

    
            Chapter One





			“Earth to Mikaela.” The unmistakable teasing filtered into Mikaela de Medreno Soliz’s consciousness as she blinked slowly. She sat up, smoothed her black linen pants, and met the cheerful gaze of Dayanara Diaz, her longtime best friend, across the sleek polished table between them.

			“God, I didn’t even realize I fell asleep,” Mikaela said. She stretched her arms and then ran a hand through her hair.

			“Don’t worry, you look flawless,” Dayanara teased her, reading Mikaela’s mind. “As always. You’re the only person I know who can wake up from a nap looking like you strolled off the set of a Vogue cover shoot.”

			Mikaela laughed. “I love you, Daya,” she replied. “But you’re so full of it.”

			Dayanara shrugged. “Okay, maybe you were drooling a little.”

			Mikaela shook her head as she glanced out the small round windows of the de Medreno family’s private plane. Her shoulders relaxed as the jet began gently descending over the emerald-blue waters of Cayo Azul.

			Home. The world beyond these shores—Paris, Tokyo, London, New York City, Dubai—had always dazzled Mikaela with its bright lights, prestige, and promises of fun and temptation, but nothing compared to the quiet majesty of Cayo Azul’s small island kingdom.

			“Nearly there,” Dayanara said, her voice quieter now. “What’s on your schedule for this evening? God knows there was no time to rest during the Venice Film Festival.”

			Mikaela nodded. “My mom must have told the stupid PR agency to RSVP us for every event there. I’ll speak with her about that. I understand the importance of strategic appearances for the family, whether on the film festival circuit or for other events, but she has always been more enamored by the society stuff than I ever have.”

			Mikaela glanced down at the thin white-gold Cartier watch draped loosely around her right wrist. Right on time. She watched as the outline of Castillo Blanco grew closer. The royal estate, perched high atop a rolling hill, nearly blinded in the late afternoon sun. Its imposing white brick and polished marble was comforting as it sparkled against the sun, a quiet paradise away from the chaos and expectations of the rest of the world. Here, just a stone’s throw off the east coast of Spain and nestled in the vast crystal-blue waters of the Mediterranean Sea, Cayo Azul was Mikaela’s sanctuary. For generations, her family guarded it fiercely and guided the million or so inhabitants honorably.

			Mikaela straightened in her seat, as she checked her phone and pulled a compact from the black leather Louis Vuitton tote next to her. Even now, returning from the glamour and excitement of the Venice Film Festival, she felt the weight of responsibility settle back into her soul. Though her family’s name was not as well-known outside their shores as royals in other countries, Mikaela understood her place as the only child of Cayo Azul’s king and queen. She took a deep breath as she dotted a nude pink gloss over her lips and blended light streaks of concealer along her cheekbones. Venice had been good to her and Dayanara, despite the nonstop slate of commitments. Their skin was still sun-kissed after a few days in Sorrento between film festival appearances that Mikaela had insisted upon after seeing the packed eight-day agenda from the family’s London-based PR agency. Now, however, it was time to return to Cayo Azul duties. Her father would see that she was brought up to speed on all royal business.

			Dayanara pocketed her phone as the jet slowed to a stop on the tarmac at the island’s only airport and glided to the luxurious hangar exclusive to the de Medreno royal family and associates. The familiar de Medreno family crest was paved boldly into the smooth concrete of the hangar floor, claiming the private hangar as their own and off-limits to the rest of the island. As the jet’s door opened with a gentle hiss, Mikaela and Dayanara stood as their assigned security officer took the metal steps down first. The familiar blend of ocean salt, sultry jasmine, and fresh citrus filled the air. It wrapped Mikaela in the scent of home as she took a deep breath before stepping onto the stairs. The warm island breeze tousled her hair over her shoulder.

			“Sorrento really brought out your natural blond,” Dayanara said, fixing Mikaela’s wind-blown hair.

			“Mmm,” Mikaela said. “The break in southern Italy was probably the best part of the trip, if I do say so myself. If I have to put on another designer gown and make small talk with an endless parade of socialites and self-important entertainment industry people, it’s going to be way too soon.”

			“It’s good to be home, isn’t it?” Dayanara said as they paused for a brief moment on the stairs. The security guard gave them a quick nod, signaling that the hangar was clear and one of the discreet black Escalades from the royal fleet was waiting nearby to return them to Castillo Blanco.

			Mikaela nodded, the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore a comforting hum, and looked around in satisfaction. The deep green rolling hills went on for miles around them. “It’s good to be home,” she said.

			Even if the outside world tries to claim me. Cayo Azul is mine. And I, in turn, belong to it.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			The ballroom was alive with revelers, music, and conversation that echoed off the high ceilings. At the edge of the dance floor, Mikaela tried her best to subtly scan the room, but the sea of faces around her was becoming increasingly difficult to navigate.

			“Who exactly are we looking for?” Alejandro asked, as his gaze also swept the cavernous ballroom.

			“You know who,” Mikaela replied shortly. “I just…want to find out more.”

			Alejandro grinned. “It’s your party, Mika. You can do whatever you want.”

			Just then, Mikaela spotted Javier and his mysterious date. Her heartbeat kicked up a notch as she understood from afar that they were deep in what appeared to be a serious conversation. Javier looked positively upset and his date appeared thoughtful and melancholy.

			I would never let her look so sad. Mikaela bit her lip as the thought zoomed across her mind. 

			Before Mikaela could point them out to her cousin, a woman about her age in a slinky red dress approached expectantly. “Your Highness,” she said as she stepped closer, her London accent unmistakable. “I was hoping to steal a moment of your time.”

			Alejandro deftly stepped away and shot Mikaela a knowing look. “I’ll leave you to it.”

			As Mikaela forced a polite smile and shook the woman’s hand, she spotted Dayanara across the dance floor. As expected, Ian had found her. They both looked flushed and excited as they leaned closer to hear one another over the din of the gala. Mikaela felt a slight pang in her chest as she half-listened to the woman in the red dress gush over her hair and half-wondered if she’d ever find someone who made her glow like that.

			“I don’t know if you’d heard, but I left my husband,” the woman went on, raising a suggestive eyebrow.

			Mikaela snapped back to attention. “I’m sorry, what?”

			The woman chuckled. “I know, we tried to keep it very hush-hush,” she said. “I did get the art galleries in London, New York, and Paris out of it, so it wasn’t a total loss.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I have missed…” she took a deep breath, “the intimacy though. Especially that of being with a woman. That was something Carl could never satisfy for me, of course.”

			It dawned on Mikaela that this was the woman who had been married to the son of the chairman of London’s top law firm and promptly birthed three of his children. There was something that had happened though…

			“Wasn’t Carl in a motorbike accident?” Mikaela blurted out, then remembered her poise. “I mean, how is he doing? Much better, I hope.”

			The woman flushed uncomfortably. “He is paralyzed from the waist down, unfortunately,” she said. “He’s been in near-nonstop physical therapy and had an extensive spinal surgery, but the doctors don’t seem to have much hope of him regaining use of his legs.” She stepped closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. “I mean, that’s why I left and took the kids. How on earth could I take care of this wheelchair-bound man and three young children? I’m only thirty-one. I don’t think it’s fair to spend my life playing nursemaid and giving up so much at such a young age. So, I am single in every way, Your Highness.” The woman finished suggestively as Mikaela stared at her.

			Opportunist the word flashed through Mikaela’s mind as she clamped her mouth shut. They were everywhere, and running into them wasn’t new. Mikaela had been warned about opportunistic people since she was a child, whether they tried to ingratiate themselves with her through the false pretenses of friendship or something more.

			Over the woman’s shoulder, Mikaela caught an approving glance from her mother. Mikaela knew she was simply happy to see her playing along and making nice with all the important people who had shown up…for what? For an opportunity to be married to a princess? To pretend they know anything about Cayo Azul or me?

			“I have to go,” Mikaela said abruptly as she turned. “You should check on Carl. At least give him a call or let him spend time with his kids once in a while. It’s the right thing to do.”

			Mikaela finished excusing herself as politely as she could. Frustration flared in her chest as she saw that Javier and his mysterious plus-one had disappeared. Neither were still seated at their table and Mikaela couldn’t spot them anywhere along the dance floor or bar.

			As she stepped onto the marble terrace and took a deep breath of the warm, jasmine-scented breeze, she looked down at where she’d first locked gazes with the woman much earlier in the evening. The gardens were quiet now, with most of the party inside the ballroom and a few throngs of guests chatting closer to the outdoor bar.

			“Mikaela!” Her mother’s stern voice could be heard above the sounds of the gala. She turned long enough to see her cutting an imposing path across the ballroom while searching the revelers for her.

			Shit. Surely the woman in the red dress had stormed away, embarrassed and perhaps chastened after being rejected so sorely. Mikaela knew her mother wanted an update, stat, and to probably re-emphasize the importance of making nice with everyone.

			Mikaela took one last look across the twin staircases and then hurried down the one nearer the shallow pool. Looking once over her shoulder, she slipped her stilettos off and hurried across the manicured lawns, a heel in each hand. After a few moments, the sounds of the gala faded further away as Mikaela reached the stables behind Castillo Blanco. Luna whinnied, her long tail swishing in anticipation as Mikaela approached.

			“Hey, girl,” Mikaela murmured as she stroked her mare’s sleek neck. “You miss me, huh?”

			She glanced over her shoulder once more as she dropped her stilettos next to Luna’s oversized stall. An extra pair of her olive-green breeches were folded neatly in a cabinet nearby.

			“Who says we can’t take a quick ride even if I’m in a dress?” Mikaela said as she finished buttoning the breeches under her gown and patted Luna’s nose affectionately. “Nothing wrong with needing to clear my head.”

			Luna neighed approvingly as Mikaela slipped a worn leather bridle over the mare’s head. She swung herself onto Luna’s back. She knew her mother would have a nuclear meltdown if she saw her now, wearing riding breeches, a wrinkled dress, and no helmet.

			But she’d have a nuclear meltdown if she knew I left the gala anyway. Might as well make it worth the drama.

			“Let’s get out of here for a little bit,” Mikaela said to Luna as she prodded her into an easy trot across the far back of the castle grounds. The rhythmic sound of Luna’s hooves on the soft grass were balm to Mikaela’s frayed nerves. She took another deep breath of the warm night air, reveling in the dark privacy and dense quiet.

			As Mikaela urged Luna farther from Castillo Blanco, her heart skipped a beat when she caught sight of a figure in the distance. Though it was too dark to make out the color of her dress, Mikaela sat up as she recognized tendrils of dark hair brushing over slender shoulders in the breeze. She slowed Luna to a stop as they approached, and she drank in the sight of the woman she had been seeking earlier. She stood near a low stone wall, her arms crossed protectively over herself, and gazed out at the darkened landscape.

			She’s lost, Mikaela realized as she dismounted Luna. Her steps were tentative as she approached the woman, and she felt strangely shy without the glitter and grandeur of the gala surrounding her. “Are you okay?” Mikaela asked. “You look like you could use some company.”

			The woman turned in surprise and then her expression softened as her gaze collided once more with Mikaela’s.

			“Your Highness!” Her voice was a mixture of shock and shyness. “I’m so sorry. I just got a little lost. I promise. I was trying to exit the gala, but I left from a side door of the ballroom and thought I knew my way back around to the terrace. Apparently not. My deepest apologies.”

			The woman held her gaze but continued to stammer apologies. Mikaela tilted her head, fighting the urge to step closer, to brush the hair from her shoulders and ask her who she was. Instead, she took a deep, steadying breath.

			“It’s okay,” she said at last. “The grounds of Castillo Blanco are expansive and can be especially hard to navigate at night. We have an excellent security team. I’m sure they would’ve located you and helped right away.”

			The woman nodded as a small smile tugged at her lips. “I appreciate that, Your Highness.”

			Mikaela hesitated and then finally took a step closer. She probably looked strange, bare feet and breeches under her now-wrinkled-beyond-comprehension dress.

			“We can skip the formalities,” she replied gently. “Can I ask why you were leaving the gala so early? Did your, um, boyfriend need to leave?”

			The woman searched her face with a mixture of warmth and mirth, pausing for a beat before responding. “Javier is not my boyfriend,” she finally said. She glanced down and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “In fact, right now I’m not even sure we can be friends again.”

			Mikaela fought to keep her face poised and devoid of the surging relief coursing through her veins. 

			“Sorry,” the woman said after a hesitant sigh. “It’s been a complicated night.”

			“I can relate,” Mikaela replied with a soft laugh. “Mind if I join you?”

			The woman shook her head emphatically as Mikaela leaned beside her against the cool stone wall, acutely aware that their shoulders were mere centimeters from brushing.

			“I’m Isabella Acosta Ramon,” Isabella said. Her expression was genuine now, gentle and inviting, as the dimples on either side of her lush mouth deepened. Though it wasn’t necessarily royal protocol to shake hands with those she didn’t know, Mikaela knew that none of the last few minutes were royal protocol, so she took Isabella’s warm, outstretched hand and lingered just a moment as she shook it.

			The distant sounds of the gala were barely audible now and the world felt hushed and still as an invisible electric current seemed to crackle between them. For the first time that evening, Mikaela could breathe—and there was just one name repeating itself in her head until she burnt it to memory: Isabella Acosta Ramon.
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        * * *

      

			Though the silence lingered for another slow moment, Isabella’s heart was pulsing in double time. One-on-one time with Princess Mikaela de Medreno Soliz was the last thing she had expected as she stumbled around the darkened castle grounds looking for the way back to the terrace so she could get a rideshare. Distracted by the tangles of thoughts fighting for her attention, Isabella had turned the wrong way at some point and was hopelessly lost on Castillo Blanco’s grounds.

			“You know, Isabella Acosta Ramon,” Mikaela began, her voice low and steady as she teased out her name. Isabella felt herself melt a little, though she wasn’t sure if it was Mikaela’s cool confidence or the way she teasingly emphasized her name. “I’ve found that sometimes stepping away from all the noise is the only way to keep your sanity intact.”

			She’s the princess. She’s gorgeous and smiling and inches away, but she’s the princess. Get it together.

			Isabella exhaled. “I didn’t mean to step this far away,” she replied lightly. “I’m not even sure where I am anymore.”

			“You’re on the quieter side of Castillo Blanco,” Mikaela said. “Maybe this was the right place to land anyway.” She glanced down at the grass before leveling her gaze and straightening her shoulders.

			To Isabella, it looked like a rare display of shyness before she caught herself. “It’s easy to lose your way out here if you’re not familiar with the grounds,” Mikaela said, all business again. “But please know our security team would have quickly found and assisted you.”

			Isabella tilted her head as she glanced at Mikaela. But you found me instead. The words were so close to falling from her lips, but instead Isabella fought to meet Mikaela’s poise with what she hoped was her own semblance of unbothered detachment. “Thank you,” she said. “I didn’t mean to wander so far, but I was a bit distracted. Tonight has been…a lot.”

			Mikaela’s expression softened. “I’m sorry that your evening didn’t go as planned,” she said. “I understand more than you know. A gala full of expectations and opinions you never asked for? A duty to put the greater good over your own goals and desires? Trust me, you’re not alone in feeling that tonight is a lot.”

			Isabella studied Mikaela for a moment and her defenses lowered just a fraction. Sure, Mikaela was the princess of Cayo Azul, but right now she just seemed…human. “You make it look easy,” Isabella said. Perhaps it was the dark privacy or the quiet away from the gala, but she felt oddly comfortable talking to Mikaela even as the fluttering deep in her belly seemed to intensify each time she met her gaze. “All of this. The pressure, the attention, the splendor and prestige of it all. I don’t know how you do it.”

			Mikaela laughed, the sound warm and surprisingly self-deprecating. “Easy? I wish. It’s all smoke and mirrors, really. Half the time, I’m just trying to make it through without tripping over my own feet or giving someone something to write about.”

			Isabella stepped closer as Mikaela ducked her gaze. She’s not as cool and detached as she wants to be. For some reason, the revelation made her wonder what it would be like to tangle her fingers in Mikaela’s long hair and meet her soft lips with her own. She blinked the fantasy away as Mikaela continued.

			“Seriously,” she said. “It’s not as effortless as it seems. But I suppose you learn some tricks through a lifetime of expectations and civic duty. Moments like this, though? Away from the crowd, where I can feel the breeze and soak in the quiet moments…” Mikaela stole a glance at Isabella and then looked out into the darkness. “They make it bearable.”

			Isabella felt her cheeks flush and her pulse quicken as she soaked in her closeness to the princess. The heat, the dominance of her presence, the steadiness of her gaze that seemed to see more than she was ready to share; they were all things that made Isabella realize she wanted to stay right there, rooted in place, all night.

			“You’re very good at this,” she said.

			Mikaela raised an eyebrow. “Good at what?”

			“Making people feel seen,” Isabella said with a deep breath. “Even when they aren’t sure they want to be. Thank you. For talking to me, even when you have an entire gala in your honor.” Isabella gestured in what she hoped was the general direction of Castillo Blanco.

			Mikaela’s expression softened as a flicker of vulnerability flashed across her face. “Maybe it’s because I know what it’s like to not feel seen. But I’m glad if I can make you feel that way.” Her gaze drifted toward the darkness again before returning to Isabella. “You don’t need to thank me. This has been the highlight of my night.”

			Isabella was sure her heart stopped mid-beat. For a moment, it was just the two of them in the stillness of the island night, the air seeming to buzz with electricity and anticipation, and the distant hum of the gala forgotten. I want to live in this moment forever. Isabella surprised herself with the intensity of her immediate attraction to Mikaela.

			Mikaela cleared her throat gently. “You shouldn’t stay out here alone,” she said. “I’ll help you back to the castle. One of our security people will personally escort you home.”

			Isabella hesitated as she glanced toward the area she had wandered from. “Are you sure? Este is a bit of a drive.”

			Mikaela touched her arm reassuringly. “I will see to it that you are safely driven back to your home. Someone on our security team will be happy to help.”

			Isabella nodded, unsure what to say.

			Mikaela gestured toward Luna, who stood a few yards away calmly grazing on the thick grass. “Can I give you a ride back to the entrance? It’ll be quicker than following us and I promise Luna is a sweetheart.”

			Isabella blinked in surprise as her gaze darted at the tall, sleek mare before returning to Mikaela. “You’re serious?”

			“Totally,” Mikaela replied, already striding to Luna and giving her a gentle pat on the neck. “It’s the least I can do after finding you all the way out here.”

			Isabella hesitated for only a moment before following Mikaela. “I’ve never ridden a horse before.” Her breath caught as she felt Mikaela’s gentle fingers along her sides as she helped her climb onto Luna’s back.

			“Don’t worry,” Mikaela said confidently as she mounted Luna in front of her. “You’ll be in good hands.”

			The current of warm tenderness just below Mikaela’s self-assured surface was enough to ease Isabella’s nerves, though she felt more exhilarated than fearful. She followed Mikaela’s lead and allowed the princess to reach behind and guide her hands just above her hips.

			“Hold on,” Mikaela said. “We’ll take it slow. Are you ready?”

			Mikaela’s dress was soft and buttery beneath Isabella’s fingers, and her skin was warm under the thin fabric. “I’m ready,” she said, glad that her own voice sounded equally confident.

			As Luna started forward with a smooth, steady gait, Isabella’s arms unconsciously tightened around Mikaela’s middle. They moved through the grounds of Castillo Blanco in silence, the quiet intimacy of the moment lingering even as the castle’s bright lights came into view and the noise of the gala sharpened around them. Still, for the first time that evening, Isabella could breathe.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			The drive back to Este in the sleek black Escalade was silent except for the faint hum of the engine and the occasional sound of thick tires on the winding roads to Isabella’s home. Back to reality.

			She sat against the leather back seat and stared out the window as the landscape blurred before her. Her mind was far from still. She thought of Mikaela and the way her voice was both soft and authoritative as she introduced Isabella to the security officer who would drive her home. The way she placed her hand protectively over Isabella’s arms wrapped around her waist for a long moment as she slowed Luna to a stop. Mikaela hadn’t seemed fazed by the openly curious glances—including a few jealous ones shot Isabella’s way—from a few guests lingering outside. In fact, Mikaela hadn’t seemed to notice anyone else at all as she helped her dismount Luna.

			Isabella leaned her head against the cool window and took a deep breath. Mikaela carried herself with a steady confidence and cool poise for sure, but there was something else she discovered too—an undercurrent of sincerity and a few flashes of shy vulnerability that made her feel comfortable and open before she even knew it. The way Mikaela had looked at her, spoken to her, and made her feel seen had peeled back carefully guarded layers that Isabella didn’t know she had. The quickness with which those walls fell around Mikaela was alarming.

			As the Escalade pulled into the cracked concrete driveway, she straightened in her seat. Despite not knowing if or when she would see Mikaela again, Isabella felt an unexpected surge of confidence and joy.

			“Thank you,” she said to the security officer as he opened her door.

			“Of course,” he replied. “Have a wonderful night, señorita.”

			Isabella stepped into the familiarity of her family’s modest home as her gaze landed on her mother. She sat at the kitchen table, as the soft glow of a nearby lamp illuminated her hands while she stirred a cup of hot tea.

			“You’re home late,” her mother said. She looked concerned but curious.

			Isabella grinned. “You don’t have to wait up for me, Mami,” she replied. She dropped a quick kiss on her head before settling into a kitchen chair next to her. “I’m twenty-five, after all.”

			Her mother shot her a tired look. “Of course I do, my daughter. You’ll understand one day when you have your own children.”

			Isabella swallowed hard. Right. Kids. She knew it was possible, but perhaps more difficult. What does that even mean? The thoughts started bubbling up again, but Isabella was acutely aware of her mother studying her closely.

			“It was…an eventful night,” Isabella said as she sat forward and rested her chin on her hand.

			Her mother raised an eyebrow. “I take it Javier wasn’t good company? The car that dropped you off was not his.”

			Isabella sighed as she ran a hand through her hair. She hadn’t even contemplated what to tell her mother. “He wasn’t the problem,” she said carefully. “Or maybe he was. Or we both are. I don’t know. He wants more from me than what I can give, Mami. I know I should like him. I know he has everything going for him and any woman would be lucky to have his affections. I just…I tried, Mami, I swear. I just don’t see him that way. He didn’t take it well.”

			Her mother’s expression softened as she studied Isabella’s face. “I see.”

			“I don’t know,” Isabella mused. “Maybe there’s something wrong with me. Maybe I don’t know how to love. Javier is as close to perfect as someone can get, right? Yet when I imagine myself in his arms or sharing a kiss, it feels hollow.”

			Mikaela’s face flashed in Isabella’s mind and she swallowed hard. Something deep inside her rebelled against the idea that she was incapable of love. Inside, she knew it was instead that Javier could never give her the all-encompassing type of love that left her breathless and begging to be consumed by the blazing fire. Again, the memory of her arms wrapped around Mikaela’s waist flashed in her mind and warmed her belly.

			Her mother’s hand on hers broke Isabella’s reverie. “I know your heart,” her mother said. “You know how to love, harder and more fully than most. Your heart is one of the best things about you. I’ve always worried that you would fall for the wrong ones, give your heart away and have it returned tattered and bruised until there was nothing left of it. I was proud to see you keep it guarded safely until I realized that wasn’t the answer either. I didn’t want you to miss out on something wonderful because you’ve guarded your heart too closely and you’re scared to unlock it. You know how to love and you deserve only the best, most fulfilling love. If Javier is not that, then so be it, my daughter.”

			Relief washed over her at her mother’s trust and easy acceptance of her choice not to force things with Javier. “Thank you, Mami,” she replied. She hesitated before continuing. “That’s not all. I…I did meet someone.”

			Her mother’s thin eyebrows shot up. “At the gala?”

			“Yes,” Isabella said. She craned her neck, sure that she didn’t want her father to overhear the rest of their conversation. “Where is Papa?”

			Her mother frowned. “He didn’t return after work. That usually means he’s out at the taverns.”

			Isabella took a deep breath as a sense of relief flooded her at her father not being home. She ignored the sense of foreboding reserved for when he did decide to make his return. “It’s complicated, Mami. The person I met at the gala. I…They’re not like anyone I’ve ever met. I felt so secure and so…”

			“Seen?” 

			Isabella blinked, surprised by that word following her all the way home. “Yes,” she said simply. “Exactly that.”

			Her mother took a long sip of tea and then patted Isabella’s hand. “That does sound eventful. Though perhaps tonight wasn’t so terrible after all. Does this person have a name?”

			Isabella briefly recalled the moment she locked eyes with Mikaela on the terrace. Everything she had been waiting for came crashing out of the deepest parts of her and into bright, undeniable focus. The quiet stirring in her chest, the sparks and thrill, the intrinsic pull as though her body and the whole world around her screamed for her to follow her instincts.

			For the first time, Isabella understood with absolute clarity why her heart had never opened to Javier. It had been saving itself for someone who could set it alight. The joy and calm anticipation of knowing that everything would be okay—even if she never saw Mikaela again—finally spilled over as Isabella responded.

			“Mikaela de Medreno Soliz.”
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        * * *

      

			The white-hot morning sun rose over the island, casting a soft pink and golden glow over the rounded balcony outside Mikaela’s home. In the bright morning light, she could see the shimmering expanse of ocean in the distance as gentle waves lapped against rocky cliffs. Mikaela took a long, steadying sip of fresh peppermint tea. Her gaze remained unfocused as her mind lingered on Isabella Acosta Ramon.

			She exhaled and leaned back in her chaise as she ran a hand through her hair. Mikaela wasn’t sure what bothered her more: the fact that she couldn’t stop thinking about Isabella from the moment she woke this morning or the fact that she didn’t want to stop. For the first time, someone had managed to crack the polished exterior she had carefully constructed as her own personal royal armor. It was unsettling.

			She recognized the quick rap of knuckles on her bedroom door. “Come in,” Mikaela called absent-mindedly.

			Alejandro stepped through Mikaela’s bedroom carefully and plopped into the chaise next to her. He was already impeccably dressed. “You’re up early. Couldn’t sleep?”

			Mikaela didn’t look up. “Actually, I slept excellently.” It was the truth. She had slept better than she could remember and woke up feeling energized and refreshed, even if Isabella was the first thought that flooded her mind.

			“You seem…exhilarated,” Alejandro said amusedly. “When are you going to spill about the girl?”

			Mikaela glanced at the ceramic mug in her hands. “What girl?”

			Alejandro snorted. “Oh, you know, just the one that you came riding out of the darkness with like some literal knight in shining armor who rescued the maiden. You know, the one you disappeared with for nearly an hour.”

			Mikaela shrugged. “It wasn’t intentional,” she said. “We just kind of…found each other.”

			“Oh, how romantic,” Alejandro replied with a laugh. “I suppose you’ll share at this morning’s debrief?”

			Mikaela rolled her eyes and took another sip of tea. “It’s ridiculous that the gala even requires a debrief.”

			Alejandro sighed. “You know the purpose. And you understand your duty. I’m just trying to prepare you, because your mother has barely been able to contain herself and her questions all night.”

			Mikaela groaned as she stood. “You’re really not selling this debrief meeting, cousin,” she said and then paused in the bedroom. “It’s been so quiet all morning. Where’s Daya?”

			Alejandro shrugged. “I saw her leave last night,” he said casually. “I think she went back to her apartment. She and Ian wanted to continue their conversation somewhere more private, if you catch my drift.”

			Mikaela wrinkled her nose. “Oh,” she responded. “She always takes the downstairs guest bedroom. I should text her and see when she’ll be back today.”

			Alejandro sighed and fixed Mikaela with a knowing look. “Do you ever think you maybe…well, are a bit dependent on her, Mika?”

			Mikaela bit her lip. “What do you mean? She’s my best friend. I mean, besides you. But you don’t really count since you’re my cousin.”

			Alejandro scoffed good-naturedly. “Thanks a lot,” he responded. “No one would ever dispute that you two are the best of friends. Daya has been there for you through thick and thin since we were children. But did you ever consider maybe she’s ready to…I don’t know, spread her wings a bit?”

			Mikaela considered this. “She’s my unofficial lady-in-waiting,” she said. “We’ve always taken care of her. Do you think she wants us to increase her monthly stipend? I know her City Center apartment and utilities are on our books. I—”

			Alejandro cleared his throat. “No, I don’t think that at all,” he responded carefully. “But I do think that, at some point, it’s natural for people to have their own desires and goals in life. Good friends, especially longtime ones, read between the lines.”

			Mikaela was quiet for a moment as she pulled a pair of heeled calf-length boots over her navy-blue skinny pants. “Daya and Ian are perfect together.”

			Alejandro nodded. “A match made in heaven.”

			“I wonder why they ever broke up,” Mikaela mused. She threw a fitted Ralph Lauren denim jacket over her navy blue and white striped top and considered this.

			He shrugged. “Did you ever ask her?”

			Mikaela fixed him with a look. “Of course I did. She never said much about it except that it didn’t work out. I didn’t push.”

			“Maybe it’s time to encourage her,” Alejandro said. “Because I know Dayanara loves our family and loves you most of all, Mika. Platonically, of course. Would she take a big leap, even if it was one she wanted, or stay where it’s comfortable in fear of rocking the boat?”

			After a long moment, Mikaela nodded once. “I understand.”

			Alejandro touched her forearm affectionately as they walked toward Castillo Blanco. “Sit with it, Mika,” he said. “She may be your unofficial lady-in-waiting, but you said it yourself. She’s also your best friend. But right now, it’s time to talk about your next steps.”

			Mikaela straightened and brushed a stray hair from her face. She knew she’d have to face her family, their probing questions, and the endless planning for her so-called future. As the main entrance to Castillo Blanco grew closer, she allowed one last moment for her thoughts to wander over Isabella—the way her name felt on her lips, the way her smile deepened her dimples as their gazes met over and over again, and the way she looked at Mikaela as if she saw right through the pretense.

			Mikaela and Alejandro walked through the heavy doors held open for them by the castle’s security detail. “I’m ready to face whatever awaits,” Mikaela replied confidently. “Let’s do this.”

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			Streaks of sunlight streamed through the towering arched windows of the royal council chamber and danced over the polished mahogany table where Mikaela found herself facing her family once more. This time, her mother sat at the head of the table—normally reserved for the king—and her gaze was locked onto Mikaela. Her father sat to her left as he sipped from a steaming mug of coffee and scrolled through email on his tablet. Her uncle Juan sat to Cristina’s right, and Alejandro, barely concealing his amusement, was next to his father.

			“So,” her mother said, her tone clipped. “Care to explain where you disappeared to last night or shall we add this to the growing list of reckless decisions you seem intent on making?”

			Mikaela kept her face neutral. “I needed air,” she replied truthfully. “The gala was becoming overwhelming and I thought a quiet moment outside would help.”

			Her mother’s expression narrowed. “You missed dessert, the toast, and multiple opportunities to engage with guests who traveled across the island or from their home countries to meet you. And don’t even get me started on whatever it was you said to Beatrice Smyth. She left the ballroom in tears, by the way.”

			Mikaela shifted uncomfortably. “My intent was not to make her cry,” she said. “However, she was beyond insufferable. Did you know she left her husband after he was in a horrible accident and became paralyzed?”

			Her mother shot her a glare. “We do not participate in gossip, Mikaela. That is none of our concern.”

			“Well, she certainly isn’t someone I would be interested in,” Mikaela responded evenly.

			Alejandro held up a hand as he leaned back in his chair. “Okay,” he interjected. “Mikaela was clearly otherwise occupied. Perhaps with the mystery girl she was seen escorting outside.”

			Mikaela glared at Alejandro. “She does have a name, but I don’t even know—”

			Alejandro threw a knowing look back at her. “Don’t even know what? People notice these things, Mika. A beautiful stranger, a ride on your beloved Luna through the darkness, and then being personally escorted out by you? Practically the stuff of romance novels, if you ask me.”

			“I didn’t,” Mikaela replied flatly.

			Her father hid a chuckle behind his coffee mug and then cleared his throat as they lapsed into expectant silence. “Let’s stay focused, please. We need to align on a direction for what’s next so I can update the Royal Council. The gala was excellent, but people across the island will want clarity soon after all the excitement and publicity around this event. We must continue showing unity with actionable progress.”

			Mikaela took a deep breath. “I am aware of my responsibilities,” she said firmly. “But I’ll need to get to know her. Isabella Acosta Ramon is her name. She lives in Este.” She took a deep breath. “If I don’t feel as though I love her after seventy-five days, I will not marry her. Likewise, if she doesn’t love me, I will not force her to marry me. She can return to Este and resume her life.”

			Her mother opened her mouth but was interrupted as Juan cleared his throat and tossed his shaggy dark hair off his neck. He slung his tablet onto the table with a loud clatter.

			“I’ve compiled a list of steps we should take moving forward,” Juan said as he glanced around the table.

			Her mother nodded and waved him on. “Thank you. Go ahead.”

			Juan squinted down at the tablet screen. “First is narrowing down the list of Mikaela’s considerations.” He glanced at Mikaela. “Though it appears one name stands out already.”

			Mikaela raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

			“Why, Isabella Acosta Ramon, of course,” Juan said smoothly. “As general, I did a bit of research into the armed forces’ population database while you were discussing.”

			Mikaela sighed. “That was quick.”

			Juan continued, unfazed. “As you mentioned, Mikaela, she’s from Este,” he read as he scanned the screen. “Twenty-five years old and the only child of Fernando Acosta and Araceli Ramon. Based on birthdates, it appears Araceli had her quite young at just nineteen years old. Araceli is a respected longtime nurse at the national hospital in Este.” He paused. “Lots of service and professional achievement awards. And it looks like Isabella followed right in her footsteps. She graduated at the top of her high school class and received honor roll recognition each year, but I don’t have any record of her attending university, either here or outside Cayo Azul.”

			Mikaela shifted uncomfortably as Juan continued to rattle off personal details about Isabella, her family, and her upbringing.

			“As for Fernando, well, that’s a different story.” Juan’s tone darkened as he continued to skim over the tablet. “He’s an island groundskeeper employed by, oh look at that, the government of Cayo Azul. Works in all three provinces. Not a nice guy. Dishonorably discharged from the armed forces several years ago, when Isabella would have been just over a year old. Several petty arrests over the years, mainly due to alcohol. And it appears his struggles continue, because he’s currently in jail on public intoxication charges.”

			Mikaela’s stomach twisted, but she kept her expression neutral. “Uncle, you’re taking all the fun out of getting to know her myself,” she said lightly. “So, she has a problematic father.” Mikaela bit her lip, already sensing her parents’ reluctance. “I agree that’s not ideal—”

			“I’ll handle it,” Juan cut in before Mikaela could finish. He looked up from the screen around the table. “We don’t need Fernando causing a large issue. If Isabella is who Mikaela wants to pursue most, then Isabella is who should join her at Castillo Blanco for the next seventy-five days.”

			There was a beat of surprised silence as her father studied his younger brother over his glasses with a mixture of curiosity and caution. “This level of involvement in my daughter’s affairs is unusual for you, Juan.”

			Juan shrugged his broad shoulders. “Perhaps,” he replied. “Though Isabella could be a compelling candidate. Her background is humble but respectable. Hers and her mother’s, anyway. She’s relatable. She’s from Este. This could help strategically bridge the gap between the monarchy and the people of Este, where it appears there has been the most discontent as of late. It even looks as though her family is longtime neighbors with none other than Roberto Jimenez.”

			Her father nodded in understanding. “I see what you’re saying,” he said as he rubbed his chin in thought. “Mikaela has shown interest and Isabella has qualities that could help strengthen us. This connection could be more beneficial than anticipated.”

			Mikaela hated hearing her family discuss her and Isabella as though they were simply strategic pawns in a larger game of politics. “What’s next?” 

			“The situation with Fernando Acosta will need to be addressed discreetly,” Juan said. “I’ll see to his release and ensure he remains out of the public eye. He will not be a problem.”

			Mikaela felt a strange mix of gratitude and unease. She knew enough about her uncle to know that he relished being brash and seemed to enjoy the power he found in aggression. His sudden enthusiasm for Isabella was unexpected, but she trusted he understood the importance of unity and royal progression. She couldn’t deny the flicker of hope that sparked deep inside. Could this really be happening?

			Alejandro leaned toward her. “Well, Mika, looks like you’ve already got everyone scheming for you. Better figure out how you feel about Isabella fast before a wedding is on the calendar. I can’t wait to meet her. Bummer that she doesn’t have a sister.”

			Mikaela laughed softly as her thoughts drifted once more to the evening before. She had no idea what was to come or if Isabella even wanted to spend the next seventy-five days at Castillo Blanco with her, but one thing was certain—Isabella was already much more than just another name on a list.
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        * * *

      

			Two days later, the front door slammed as it rattled the chipped wooden frame at Isabella’s family home. The resounding shake was ominous and seemed to reverberate through the entire house as Isabella’s head snapped up from the kitchen table.

			She exchanged a quick look with her mother as they dropped the carrots they had been peeling and chopping for that evening’s vegetable and white bean soup. Fernando stalked inside and stood with his hands on hips, his dark hair disheveled and a spray of five o’clock shadow darkening his thin face. Isabella’s stomach dropped, a common reaction to never knowing which father she would encounter that day—the quiet and distant sober one or the aggressive, angry drunk. Though his work shirt was dirty and untucked and the stench of old alcohol clung to him, his expression was sharp and focused.

			“I’m done,” Fernando announced as he threw his dirty work backpack onto the floor. “Seems they’ve had enough of your old man at the government of Cayo Azul. I work my ass off, work my ass off, work my ass off, and what do I get? Fired. Those asshole City Center cops had it out for me. They’ve been seeking me out for months and they hassle me every time.”

			Her mother froze and her hands trembled as she shakily dropped the peeler with a soft thump onto the table. Isabella’s stomach twisted as the gravity of her father’s declaration hung over the room.

			“Fired?” Isabella repeated incredulously. “Oh, Papa, what did you do?”

			Fernando swallowed hard and glared at her. “I know, it’s all my fault,” he said sarcastically. “It always is, right? They took me in to the drunk tank a few days ago. Ridiculous. I wasn’t even that drunk. I told you, those City Center cops are on a power trip lately and they’ve had it out for me. And this time our government that’s always hated me decided they’d had enough. The cops hauled me out this morning, but delivered an official letter.” Fernando ripped a wrinkled sheet of paper from his back pocket. “I’ve officially been let go.” He sat heavily on the worn couch. “I don’t know why you bothered to bail me out. Should’ve just left me there to rot since I’m such a disappointment to you both.”

			Isabella shot another look at her mother, but her head was in her hands and her elbows rested on the table under the weight of her sagging shoulders.

			“I didn’t…” Isabella started in confusion. “Mami worked twelve hours yesterday, I don’t think she did either…”

			Her voice trailed off as Fernando’s face darkened again. “Well, someone had to!” His voice rose. “What’s for dinner?”

			Her mother pressed a hand to her forehead and stood from the table. Isabella could sense that her normally reserved, resigned mother was positively seething with rage.

			“Fernando,” she said as her voice shook. “What are we supposed to do? How will we survive? Do you suggest I just move into the hospital and become an indentured servant?” Her voice rose shrilly and Isabella recognized something she had never heard in her mother’s tone before: desperation.

			Her father stepped closer and opened his mouth to retort, but a sharp knock echoed from the front door.

			“Are you expecting someone?” he said as he angrily gestured to the door. “Oh, I’m sorry I interrupted your evening plans. Forget about me and everything I’ve sacrificed for both of you ungrateful women!”

			Isabella glanced between her parents and her heart sank at the tears gathered in her mother’s eyes that threatened to spill over at any second. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen her cry, and the lump in her own throat nearly threatened to choke her as she moved to answer the door.

			Please don’t be Javier. Not now. Not after everything.

			Isabella stopped short and blinked at the two men on their porch. They both wore crisp uniforms, one with the pressed dark blue of the Cayo Azul police and the other wearing the drab olive green of the military. Shining pins and seals hung proudly from his shirt pocket, catching glints of the setting sun, as he smiled warmly at her. Despite his friendly expression, a chill ran down Isabella’s spine.

			This can’t be good. What the hell did Papa get into?

			“Good evening,” the police officer said, his tone formal. “We’d like to speak with you and your family. May we step inside?”

			Isabella hesitated, but her mother stepped forward and nodded as she regained her composure. “Please, come in,” she said tightly. “May I offer you something to drink?”

			The men stepped inside as their polished boots clicked against the tile floor. Her father glanced between them nervously, but he remained silent. The men stood side by side, with their arms clasped behind their backs as they exchanged a brief look.

			“We are here on behalf of the de Medreno family,” the police officer spoke after a moment. “We understand you may not have been expecting us and that this may be unconventional. However, we have been personally sent by His Royal Highness King Bartolo and Queen Cristina.”

			Her mother blinked and grabbed at the wall to steady herself. “What?”

			Isabella stood beside her mother as her mind raced. Mikaela. Could it be? She glanced at her father as he rubbed a weary hand over his stubbled chin. No. He must’ve finally done something really awful.

			“I am Brigadier General Jose Barrientos,” the military man introduced himself. “My troops and I work directly under the commandment of General Juan de Medreno Soliz. There is a proposal we would like to discuss with you regarding your daughter, Isabella.”

			Confusion was written all over her mother’s face as she glanced at Isabella. “My daughter? What could the royal family possibly want with her?”

			Jose stepped forward, his expression unreadable. “Her Highness, Princess Mikaela, has taken an interest in getting to know your daughter further after the recent gala. We have been personally authorized to offer your family a substantial financial arrangement in exchange for Isabella spending the next seventy-five days at Castillo Blanco. We expect that to be in the range of about six times your husband’s monthly salary, paid each month for life.”

			The words hung in the air, strange and surreal, as her mother stiffened. “No,” she replied. “Absolutely not. I don’t care how much money you’re offering. I will never sell my daughter to the royal family. I don’t care who they are.”

			Isabella’s heart lurched in her chest as she tried to keep up. Jose stepped back respectfully but remained steady. “This is not a demand, Señora Ramon,” he said, his tone softer. “Isabella would not be a prisoner at Castillo Blanco. She would have complete freedom as she enjoys today. You are also welcome to visit her at Castillo Blanco. This arrangement is purely one of mutual consent.”

			“Arrangement?” Her mother scoffed. “You think this is consent? To uproot her life and dangle an obscene amount of money, as though we have no integrity—”

			“Mami,” Isabella cut in. She willed away the tremble in her voice. “Please, let me speak. This is, after all, my life and my choice we are talking about.”

			Her mother’s expression blazed as she turned to Isabella. “I know you connected with the princess at the gala,” she said. Tears traced down her cheeks and Isabella understood with a hard swallow that her mother was fearful. “And I accept that. But not like this. I cannot allow it.”

			Isabella’s mind raced with surging emotion, each one fighting for dominance. Guilt tore at her as she took in her mother’s weary face, her father’s inability to keep a steady job, and the lack of employment that made finding her own work outside of odd jobs so difficult. The thought of her mother working herself to death at the hospital just to keep them barely afloat made her want to cry. And then there was Mikaela—her quiet strength and confidence, her gorgeous smile, and the way she so easily worked her way around the walls Isabella didn’t even realize she had. The idea of seventy-five days at Castillo Blanco—at Mikaela’s mercy—wasn’t just tempting, it was incredibly intoxicating. As her thoughts spiraled into yearning and desire, Isabella nodded and faced Jose.

			“If I agree, you promise my family will never have to struggle again?” Isabella asked. “My father was recently let go from his job and work is hard to find here. My parents will be taken care of?”

			Jose nodded. “Correct. Fernando and Araceli will be provided for financially for the rest of their lives, even if the seventy-five days does not end in marriage.”

			Her mother put her hand on her forearm. “Please think about this, my daughter,” she whispered. “I’ll work a hundred hours a week if I must. You don’t need to do this for their money.”

			Isabella nodded. “I know, Mami,” she replied gently. “But what choice do we have, now that Papa has been fired? Besides, I’d like the opportunity to get to know the princess too. This will give us, you, a chance to finally breathe. I love you.”

			Her mother searched her face but said nothing. She wrapped Isabella into a tight hug. “I love you too.” 

			“Is your final answer that you accept this proposal?” Jose asked after a respectful moment.

			Isabella nodded. “I do.”

			He straightened as the two men prepared to leave. “That is excellent news,” he replied. “The royal family will be ecstatic to learn of this outcome. I will be in touch with further details soon, though I expect to escort you to Castillo Blanco in the next three to five days.”

			Isabella nodded again as she walked with them to the front door. They stepped onto the porch and Jose turned once more.

			“Ah, yes, and there is one last condition I must ensure you understand, Señorita Acosta Ramon,” his voice was low and commanding, but not unkind. “You cannot, under any circumstances, make Princess Mikaela privy to the financial component around this arrangement. If you do, the agreement will be void immediately and your family will no longer receive the agreed-upon financial support. Understood?”

			Isabella’s chest tightened as she wondered why Mikaela wouldn’t be aware of these key details. “Yes,” she said with a nod.

			Jose tipped his cap satisfactorily as they left. Isabella waited a beat and then closed the front door as she turned to face her family in stunned silence.

			“How can…” her mother wiped away a tear. “How can I be sure you’ll be okay?”

			“I’ll keep my phone with me at all times,” Isabella reassured her. “I promise to check in with you regularly.”

			Her father looked between them, his expression blank, as he stood and ambled toward the bedroom. “Well, you will finally provide for your parents, eh? After all I’ve sacrificed and done for you, you will finally do something for me. At least now I don’t have to listen to your mami jaw at me all day for being unemployed this time.”

			Isabella’s jaw tightened as she shot daggers into her father’s retreating back.

			A few minutes later, she found herself alone with her thoughts on the front porch swing. Isabella stared at the jagged cracks in the concrete as her mind wandered to Mikaela. The memories of her striking silhouette against the clear white moonlight and the way her voice sounded both soothing and commanding when she spoke to her eased the tension in her body after the unexpected visit from the royal emissaries.

			Seventy-five days at Castillo Blanco. Isabella blew out her breath. Seventy-five days in Mikaela’s orbit. She shivered despite the warm evening air. The thought of being near Mikaela for that amount of time and spending entire days alongside her, getting inside her world and her mind, sent an electric thrill down her spine. Isabella recalled the soft vulnerability Mikaela had flashed and imagined what it would be like to be the focus of that magnetic intensity.

			Isabella’s cheeks burned as her mother joined her on the porch swing, as though she could read the tantalizing thoughts that made her pulse quicken. Still, questions swirled at the back of her mind as she considered the strict instruction around the financial arrangement. Isabella knew that any true connection with Mikaela couldn’t be built on secrets and dishonesty, but she ignored the strangeness of it all and allowed herself to indulge in the fantasy.

			“I can help you leave, you know,” her mother said. “I have a little saved. Enough to get you to Spain. My aunt has a flat in Madrid and you can stay there until you get on your feet. Find a job, start earning. It’s not impossible and I’ll help you too.” She cast a sidelong glance at Isabella. “But something tells me that’s not what you want to do.”

			Isabella took a deep breath and shook her head. She couldn’t help it. The likelihood of outrunning the reaches of the royal family was small, and Isabella understood deep down she didn’t want to anyway.

			“It’ll be okay, Mami,” she finally said. She put her arm around her mother’s shoulders and tilted her head until it rested against hers. “You’ll be okay. We will be okay.”

			Isabella knew she couldn’t guarantee that, not right now, but the same wave of calm anticipation she had felt days before washed over her. Whatever awaited her at Castillo Blanco, she couldn’t deny the excitement coiling inside her.

			With a soft sigh, she enjoyed the tendrils of anticipation that curled around her and the magnetic pull every time Mikaela’s face flashed in her mind. For the first time in a long time, Isabella felt something more than uncertainty. She felt alive.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			Mikaela glanced anxiously at the heavy double doors of the opulent dining space. It was about a quarter of the size of the ballroom and designed for smaller, more intimate gatherings. She took a deep, steadying breath as she smoothed the clingy fabric of her black one-piece jumpsuit. The wide legs and thin spaghetti straps belied a cool casualty, though Mikaela chose to dress it up with a fitted dark denim jacket, open-toed black heels, and her hair blown out straight and smooth as it fell over her shoulders.

			The intimate cocktail hour preceding the dinner reception had just begun. It was already filled with familiar faces, including family, trusted close friends, and members of the Royal Council. Mikaela gracefully accepted a champagne flute from the jacketed waiter’s silver tray as he paused at her side.

			Tonight was about power, elegance, and connection—namely with Isabella Acosta Ramon. Mikaela knew she had arrived at Castillo Blanco early that morning and, much to her chagrin, learned that Isabella had a full slate of introductory meetings that had already been set up. Though Mikaela understood the importance of ensuring Isabella had the lay of the land right away, she was annoyed at being made to wait for an official reintroduction at tonight’s welcome reception.

			No sign of Isabella yet. Mikaela carefully swirled the champagne in her glass as she tried not to focus on the double doors bathed in a warm glow from the crystal chandeliers above.

			“You’ve been staring at those doors for a full minute.” Dayanara’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “I don’t think looking at them any harder will make her appear.”

			Mikaela glanced back at her. “If Ximena Rodriguez wasn’t so chatty, perhaps they’d be on time.”

			Dayanara shook her head. “Why am I not surprised that Ximena would want to get in front of her right away? Anything to involve herself.” She chuckled at Prime Minister Eduardo Rodriguez’s overeager wife. “What’s your plan? Are you going to pounce the moment Isabella walks in or is the ice queen going to play it extra cool?”

			Mikaela arched an eyebrow and took a slow sip of her champagne. “I don’t pounce, Daya,” she replied lightly. “That’s far too obvious.”

			Dayanara fixed her with a long look. “Sure, because the Mikaela I know hasn’t been walking around with her head in the clouds for over a week at the thought of Isabella. You practically light up like a wolf spotting prey every time Isabella’s name is mentioned.”

			Mikaela smiled confidently. “It’s not my fault there’s this…thing between us,” she insisted. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

			Dayanara tilted her head. “Let me guess,” she said teasingly. “The moment she walks in, you’ll hit her with one of those devastating glances of yours and expect her to make a beeline for you and fall at your feet?”

			“Something like that,” Mikaela said. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

			Before Dayanara could retort, the double doors finally opened with a flourish and a few guests around them turned to appraise Isabella and Ximena.

			Mikaela straightened her spine and finished her champagne in one long swallow as her gaze locked onto Isabella, who appeared composed and radiant. Her dimples deepened as she was introduced to a few people Ximena pointed out, leaning over to whisper their names. Isabella’s black midi-length wrap dress was one that Mikaela recognized as Armani, and the detailed stitching that gathered at the waist flattered her in all the right places. Her long, dark hair had been professionally curled into loose ringlets that hung down her back with the top layer pulled up and away from her face, save for a few strands framing her profile. For a moment, Mikaela was sure she had forgotten to breathe.

			Dayanara leaned closer. “Here we go,” she whispered. “Let the games begin.”

			Mikaela was quiet for a moment but straightened at Dayanara’s words. “She certainly knows how to make an entrance already.”

			Her anticipation surged as she waited impatiently for Isabella’s gaze to find hers, and that tantalizing wordless connection to spark between them. Instead, Isabella stayed rooted to her spot, glancing once or twice at Ximena for guidance, as a few people shook her hand.

			A flicker of annoyance rose in Mikaela’s chest as she strolled purposefully, unbothered and confident, to the expansive tapas platter elegantly set on a long buffet table as guests automatically stepped aside and out of her path. She felt a strange heat on her back as she immediately knew that Isabella had finally spotted her. Mikaela lingered at the table as she carefully filled a small ceramic plate with a dollop of fig and goat cheese spread, a few crackers, and a bite-sized shrimp empanada. Still, Isabella made no move to approach.

			Oh, this is how we’re playing it tonight? Bet. Mikaela swiftly plucked another glass of champagne from a different waiter and rejoined Dayanara. She’s in over her head if she thinks she’ll beat me at this game. Isabella’s first lesson starts now.
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        * * *

      

			Isabella blew out her breath in frustration and resisted the urge to stamp her feet like a child. Her entire body was urging her to go to Mikaela from the moment she walked into the dining area, but her brain stubbornly warred against it and kept her rooted to her spot at Ximena’s side.

			Keep it cool. She gets everything she wants and she’s expecting you to go to her right away. Questions swirled in Isabella’s mind after the whirlwind day. She’d had barely one hour to get comfortable in her guest suite before she’d been whisked away by a small contingent consisting of Prime Minister Eduardo Rodriguez’s chief of staff, his wife, and the royal family’s executive assistant, Lucia. The chief of staff, a tall, no-nonsense woman, gave her a brief tour of Castillo Blanco and introduced her to everyone from the house manager, Terese, to the grounds manager, Carlos. Isabella was then ensconced into a small conference room, where she was given a brief overview of the royal family and a rapid-fire history of Cayo Azul. It went deeper than what Isabella remembered learning in school, and she had sat, dazed, as she tried to remember the official stances, positions, and political achievements that had been shared.

			She was finally escorted back to her guest suite, where a seamstress, hairstylist, and esthetician awaited to help her get ready for this evening’s official reception. Still, one exchange from earlier stuck out in Isabella’s mind.

			“Of course, you understand that Her Royal Highness Princess Mikaela shall lead this relationship and any marriage that may ensue,” Eduardo’s chief of staff had said. “Princess Mikaela is to be the final decision-maker and head of household, so to speak. Of course, make no mistake. You shall be a team and you will always have your own free will to pursue your own interests and any passion projects you may wish to take on.”

			Isabella hesitated for just a beat as the chief of staff shot her an empathetic look.

			“Know that the princess understands her responsibilities well,” she said, gentler this time. “I’ve known Mikaela for a long time. She doesn’t let many into her close inner circle, but she’s fiercely protective over those who are there. She understands that she will take care of you and I know she will protect you.”

			Isabella swallowed hard as she was brought back to the present by a classical guitarist in the corner gently plucking his strings as he began an upbeat song. Whether it was a desperate attempt at self-preservation or innate stubbornness that told her to cling to even the smallest measure of control, Isabella straightened as she finally looked at the gorgeous woman across the room.

			As she fought against drinking in the sight of her slender form and warm confidence, Mikaela glanced over and met her gaze as her smile softened into a slow, teasing curve of her lips. Everything seemed to still around Isabella, but she couldn’t look away.

			God, wouldn’t it be satisfying to submit to her? The thought fired across Isabella’s mind, sending heat deep into her belly.

			Isabella turned, giving Mikaela her shoulder, as she ignored the thought and joined the conversation that Ximena held with the three women around her. She gratefully accepted a glass of red wine from a circulating waiter and took a casual sip as she nodded along and pretended to keep up with their small talk. Inside, Isabella’s nerves were on edge as her mind wandered over her strange, deep attraction to Mikaela and the building desire she felt for her. It was almost as though something that had always been inside her was now awakened, and the intensity of it alarmed her.

			Isabella stole another furtive glance across the room. Mikaela’s back was now to her as she held court and chatted casually with a small throng of people who orbited around her eagerly. Isabella was slightly annoyed at Mikaela’s apparent unbothered attitude and the easy way she turned away from her, though she told herself that was crazy because she had turned from her and broken the connection first.

			But maybe it would be satisfying to throw myself off the deep end, cede all control to her, and submit. The acknowledgement didn’t seem as intimidating as she drank in the sight of Mikaela.

			At that moment, Mikaela turned again and raised an eyebrow expectantly as she regarded Isabella staring at her with what was probably a dreamy grin. Flushed with embarrassment, Isabella turned once more, resolutely this time, as she reinjected herself into the conversation around her.

			“You know, we should say hello to Mikaela,” Ximena said after a moment. “Come, Isabella. I am quite sure Queen Cristina would be thrilled to facilitate the reintroduction.”

			Isabella’s pulse quickened as she nodded and dutifully followed Ximena across the room, watching politely as the prime minister’s wife clasped Cristina’s hands and they air-kissed one another in a showy greeting. It’s now or never, I suppose.

			With the formalities out of the way, Cristina beckoned to her daughter. “Mikaela!” Her voice did not imply choice. “There is someone you should be reintroduced to.”

			Mikaela straightened and murmured something to the woman beside her, who Isabella recognized as Dayanara Diaz. Mikaela’s dark eyes sparkled with intrigue and a surge of electricity seemed to fill the room as Isabella’s heart fluttered wildly in her chest.

			Cristina placed a hand on Mikaela’s shoulder and gestured to Isabella. “Mikaela, you remember Isabella Acosta Ramon, of course. Señorita Acosta Ramon, you may already be acquainted with my daughter, Mikaela, from the gala.”

			Play it cool Isabella’s brain warned her again. She took a deep breath. She couldn’t help it; every time she was near Mikaela, she had the overwhelming urge to smile. “Thank you, Your Highness,” Isabella said smoothly. “We’ve met. Though I didn’t realize we’d be meeting again so soon.”

			Cristina shot a sharp glance at Mikaela, who appeared to be biting back amusement as she regarded Isabella. “And I didn’t realize you’d be so unimpressed by the occasion.”

			“Mikaela!” Cristina admonished her before turning to Isabella. “My apologies, Señorita. My dear daughter appears to have forgotten her manners.”

			Mikaela didn’t break her lingering gaze on Isabella. “Are you hungry?” she asked. “Terese’s team makes excellent tapas. Come, get a plate before the best of it is gone.”

			Isabella nodded as she fell into step with Mikaela. She was acutely aware of Cristina and Ximena watching them curiously as they walked away. Her stomach growled at the sight and smell of the tapas before her.
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