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      The moment I walked into the restaurant—my favorite in the area, and not just because they did amazing fish, but because they did a take on Oysters Rockefeller that was literally made in heaven, as far as I was concerned—I felt the man’s eyes on me. I didn’t see where he was immediately, but I swore I could feel his eyes burning a hole right through my back, no doubt using the blue lasers they looked like they were built of.

      I schooled my face to be as professional as possible—since I was, after all, here on some rather unpleasant business—and turned slowly in a circle, looking for him.

      The moment I saw him, that laser he’d been pointing at me set everything inside me on fire, and I my bones tried to melt. Because holy God, was the man turning on his smolder right now.

      He was sitting in the corner, in a tailored gray suit, blue tie, and his charcoal hair slicked back, those bright blue eyes glowing out of the gloom like they had honest-to-God lightbulbs behind them, and the tension coming off him was so thick I thought I could have taken a bite out of it.

      It wasn’t nervous tension. It was sexual tension—or something so much like it that I couldn’t tell the difference. Maybe that was just what being a royal did to you. You somehow grew an aura that was so powerful that it actually knocked over the people around you. An aura that could take down walls with a single blow. Something you could use as some sort of physical weapon if—and when—anything got in your way.

      Did that aura come with a side of smolder? Because my God, the man was almost burning the place down with it.

      Which was, yeah, convenient. I mean he basically came equipped with superhuman weapons that he held right inside his own head. Talk about self-sufficient. No one would ever be able to catch him off guard. But also, it was completely unfair. Could he not give a girl a chance to get her feet under her before he turned that thing on? He had to go around looking like that and making it all hard to breathe all the time?

      Focus, woman, the voice in my head snapped. Forget the smolder and the aura. This is business. This is about your fucking company, not what he does with his face.

      Right. Completely true, Voice in My Head, and thanks for the reminder.

      I straightened my shoulders, lifted my own eyebrows—not in surprise but in my signature serious look—and put on the mask I always wore when I did the most important business, then extended my hand and stepped toward the smoldering gentleman in question. The gentleman who didn’t do a damn thing to my insides and definitely didn’t make me think of sinful nights between the sheets.

      Because he couldn’t. No matter how hot he was, no matter how much I wanted to see what was under that suit—again—I had to protect my company first and foremost. And that meant Smoldering Man had to go.

      “Jacques,” I said, making my voice warm but not overly friendly. Professional but not personal.

      The head of the company speaking to a potential spokesperson. The CEO having dinner with the man she’s contracted to wear her clothes and make appearances for her company. And not a damn thing more than that.

      Forget the smolder. Forget the fantasies you’ve been having every night for the last two weeks. Forget the kid who wants to grow up to be just like you.

      Because none of them could mean anything.

      “Ms. McAlister,” he said, hitting the exact same tone and taking my hand warmly.

      I heard the tone and almost smiled to myself. So he was here on business as well, which must mean, I guessed, that he probably knew exactly what I wanted to talk about. He must have realized that we’d do our research before we actually let him onto our set. He must have known that this would come up.

      Half of me hoped that meant he would take the cancellation of the contract gracefully, having seen it coming. The other half hoped that he had come packing a very, very good—and very unarguable—reason for why he’d done what he’d done. Maybe even a solution to the problem. Some way to handle what would inevitably be a difficult question if the press got a hold of it.

      Hey, I was rooting for the guy, with his cut-steel good looks and his support of his family and his burgeoning diamond business. I’d always been a good judge of character, and I liked the guy, despite the way we’d started out. I wanted him to be a good person. I wanted to have been right when I thought he’d make a good addition to our catalogue of stars.

      “Shall we?” I asked. “I have a standing reservation, so our table is probably waiting for us.”

      We checked in with the hostess, who led us toward a table in the back corner—my usual—and as we walked, I thought about the last time we’d had a meal together. The homey Mexican place that had smelled of good food and margaritas. His daughter, who couldn’t stop asking questions, and how he’d alternately encouraged her and chided her. The way he’d laughed when she asked something particular cheeky. The way he’d warmed to me as I answered more and more of her queries.

      The way he’d smiled at me when we said goodbye, and then pressed that searing kiss to my cheek—where no normal American would ever kiss a woman he barely knew.

      There wouldn’t be any cheek-kissing tonight, I didn’t think. Probably no air kisses, either.

      I didn’t even think we’d probably end the night as friends, honestly speaking. And that seemed like an enormous waste to me. But see the above note about my company. I couldn’t afford to put it in a bad spot. I couldn’t afford to let it be associated with someone who had broken as many laws as it looked like he’d broken. And there was just no way around that.

      Once we got to our table, I took the seat up against the wall—my preferred seating arrangement, since it meant no one could sneak up behind me. Yes, it meant I was literally cornered, but it also meant I could see the entire room. I’d see anyone coming for us—and I’d know that no one was going to surprise me. I’d made an entire career out of little considerations like that, and tonight was no different. It was LA; the press was always everywhere. They were basically omnipresent and omnipotent.

      After I seated myself, I gave him a fairly sincere smile. Time to put him off his game.

      “How have you and Ava been? How’s the weather up in Santa Barbara?”

      He smiled wanly as if he knew exactly what I was doing—and then leaned toward me slightly.

      “Ms. McAlister. You are a businesswoman and I’m a businessman. I suspect I already know why you set up this sudden meeting, and if I’m right, I would much prefer to just get it out in the open and have it done. What did you bring me here to talk to me about?”

      I bit my lip just to keep from smiling. Because he was completely right about me having something specific to say. He was also one of the only people I’d ever met who would call me out that bluntly. I mean, most people at least tried to be subtle—either because they wanted to make a good impression or because they didn’t really want to hear what I was about to say.

      The fact that he was being so straightforward about it… made me respect him more. Respect him in a way I hadn’t before.

      And that was going to make this entire conversation a whole hell of a lot more difficult.

      “Right,” I said quickly. “Well, I have to say that I admire your candor. And I do personally prefer to just get to the point. Still, it seemed polite to at least offer you dinner first. Ask about the family. The weather. You know, the usual things.”

      He grinned a bit at that, and I saw the tension start to melt from his shoulders. Tension because he’d thought I wouldn’t agree to just tell him right away? That seemed weird, but whatever.

      “I have quite everything I need in Santa Barbara, actually,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling—but still guarded. “You don’t have to bribe me with food just to tell me bad news.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to figure out how I wanted to answer that, and ended up going with the truth. Straight up and unadorned.

      “It wasn’t a bribe,” I said. “And I’m hoping it’s not bad news. In fact, I’m hoping you have a really good excuse. One that will make it okay for us to work together. The problem is, Jacques, that in the last two weeks, we’ve done some research on you. And we found out that you’re in a bit deeper with certain parties than you might like to be. And that your diamond importing business might not be all it’s supposed to be.

      “I’m afraid that puts us in a rather risky position as a company. We obviously can’t be seen to be interacting with a criminal. And we can’t put ourselves in a position where the mob or anyone else might actually come after us. As I’m sure you can understand.”

      I paused for a moment, and when he didn’t answer immediately, I carried on.

      “So, are you going to tell me you have a good reason for all of this? Are you going to tell me that you have the perfect answer that will make it all okay? Or am I going to have to cancel our contract and wish you good luck with all of the complications?”

      He leaned back, a bit paler now than he had been, his lips sealed together. Then he tipped his head from side to side, narrowed his eyes at me like he was trying to figure out how much he could trust me, and said, “There are reasons. Whether they’re good or not is, I suspect, up to your feelings on the legality of diamond importing.”
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