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      Lord Evan Anastas has lived as a recluse most of his life...with good reason. He shares the same surname as the country's worst traitors. But the king has decided it's time for him to stop hiding. It's time for him to step into his royal duties and that means getting up close and personal with the press.

      But the king probably didn't mean this up close and personal.

      On a diplomatic trip to Lemnos, Evan meets Brooklyn and unbeknownst to him, she is a member of the very press he has been avoiding.

      To be fair, Brooklyn doesn't know who he is at first.

      She is a struggling travel blogger from New Zealand and reluctantly agreed to do a job for her previous employer. She didn't know it would lead to her spending a month in a castle on an island she had never really heard of. Or that meeting the reclusive count would upend her life.
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      Raida is not a real alcohol :)  Originally I was going to use ouzo as the national drink until I did a bit of research that I discovered ouzo can only be called ouzo if it is made in Greece. ¯\_(ツ)_/¯  So I decided to use a fictional alcohol to go along with my fictional island and my fictional country and my fictional monarchy and my fictional…okay, you get the idea.

      If raida was real, it would be just like ouzo :D

      

      This book is written in AUS/UK English. This means words like ‘color’ and ‘favorite’ are spelled colour and favourite as is standard in UK English. Also ’storey’ appears instead of ‘story’ to describe the floors of a building.

      Book one in the series was written using US English because both main characters were American.  In this book, one of the main characters is from New Zealand and the other is educated in the UK English style.  It felt weird and inauthentic to have them speak in the US English style.

      Also, I’m an Australia and writing with US English just feels…wrong.  Call it a quirk of my writing style.  We’re all friends here and a few stray Us and Es shouldn’t come between us <3

    

  


  
    
      For those who think they are ‘too much’

      and for those who think they are ‘not enough’…

      you are JUST RIGHT
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        Two Years Ago

      

      

      
        
        Jamie

      

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Meredith asked.

      I blew out a breath and looked at the dossier on the desk in front of me. The last few weeks had been a whirlwind. Reclaiming the throne, moving into the palace, becoming king…it had been a lot, but we still weren’t done. We had to choose who would be part of the new royal court.

      “You’ve read all the same documents I have,” I said. “Do you really think it’s a bad idea?”

      Meredith searched my eyes for a long moment before sighing and shaking her head. “No, I don’t. I think he will be an asset but…”

      “Public opinion,” I finished for her.

      Meredith nodded.

      Our small country had been devastated by the actions of one greedy man. I had lost my family and been exiled for years. Kalopsia suffered under that man until he bled the country dry and then fled. Now that I was back, now that I was taking on the heavy mantel my father had carried, I wanted to do everything I could to rebuild a strong and prosperous Kalopsia but…but I had seen what happened when a country was governed by public opinion. History was littered with failed monarchs and from my own experience, I knew trying to please everyone meant not pleasing anyone. I didn’t want to be a dictator who ruled without listening to the concerns of the people, but I also didn’t want to be a ruler who could never make decisions for fear of upsetting someone. There had to be a happy medium, but finding it was harder than I thought.

      As one of Queen Alyssa’s security detail for the last few years, I’d watched her navigate becoming a monarch and overcome obstacles to rule Merveille. I knew how hard it was to determine what was best for everyone when there were people yelling from both sides. I knew the decision to make Evan Anastas the Komis of Alethia (the Count of Alethia) would be controversial. He shared the same name of the man who had wrought havoc on the people of this country and was a relative of that same man…a very distant relative. But…but I couldn’t help shake the feeling that he was the right choice. Evan and his immediate family had played no part in the coup and had, in fact, suffered just as much as the other citizens of the country. Evan lost his parents when General Anastas had cleansed the palace of all my father’s loyal court members. He only escaped because his mother hid him before the soldiers came. His maternal grandparents raised him in Lemnos, away from the strife of Kalopsia.

      My goal was to bring back the children of those displaced by the uprising. I was offering the descendants of my father’s court members a chance to take their places in the new monarchy I was building, and Evan Anastas was one of those.

      “May I speak?” Danika, the head of my security detail asked. She had been the one to find me and convince me to return and reclaim my throne. I owed her a lot and valued her opinion, but I already knew what she was going to say.

      “You will anyway,” I replied wearily. “You’ve been very vocal on your misgivings about this appointment.”

      Danika didn’t even bother to look abashed. She nodded sharply in acknowledgement before speaking. “After we spoke last time—”

      “After you argued with us last time,” Meredith said with a pointed glance.

      Danika shrugged a shoulder. “I can guarantee that if you were in my position, you would do the same,” she said to the queen. “I mean…I could just call Queen Alyssa and ask—”

      Meredith held up her hand to stop Danika, and I smiled wryly. Meredith had also been part of Queen Alyssa’s security detail and had been the monarch’s closest friend. They’d grown up together and everyone in the Merveille palace knew that Meredith had never held her tongue when she had something to say, not even when it meant arguing with the queen.

      “Any way,” Danika said, turning back to me. “After we spoke last time, I did some investigating.”

      I held up the dossier that I had been reading. “I know. I’ve seen the results of it.”

      Danika nodded. “Well, I’ve changed my mind.”

      Meredith and I both stared at Danika.

      “What?”

      “I’ve changed my opinion. I admit to being biased when I initially did the report but after you pointed that out to me, I went back and looked over it all again. You were right.”

      I smiled. “I do like hearing those words. Especially from you.”

      Danika rolled her eyes. “Don’t get used to it,” she mumbled.

      I snorted softly. “Okay, so what? You think he would be a good fit now?”

      She nodded. “I do. His last name is a problem, but…”

      “But he is not,” I said, and she nodded. “Excellent.”

      I was relieved. If I could change the opinion of Danika, then there was hope that I could also sway public opinion. It wouldn’t be easy. There was a lot of bitterness and resentment because of General Anastas, but there were also people who resented me for escaping when they couldn’t. I understood. I lived with survivor’s guilt too.

      “Where is he now?” I asked.

      “He is still in Lemnos,” Danika replied.

      “His grandparents are—” I flipped through the dossier.

      “His grandfather passed away recently, but his grandmother is still alive. He lives with her.”

      “I’d like to meet them both,” I said. “Can we—”

      “You can’t leave the country,” Danika said. “Not yet. Not for a while.”

      I nodded. Staying here and proving to the people that I wouldn’t abandon them was a priority. They had welcomed me back, but there was still fear and uncertainty in their hearts. I needed to show them I was here for good.

      “Can we organise for them to come here?”

      For the other descendents, I simply sent them an invitation to join my court but approaching Evan would require a more personal touch.

      “I will contact them,” Danika said.

      “Someone needs to go in person,” Meredith said.

      Danika nodded. “I’ll go.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Evan

      

      

      I pulled the hood and veil from my head before unzipping my suit and hanging it on the hook in the shed.

      “The hives look good,” Jonas said.

      I nodded as I inspected my skin. No bee stings today. It was rare, but it happened. Working with bees meant getting stung, but I was used to it. Besides, I liked bees, and I understood their desire to protect their hives. I’d much rather deal with a swarm of angry bees than people any day of the week.

      “Are we checking the vines next?” Jonas asked.

      “Yeah, but let’s swing by the herb garden first. I want to check on those seedlings we planted last week.”

      Jonas nodded and followed me out of the shed. Our farm was small, but we managed to eek out a living from it. It was only me and my grandmother, Yaya, along with Jonas, to support now that my grandfather was gone. We would never be rich, but we had enough. And more importantly, the work was satisfying. Using my hands, digging in the dirt, and nurturing plants to produce fruits and vegetables for the local farmer’s market was enough. What we didn’t sell, my grandmother turned into preserves, which had become a popular product in our stall. I’d tried to get her to retire, especially after grandfather’s heart attack, but she refused, saying the work kept her going. I understood. The work kept me going, too.

      The sound of tires on the gravel drive drew my attention. A black SUV came to a stop at the front of the house and I shared a look with Jonas.

      “Were we expecting anyone?” I asked.

      Jonas shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      We both changed direction, heading for the house where my grandmother was. I had a bad feeling about that SUV, not to mention my grandmother had been keeping something from me.

      I kicked my boots off at the back door and entered the house through the mudroom and into the large kitchen. I expected the stove to have a pot boiling on it and the benches to be filled with empty jars ready for preserves, but the kitchen was clean.

      “Mrs. Yannis didn’t come today?” Jonas asked, voicing my own question.

      Mrs. Yannis was Yaya’s friend and came almost every day to help in the kitchen and gossip. She refused to take payment for the work she did, but we supplied her with as much fresh produce and preserves as she wanted.

      I followed the sound of voices down the hall and watched with my jaw clenched as Yaya invited a smartly dressed woman into the house and ushered her into the sitting room.

      “Yaya,” I said.

      “Oh, Evan,” she said, her cheeks colouring. “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said as I leaned a shoulder against the wall. “I saw a strange car and thought I should investigate.”

      Yaya smiled and waved my comment away. “Don’t be silly. There’s nothing to worry about here.”

      I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow at her, but before I could say anything, the woman who had arrived in the black car stepped out of the sitting room and eyed me up and down.

      “Evan Anastas?” she asked.

      “Whose asking?”

      The woman stepped forward and extended her hand. “Danika Lazos. I’m the head of security for King Kristophe—”

      I held up my hand. “I’m going to stop you there,” I said. “I have nothing to do with the king or Kalopsia or the general.”

      “Evan,” Yaya began.

      I shook my head. “I don’t want anything to do with him. You should leave. Now.”

      “Evan Constantine Anastas,” Yaya barked. “Don’t you dare speak to my invited guest that way.”

      “Your invited guest?” I asked, standing straight and glaring at her. “You invited these people here?”

      “One person,” Yaya said. “I invited one person here to have a conversation. You cannot ignore this forever.”

      “Oh yes I can,” I said, turning and walking away.

      It was cowardly of me but…but I couldn’t stand there and listen to anything that woman had to say. I knew everything that had happened. I knew my father had nothing to do with the coup that happened in Kalopsia, but that was not the opinion of most people. I’d lived with the knowledge that they had branded my parents as traitors simply because they shared a surname with that monster, and I refused to listen to any more lies.

      “Evan,” Jonas said, following me outside and into the bright sunshine.

      “Don’t,” I said.

      He huffed, but kept silent.

      “Let’s check those seedlings before we look at the vines.”

      “So you’re really going to ignore me?” a voice said from the house.

      I continued to ignore her as I headed for the herb garden.

      “Aren’t you at least curious about why I’m here?” she asked, obviously following me.

      I didn’t answer. I was not in the least bit curious…okay I was, but I didn’t have a good feeling about it. Her turning up here could only mean trouble, and I wanted to stay as far away from trouble as I could. I’d even considered changing my last name, but that seemed disloyal to my father. People had accused him of being a traitor and changing my name would be an admission of guilt. My father was not a traitor, but that didn’t mean I had to prove it to anyone. It was enough that I knew the truth.

      “You don’t want to know why your grandmother invited me here?”

      That was a question I was curious about, but I could get the answer from Yaya herself, not this woman who had disrupted the peace of my sanctuary.

      “The king wants to meet with you.”

      I snorted and turned around. “My father was not a traitor,” I growled.

      The woman crossed her arms and stuck her hip out to the side as she eyed me up and down. “No one said he was.”

      I snorted again. “Oh, plenty of people have said he was and I refuse to appear before some upstart king just because he wants to score points with his new court by punishing me for whatever imagined crimes he’s dreamed up.”

      “The king wants nothing of the sort,” Danika said. “He wants you to be part of his court and take on the title your father held.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood on the balcony and stared out at the sea. I could hardly believe I was here, in the palace. I couldn’t actually believe I agreed to come.

      Why?

      Why was I here?

      “Don’t you dare think about running away,” Yaya said, coming up behind me and taking a spot beside me.

      Right. That was why I was here. Yaya had nagged me non-stop since Danika’s visit until I couldn’t take it anymore. I still didn’t believe the king had pure intentions, but I had come for no other reason than to shut my grandmother up. I could very likely end up in a dungeon cell by the end of this visit, but at least Yaya wouldn’t be nagging me anymore.

      “I’m not thinking about running away,” I replied. “I was contemplating the reason I was here.” I looked down at her. “If they behead me, it will be all your fault.”

      Yaya grinned and closed her eyes as she breathed in the air coming from the sea.

      “It is so good to be home,” she murmured.

      “What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her. “I thought you hated this place.”

      Yaya sighed. “Maybe I did. I lost my daughter and my son-in-law in this place, but…”

      “But?”

      “But I was born and raised here. I can’t deny that part of my heart was sad that I would never see it again. Your grandfather would have loved to have been here with us.”

      “I doubt that,” I replied, turning back to the sea.

      “You may have seen him as a cranky old man holding a grudge, but the truth was, he was heartbroken. Kalopsia was his home too and to see it destroyed by that usurper broke his heart. Not to mention that he lost his daughter, too.”

      I sighed and looked down at my hands gripping the stone balustrade. We had lost so much to this place. Why couldn’t they just let us go? Why were they dragging us back here to relive those horrible memories?

      A knock on the door drew our attention. Jonas stepped out onto the balcony and bowed, and I growled in response. He’d taken to calling me ‘Your Grace’ and bowing like I was royalty and I hated it. He did it on purpose. He knew it made me grumpy.

      “It’s time,” he said, a smile twitching the corner of his mouth. “They’re waiting for you.”

      I took a breath and smoothed the suit I was wearing. It felt wrong and uncomfortable, but Yaya had insisted.

      The walk through the palace to the throne room was interminable. The stone walls were bare, and it still bore the scars of the uprising. I remembered how it used to look. I had been a frequent visitor before…before the ‘troubles.’

      Danika was waiting at the large double doors that led into the throne room and she gave me a once over before nodding to the doormen. The doors opened, and she led us into the cavernous room. I expected to see a lot of people lining the walls to gawk at me, but there was no one…or at least very few people. The security detail was obvious and expected, as was the queen who sat on the throne beside the king. There were also two other people in attendance. Two people I had memories of but had blocked them out. Dorian Stamos and Elena Manolis. We had grown up together, racing through the halls of the palace as our parents conducted the business of the monarchy. I even remembered Kristophe, or Jamie, as he was called now. The young prince had been friends with us, too.

      I bowed low to the new king and his wife. Jamie had changed, but I could still see the boy I used to know in his eyes. He smiled at me. It was a friendly smile, and I detected no hidden agenda, which only made me more nervous.

      I was prepared to come here and be ridiculed and accused of treason and bear the brunt of the king’s anger and resentment at having lost his kingdom because of the general who shared my name, but this? This genuine friendliness? I didn’t know how to deal with it and worst of all; I knew that there was a very real possibility that Jamie would win me over and I would do the one thing I had sworn never to do.

      “Thank you for coming, Evan,” Jamie said. “And welcome.”

      “It is an honour,” I replied, not really meaning the words.

      “I doubt that,” the queen said quietly, but still loud enough for me to hear.

      I shot her a look, and she grinned at me. “We all know you didn’t want to come,” she said unabashedly. “Danika told us about the fight you put up and your delightful grandmother filled us in on the rest.”

      I turned to look down at Yaya. Had she already met with the king and queen?

      Yaya shrugged, unconcerned.

      “But we are glad you decided to come,” Jamie said, trying to bring the conversation back on track. “I would like to officially ask you to take on your father’s title and become my Komis of Alethia.”

      I opened my mouth to reject the commission, but Yaya beat me to it.

      “Of course he will do it,” she said. “It is such a great honour and privilege to serve you and this new monarchy. It will give the Anastas family a chance to restore our reputation and—”

      “Yaya,” I said, silencing her. “I can answer for myself. You’re not even an Anastas.”

      Yaya pouted. “That’s a lovely thing to say to the woman who slaved over a hot stove to put food in your mouth.”

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. Here I was, standing in the throne room in front of the king and queen and arguing with my grandmother. It was absurd, and I was positive I would wake up from this dream—nightmare—at any moment.

      “King Kristophe—”

      “Jamie, please,” he said. “Call me Jamie, at least when it is just us. And before you refuse, I want you to think about it. I know it is a lot to ask of you and I, more than anyone, can understand your reluctance. I lost my family here, too.”

      I could hardly deny that Jamie had indeed lived through a similar experience to me. The only difference was, they had not branded him a traitor and dragged his family name through the mud.

      “I think Yaya makes some good points,” the queen said. “This is a chance for you to put things right and restore your father’s legacy. We only want the best for you and for this country. We want to put things back in their rightful place and give back everything that was lost. And we need people like you to help us do that.”

      I wanted to refuse but…but how could I? If what they were saying was true, I could finally honour my parents the way they should have been honoured all those years ago.

      “Okay,” I breathed. It was hardly an enthusiastic acceptance, but it was an acceptance, nonetheless.

      “Fantastic. Now let’s eat,” Meredith said, standing from the throne. “I’m starving.”
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        Present Day

      

      

      
        
        Evan

      

      

      “No, Cirillo,” I said. “I will not move the hives. It has taken me two years to get them approved and established. Moving them is not an option.”

      “The kitchen staff are scared of them,” Cirillo, the palace majordomo, said.

      “There is nothing to be scared of,” I replied with a huff. “If they leave them alone, the bees will leave the staff alone.”

      “It’s not that easy—”

      “The hives are nowhere near the kitchen,” I said, cutting him off. I didn’t understand why everyone was so against a few hives. Bees were an important part of the ecosystem. We needed to bees to grow produce, why didn’t people understand that?

      “No, but the bees fly into the kitchen garden.”

      “Of course they do. We want them to.”

      “Can’t you just move them and give them their own bee garden?”

      I huffed. Seriously. “We need the bees to come into the kitchen garden to pollinate the plants so they will produce the fruit and vegetables the kitchen uses,” I replied, barely keeping my patience. “Besides, there have always been bees here. It’s just that no one took any notice of them before. Now that we have hives on the palace grounds, everyone is freaking out. The bees were here first.”

      Cirillo opened his mouth, but I didn’t let him speak.

      “Have they have stung anyone?” I asked and Cirillo shook his head, opening his mouth to speak again, but I continued before he could. “Is anyone allergic to bees?” Again Cirillo shook his head. “Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

      I had worked too hard to get the hives established to try moving them. Not to mention if I was to move them, I could only do so by about two metres per day to ensure all the bees knew where the hive was.

      I had also built up the kitchen garden to what it was today. When I’d first moved into the palace, the gardens were atrocious. It was me who fought to have a kitchen garden. It was me who insisted that we grow as much produce as we could on the palace grounds. I didn’t hear anyone complaining about the quality and quantity we had produced. This whole bee-sting thing was a scare campaign and I wouldn’t stand for it. Sure, they had stung me a time or two—it came with the territory—but this whole being afraid to go into the garden because of the bee hives thing was ridiculous.

      “I understand you are attached to them, my Lord, but—”

      I held up my hand to stop whatever he was going to say.

      “No buts,” I snapped. “The hives stay and everyone will just have to get used to living with bees.”

      “Couldn’t we at least have bees that produced honey? Maybe the staff wouldn’t be so averse to them if—”

      “I’ve explained to you why we don’t need honey bees,” I said.

      “My Lord—”

      I cut him off with a look. We’d had this conversation before and I was so sick to death of it. My irritation levels were dangerously high…not dangerous as in I would become violent, but dangerous because it would send me into hiding for a week. I hated confrontation—why couldn’t people just do what I said? I didn’t think I asked much. This was why I hated people in general. They were far too annoying to deal with on a daily basis. I much preferred to deal with the bees. At least they didn’t call me ‘my Lord.’

      Even after two years, I still found the title suffocating. I watched Dorian swan around the palace wearing his title like a cape while Elena wore hers more like a crown. Even Lucas and Frankie had become accustomed to being Lord and Lady. Sophia was born to it and her partner, Ethan, was gradually getting used to it. But for me, it still felt foreign and uncomfortable. I’d tried to get as many people as I could to just call me Evan, but the palace staff stuck to protocol, which meant I was stuck with ‘my Lord’ whether I liked it or not.

      “My Lord—” Not Cirillo this time.

      I swung around at the voice and scowled at Jonas. He’d come to the palace with me, as had Yaya. Jonas was my personal assistant and Yaya was…well, Yaya was allowed to do whatever she wanted. The queen loved her and gave her far too much leeway as far as I was concerned. Although, it had gotten her out of the kitchen and living a life of leisure—something I could never have given her if we’d stayed on the farm.

      “Jonas,” I said.

      He gave me a small bow—another thing I detested—dipping his head to hide the irritating smile I knew was on his lips.

      “Your appointment with the king—”

      “Right,” I said, annoyed yet again.

      All I’d wanted was to spend the day in the garden. It had been seemingly an interminable amount of time since I’d gotten my hands in the soil and I missed it. But of course, even the hour I’d managed to sneak in had been interrupted by Cirillo and his silly bee discriminations.

      “The beehives stay,” I said over my shoulder as I walked away from Cirillo. At least I knew he wouldn’t try to move them himself. I suppose his fear of bees was somewhat useful after all.

      “What is this meeting about, anyway?” I asked as we strode through the palace halls.

      “I have no idea,” Jonas replied, but I didn’t believe him.

      Jonas had eyes and ears everywhere. He absolutely knew, which meant that whatever it was the king was going to ask me to do would be something I didn’t want to do. Not that it would be hard. There was hardly anything in the palace that I liked doing. Nothing except the gardens, of course.

      “This way—”

      I stopped short and looked at Jonas. “What?”

      “You need to shower and change before the meeting,” he said, eyeing my gardening clothes.

      I looked down at myself and sighed. I wasn’t even dirty, but a meeting with the king meant a suit, or at least better clothes than the overalls I was currently wearing.

      “Fine,” I said, changing direction and heading for my apartments.
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      “No,” I said.

      Jamie sighed and looked over at Dorian before looking at Lucas.

      “You owe me one hundred dollars,” Dorian said, tugging his cuffs with a smug smile on his face.

      “It was a sucker’s bet,” Lucas replied. “I never agreed to it.”

      “You all knew I would say no, so why even bother asking me?” I huffed.

      “Because it is time,” Jamie said.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Jamie shifted in his seat and leaned forward. “I’ve given you time to acclimate. The people have accepted you. No one is protesting your appointment and, in general, your popularity is good. It’s time for you to stop hiding and take on some responsibilities of the role you have.”

      “But a diplomatic tour?” I asked. “Why can’t you find something more local for me? Why can’t Dorian go? I’m sure he would love all the dignitaries fawning over him.”

      “I’m busy,” Dorian said, smoothing his tie.

      “And it’s not like we’re sending you to the other side of the world,” Lucas said. “You’re going to Lemnos. I thought you’d be at least a little excited to go back for a few weeks.”

      “Weeks?” I yelled.

      “Calm down,” Jamie said. “It’s two weeks, or longer, if you want to stay for a bit. Yaya and Jonas will go with you. Think of it as a vacation.”

      I snorted. “A vacation where I have to meet a myriad of people I don’t know and talk to them about things I don’t care about. Some vacation.”

      “It’s not as bad as all that,” Jamie said. “You’ll be meeting with people to discuss environmental issues facing the Mediterranean Region.”

      “Environmental issues?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

      “Yes. Water resources, ecosystems, over-fishing, among other things.”

      I frowned. “What other things?” I asked suspiciously.

      “We-ll,” Jamie said, drawing the word out. “There will be a ball and a couple of press interviews.”

      “No,” I said again. “Absolutely not.”

      “Look, I get it, okay?” Jamie said. “I understand why this is hard for you, but you need to do this. The court needs you to step up. Right now your popularity is stable, but if people don’t start seeing you take an active role in what we are trying to achieve, they will start to question why you were appointed.”

      “I still question that, myself,” I mumbled.

      “You’re here for the same reason we are,” Dorian said, being uncharacteristically serious without even a touch of his usual disdain. “We all want to rebuild Kalopsia and we’re all doing our part…well, we are. You, not so much.”

      “I’ve given you as much time and space as I can. You need to do this for me. I picked this event because I thought it would be the most suited to you. You get to go back to Lemnos and you get to discuss environmental issues with people who can actually help us make a difference. This is a tailor-made assignment for you,” Jamie said. “It’s also not a request.”

      “You’re pulling rank?” I asked. It was petty of me, I knew, but I was just…I was just too…I couldn’t even explain it. I didn’t want to step out of the safe place I had built. It was hard enough leaving Lemnos and coming to Kalopsia. But willingly stepping into the public? That was a big ask.

      “I’ve given you two years,” Jamie said. “It’s time. It’s past time, and you know it.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I knew I’d been dragging my feet on engaging in court life. I did the bare minimum, and it was only a matter of time until Jamie did something like this. I suppose I was lucky he hadn’t demanded more of me earlier.

      I huffed out a breath. How could I refuse?

      “I suppose Yaya already knows,” I said with a sigh.

      “She was our backup plan if you refused outright,” Jamie said.

      If Yaya already knew, then there was no chance of escape.

      “No one is asking you to be the life of the party,” Jamie said. “I don’t expect you to be Dorian.”

      Dorian smirked.

      “This is a goodwill mission more than anything else. It is to open the dialogue with others in the region. We are still trying to reestablish ourselves as a monarchy and we know we don’t have much clout. We just want a seat at the table and that’s where you come in. You know more about the environmental impact that climate change is having on the region than anyone else in the court. I dare say you even have some ideas about what we should do to minimise our impact.”

      “And what about the bad press?” I asked. That was what I was really worried about. Sure, people annoyed me and I wasn’t a fan of confrontation, but an intellectual discussion about the environment? I could do that with my eyes closed.

      “What bad press?” Jamie asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re being deliberately obtuse. You know the press will dig up my relationship to General Anastas.”

      “What relationship?” Jamie asked with a shrug. “You’d never even met the guy. You were ten when he invaded and you were exiled. There are thousands of people in the world who share a surname and aren’t related. Don’t let them use that to derail the reason you’re there. Have a rehearsed answer to any question relating to the coup and stick with it. Don’t let them bait you.”

      “I doubt it will be a problem,” Lucas said.

      “There will be one,” Dorian said, and unfortunately I had to agree with him, as much as I hated to. “There will be one reporter out there trying to get clicks and cause a controversy just to get more eyes on their article. Just treat them like the trash they are. Don’t engage. Arguing with stupid people will only end up with an unfortunate sound bite that they will use against you.”

      Don’t engage. That was usually my modus operandi, so why did I feel like this time would be different?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I walked into my suite to a loud popping sound and a shower of confetti.

      “Yaya,” I said, brushing the streamers and bits of paper from my hair.

      Yaya exchanged a look with Jonas. “Was I too premature?” she asked.

      Jonas shook his head. “No, but his lordship is in a snit about it.”

      My grandmother gaped at me. “How could you possibly be upset about the chance to go to Lemnos for a few weeks?”

      “I’m not ‘in a snit’ about going to Lemnos,” I retorted, glaring at Jonas. “I’m concerned about being in the sights of the press. They are going to tear me to shreds.”

      “Ridiculous,” Yaya said and then pulled the string on another party popper, showering me with a fresh round of streamers and confetti. “The press are going to love you.”

      I snorted and walked out of the room and into my bedroom, closing my door behind me to keep both Yaya and Jonas out. I needed space and some time to get my thoughts in order. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I stared at the empty wall.

      If I just focussed on the job Jamie had given me, that being getting a seat at the table to discuss the environmental impacts of the region, then maybe I could avoid melting down over the public relations portion of the trip. I sucked at public relations, possibly because the public annoyed me. I could deal with people individually—most of the time—but the collective ‘public’ were idiots and annoyed me to no end.

      And Dorian was right. There would be one member of the press out to make a name for themselves. They would dig up everything they could on General Anastas and draw ridiculous assumptions about who I was and why I was part of the newly formed Kalopsia monarchy.

      Another instance of fear mongering, except it wouldn’t be the bees who would be vilified this time. It would be me. It didn’t help that I had a grumpy face most of the time. Dark, heavy eyebrows, a thick beard, and a mouth that was turned down naturally made me look like I should be the bad guy. And okay, yeah, I was grumpy, but that didn’t mean I was evil. My grumpiness was directly related to the stupidity of the people I interacted with. I wasn’t responsible for the way my face looked when idiots spoke. It wasn’t me; it was them.

      There was a knock on the door, and before I could say anything, it opened.

      “I’m coming in and I don’t care if you’re naked. I’ve seen it all before, anyway.”

      I dropped my head into my hands and groaned. “Geez, Yaya.”

      “What? I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”

      Yaya walked around the room and over to the windows. The curtains were pulled shut, keeping the room dim. I loved the outdoors—would much rather spend my time outside than indoors, but there were times when even the sun was too much. My room was my sanctuary for those times, and I preferred to keep the curtains closed as much as possible.

      “Sticks and stones,” she said.

      “That’s a lie,” I said, squeezing the bridge of my nose. “I would much rather someone attack me with sticks and stones than with words. Words hurt far more and cut deeper than any stick or stone ever could.”

      “You can’t keep hiding,” Yaya said compassionately. “I don’t even understand why you want to hide. You have done nothing wrong. Your parents did nothing wrong. You hiding away like this isn’t helping anyone, least of all you.”

      “I don’t need the world to know the truth,” I replied honestly. “I know the truth, and that’s all that matters.”

      “So why are you so afraid to get out there and live your life? You’re always looking over your shoulder as if you’re being chased.”

      “Because I do think someone is chasing me,” I answered. “Or at least, it feels like that. I just want to live quietly. I never wanted any of this.”

      “So why did you agree to come in the first place?” my grandmother asked.

      I groaned. “Because you wanted it.”

      “No,” she shook her head. “You can’t blame this on me. You chose this. Sure, I wanted it, but you were the one who made the decision.”

      “I know,” I said quietly. “I did it because it’s what Dad would have wanted. And I did it because the way things ended was wrong and I thought maybe I could put some of it right again.”

      “But you’ve done nothing since you got here,” Yaya said, never one to shy away from poking at my sore bits.

      “It was harder than I thought,” I admitted. “I thought just coming here would do something, change something.”

      “But it hasn’t,” Yaya finished for me.

      “It hasn’t.”

      “That’s because all you’ve done is move geographical location,” she said. “You can’t change anything without doing something. If you continue to do the same things you have always done, you can't expect things to change. You might be a Lord now, but what have you actually done to affect change?”

      “Nothing,” I admitted.

      “Nothing,” she agreed. “This is your opportunity to do something. Even if it is just getting your name out there and being proud of your name instead of ashamed of it. Even if it is just getting your face in the media. It’s doing something.”

      “You’re right,” I said with a sigh. “But that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “If it was easy, everyone would do it,” she said, and I turned to look at her with raised eyebrows.

      “I don’t think that applies in this instance,” I said.

      “Of course it does,” she replied. “If it was easy to bring change in the world, then everyone would be doing it.”

      “Is that what I’m doing?” I asked.

      “Not yet, you’re not,” she said. “But you will.”
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      “Stop fidgeting,” Jonas hissed in my ear.

      I stretched my neck from left to right and then cleared my throat. I had been standing on this stage for over an hour and there seemed to be no end to the people lined up to be introduced to me. Thank god I didn’t have to shake their hands. I would have had callouses by the end of it…I already had callouses from working in the garden, but handshake callouses seemed worse somehow.

      “May I present Mr….” I zoned out as the master of ceremonies continued the introductions.

      I nodded politely, trying to keep my face schooled in a pleasant smile even though I felt like doing anything but smiling. I had been in Lemnos for ten days and had attended meeting after meeting and achieved exactly zero.

      Nobody really wanted to talk about the environment or climate change or what we could do to reverse the situation. I got the feeling all they really wanted to do was gawk at me and get some information about the new king and the state of Kalopsia.

      Since reclaiming the throne, Jamie had focussed on the country and rebuilding it. He hadn’t really sought the other leaders of the surrounding countries, preferring to stabilise Kalopsia first. Apart from the visit from the royal court of Merveille, no other international leaders had made any overtures to visit Kalopsia.

      That was why I was here.

      I still believed it was the wrong decision to send me, but I could understand why Jamie was now attempting to connect with other leaders. Dorian would have been a far better choice to send. He might be an arrogant pain in the butt, but he knew how to navigate this world and I, frankly, did not. And I didn’t want to know, either. It all seemed fruitless.

      In my experience, political leaders were more concerned about themselves than they were about the people they governed. It reminded me of the fable about King Shibi and the dove…not that any of these leaders could be compared to King Shibi, who was willing to sacrifice himself to save the dove. It reminded me of the story because I couldn’t help thinking that each and every one of the people I met needed to read that fable and learn from it.

      “You’re frowning again,” Jonas whispered from behind me.

      I exhaled slowly and relaxed my face.

      “How much longer?” I tried to ask without moving my lips.

      “Not too much longer,” he replied.

      “You said that an hour ago.”

      My stomach growled, thankfully not loudly enough to alert anyone near me. It had been hours since lunch and even then I’d barely had time to eat. I’d been seated at the end of the table and was one of the last to receive my meal. The host—I couldn’t even remember who it was at this point because they had all merged
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