… modern.” He winked to demonstrate what he thought of people and things that were modern.

      I wanted to make small talk—or worse, discuss politics—with emissaries from the “Young Court,” as Papà called it, even less than I wanted to party with my teammates and all their drunken and overly friendly hangers-on in Paris. Discussing court business was tiresome even when I was fresh and well rested.

      “Papà, I cannot. I am exhausted. The game, the traveling. It’s been a long day.”

      His high brow furrowed. “You have a duty, you know. The football is only part of it. You must begin to take on all the facets of your birthright.”

      My heart withered and sank a bit lower inside my chest. “I know. I understand, and I will. Only not tonight, okay? Let me rest.”

      For a long moment, he studied my face, then his crinkled in good humor. “Of course. The Americans can wait until the morning. But not much longer. They are eager to meet you. They were most impressed with your play tonight.” He handed me the full drink in his hand. “Here.”

      I knew from long experience the glass contained vermouth from Turin. It wasn’t my drink of choice, but Papà employed his glamour, forcing my hand to move forward and take it. It amused him at times to use his “special gift” on whomever was standing nearby, controlling their physical actions.

      It annoyed me, to be sure, but he’d never used it to hurt me. Not giving him the chance to push it farther and urge the glass to my mouth, I lifted it on my own and took a sip. The liquor was both bitter and sweet at the same time and very warm as it went down.

      “Relax. Rest. Go to the fan pod quarters and choose a companion for a few hours,” Papà suggested. “You don’t take enough advantage. And there are some lovely new additions you haven’t even seen yet. That is bound to refresh you.”

      He chuckled, wearing a knowing smile.

      “Yes, Papà. Thank you. Perhaps I will.”

      My father clapped me on the shoulder and stepped past me into the drawing room, already calling for a replacement cocktail.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, I turned and made my way down the corridor opposite the one that led to the fan pod quarters. Papà had kept a fan pod here at the castle since I could remember, as his father before him had. Recently, I’d acquired one of my own—it was the whole reason for the highly public career choice.

      The girls could be amusing at times, but as Papà had pointed out, I hadn’t taken much advantage of their constant presence and ready availability in my home because… well, it felt like just that—taking advantage.

      Exposed to a steady stream of Sway, the human girls were no challenge at all. They were almost worse than the football groupies—too ready, willing, and able to meet my “needs.” Well, some of my needs. Of course I couldn’t go all the way with any of them—with anyone—unless I wanted to end up bonded for eternity. No, that very special event would have to wait until my wedding night a month from now.

      Thinking of it didn’t fill me with anticipation, as it probably should have. It wasn’t that Alessia was horrible or anything. She was fine. She was certainly suitable. Of course she was—my parents had chosen her, hadn’t they?

      And really, one was as good as the next. It wasn’t like feelings or desire had anything to do with it. At least the cursed waiting and wanting would finally cease. A month from now my forced celibacy would end, my future would be set. I’d settle in, suck it up, and do what was expected of me. Forever.

      I’d almost made it to the family wing when a door opened toward the end of the hall, and Alessia emerged—tall, regal, beautiful as always. And cold. As cold as the Mediterranean Sea churning outside the castle walls.

      Che Cavalo!

      I would have thought she’d be in with the rest of the family already, in her glory rubbing elbows with the “royal guests,” already fully immersed in her role.

      Definitely too tired to deal with her tonight.

      As she turned to head in my direction, I opened the door beside me and slipped through it into the courtyard. It was dark and empty, clearly not being used to entertain the guests tonight. My parents would probably save that for the visitors’ final night here, dazzling them with candlelight and copious fresh flower arrangements, music, and likely a fireworks display over the ocean at the end of the evening. Guests were suckers for those fireworks.

      I strolled across the moonlit courtyard, intending to enter the castle through the doors on the other side of it and get to my own rooms that way. But reaching the tall, ornate fountain in the center of it, I stopped. The sound of it was soothing. Familiar. Peaceful.

      Stretching out a hand, I let the water run through my fingers the way I had countless times throughout my life. It had been my favorite place to play as a child—this fountain, this courtyard. A perfect respite from the summer heat—and from my duties. I had loved to climb its tallest trees and hide in their branches—until I’d learned to scale the imposing fortress walls surrounding two sides of it.

      I couldn’t go over them—that would have been certain death—but I’d loved to lie on top of them, staring at the endless blue sky, listening to the ocean waves crashing on the rocks below. I’d stay up there, identifying office towers, cathedrals, bridges, and mansions in the clouds.

      Sometimes I’d bring my drawing pad and pencils and sketch out those structures in detail, trying to bring them to life. Or later on, to sketch her.

      A sick feeling rocked my stomach as my mind’s eye filled with the soft curves of her face, the shining curls of her dark hair, the flirtatious glint in her eyes as she laughed at my lovesick schoolboy antics.

      A long time ago. A life I’ll never have.

      Swamped by a fresh wave of exhaustion, I decided not to go inside after all but fell into one of the cushioned lawn chairs. I stared up at the starry sky and listened to the fountain’s relaxing, watery tune. Relished the peace and quiet and solitude.

      It was broken all too soon.

      Hearing footsteps approaching, I cursed and slouched in my chair. Beautiful. I’m hiding in my own yard. Alessia must have spotted me after all and come after me. I mentally prepared an excuse to explain why I was avoiding her.

      A small figure passed my chair. It wasn’t my betrothed, or my over eager mother, or even a servant. This little person hadn’t even seemed aware I was there.

      And she was little. I thought at first glance she was a child—until she’d stripped off her dress, and I spotted the curves of her hips, the shapes of her bare legs in the moonlight. Then she shocked me by beginning to climb the vine-covered wall.

      She’d simply marched right past me and begun climbing as if that was a normal activity in the middle of the night. In a tank top and tiny panties. As if there was somewhere she had to be and she was going to scale the wall, and when she reached the top, fly away. I was tempted to keep quiet, keep watching, to see if she really could.

      But then this was not some fairy tale creature. She was real. And she was human—I knew that from her size. A human who would very likely die if I didn’t intervene.

      So I’d interrupted her climb—and my peaceful escape—and spoken up. And now here we were, face to face. Though, that wasn’t exactly accurate. Her face was down somewhere near the level of my sternum. She was literally the smallest full grown person I’d ever seen.

      “So what did he do?” I asked again. “Flirt with another girl? Forget your birthday?”

      She stared at me as if she’d never seen a man before. “Why are you so convinced my boyfriend did something to me? Maybe I don’t even have a boyfriend.”

      She wasn’t just tiny. She was beautiful—like the starlings that used to hover outside my window, eating myrtle berries from the shrubs in the garden. I'd loved to watch them, with their delicate, perfect heads, their iridescent feathers glistening in the afternoon sun.

      This girl seemed to possess the same sort of uncontainable energy. She was jumpy and nervous like a little bird, too. I wanted to set her at ease. I wanted her to feel comfortable with me. I wasn’t sure why.

      It’s what a good host would do, right? Make his guests feel at home?

      I felt a small, guilty smile curve my lips. “You do have a boyfriend—back there in that stuffy, boring drawing room, which I don’t blame you for escaping, by the way,” I purred in a tone that always put women off their guard. “If you weren't on the outs with him, if he didn't do something to piss you off, then you'd be inside the castle with him instead of out here with me, cavorting in your underwear beneath the stars.”

      Instead of calming her, my answer seemed to unnerve her further. She took a step back, her fingers fluttering at her sides. Though her body language betrayed her discomfort, her eyes held a spark of defiance, and her small chin tilted up as if she were trying to match her insignificant height to my own.

      “I’m not with you. I’m having a conversation with you. There’s a big difference.”

      Most people kissed up to me. I was rich. I was famous. And in the Ancient Court, I was royalty. This girl didn’t seem to have gotten the memo. I liked it. Her sassy attitude combined with her miniature size—and her surprising choice of undergarments—added up to the most enticing little package I’d seen in a long time. Too bad she did belong to someone else.

      Glancing back toward the lighted windows of the castle, I wondered which one of our visitors had brought her. It couldn’t be the Dark King. One of his band members, perhaps? I’d heard some members of the American courts, both Light and Dark, had actually chosen humans as their bond-mates.

      A ridiculous notion for someone like me. Such an uneven bonding would never be tolerated here in the Ancient Court. For my counterparts in the New World, I supposed it
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