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Prologue

 


The tedious hum of banal banter traveled
across the private club’s dining hall. A pompous society where
wealthy men excluded anyone who wasn’t a mirror image of
themselves. Only the Latino and Black servers in the club remotely
resembled Rafael ‘Rafe’ Castille and the legendary man who sat
across from him.

“No,” Karim Richards said with a hearty
laugh, “I don’t have a membership.”

Rafe had met the former Prime Minister of
Liaop at the location of his choosing. “My brother says I’m
terrible at controlling my expressions,” he admitted, abandoning
his spoon inside the confines of his teacup.

“Not at all, son. If I were in your shoes,
that’s what I’d be thinking.” Karim’s eyes darted all around the
room. He seemed to be taking in their surroundings. “I’ve been
invited for a speaking engagement. Dining here worked better for my
schedule, but … I should have reconsidered this.”

Rafe nodded in agreement. Something about
the place set his teeth on edge. Similar to walking into a spider’s
web, he wanted to swipe the itchy feel away from his skin.

“How is the vetting process for this little
competition going?” Karim’s open, round face reminded Rafe of a
sweet lawn gnome—not the most charitable illustration, but a
completely accurate description of the downright adorable man.
Karim extended his palm to speak.

Apparently, Rafe had the floor.

“From the outside looking in, I can see how
this would appear.” Not exactly a fan of this plan in the first
place, Rafe sat forward in his seat. “It would be beneficial for
the sake of the throne and our kingdom to exude the appearance of
strength and stability.”

“And marrying my daughter will help you
achieve that goal?”

Rafe had met Karim at a summit years ago,
and unlike most diplomats, the man didn’t mince words. Generally,
in the cutthroat world of politics, direct questions were rarely
met with honest answers.

“A widower doesn’t exactly promote the
appearance of strength,” he confessed.

“One of the leading voices in the field of
oceanography who’s been awarded with a Pulitzer, an Oscar, and a
hundred more coveted accolades I don’t have time to check off,”
Karim ran down a list. “Maybe you should continue warning the world
about climate change and let your brother fix the problems in your
homeland.”

“Believe me, I’d like nothing more, but I
wouldn’t be…” Rafe hated being put in this position. Distinguished
and pure, warmth poured from the mahogany-colored man. Karim had
changed his country for the better, and here he was begging.
“…asking for your permission if this wasn’t important.”

As he waited for Karim to tell him where to
shove his request, the former diplomat picked up his teacup and
took a sip.

“This is awful! You’d think with the
membership fees, this place would offer better options than dirt.”
Placing the cup back onto the saucer, he pointedly looked him in
the eyes. “I will schedule a meeting for you, but I want one thing
to be crystal clear. Astoria Richards has a mind of her own.”

“In other words,” Rafe stated, “you will not
sway her decision to my proposal one way or the other.”

“No.” Karim raised his hand for the server
while he chuckled. “But I will take her out to dinner afterwards.
Hopefully, her cousin will join us so we can laugh at this archaic
proposition.” He took his napkin and wiped the sides of his mouth
before dropping it on the table. “Trust me, they’re simply a joy to
be around.” The former prime minister stood to leave. “I’ll do my
best to set something up.”

“Why, for more unfiltered levity?” Rafe
asked, puzzled by the man’s generosity.

Karim patted him on the shoulder on his way
past. “My daughter is brilliant but mercurial. There is a small
chance this can go in your favor. If that happens, then we shall
have a completely different conversation. Good luck, Rafael.”


Chapter One

 


Fake lightning shook the three-story
bookstore. Astoria Richards never did anything half assed. Hushing
the giggling children in front of her, she tiptoed across the stage
in her fabulous red tutu and high heeled boots while opening the
huge leather-bound book.

“The awful witch cast a spell onto the
handsome prince.” She lightly kicked her cousin/VP, Quincy Harris,
in the ribs. He moaned on the floor in a dramatic fashion. “Should
she let him go to his true love or should she make him into a crow?
The choice is yours.” She menacingly pointed at the crowd.

“Crow, crow, crow,” the children
shouted.

“Bloodthirsty little monsters,” he
muttered.

“Crow it is.” A large bang signaled the
detonation of the smoke bomb. While Quincy rolled off the stage,
the bird handler put the crow on Astoria’s shoulder seconds before
the fog evaporated. Merlin let out a well-placed caw to a room full
of baby cute ohs and ahs.

After ten minutes full of laughter and
screams, the pretty princess—AKA her store clerk, Lizzy—vanquished
the witch, officially closing the curtains on Books and Tings’
yearly Halloween performance.

“Cider and to-go bags are waiting for you
little cuties on the outside deck, where trainer Bob will tell you
all about Merlin here,” Astoria announced to the large crowd as the
handlers took their heavy ass bird off her shoulder.

“Which one of these crumb snatchers belong
to the zaddy?” Quincy whispered in her ear, drawing her attention
toward the coffee bar. “Dibs.”

“Oh, shoot,” she hissed, scrambling off the
stage.

Astoria darted around the kids and headed
straight for the golden-skinned Latino man. A dazzling smile lit
his face, causing his lived-in creases to deepen, pulling her
closer to him.

“Sorry, sorry, this went longer than usual.”
Astoria admired the streaks of grey in his shoulder-length, black
hair. The sexy man wore designer blue jeans, a dark brown leather
shirt, with a white tank underneath. “It will only take me a second
to change, but if you need to reschedule…”

“Take your time, I can look around. This
place is beautiful.” His soulful eyes left her face to survey the
room.

Astoria’s shop was three stories of
wall-to-wall books and two sweeping staircases of whimsy that
enticed her neighbors to stop in for a cup of coffee. A top ten
Chicago must see, Books and Tings may not have been her most
profitable asset, but it remained her personal favorite.

“Coffee and literature are a couple of my
vices,” Astoria admitted. Instead of heading to her office, she
stepped closer to the sound of his rich voice.

“That and a cosmetic empire … what can’t
Astoria Richards do?” This time, Rafe’s enticing smile didn’t quite
reach his hazel eyes.

Unsure if it was a compliment or not, she
offered him a limp one of her own.

“Be on time, apparently. Give me five
minutes.”

“No rush.” He picked up his coffee cup to
salute her. “I’ve got provisions.”

Sexy and smooth. After greeting a
couple of regulars, Astoria quickly pivoted toward her office.

“Okay, dammit.” Quincy followed her through
the open door, shutting it behind them. “Spill, bitch.”

“Help me with this.” Astoria spun around for
Quincy to make quick work of her tutu hooks. “Dad called in a
favor, and I forgot with all of the excitement.”

“Unc set this up? Now I’ve got to know who
this dude is.”

“Royal from some small country. Business?”
she guessed as Quincy set down a pair of red ankle boots.

“Let me run a background check?” he pushed.
Often her stylist, but mainly her cousin and best friend, they were
practically inseparable from the cradle.

“Nah, I want to be surprised.” She snatched
a pair of diamond earrings off her desk and held them up to her
face.

Quincy shook his head and opened the desk
drawer, pulling out a pair of diamond hoops.

“Should I stick nearby?” He snagged the red
tweed plaid blazer off the coat rack. It added a touch of
seriousness to her sheer paneled cat suit.

After shrugging it on, Astoria performed a
little spin and a pose.

“Go out, have fun,” she ordered. “I’ll be
fine.”

Quincy reached for her boxer braids to
smooth out the edges.

“But not too much because we still need to
pick a location for the spring rollout.”

He waved her off. “We have time for
that.”

Astoria needed a really long siesta, and the
only person she trusted enough to fill in for her stood two feet
away. Unfortunately, Quincy’s drug was immediate gratification.
Ravenous to collect all the accolades, he didn’t want to
participate in the grunt work. If she didn’t take an actual break
soon, she’d be forced to look into other options, and not
everyone—present company included—would like it.

“Perfect.” Quincy assessed his work before
fluttering his lush lashes at her. Obviously, he had plans, and
Astoria didn’t want to ruin his night of debauchery with him
worrying about her. “Call me if you need me.”

“Sure thing, Robin.” She smirked.

“No, ma’am. No, ma’am. I’m more of a Night
Wing … lone wolf but dark. Besides, do you really want to be
Batman?”

Before they went down a superhero rabbit
hole, Astoria placed a quick peck on his cheek and opened the door.
“I’ll text you later, Dick Grayson.”

“The dick part you got right because I’m
about to tear some ass up tonight, but—”

She shut the door before he could prattle
off the first scene in his Halloween hookup porno.

****

Tacky velvet decorated every corner of the
theater. Rafe had experienced many things but not dinner at a
Burlesque show. They were tucked away at a little table near the
stage. This definitely wasn’t something he could tell his long-dead
mama about, bless her soul.

While he reached for his whisky sour, Rafe
snuck a glance at the cosmetic magnate. More beautiful in the flesh
than any photo in Forbes magazine, she sat next to him
completely undeterred. Skin the color of light caramel, her face
came straight out of another era—1920s or 50s, he couldn’t decide.
Either way, Rafe had a hard time focusing his attention anywhere
but her.

As Astoria’s prominent 80s’ sex pout turned
into a wicked smirk candidly telegraphing her emotions about the
half-naked performers on stage, the audience’s expressions waffled
between embarrassment and titillation.

His twin brother, Paulo, had a lengthy list
of candidates. Rafe had whittled the women down by achievement and
likeability. Anyone who remotely resembled his late wife in
personality or looks immediately got the axe. He didn’t want to put
too much energy into this farce, but he needed to ease the weight
off Paulo’s broad shoulders just a bit.

He fully expected his twin to bounce back
with a clean bill of health. However, if he needed to humor his
baby brother for the sake of diplomacy, then so be it.

Still, the beauty mogul didn’t meet his
expectations … she far exceeded them. Rounded cheekbones and big,
brown eyes that ate up the world added to the masterpiece of her
stunning face. All of this stirred something long dead inside of
him. In hindsight, he hadn’t done that good of a job narrowing down
the list. She’d been his last meeting, and much to his chagrin, the
most entertaining by far.

An usher approached their table, leaning
down to whisper in her ear. Astoria tilted her beautiful face in
his direction. As a hot twist of lust punched him in the chest,
Rafe silently admired the way her red-painted lips formed the most
pronounced heart shape, morphing her whole face into another
version of art.

“Would you mind accompanying me backstage?”
she requested.

“Not at all.”

At least twenty statuesque women dropped
their fans onto the stage, baring their breasts to the packed
theater, causing everyone to collectively lose their shit. They
left their seats to weave their way through the fervent audience.
Rafe gently took hold of her arm, allowing her to guide him
backstage. He doubted his royal pedigree would get him access
without her.

When they arrived, a man wearing sparkly
glasses and the flashiest of green suits danced in his spot.

“The woman of the hour!” He kissed Astoria
on both cheeks, while the half-naked Amazons crowded around them.
“We’ve been picked up for tour thanks to our benefactor, Astoria
Richards!”

Everyone cheered.

“Please, please.” She waved down their
excitement with her hands. “This was all due to your hard work. You
guys truly deserve this.”

“Stay and celebrate!” one of the
bare-breasted dancers demanded.

“Ah…” Astoria shyly peeked over her
shoulder, batting those lovely thick lashes in his direction.

Rafe bulged his eyes wide, silently pleading
with her to say no. At some point his mind would wander,
allowing him little to no choice but to stare at boobs … lots and
lots of boobies.

Jetlagged, Rafe would lose the battle with
his prestigious upbringing and delve into the trap only a dozen
breasts could provide. He simply didn’t have the wherewithal to
keep up this see-nothing-say-nothing charade.

“Unfortunately, we have an early morning,”
she politely declined their offer, against a wave of loud protest.
“But let’s get a selfie.” Everyone crowded around the beauty.
“Please, above the neck, ladies. And say it with your whole
chest.”

“Titties!” they screamed.

Comically affected by the enthusiasm in the
room, Rafe bit the inside of his lip to stave off the giggles.

As she detached from the group, Astoria
reached for his arm.

“Raincheck,” she said over her shoulder.

Happy to dodge that knocker-filled bullet,
Rafe led them to a backstage door and pushed it open for them to
exit. Once they were safely outside, they allowed themselves to
partake in a peal of deep-down belly laughter.

“Wow, I’m batting a thousand with you
tonight.” Astoria’s giggles tapered off to humorous hiccups before
she released his arm and led them toward the busy street.

Instantly missing the warmth of her touch,
he ambled within her steps.

“Usually, they have clothes on. Again, I
must beg forgiveness our dinner plans were screwed up and now
you’ve been assailed with over several different shapes and sizes
of breasticals in your face. Please accept my sincerest
apology.”

Another onslaught of laughter attacked him.
He didn’t have the faintest clue what to make of the time he’d
spent with her. After he’d finally petered out, Rafe took in the
brilliant city. Chicago captivated him, much like the woman next to
him.

Several architecturally stunning bridges
spanned in front of them, while buildings of warring shapes and
sizes ran along the river, creating an urban kingdom.

Add one Astoria Richards, who conquered the
street in her red heeled boots, with those long, sexy braids
swaying behind her, Rafe had no choice but to give the whole night
a fucking chef’s kiss. Why Paulo believed this amazing CEO
wanted to be tied down in an arranged marriage was beyond him.

“No apology needed. I’ve intruded on your
day enough. Thank you for allotting me this time. It was well
needed.”

She angled her body in his direction to face
him with a puzzled expression.

“This isn’t at all what they say it is, is
it?”

“Chicago?” Astoria guessed. “My girl gets a
bad rep. She doesn’t even rank the top ten deadliest.”

Strangely relaxed, Rafe drew in a deep
breath before letting it go, along with the idea of trapping this
goddess.

“It’s oddly striking and very clean,” he
admitted while the lake breeze slapped at his bare skin with bite.
“A strange compliment I suppose, but if you could see some of the
places I’ve been…”

“Is this the part where you tell me what it
is that you need, Rafael Castille?”

“Generally, yes.” Holding no desire to cage
this vibrant creature with unnecessary and thankless responsibility
that imprisoned him for a lifetime, Rafe had come to a decision.
“But I’m having entirely too much fun to bother with that right
now.”


Chapter Two

 


The paparazzi screamed for their attention
on their short walk from the European labs of Noire Beauty.

As Astoria trained her expression to her
factory default setting—impassive—Quincy strutted across the
distinctive Persian street, posing with every step of his high
heeled boots.

“Did you call the paps?” Astoria asked. “And
furthermore, where did you get that dog?”

Oozing Ursula from The Little
Mermaid realness, he rocked a purple outfit and crazy wig.
However, the cherry on top of his high fashion oddball cake was the
blue Frenchie that matched his outfit to a tee. Determined to make
her pay for her sidekick comment, Quincy paused outside of the
hotel revolving doors, fake kissing the puppy.

Annoyed, Astoria pushed into the hotel.
After a few more pics, he joined her in the lobby.

“Merci beaucoup,” he said, handing
off the cute pup along with a wad of euros to a lady who waited
near the entrance.

“Au revoir,” she replied, snuggling
her dog close.

“What?” Quincy cried. “I saw her outside the
office and slipped her a €50 for ten minutes. I get good pics, and
she gets some cold, hard cash. Everyone’s happy.”

Unable to wipe the disgust from her face,
she sighed. “Fine. If I apologize for calling you a sidekick, will
you please stop dressing like a villain?”

“At first I may have been bothered, but
now,” Quincy performed a little turn and hit three impressive
runway poses, “I have a couple of more looks in mind, so…”
With a dreamy smile on his face, he caressed his tentacle
collar.

She groaned. “What will it take for you to
stop being this way?”

“Cosmopolitan, InStyle, or
Elle?” He ticked off his wish list on one hand. A behemoth
stylist in his own right, Quincy didn’t think he could pull off the
big names without her. He hated rejection.

“What, no Vogue?”

“Oh.” He pursed his glossy, painted
lips. “Do you think they’ve forgiven me?”

“No, I really don’t,” she mocked him,
squishing the hope that brightened his pretty boy face.

He burnt that bridge when he cackled at
their fashion editor’s suggestion in front of an Oscar-winning
actress. At this point, the only way he’d see the inside of that
magazine again was upon that woman’s fated death.

“Now, how do I look?”

“Honestly?” Quincy reached into his pocket
and pulled out Noire’s Cleopatra Jones red lipstick. “Absolutely
too stunning to proposition a man’s hand in marriage.” He touched
up the bold shade that would hopefully draw attention back to her
lips, since the halo of her curls that framed her face were larger
than life itself.

“That is not what I’m doing,” Astoria
grunted.

“No?” He twisted his mouth into a funky
sneer. “Because asking a man why he didn’t propose to you seems not
only desperate but like begging. Baby, I only said proposition to
be nice.”

“His brother called me to—”

“Ignite the battery in your back that
supercharges at the prospect of unhealthy competition.” Quincy
zhuzhed her hair bigger. “Hunty, we can turn around, refresh at the
apartment, then hit the clubs.” He took a few steps back and tilted
his head to the side to study her. “Well, at least I can. You, on
the other hand, let zaddy spark an interest, so I guess I’m packing
my bags to go to where … Kokomo?”

“Calor Dunes,” she corrected, pitifully.
“And this is just a conversation, no one said anything about
getting married.”

“Right,” he sighed. “Okay, that was
my best effort to stop this humiliating shit, so now I’m off to get
laid.” Quincy blew her air kisses before dramatically spinning on
his heels.

“Girl or boy?” she teased him.

“In the mood for both,” he shrugged, before
leaving her in the lobby to figure out her life.

Determined not to let Quincy’s words weaken
her resolve, Astoria headed into the hotel’s restaurant. Swatting
away his judgy words of reproach, she considered her motives.

Boredom came to mind, but more than anything
Astoria Richards was one hundred percent, grade A burnt out. She’d
been working since the age of sixteen. Tired didn’t quite cover the
box she’d put herself into. It shouldn’t have mattered that her
party girl reputation worked against her, but when Rafe’s brother
called pleading his case, it sparked something she hadn’t felt in a
long time—interest.

This week, she’d finalized her spring makeup
line, and since they were coincidentally in the same city, what
would be the harm in asking the man a harmless question or two?

As she stepped into the contemporary
restaurant, Astoria’s eyes were immediately drawn to the king.
Elegantly draped over a barstool, Rafe angled his body in such a
way he appeared open, yet completely closed off to anything
intimate.

Anxious that her clothes didn’t convey
“girly princess,” she paused, but it was too late for Astoria to
change clothes. Hopefully, the white cape cutout blazer paired with
jeans wouldn’t appear too over the top for him. Embracing her boss
bitch armor, Astoria confidently strutted her ass straight to
him.

“Is this seat taken?”

The melancholy haze that colored the air
around him dissipated once he shifted his gaze away from his
drink.

“Story,” he warmly greeted her. “Don’t tell
me you’re interested in the decreasing sea levels that are
affecting wildlife at the most northern point of the world?” He
nodded his head at the stool next to him. “Please.”

She slipped into the seat, facing the
haunted mystery of a man who was wrapped in one gorgeously
complicated shell.

“Shouldn’t everybody be interested in that?”
she volleyed back, surprisingly happy to see him again. Not many
things could keep her full attention, but Rafael Castille seemed to
be the enigma outfitted into a glorious puzzle she needed to work
out.

“What brings you to the City of Lights?”
Hiking his foot onto the low railing, he scooted closer. The
calypso music mixed with a hard techno beat blared overhead, making
it damn near impossible to hear anything.

Rafe shoved away the jet-black curl that
fell over his brow, before offering her a sheepish grin. Eight
years her senior, the man carried an air of royalty everywhere he
went, and Astoria found herself inexplicable drawn to him.

“Business, but mainly curiosity,” she
admitted.

“Concerning?” Raising two fingers, he
signaled the bartender.

“Why wasn’t I offered a marriage proposal?
Sure, I may have bombarded you with more boobs than any man had
ever seen in one sitting, but that widdle misstep shouldn’t
knock me out of the wifey running.”

As Astoria accepted the drink the bartender
placed in front of her, Rafe dragged his hand across the stubble on
his face, causing the creases near his temples to deepen. She took
a sip of the fruity drink that burned a trail down her throat,
while he formulated a good letdown line for her.

“My sincerest of apologies,” he said, “if I
hurt your feelings, but you seem far too—”

“Busy,” she offered, allowing him a polite
out.

“No. Fun.”

“In other words, you want an uptight fake
wife. Mmm, that makes sense.” She snapped her fingers before
pointing a shiny red nail in his direction. “If I were to go into a
contractual arrangement, I would also like a boring bitch by my
side.”

Rafe let out a hearty laugh, slightly
lifting the weight off his words that conveyed he didn’t take her
seriously.

“Who ratted me out?” he asked with mirth,
while the deepening of his grin brought about slight dimples in his
cheeks, changing his handsome face into something even more
amazing. “Your father did not give me the impression he was a fan
of this … arrangement.”

“No, he’s not,” Astoria admitted. “I
received a call from another king. Apparently, his health is in
decline. His wish is for his twin to hunker down and find a
suitable wife sooner rather than later.”

The Parisian techno beat dominated the stiff
silence that suddenly fell between them. Chaotic percussions
thundered in her ears, assaulting any moment of peace.

Paulo Castille had stage three Hodgkin’s
lymphoma. Depending on the course of his recovery, he needed his
world-renowned brother to take over the throne.

As a faraway look clouded his expression, he
lifted his glass to his lips, finishing off the rest of his
liquor.

“This is nothing we haven’t dealt with
before.” Rafe signaled for another drink. “The doctors are
optimistic. My brother shouldn’t have bothered you.”

“The thing is,” she angled her body closer,
accepting the sexy scent of amber and wood that drifted from his
tawny-colored skin, “he said you would say that.”

“Did he?”

His cultured tone playfully caressed her
ears. With anyone else this would be a sexy prelude to a crazy
night
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