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      This book is dedicated to anyone who has gone against the system and gone after what their heart told them to.
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      April

      I’m not sure how I got myself into this mess. I avoid shit like this at all costs. My plate’s full with more than enough problems to keep me up at night. I lack the time or patience it takes to deal with a sad, teary female.

      Unfortunately, I’m powerless to resist this one.

      Five days ago, I agreed to go on spring break with my best mate Prince Esteban and his lady. Winnie enlisted her best friend’s help and brought her along to maintain the cover story they had going. Her family was under the impression that the two of us were dating. Esteban wanted to keep it that way, and I understood why. No need to let the Batistas interfere with this budding relationship they are building; better to keep them in the dark until the time is right.

      It’s been fun, mostly. I’ve enjoyed getting to know the infamous Winnie; understand why she has Este in knots and chasing his own tail. It’s been entertaining to witness. My man is falling all over himself, doing his best to sort out the chaos he’s caused, tripping as he goes.

      Honeycakes, she’s good for him; making him work for it. No longer the same naïve girl, she’s truly coming into her own now. My man is learning how to live with her new, spunkier self. This is what he wanted—for her to grow into her own person. And that’s exactly what he’s gotten.

      The problem I’m having isn’t them. No, the issue is this friend of hers.

      Ingrid Lennox.

      Before this trip, my knowledge of Ingrid was limited to a few sparse details, recounted by my best mate. She was part of his kid brother, Lorenzo’s, close-knit group. A girl who Este claimed was on the meek side.

      Though Este never said it, I got the impression she was plain and not much to write home about. My life would be a lot simpler right now, had that been true.

      Ingrid is anything but meek or ordinary. The woman—and yes, this young lady of just nineteen (a month shy of twenty) is a woman—has it all and a box of chocolates. She has curves in all the right places. Legs that go on for days. Even her eyelashes are a thing of beauty, kissing her cheeks each time she blinks.

      I’ve stared at her ruby lips—full and heart-shaped—thinking things I shouldn’t since she boarded my private jet. She’s not even my type. Too young, way too mouthy, and an extra pain in my arse I don’t need.

      My eyes shouldn’t be drawn to the strawberry blonde, whose hair tumbles down her back in thick, bouncy waves. I don’t like blondes, no matter the shade. Brunettes have always been more my type.

      The final straw being her brashness, energetic presence, which I found challenging to accept at first. The speed at which she can verbally spar with a man is truly remarkable—me included. All week I’ve had a front-row seat to her artful deflection of the unwanted attention. Her usual response is a quick brush-off after a flash of her unimpressed blue eyes. Whenever she opens her damn sexy mouth, letting her words fly, my cock stirs as a nagging irritation blooms in my chest.

      She’s a distraction I can’t afford, one I do not need or want. We clash. The woman is almost spiteful. She makes her feelings about me blatant, rolling her big blue eyes as she makes her words very clear. Calls me an arrogant, privileged man who’s oblivious to real-world struggles. She tolerates me because I’m Este’s mate. Each time Winnie laughs at something I say, a brittle, practiced smile appears on her face. To her, I am anything but amusing. She has no interest in being around me but won’t dare ruin this trip for her friend.

      Which is fine by me. I can ignore it all and let it go. I know I’m not everyone’s cup of tea. People see what they want to see. They don’t look beyond the barriers I’ve built up to protect myself. Only my closest friends know the real me—the man hidden under the image I present to the world. To the masses, I’m the arrogant duke living my best life while traveling the world, breaking hearts along the way. A bachelor who’s playing the field.

      And today, during our group outing, I didn’t exactly show her my best side. I pushed her buttons and riled her up. Why? Because it seems I get off on torturing both of us.

      After a long day, Este seems to have had all he can take. On the walk to our condo, he proves it with his request.

      “I’m thinking it would be nice to take Winnie out, just the two of us.” Este’s smile is like that of a man in love. “If you don’t mind, that is. Dinger said it was cool. She’s willing to entertain herself for the evening.”

      Ingrid’s friends call her Dinger. I’m sure there’s a story about how that nickname came to be, but I’ve not heard it yet. It’s an odd one, but I’ve never once heard her complain when our friends use it.

      “So, you’re saying I’m cramping your style? You can’t woo your lady properly with me around?” I can’t resist teasing him. “Fine. I get it. Take Winnie out. Show her your suave moves. It’s cool, Stan-the-man. If I had a woman like honeycakes, I’d want alone time with her as well.”

      As soon as we cleaned up, Este ran off to take his lady out for a night on the town. And since I’m on my own tonight, I head to the boardwalk. First, I’ll grab a bite to eat. After I’ve filled my belly, I’ll make my way to one of the bars off the beach.

      I find a sweet open-patio restaurant. Savor my meal and enjoy the peaceful ambiance. It gives me a chance to relax and not worry about playing the game. Let down my guard and breathe for the first time since we arrived. With a satisfied stomach and the darkness of night upon me, I settle my bill and meander down the strip, searching for a bar that catches my eye. My plan is to sit down, have a pleasant drink, and scope out the place for some female companionship. If I find someone who catches my eye, I’ll see where the night ends. It’s been a few months since I’ve allowed myself to get lost in a woman. After this week’s bantering, I’m stirred up and need to relieve some sexual tension.

      My attention is immediately captured. Not exactly the female I was looking for, but that’s the story of my life. One look at her seated at the end of the bar, all teary-eyed, sends a jolt through me that jump-starts my heart. For the first time, I notice she looks lost, and it’s unsettling. Like she’s ready to give up. It’s so unlike the spitfire woman I’ve hung out with all week.

      Taking care of my friends is a top-priority of mine. Making it impossible to overlook any problem that upsets them. And while this woman isn’t my friend, she’s theirs. And that puts her in a special class all her own.

      There’s no way I can ignore her after seeing her so upset. I can’t just walk away. That’s a character flaw I don’t possess, which is why I take a deep breath and do what I know is the right thing to do.

      The worn wooden stool creaks slightly as I sit beside her. Reaching across her, I pick up her drink and take a slow sip. “Wow. That’s sure to kill some brain cells while erasing a few memories.”

      “Kind of the point.” Ingrid doesn’t bother looking up, just sits there staring at the much less interesting napkin she’s torn to shreds.

      “Want to talk about it?” I offer, waving the bartender over and order two more mind-numbing cocktails. “Might as well go down together.”

      The corners of her eyes crinkle as a genuine smile, a rare sight, brightens her lovely face. She has a gorgeous smile.

      My heart hammers against my ribs, a strange, unfamiliar ache blossoming in my chest. “You should smile more often. It looks good on you.”

      It falls almost instantly, replaced by a frown that shouldn’t be sexy, but is.

      “Ugg. Seriously? Is that the best you’ve got?” Ingrid’s shoulders stiffen, her jaw tight with resolve, and she picks up her glass. “I’ve been hit on better while walking through a construction site.”

      I rotate in my chair to face her. With my elbow on the bar, I stare intently for a full minute. It’s meant to break her, to get her to flinch. It does nothing. She meets my gaze with the same intensity, not once blinking. I rub my scruffy jaw and think hard about what the hell would make a woman as stubborn as her cry.

      Not ready to get to the heart of that yet, I go with what I know. “You don’t like me.”

      Her face contorts into a cute, unreadable expression. She toys with her top lip, tugging it between her fingers.

      My god, if she doesn’t stop, I’m not sure what I’ll do next. I want to make her stop so I can play with her lovely lip, run my thumb over it and dare her to show me what she’s made of.

      Hell, if I don’t stop watching her, I’ll get a chubby.

      Who am I kidding? I’ve got one already.

      Bored, Ingrid says, “I don’t know you,” her voice a tone I’m certain she uses when she wishes to be left alone.

      “And yet you’ve already decided you don’t like me.” I won’t make this easy for her.

      “Fine. I don’t like you.” She exhales, exasperated, rearranging her long curls to her other shoulder so she can see me a little clearer. “You’re an arrogant arse who thinks he’s God’s gift to women. I try to stay away from men like you.”

      “Is that what I am? How are you so sure about that, cupcake?” I almost laugh when she rolls her eyes.

      “I just am. Let me guess. Tonight, you came here to do what? Pick up some bimbo who thinks you hung the moon when you flash those piercing silver eyes at her? You’re hoping to convince her to let you escort her back to her hotel room so the two of you can have a romp. Come morning, you’ll disappear before she wakes and never speak to her again. Move on to the next one. Am I right?”

      “I won’t lie. That had been the plan when I chose this place.” I have no shame in admitting I’ve done that a few times. I’m a single male, and I like women.

      “Why do you do that? Use them and then toss them aside?” Her eyes meet mine, and the sadness in them hits me hard.

      “Who hurt you?” The words slip out before I can stop myself.

      With a sigh, her blue eyes flick upward as she twists her body away from mine. “Because that’s the only reason I’d ask a question like that, right? I’m obviously a woman scorned and now hate all men like him.”

      I don’t answer her. Wait it out to see if maybe the silence will get her talking.

      When she doesn’t and the silence grows uncomfortable, I find it’s me who unloads his turmoil, revealing more than I ever planned.

      “I do it because I’ve got nothing better to bring to the table. My family’s a nightmare. They’d scare off any woman I dated seriously.” My finger taps the bar’s cool, polished surface. “And for the record, I don’t love ‘em and leave ‘em. I’m not saying I’ve never had a one-night stand, but it’s not a regular thing for me. Relationships are an enigma. I struggle to understand the allure. In my twenty-six years, I’ve come to realize that everyone always has a hidden agenda. They all want something.”

      Her piercing eyes, sharp as daggers, nearly knock me out of my seat. “Do you believe your friend has one?”

      My lips curl up, and with a playful wag of my finger, I tease her. “Yes. He plans on locking her down and never letting her go. He’s a hopeless romantic and a big believer in the power of love.”

      A breathtaking smile spreads across her face, stealing my breath. “I hope you’re right about that. Freddy deserves a man like Stan.”

      Freddy being Winnie, another nickname they came up with years ago. Hers fits better since her full name is Winifred. I’m still at a loss about Dinger. One day I’ll get her to tell me.

      “And what kind of man do you deserve, Ingrid?” I find myself asking.

      “Me?” She points a shaky finger at herself and lets out a derisive snort. “Yeah. No, thank you. I’m better off without a man. Men are arseholes. I’ll pass.”

      “That’s a shame.” My finger brushes her jaw, sending a shiver through her. “It seems like a waste to let someone as special as you give up so easily. Maybe you just haven’t met the right man yet.”

      As she pushes my hand away, she laughs. “Are you suggesting you’re the right man?”

      Now I laugh, but for some reason, it feels phony. “Hell no. No. No.”

      “I was kidding.” Ingrid reaches out, her fingers brushing against the soft skin of the hand she just swatted away.

      A jolt of electricity travels up my arm, and my heart jumps again.

      “Don’t worry, Darius. I would never suggest that. There’s no chance in hell we’d ever work. Plus, you don’t do relationships, right? So, it seems like a heartbreak in the making and I’m… I’m done with those.”

      In that moment, something inside me changes. I feel it deep down. The coldness that once encased my heart, for as long as I can remember, warms. I grab my chest to make sure my heart doesn’t explode when life pumps back into it.

      This is a brand-new emotion I’m feeling. She’s different from all the other women I know and may just be the death of me. Force me to do something I never thought I’d do. Take a stand against my family and show them they don’t control me. Push me to wake up and appreciate what I’ve been missing out on during my years of hibernation.

      Everything feels possible—a big change from my old, boring life.

      I feel free.
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      What the hell am I doing chatting it up with the Duke of Falcon?

      Men like him are the reason I vowed to stay single and get lost in a lab. He reminds me so much of my father, a manipulative womanizer who sees women as objects for his own pleasure.

      I’m determined to avoid my mother’s fate and not become dependent on a man who can only support my lifestyle, while he refuses to see my worth.

      What a boring, sad life.

      Social status isn’t important to me. My heart aches for a life that is meaningful. My goals are bigger than any party my mother’s thrown. It’s about changing the world, impacting it in ways that matter, not just the high-nose society.

      I’ve been fighting an uphill battle my whole life, and it never seems to end. My family envisions a future for me that doesn’t align with my own. My decision to attend Princeton was influenced by my father’s vision of my destiny. Prompted by the man he saw as my future, who also attended Princeton. He’s a few years ahead of me in school, and he’ll graduate when next year ends. Once he does, my father will welcome him into the family business, and my life will be yanked out from under me. Unless I can figure out a way to derail those plans. All my efforts so far have turned into a colossal failure.

      An hour ago, my father called. Voicing his expectations of how the next year and a half will play out.

      “When you return to Princeton after this unapproved trip, you will start treating Wilson with respect. Do as you are told, or I’m cutting off your allowance. This is the last time I’m having this conversation with you, Ingrid.”

      Lord Wilson Culberson, my betrothed—gag me—has a reputation for being a womanizer. He’s a fucking snob who hasn’t even bothered pretending to be a loyal, faithful companion. He’s stuffed his dick inside every skirt that’s lifted it for him. So, I’ve given him the cold shoulder. Ignored his calls or invitations to dinner. Why would I want to go? Yet I’m the one who gets yelled at, the one who they expect to look the other way—let him get it out of his system now. We all know he won’t, that he’ll continue to fuck around on me after we marry. Not that I plan to marry him. I’m not sure how I’ll get out of it, but I will. Somehow, I will.

      If I behaved like him, hopping from partner to partner as if they were treats in a candy store, I’d be ostracized. Put to shame and labeled a whore.

      Why is it okay for him, but not me? Not that I’m out fucking anyone. But that’s not the point. It pisses me off that they expect me to pretend this is just a phase. One that will make him a better husband one day.

      Bull-fucking-shite.

      The rules of the community where I grew up are stifling and hypocritical. The young men are allowed to play the field and enjoy life during these years, while we young ladies are required to play nice and wait it out.

      Such bullshit.

      Why shouldn’t I also be allowed to have fun and let loose? I think it’s only fair, given I’m destined to fake happiness in a loveless, boring marriage. I should be allowed to let my hair down and have the same experiences, but each time I dare to try, I get reprimanded.

      My father was furious when he heard I’d run off with Winifred for spring break without telling him. I’m an adult, so why do I have to tell him everything? Just thinking about it again ticks me off.

      “How dare you embarrass us by running off with two men who you have no business being with? Do you know your mother had to lie to that crazy Batista woman, tell her we approved and trusted you to make smart decisions? Mind explaining why she believes you’re dating Prince Esteban?”

      I’d nearly swallowed my tongue when he asked that question. How was I to explain? Thankfully, I wasn’t given the chance.

      “No matter. I think you’ve had enough freedom. I’ll be flying to the States next week, and when I leave, you can come with.”

      “Papa, no. Please. I’ve worked so hard,” I found myself begging him.

      Which is when he gave me the ultimatum about playing nice and falling inline.

      I’d agreed to it all, of course. I had no other choice. No more trips that weren’t approved. No more parties unless good old Wilson escorted me. I agreed to act like the soon-to-be betrothed and smile until I felt sick—which I would feel rather quickly.

      Now here I sit with a man who resembles everything I despise. With his piercing gaze and controlling nature, Darius Falcon is just another man attempting to rob me of my liberty. An arrogant arsehole with a title. One day, he’ll settle down with some poor sad soul, and she’ll have to play along and act like he’s perfect. No one will care that he’s frolicked his way around the world, breaking hearts along the way. They’ll write it off as a young man getting it out of his system before becoming a responsible citizen.

      That’s total garbage.

      Men don’t stop. They only cease being open about it, doing it behind closed doors. It’s a game of pretending that everyone is in on. But we all know it. We just refuse to draw attention to it, because we’ve bought into the myth that men will be men. We feign refined, when, in truth, we’re barbaric Neanderthals wearing rose-colored glasses.

      And with that thought, it’s time for me to go.

      Swallowing the last sip of my beverage, I push myself up to a standing position. “I’ll leave you to do what you came here for. It would be a shame to ruin both of our evenings. One of us should have fun while here.”

      My head spins as my feet shuffle along the sandy boards, the alcohol hitting me harder than I anticipated. Guess those strong whiskey cocktails are meant to be sipped and not sucked through the tiny straw as if they were water. One would have probably done the job of washing my father’s earlier words from my brain. Three has left my face numb and my feet feeling incredibly heavy, like I’m dragging around bricks.

      “Allow me to be a gentleman and escort you back.” He slips his arm around my waist, and the intoxicating scent of his expensive cologne—something woodsy and masculine—makes my head spin.

      I hate that I even notice. I’ve noticed it all week.

      “Do you know how to be a gentleman?”

      The sparkle of a mischievous glint that lights his eyes when I tilt my head assaults my senses.

      I didn’t know men’s eyes could sparkle. It’s as if someone dropped a little silver dust into them and flipped on the special effects. “What color are your eyes?”

      “My eyes?” He scratches his beard, drawing my attention to that rough square jawline. “I believe my mother refers to them as gray. Plain gray eyes that don’t shine or stand out as they should for a duke. She once looked into surgically getting them changed to blue, like everyone else in my family. But when she learned such an invasive surgery could blind me, she opted for contacts.”

      “You wear contacts? That must be why your eyes sparkle.” I reach up and pull his eye wide so I can get a better look. Right before my eyes, they transform, becoming so luminous they nearly glow. It’s as if I can see into his soul, and it makes me shiver.

      Grabbing my wrist, he tugs my hand away as he chuckles. “No. I stopped wearing them when I was sixteen. The beginning of my rebellious days, where I did whatever I could to buck the system and piss my family off. Are you cold?”

      “No. I’m drunk. Very drunk, in fact. I don’t recall the last time I was this drunk.” The scent of his cologne surrounds me as I lean into him, and I’m surprised by how secure I feel in his arms.

      It’s been a while since I’ve felt this at ease with someone of the opposite sex. Although this is different, not the same as being in Lenny or Cris’s arms.

      “So, about the gentleman thing you were discussing earlier. Are you sure you know how to be one?”

      Long fingers, like silken threads, spread across my belly, a gentle squeeze pressing into the skin. “Not always, and definitely not often, but I’ve shocked a few unsuspecting souls.”

      He squeezes again, and I start to wish he’d forget his gentleman ways and show me the other side of him.

      “What if I don’t want you to be a gentleman?” I turn my head so I can get a better idea of what he smells like.

      Breathing in, I detect a blend of leather and ocean. Reminding me of the days I would ride along the ocean shoreline back home. When my horse and I would trot amidst the crashing waves and the wet saddle would mix with the breeze of salt. One of my fonder childhood memories.

      “Sorry to disappoint you, cupcake, but I’m not one to take advantage. I like my women aware when I unleash my wicked ways on their delicious bodies.” He bends down and kisses the top of my head, his lips brushing softly against my hair. “Not to mention I don’t deflower the pure and innocent.”

      “Who said I was asking you to deflower me? Sorry to disappoint you, Your Grace, but I lost my virginity at the tender age of sixteen.” I do my best to wiggle my way out of his hold. “Not all of us are precious little porcelain dolls, even if we may look like one.” I’m done with this man and his blind view of the world.

      Wilson wanted to be the man who took my virginity before he left for college. We both knew our families’ intentions, even though we weren’t dating. It happened the summer we spent touring Europe with our families. He suggested we get to know one another in a more familiar way. Make sure we were one day compatible, although I think he just wanted to fuck me, stake his claim on me first. I hadn’t envisioned losing mine to a boy who snuck into my room after our parents went to bed. I’d always dreamed of flowers and candlelight. What I got was a fumbled mess in the dark and a gentle but solid hand over my mouth to keep any uncomfortable winces from waking our parents. I didn’t protest when he deflowered me with my permission, although it was less than satisfying, and I’m pretty sure he was no more experienced than me.

      I’ve only been with a few other guys since—none of them were much better, unfortunately. All disappointments to the visions I had floating around in my head—all boys not quite men.

      I’ve received more pleasure from the vibrator I ordered after hearing my college roommate discussing hers. How sad was that?

      “Did… were you…” Darius grabs my arms and drags me in front of him. “Is that why you were crying earlier?”

      Annoyed, I roll my eyes, letting out a small
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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