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To Shawn, my real-life prince. Our story is just beginning.
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Aurelia bit her bottom lip and scowled at the man in front of her. She was both pleasantly surprised and disappointed to discover that the Prince was everything she thought he’d be. 

Hot as melted sin on a cracker.

Obviously a player.

Richer than most countries. 

Seemingly perfect. Ugh. 

With wavy, blond hair, perfectly straight, white teeth, and a tanned body that looked like he was familiar with a gym, he was precisely what her overactive imagination had drummed up on the three flights it had taken her to arrive in Aldonia. A royal hunk. Not to mention, he seemed to have a decent sense of humor and treated the servers who flitted in and out of the open-air courtyard with respect, bordering on deference. 

She dug around the depths of her purse, a bag big enough to hold all the tools she might need for an interview like this. She felt like Mary-freaking-Poppins as she shifted through more ChapSticks than a single woman should have in one space, a few snacks left over from the plane, and some feminine products she thought she’d left in her luggage until she found what she was looking for. 

Her lifeline: her cell phone. 

Flipping right to her contacts, she scrawled a hasty text message to her best friend, Lily, keeping tabs on the Prince out of the corner of her eye. He navigated the regal space with ease, a new scantily clad woman on his arm each time he passed. Typical. A chuckle devoid of humor bubbled up from her chest. 

Briefly, she considered the time difference between Aldonia and New York before she hit send. Three a.m. on a Friday night? No chance Lily was asleep, not when her job as a party planner literally demanded otherwise. She shot it off without another thought.

Bad news. Prince is cute—you’d even say hot—and seems nice enough. Funny, even. Boo. :(

Aurelia swirled her merlot around her tongue while she paced the marble floors of the grand courtyard. Wow, even the wine was superb. But of course it was. Royalty could afford actual champagne taste. One of the perks. 

Speaking of perks, Aurelia let her gaze wander from the Prince to the palace, another story altogether when it came to opulence. She took in each detail, committing it to memory so she could share it with Lily and her father when she got home. The light from the chandeliers draping the walls in glittering detail that looked almost organic. The walls reverberating the cacophony of conversations in muted echoes that filled the cavernous space. The accents that floated by her resonated with culture and finesse, each one like a fingerprint, as different as the next. 

Only Aurelia stood out, no accent to speak of, save the long vowels of an east coaster, a rented dress with a hem an inch too long for her petite frame, and hair and make-up done by the only stylist she knew—herself. A severe case of imposter syndrome crept up her spine now that she was surrounded by so much royalty and grandeur.

As long as she could, as her father so aptly put it, fake it until she made it, she’d be fine. She inhaled deeply, the creosote from the desert outside the palace tickling her nose. 

When her phone buzzed in her hand, Aurelia peeked at it through the heavy fake lashes Lily insisted were stylish this season. Yeah, if she liked the idea of adding half a pound to each eyelid. This was officially the last time she listened to Lily about anything fashion related. Her ankles still hadn’t recovered from her best friend’s knee-high, leather boot advice on her last assignment in Milan. 

Am I supposed to feel bad that you have to spend the week with a royal hunk? What’s the prob? Call me when you have something actually interesting to report. Send pics pls! Xoxo

Well, that was the problem, wasn’t it? Aurelia could neither send a photo to Lily, nor did she have anything interesting to report, other than the classy ostentatiousness of the palace. It meant she’d likely wasted her time and money by flying halfway around the world to write about a down-to-earth royal who, at least from what she could see on the surface, had nothing interesting lurking beneath. 

He was normal, boring even, and neither sold copies. 

Ugh.

How was she ever supposed to become an award-winning journalist if she kept landing lackluster stories? Knock it off, she told herself. It’s up to you to find the story, not wait for it to fall in your lap. 

So, she would. She’d find a story if she had to make one herself. If she didn’t... Well, she didn’t want to think about that right now. It was time to concentrate, prove she had a right to be there as much as anyone else, rented dress and shoes be damned. Her mother’s voice whispered from a safe, tucked away place in her subconscious. 

Be patient, love. You know what you’re doing. Just take your time and listen. 

Aurelia shut her eyes against the sting that came with the whisper. Her mom would have been right, though. Aurelia had come to Aldonia with only an idea and a tip. She had to suss out the rest herself. 

With each sip of as close to perfect wine as she’d ever had, she catalogued what she knew about the Prince that she might be able to spin in her article. 

No one had ever been able to capture a photo of him, nor his family in all the years they’d reigned. Odd, yes, but not story-worthy on its own. 

She needed more. 

He also apparently had an advisor who’d started as a friend of the family. Some secret encounter had led to the guy landing the royal gig, but no one had seen a picture of him, either. 

Mysterious, but still not Pulitzer-winning. 

Third, and arguably most important, the Prince was second in line to the throne of Aldonia, not to mention about a billion and a half American dollars, making the unphotographed Prince Gregory one of the wealthiest men on the planet. Again, nothing the world didn’t already know. Though it might explain why women threw themselves at his feet—not to mention in his bed—at their first glimpse of the man. The half-chuckle made its way up her throat again. 

She wasn’t so naïve that she didn’t understand money and appearance were all that mattered in some circles. It just didn’t in hers. Money hadn’t ever impressed her, but honestly, neither had a handsome face; both were traits a person was born into. Neither said anything about their character. Her ex-husband, Brian, had both, and look how that had turned out. She rubbed the scar at the base of her skull absently. 

The ten or so women hanging all over the Prince clearly didn’t share that sentiment. Their canned lines dripped with desperation, and they pawed at him in dresses hiked up enough to show everything God gave them. It would be tacky if it weren’t so entertaining.

Aurelia fought yet another bubble of laughter that pressed against her chest. Maybe they didn’t see the “formal dress” part of the invitation to the party. Or so she hoped. 

The truth was, Aurelia didn’t care in the least about Prince Gregory or his fortune. He was a story, plain and simple. A means to an end that came with a week abroad on assignment in a place that served dang good wine and hors d'oeuvres. 

When one of the women cackled, a high-pitched sound not unlike the hyenas from The Lion King, Aurelia let the giggle escape. It was louder than the noise from the idle conversations, and a few heads turned to look at her. 

“Ms. Beck?” 

Aurelia choked on her wine as she spun around to face the owner of the deep, sexy voice behind her, sloshing a good deal of what was left in her glass on his shoes in the process. Her heels caught on the long hem of her dress and she nearly toppled over. 

Instead, strong hands wrapped around her, locking her in place. Her hand not holding the crystal stemware was pressed against a solid wall of muscled flesh, steadying herself. 

“Crap,” she muttered, looking down at the shiny black loafers that now had a third of her Merlot on them, patting the chest of the man who’d saved her from eating concrete. “I’m terribly sorry. I was waiting to speak with,” she started, her arm flailing behind her in an errant attempt to point out the Prince, but her words—usually her specialty—stuck in her throat. 

There, in front of her, his hands still gripping her bare arms, was the most breathtakingly beautiful man she’d ever seen. 

Goosebumps erupted over her skin and heat flushed her cheeks. 

Good God above. 

All the air seemed sucked from the room, leaving her breathless and dizzy.

He was tall, so much so that her neck strained to look into his cerulean eyes. They were a pale blue-green, but dark was the first word that came to her, probably because of the cutting gaze directed at her. 

She should probably do something about cleaning up his shoes that cost more than a month’s rent of her apartment, but she couldn’t look away. Besides, he seemed in no big rush to step back, give her an inch to breathe, take in the situation. 

And was it ever a situation. 

Every inch of her body—from her eyes that couldn’t tear themselves from his gaze, to her feet that were starting to cramp in her peep-toe heels—was a tangle of nerves. His hair—too dark to fit in this desert world of sun-kissed manes—was short on the sides, long on top, and perfectly manicured. Her hands ached to brush through the strands that sat meticulously in place, to muss up his perfection just a bit so she didn’t feel so out of place, so vulnerable all of a sudden. 

When he released her, the skin beneath his grip blazed with electricity. 

She shivered despite the heat that blew in from the desert outside the palace. 

“You were saying?” he asked. His lips—full, red, luscious, her subconscious drummed up in the way of description—were pulled up in the corners in a wicked smile that seemed to mock her discomfort. She considered them more than the question he posed. 

What might it be like to put those lips to hers?

She shook her head free of that thought, tempting as it was. The reason she was there, in a castle in the Middle East, won over the symphony of noise that urged her not-so-subtly to touch this stranger. Have him touch her. 

Whoa. She shook her head more violently this time, trying to erase the image for good. It didn’t help that whoever this guy was, he was staring at her with amusement etched in his icy features. This was so not funny, and the fact that he thought it was didn’t sit him in high regard with her. Arrogance wafted off him in waves. 

But enough about him. What had come over her? Who cared that it had been more than a hot minute since she’d slept with a man? This was most definitely neither the time nor the place. Though when his broad hand rested on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze, she gulped back a wave of desire that argued otherwise. 

She shrugged her shoulders back, shaking her bare skin free of his hand. It tingled where he’d touched her, branded her. She’d seen handsome men before, more than her fair share. The Prince himself could even fall under that category. Heck, the Prince was, as she’d texted Lily, hot. Not to mention available, nice as far as she could tell, and apparently hilarious judging by the cackles she heard from behind her. But she felt nothing for him. 

So, why was she letting this stranger get the best of her now? 

Come on, be professional. You need this. 

And she did. This job, this story, was her only chance to get out from under the debt Brian left her with. She couldn’t ask her father to help her anymore. Not after... Not after... She couldn’t finish the thought without a lump forming in her throat. She swallowed it, along with her growing frustration at the stranger in front of her. 

“Yes, I was. I’m waiting to speak with Prince Gregory.” She jutted her chin out toward him, crossed her arms over her chest in sheer defiance of him, of what he did to her. 

“You’re a journalist.” 

Aurelia rolled her eyes. Well, duh. “Does the press pass around my neck give it away?” she shot back. That her voice didn’t quiver like her insides she considered a major win. 

His gaze traveled down from hers, pausing at the deep V of her floor-length gown where her breasts peeked up from the satin. His gaze never made it to where the pass hung around her stomach, but his smile—the sinister one that made him look like he was up to no good—was back. Flames ignited just under her skin, starting in her cheeks and working their way south, consuming everything, including her good sense.

“And who might you be?” she finally got out. 

Christ. Everything about this man made her crazy—and not all of it in the I-want-to-strangle-you way. She wasn’t entirely sure she could blame the dampness trickling down her neck on the desert heat.

“No one of importance. One of the Prince’s advisors, that’s all.” 

At that, something clicked. 

His posture, like that of a Greek god come to life. The glint in his eyes that spoke of experience. His solid-as-stone body that belied a rugged physicality. 

She knew who he was. 

“You’re him. The advisor who saved his life or something like that, right?”

He smiled, showing off his set of straight, bone-white teeth, and heat settled in her stomach.

That grin. It made her damp in other areas as well. It was infuriating. He was infuriating. She didn’t care who he was or what he’d done. The last thing she needed was a distraction that got in the way of what would be a difficult assignment either way.

“Something like that. I’m here to bring you to the royal chambers. The interview? Or had you forgotten?”

Had she forgotten? Did this advisor really think so much of himself that he imagined all her professionalism would fly the coop with his smile, seductive as it was? She’d be insulted if she weren’t furious. 

“I hadn’t forgotten,” she huffed, her chest straining under her efforts to keep her standing tall, proud. Though, now that she gave it some actual thought, she couldn’t recall a single reason to see the Prince again, not when all her questions now focused on this man with eyes that seemed poised to kill. Get it together. “Forgive me for saying as much, but I’m not sure I’m comfortable being alone with the Prince in his private bedroom.”

“You won’t be alone. I’ll be there, along with members of his private guard. That’s for your safety as much as his, Ms. Beck.”

“I didn’t mean to imply...” she began, her cheeks growing hot to the touch again. Why did her body have to betray her at every turn by being so freaking transparent? And around him, no less. She needed to muster the same confidence the advisor had if she was going to keep up with him. With half the arrogance, of course.

“No need to apologize. Our Prince is a good man at heart.” Something about the way his gaze traveled down her body seemed like an appraisal, like every word she spoke was a check in a column he judged. Was she passing his test? “But he has earned his reputation.” 

He turned with military precision and marched off in the other direction, leaving her standing alone near the fountain in the middle of the courtyard, wine glass near empty. She downed the last few sips in one gulp.

“Okay, I guess I’ll follow you,” she muttered, placing the goblet on a serving tray as a member of staff passed. Breathless and pissed at being so easily dismissed, she managed to catch up to him, and in strappy heels, no less. Sometimes she wished women got credit for doing everything men did—sometimes better—all in heels-from-Hell. 

“Excuse me,” she called out, tapping him on the shoulder and barely keeping her footing in the process. When he didn’t turn around, she yelled louder, her voice echoing down the stone hallway. “Hey! Stop. Please.” 

He did, and she almost ran smack into him, something she hoped not to make a regular occurrence. 

He faced her, his arms crossed and hands resting on biceps that threatened to cut through the fabric surrounding them. She struggled to keep from staring at his body, the one part of him she worried would thwart her resolve to do what she’d come to Aldonia to do. 

“Yes?” he asked. Ooh, she could curse him for being miraculously unperturbed by the brisk walk and her obvious frustration. Her fingers itched to slap the smug smile right off his face. 

“What’s your name?” she asked, struggling to take in the dry, desert air with the unintended cardio. 

“Philip. Though you may address me as ‘Sir Philip.’”

“Oh, may I?” 

His face remained as stoic as a marble statue. If he caught her sarcasm, he wasn’t going to let her have the satisfaction; yet another frustrating trait about this man. They were beginning to stack up. “Isn’t that what they call a knight in royal circles?”

“You do your research. I’m impressed. I was knighted by the Prince when I saved his life a few years back. Or something like that.” The corners of his mouth turned up, the smile unnerving in its lack of humor. 

“Of course, I do my research, sir.” She enunciated the last word, hoping to rile him up the same way he got under her skin, but if he was fazed, he gave no indication. Smug bastard. “Research is part of my job,” she added, feeling stupid as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Of course, it was, and of course he would know that. He probably dealt with the press every day on behalf of the Prince.

“Why aren’t you here to do a story on the King? You know he and his wife are expecting next month.”

Aurelia stopped in her tracks, noting the way Philip growled the words his wife. She needed a moment to collect why the words sounded different. Dangerous, even. She couldn’t escape the ping, ping, ping of red flags assaulting her subconscious. Her editor at the small magazine she contracted with once told her she had extraordinary instincts for someone new to the gig, but to her, they were a necessity. Without them, who knew what Brian might have been capable of? If it came as an ancillary benefit now, then so be it. She just didn’t know what to do next. How to proceed without scaring Philip off. 

“This, uh, this is stunning.” She pointed to a lone piece of art adorning the wall, a cryptic piece she recognized from her painting hobby.

“Thank you. It was expensive, so it should be. Shall we?” He waved her on, but she stalled, considering his dismissal of the King by way of his wife. 

“Did the King purchase it?” she asked, trying for nonchalance. She was pleased when her voice came out even, steady. 

“No. The Queen did. Years ago.”

The tone he used to talk about the Queen sent chills racing down Aurelia’s spine. The one thing she’d learned early was that her spine-tingling feelings were usually more telling than the words people said—she just had to know what to do about them. 

This particular situation was tricky since she was dealing with royalty. Behaving like a thirsty hound wasn’t going to win her any favors. Time to act like the award-winning journalist she wanted to be.

“Is it a Kandinsky?” she asked. Her question seemed to crack the advisor’s imperturbable veneer. He smiled, this time with mirth. It was a good look on him. She almost told him as much, adding that he should wear it more often. 

“It is. Good eye. Are you a collector?”

She laughed, a single bark that echoed down the corridor. “Not on my salary. Someday, hopefully. When I win a Pulitzer.”

“Ambitious,” he said, eyeing her carefully. 

“Passionate.”

“Hmmm. You still didn’t answer my question.”

“Typically, it’s me asking them, not answering them.” 

“Do you always get what you want?” he asked her, crossing his arms over his broad chest. His eyes narrowed, appraising her with his sea-green, icy gaze that, like the rest of the man, seemed out of place in the desert palace. 

“If I’m right, which I am. I was invited by the royal family to do an interview about the Prince, so that’s what I’ll do. Deal with it.” She wished she could curb the defiance in her voice, but this man sent her emotions spiraling. Steadying her pulse around him was taking all the strength she had. 

“I see. Well, let me make sure the Prince still has the time to speak with you,” he said curtly, his brows pulled tight. “Wait here, please, Ms. Beck.” He strode off in the direction of the party.

She’d crossed a line. What she didn’t get was why this man made it so easy to react with knee-jerk responses, why she couldn’t keep her composure around him. She needed to check her baggage at the door if she didn’t want to walk out of there empty-handed in less than a week. 

She closed her eyes tight, took a deep breath that was thick with the aroma of desert life beyond the walls. It reminded her of the time her mother had taken her on a road trip to Arizona in the summer when her dad got a part-time teaching gig at their local university. The monsoons had claimed the road they needed to take out of a small town south of Phoenix, but Aurelia hadn’t minded at all. The smell of moisture in the desert, like life beginning again, had stayed with her the rest of the trip. Her mother would have loved it here in Aldonia. Aurelia put her hand to her heart, stilling the ache that thumped against her chest like an anvil being swung by a giant. She opened her eyes that had grown damp. 

“Hold on,” she called after Philip, surprised he hadn’t gone as far as she thought. Like it or not, she needed this man to do her job. 

When he stopped, she appreciated how each muscle in his shoulders strained against his dress shirt. He was built like a member of the guard, not an advisor. Questions she’d ask if he were her interviewee clogged the back of her throat.

Why had he been in the position of saving the Prince’s life? 

Where were the guards then? 

What kind of advising did he do for the Prince?

None of it added up, nor had anything come up about Philip in her research except rumor and hearsay—not the type of solid ground she could build a story on. She didn’t have all the pieces to try and make it fit, so she’d just have to be patient. 

Not her strong suit. Her mother’s voice came in the form of a small chuckle at that admission. 

“I’m sorry. I’m interested in the Prince because he’s interesting.” A lie, especially with this enigma of a man standing next to her. “There aren’t any photos of him circulating with any women despite his, as you call it, reputation, and we’re in the age of social media. Surely at least one of the women he’s, ahem, dated, got ambitious and managed a selfie at some point. But there’s nothing. Nada. Zilch.”

There was that smile again. The one that snuck past her defenses and made her wish he’d stop acting so surly and start using his lips for other things she was certain she’d enjoy more. When his arms crossed his chest, Aurelia gulped back a wave of lust. Each of his muscles looked functional, used frequently, none of them tamed with lethargy. He took a step toward Aurelia, and she caught the scent of mint mingled with something stronger, more organic. Like life in the desert. 

It made her dizzy, among other things. 

“The Prince doesn’t allow phones or cameras in his company.” Another step in her direction. 

She stared up at him now, close enough to notice the stubble forming on his chin. He hadn’t shaved that day—an oversight or something else? He was as much a mystery as the man he served. 

Maybe more so. 

Professional curiosity took a backseat to wishing she knew what the thick, short hairs would feel like against the bare skin of her chest and she shuddered. Christ, this man was danger incarnate. She needed to use him to get to the Prince, then steer clear of him at all costs. 

“Why not? He’s a public figure. Surely, he isn’t that shy. All evidence otherwise seems to contradict that.”

“True. Maybe he just doesn’t want a bunch of pictures highlighting his mistakes.”

His breath warmed her cheek, more intoxicating than the wine she’d shot in an attempt to chase him down.

This time, Aurelia moved toward him. She resisted the thrilling urge to place a palm on his chest, to feel the heat and hardness rather than just imagine it. Knowledge was definitely not power at that moment, as she remembered what the strength had felt like under her palm. 

“Maybe he should stop making those mistakes.”

Philip laughed, a guffaw that seemed to fill the narrow hallway they were still standing in. She wouldn’t have been as surprised if he brought out a pet tiger as she was at the humor he’d reserved until then. 

Taking a deep breath, he nodded. 

“You should tell him that. God knows I’ve tried, and he doesn’t listen to me. Maybe you’ll make more headway.”

Um, no. Aurelia shrunk back, her brow furrowed and lips pursed. She shook her head. “Not likely. Nice try, though.”

Philip laughed again, softer this time, and took her hand. Sparks emanated from her palm when it met Philip’s skin. The way he tensed, he must have felt the electric charge as well. But how did he feel about it? 

“Do you have questions prepared?” he asked, his voice thicker than before. It shot straight to Aurelia’s heart, then moved south to where moisture built between her thighs. 

She shook her head. “Not really. Just some basic follow-up to my research.” Why had she lied? She had a few hard-hitting questions about some rumors she’d dug up, many of them far from basic follow-up.

One such rumor was that the Prince was in love, engaged to be married, and the bride had left him for someone else. A very back-alley version of that rumor was that she left him for his brother, the King. It wouldn’t surprise Aurelia any, especially the way she’d seen beautiful, young, curvy women throwing themselves at the Prince, who came with a title and fortune. An ambitious woman might not want to settle for a mere prince when she could have a king, a country. 

Still, it would be a cruel rumor if it were true. 

She needed to find that out tonight. It would be enough to save her story if she could quote the Prince admitting to the rumors it had taken her hours of research to dig up and combine that with Philip’s disgust with the Queen. Maybe this assignment wouldn’t be a waste of time. Maybe, just maybe, she’d pull this off. 

Hope flooded her system. 

“I have a feeling you’ll think of something,” he told her, his lips dangerously close to her ear. The sincerity in his voice unarmed her. 

Philip took her through an ornately carved set of heavy wooden doors that moaned as if they were living creatures when he pushed through them. This castle—modest compared to the photos she’d seen of the King’s palace in the capital of Aldonia—really was a work of art. Whatever flash judgments she’d passed about the Prince, she had to admit he had exquisite taste. It was lavish but reserved. Every bit of the art and décor seemed to serve a purpose, not unlike the advisor. 

When Aurelia’s eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room, she gasped. It was perfect, like something she’d dreamt up. 

Exotic. 

Regal. 

Intimate.

Candles served as the only light in the room, but they were hidden behind gold lanterns with geometric cutouts, leaving the walls littered with triangles, stars, hexagons, and diamonds made of light. A tapestry adorned with an elephant mother and her baby hung where a headboard should be, but the frame of the bed looked organically connected to it. The carved oak posts bore the same intricate features as the door they’d just come through. 

She’d never seen such ornate carvings, nor such perfectly suited furniture for a room. It threatened to take her breath away. As did the rest of the room when she shifted her attention outward.

The barrier in front of her was no more than a thin, satin curtain that blew open with the breeze, flaunting an impressive stone patio beyond the bedroom. Gold-rimmed water glasses and silverware sat on a table large enough for her to lie down on just before the exit to the patio, wine goblets filled beside each setting. 

Between the dark wood and the lack of light, the room should have felt small, but casting a furtive glance at Philip and noting how small his overpowering frame appeared, she might have been standing in the middle of a field for how open it was. She’d most likely be conducting her interview there, making this the most stunning and exotic locale she’d ever worked. Nerves fluttered against her chest like butterflies trying to escape. 

“Have a seat,” Philip said, motioning to the table as she’d guessed. “The Prince will be here in a moment.” 

She nodded and obliged. The regality of the castle worked its magic on her more than when she’d arrived. She’d come expecting
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