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  Chapter one
Washington, DC


Khara Therin, the reigning Queen of the island kingdom of Lytua, was once again facing off against her formidable assistant Joanne. 
And losing. Again. 
“The Speaker of the House has been holding for a full five minutes.” The arch in Joanne Mosley’s eyebrow dared Khara to refuse her. 
Khara looked down at her lap and cleared her throat. She plucked a piece of lint from the hem of her knee-length skirt, pausing to admire the deep wine color in the plaid. “I’m not feeling very well.” Keeping her words light didn’t keep her hands from shaking as she fought the urge to pull at where the collar of her blouse felt tight.
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
Whew. “Perhaps I should just—”
“You’re still attending the Speaker’s party.” 
“Well, then I don’t really need to speak to her, do I?” The words tumbled out more harshly than Khara intended. 
Joanne folded her arms, tapping her foot impatiently. Her petite frame was silhouetted against the conference room floor-to-ceiling window, the afternoon sunlight glinting off her jewelry. Ever the professor scolding her recalcitrant student, Joanne pointed at the telephone sitting innocently on the side table. “She’s on line two.” With that, she swept out of the room without a backward glance. Onto the next task, knowing full well she’d already won the argument, and leaving Khara alone to her disappointment. 
How did she always do that?
Khara heaved an exasperated sigh and leaned back in her chair at the head of the massive table. Joanne wasn’t buying any of her stalling today. They were still a bit testy with each other after Khara’s perceived snubbing of a suitor at the previous day’s luncheon. 
She could refuse to talk to the Speaker. She spent a few moments contemplating if this was a battle worth fighting… it wasn’t.
Best to get this over with, Khara thought. After stealing a few moments for some deep breaths, she picked up the line gingerly. She injected enthusiasm into her voice, even as she rubbed at the throbbing spot between her eyebrows. “Good afternoon, Speaker Crosby. My apologies for keeping you waiting. How may I help you?”
Speaker Lana Crosby was close to gushing with excitement as she greeted the Queen. “I just wanted to let you know how honored I am that you’ll be attending my little soirée tonight. My son will be there, and I’m positive the two of you will hit it right off. He’s an investment banker, you know. Single, too, if you can believe it. Did I mention that?”
Only three or four times since we met yesterday. Khara made a face at the receiver, then stole a glance around the room to make sure Joanne wasn’t there to see it. As if Khara would ever get involved with an American politician’s family member. That could spark an international incident if things didn’t work out. Had the woman even heard a word she’d said, or had she been too busy plotting? Even though the meeting had been to discuss an important multinational ecological initiative, all the Speaker could focus on was trying to set Khara up with her son. Khara’s patience had already been stretched to the limit from the luncheon that had preceded the meeting.
“Queen Lillianna?”
The use of her regnal name brought Khara’s attention back from where it had wandered. “Yes, Speaker Crosby, thank you for the kind invitation. Your son sounds delightful. I am looking forward to attending.” There. That was just ambiguous enough—an acknowledgment without a commitment.
Khara wrinkled her nose when they rang off soon after. It was a sure bet that the Speaker’s son would be seated next to her tonight. Pretending not to understand English well had previously helped in sticky suitor situations, but it wasn’t an option here. The Speaker knew she was fluent. Ah, well, she’d figure something out. She always did.
Massaging her fingertips into where the muscles in the back of her neck were tightening up, Khara considered her predicament. She had long since learned how to say no to pushy matchmakers with grace. This situation with the Speaker was no different. It was a bit of an ongoing nuisance to correct the misconception about how Lytuan royalty worked. People’s eyes tended to glaze over when Khara explained that if she married while in office, her husband would be Consort, not king by default as many assumed. The same way her predecessor’s wife had never held the title of Queen. This concept just never seemed to resonate. Such odd ideas about royalty. And it wasn’t just in the States, it was nearly everywhere they went. 
People were quick to assume that Khara must be in the market for a husband. The joke was on them though, for she had no intention of ever getting married. 
Not that she opposed marriage. Quite the contrary. Khara believed in love deeply and saw evidence of its existence and effects every day with her team. After she’d sworn her oath and ascended the throne, she’d become a prize. No longer a woman with normal needs and wants. It didn’t take long for Khara to recognize that her crown, and its influence, were what men desired now, not her. It was all about how she could improve someone else’s standing. That trade-off was one she hadn’t expected. 
Humbling didn’t even begin to describe it.
What she wanted was a cup of tea and a book. Instead, she would be getting dressed up and put on parade, regardless of her personal feelings on the matter. Again.
Annoyance at the Speaker’s presumptuousness stuck with Khara as she worked her way through a handful of administrative tasks—initialing edits to an op-ed she was writing, signing off on a few letters. Her heart lurched when she came upon the baby item catalog, where Joanne had marked a few tasteful gift suggestions for her best friend, who was getting close to her due date. Khara was thrilled about becoming an honorary auntie, and her fingertips lingered over a state-of-the-art pram pictured on one of the pages. It was perfect. It even came with teal accents, Yvanda’s favorite color. A quick pen stroke approved the purchases. Joanne would see to the rest. 
Khara was in DC to strengthen diplomatic ties, and the trip was a success so far. She rotated visits to each of the cities where Lytua maintained embassies. Last year, it was Sydney, and next year, would be Nairobi. Beyond the ecological initiative, the other main priority for this trip was solidifying a medical research collaboration. Most of the work had been done in setting things up, but there were city and national leaders to call on. Meeting with the Speaker of the House had been a courtesy, one Khara very much now regretted extending.
The throbbing in her head intensified. Khara massaged small circles on her temples.
The political theater and posturing Khara could have done without, but she bit back her indignation. This was about what was best for the citizens of Lytua, not her. 
Suck it up, Buttercup.
A groan slipped out when Khara saw that the blue Embassy folder had made its way into the stack of action items again. What should have been a simple decision had stretched on for days because of her lack of concentration. Why was this vexing her so? 
The front of the folder blurred a little before her eyes. Hearing Joanne bustle in, Khara blinked and schooled her face. Joanne set a small tea service tray next to her and poured out. “Hibiscus, your favorite.” 
A distracted smile of thanks was all Khara could manage.
A frown pinched Joanne’s brow when she saw the grilled chicken salad languishing untouched on the sideboard. “You’ve not eaten.” 
Khara picked at the edge of the offending folder. She’d forgotten all about lunch. “I’m not hungry.” Her stomach chose that moment to make its emptiness known with a pronounced growl.
Joanne cocked her head, her sleek gray bob dancing with the movement. “You’re not still sulking over yesterday, are you?”
With the rebuke still smarting, Khara was feeling rebellious. “You accused me of being rude to that gentleman sitting next to me at the luncheon.” 
“Bah, ‘accused’ is going a bit far, don’t you think?” With quick, efficient motions, Joanne replaced the silver dome cover over the wilted salad and collected Khara’s place setting.
“Those were your exact words. And it was an unfair accusation.” Khara swiped at an errant coil of hair that was tickling her cheek.
“Come now, you’re being dramatic. Would it have been so difficult to feign interest for a few minutes?” Joanne turned to face her, the room service tray held aloft in her sturdy hands.
Khara narrowed her eyes. “That stodgy bureaucrat was interrupting. He is not entitled to my time by virtue of having a penis. I actually was interested in what Dr. Huffman was sharing about her research project.” 
Joanne was pinning her with that signature no-nonsense look, quiet disapproval in the firm set of her mouth. “Queen Lillianna, you know very well that the social obligations—”
“Of overseas travel supersede my personal feelings about them.” Khara threw her hands up. “I know. You’ve drilled it into me.”
The dishes gave an ominous rattle as Joanne thunked the tray down on the conference room table. “That sounds as though you’re mocking me, young lady.”
“I’m not mocking you, I just—” Khara broke off to swallow hard around the lump in her throat, her face burning. Ashamed of her impertinence, she tried to rein in her temper. 
She shoved back from the table and got to her feet, taking her tea over to the small side table by the window. Everything about this trendy hotel conference room felt wrong. The furniture was too dark, too heavy. And the black marble table for twenty at the center—far too large. It overwhelmed the long room, made it feel crowded and authoritarian, which wasn’t the Lytuan way. A square or round table would have been a better choice for discussion and cooperation. Right now, the whole setup irritated her. Everything about it was rubbing her the wrong way. 
“You’re a brick wall of etiquette.” Khara faced her assistant. “It never does me any good to argue with you about these things.”
“Have you learned nothing in our six years together, my Queen? Perhaps you should stop trying.” The sympathy in Joanne’s expression softened her curt tone. “I know this is your least favorite part. Just a few weeks more, then we’ll be back home where you won’t have to worry about such things.”
“Until the next trip.” Khara unclenched the forceful grip she had around the delicate teacup handle. “I bet an unmarried king wouldn’t attract this level of scrutiny.”
“I assure you, he would.”
At Khara’s scoff, Joanne straightened to her full five-foot height, her lips pressed together in a grim line. “What’s gotten into you? Your behavior this trip has bordered on erratic.” 
Khara squeezed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “I’m weary of people foisting their single family members upon me, as though I would accept just anyone, with no regard for compatibility. Honestly, being an unmarried monarch is akin to waving a red flag in front of a bull. Some kind of tragic situation in need of fixing. I hate being cornered by men I don’t want to talk to. And why does no one use any color in this forsaken place?”
Joanne’s brow furrowed. “What are you on about?”
If she’d decorated this room, Khara would have capitalized on that sunshine spilling in and used bright, bold color everywhere. Such a waste. She missed the light, airy feel of her island. Khara gave an expansive gesture to indicate their surroundings. “This place has no character at all. It's austere. Boring, uninspiring, and stifling. Even the curtains are stuffy.” Khara pinched the stiff, beige brocade, gave it a shake. “These hideous things belong in a funeral parlor.”
“I agree.” Folding her hands before her, Joanne was the picture of calm. “They are quite somber. But we both know you’re talking about more than drapery.” 
Khara plucked the weighty material away from her. It barely moved. “Why should I have to pretend to be interested in anyone placed before me?”
“It’s polite.”
“It’s demeaning. No one is interested in Khara—just what Queen Lillianna can do for their image. That’s why I gave up on dating in the first place. I derive greater satisfaction from my work.” Khara tilted her chin up and put her shoulders back. 
“You might be surprised if you get out there again. Why not let the suitors court you and enjoy yourself? Use it to your advantage?”
With a forlorn shake of her head, Khara said, “It’s not enjoyable to know I’m just a commodity. I will not put myself in that situation ever again.” 
“Queen Lillianna, don’t say that.” Joanne rushed to her side, alarm in each of her quick steps. “You have no idea what the future will hold.”
Khara gave a derisive snort. “I can tell you what it doesn’t hold. A man who sees me as more than merely a means to an end. The best I can hope for is a fulfilling distraction.” She sat the saucer down on the side table so hard it shattered and sent the pretty teacup teetering. 
Both women scrambled to right it. They worked together without speaking to clean up and dispose of the shards. As quickly as it came on, Khara’s anger receded. She had to look away from the concern in Joanne’s eyes, mortified to feel her throat burning. “I’m going out on the terrace.”
“Good idea.” Joanne scooped up the Embassy file and offered it to her. “Take these with you and make a decision already. You’ve put it off for days.” She held on when Khara tried to take it.
For someone so small, Joanne had a will of iron and no compunction in using it. But the unexpected softness in her assistant’s eyes surprised Khara. “Joanne?”
The older woman released her hold. “I know you believe I’m being too hard on you. Please know that my only wish is for your continued success.” She held up a hand for silence when Khara opened her mouth to speak. “I confess, I had my doubts about a twenty-six-year-old taking the crown. But for being the youngest Queen ever elected, you’ve shown wisdom beyond your years. You should be proud, Khara. I certainly am. You are so much more than your title. More than any one man could ever deserve.” 
Now tears were truly threatening. Khara bit her lip and gave a shaky laugh. “That may be the most you’ve ever said to me at one time.”
A ghost of a smile played across Joanne's features as she waved at the file Khara now held clutched to her chest. “Choose an architect. Please. Then we can carry on with the next thing. I will check on you later.” 
Khara watched her assistant take the tray and leave, then headed for the sanctuary of the sparsely furnished stone terrace. Some of the tension drained away with her first step outside. Closing her eyes briefly, Khara breathed in a deep lungful of the crisp, refreshing air before tossing the folder onto the tiny patio table. The hoteliers had done a better job infusing the narrow outdoor space with character—cheerful potted plants and flowers in colorful pots were in abundance. Nothing would ever replace the sun and balmy breezes of her island home, but the colorful fall leaves in Washington, DC, did enchant Khara. Considering Joanne’s words, she absently rubbed the scar on her chest as she leaned on the wide-columned balustrade. She let the hustle and bustle of M Street, twenty stories below, soothe her. 
When her head was clearer, Khara went back to the little table and sat. She readjusted the neckline of her blouse to cover the marred skin near her collarbone.
Joanne was right. Khara was feeling restless on this trip. She scowled at the folder with the architectural samples but didn’t feel moved to open it. Cursing softly, she slid down in the chair, so her head rested against the back and interlaced her fingers over her belly. The underside of the balcony above offered no insight.
Now her stomach was actually upset. Lytuans revered their elders. She’d been disrespectful to Joanne and would need to apologize for it. Her assistant had children older than her, and Khara wondered if Joanne thought of her as a child. It didn’t help that she did childish things, like throw tantrums about being scolded or bemoaning her duty. Joanne had never addressed her by her given name before today. It had taken her aback almost as much as the encouraging words.
Joanne was so integral to her success. She could barely remember how contentiously their relationship started out. Joanne had served her predecessor and been reluctant to join Khara’s staff. Every day, Khara was thankful for her.
Joanne’s confidence in her reminded her of her mother, who’d believed in Khara when she didn’t even believe in herself. Faye Therin was taken too soon by heart disease while Khara was in her second year at university. That dull, familiar ache pulsed within at the memory of her warm smile. Not a day went by that Khara wasn’t acutely aware of the Faye-shaped hole in her heart. Khara didn’t want to let either woman down. She couldn’t.
But sometimes she felt like a fly caught in a spider’s web. 
There were random times when Khara longed for someone to share her day with—perhaps over a glass of wine after a challenging week—as well as her dreams, her fears, her bed. A partnership. It was foolish to yearn for what she’d never have, yet the hope sparkled like a mirage. 
She felt grateful for what she had and knew very well she had no right to complain. And still… wouldn’t it be lovely to have someone hold her close while they looked up at the night sky together?
Disgusted with her unproductive musings, Khara snatched the folder up and all but stomped back inside to the conference room. Joanne glanced up at her from where she was working at her laptop on the other side of the oversized table. Enough dragging your feet. Khara sat and decided she wasn’t doing anything else until she made a choice. No more excuses. This was one thing within her sphere of control today and, dammit, it was getting done. 
Perhaps thinking music would help, as it often did. Khara scrolled through the varied curated playlists she kept stored on her phone to find a match for her mood. Connecting the device to the wireless speakers around the room was one of the first things Khara had done when they arrived.
An aria from a nineteenth-century opera swelled in the background as she opened the folder and slid out a small stack of photographs. When a rogue thought about the coming evening cropped up, Khara shook it off and refocused her attention. She spread the black and white photos out on the table before her. Four beautiful buildings by four talented architects, one of whom would receive an offer to design the new Lytuan embassy building. Joanne had chosen a representative sample from their respective online portfolios.
One photo commanded her attention right away, but Khara wasn’t one for impulsive decisions. After studying each of the four buildings, she rearranged them for a different perspective. That same picture of an inviting four-story mixed-use building with a courtyard full of lush gardens kept drawing her eye, no matter where she situated it. This was a place Khara could easily imagine music and laughter in the air as families, friends, and colleagues gathered to celebrate milestones or holidays. It had the look and feel of a home. 
The other pictures were of three different multi-family homes. One so modern it could have been part of the hotel they were in now. Another was a beautiful design but with no compelling features, it was almost soulless. The last one was interesting, with quaint landscaping around the perimeter. Doors to units were spaced far apart and adjacent to the parking area, though. Residents would hardly ever see one another.
Family was important to Lytuans, as was the sense of connection to one’s community. Khara returned to the first photograph. Whoever designed this must have thought the same thing. The doors all faced the courtyard. Benches and pretty pathways abounded. Neighbors could greet one another, keep an eye on children playing, help one another garden, get together to celebrate. Why fight her gut instinct? 
“This one,” Khara decided, tapping a manicured fingernail against the photo. “This has passion.” The label on the back was an unrecognizable jumble. “I can’t read your handwriting here. What does this say?”
Joanne came to stand beside her and flipped it over with quick fingers, setting her sparkly bracelets clinking. When she squinted, Khara reminded her, “In your pocket.” 
“Ah, thank you, dear.” Joanne extracted the reading glasses from the pocket of her peacock blue cardigan and slipped them on. “Joshua Riddick of Riddick & Sloane Architecture. I’m assuming you’d like a briefing file on him before you call, as always?”
“Yes, please.” Khara took note when Joanne sat her glasses down near one of the lamps. She added Mr. Riddick’s name to the afternoon's growing to-call list. “Thank you.”
Joanne walked over to the far side of the conference room, where she’d set up a makeshift desk of sorts. Khara was pouring herself a new cup of tea, pondering notes she wanted to make on an upcoming university convocation speech, when Joanne returned with a folder and gave it to her. The label read Joshua Riddick. Khara accepted it with a chuckle. “You prepared a briefing on all four of them?”
Nodding, Joanne winked at her. “I knew you wouldn’t have time to read it, so there’s a summary right on top.”
The neat, bulleted list of highlights and notable accomplishments clipped to the inside cover made Khara smile. “Joanne, have I mentioned how wonderful you are?”
The assistant smirked. “Not today.”
Khara’s full laugh rang out. “You’re wonderful, and I appreciate you. I could not have gotten through these six years without you.”
“I know,” Joanne called over her shoulder as she left the room.
Watching her go, Khara thought of the advice the outgoing Queen imparted to her on her first day. Keep people around you whom you can depend upon to tell you the truth, no matter how difficult it may be to hear. Khara and Joanne didn’t always agree, but nobody could ask for a better assistant. 
Khara finished the email she’d been working on earlier and captured a few thoughts for the speech before turning her attention to the information Joanne brought. Preparation was the key to successful relationships and negotiations, Khara believed. Knowing what motivated someone, what kept them up at night. What put that gray in their hair. These were things Khara tried to puzzle out before meeting someone. 
When the ethereal strains of the “Flower Duet” from Lakmé began, Khara closed her eyes to let them wash over her. Her heart lifted. It was one of her very favorites, one she always stopped to appreciate because of how light and buoyed it made her feel. This exquisite rendition by native French speakers had an incomparable lilt to it and made her think of angels singing. It was only once the piece finished that she continued her perusal. 
Khara sipped while she skimmed the briefing info on Joshua Riddick. Owner and managing partner of Riddick & Sloane Architecture. Nine years in the U.S. Army. Graduate degree from Howard University. Ran a foundation that mentored underserved students with special emphasis on youth in foster care. She saw that Mr. Riddick’s birthday was January first. New Year’s babies were wonderful luck in Lytua. It was their most celebrated holiday, signifying rebirth, renewal, and liberation from past difficulties.
A quote from a recent profile article read, “I’m lucky enough to do what I love. Every Black and brown child needs to get that opportunity.”
The file continued with the mission, vision, and values from the company website and an extensive list of references. 
An unexpected frisson of excitement sizzled through Khara, and she froze with the teacup halfway to her mouth. She was suddenly reminded of that life-changing dream of her mother she’d had years ago. Left with a curious feeling she couldn’t quite identify, she gulped and knocked the rest of her lukewarm tea back. Her hand was shaking.
Chastising herself for being silly, Khara slammed the file shut. Joshua Riddick was simply an architect she wanted to hire, no more. She hoped he lived up to the information in his file. 







  
  Chapter two

Even though he rarely enjoyed surprises, Joshua Riddick appreciated a good prank as much as the next person. This, however, went so far beyond a prank he thought he could hear his blood pressure rising. 
“Lena,” he called out to his assistant. She wasn’t at her desk outside his office, though, and her phone continued to jangle. Was that ringer always so annoying? 
Knowing it was probably another dupe, calling in response to the prank classifieds post, seeking “another royal soul at heart,” Riddick let it ring and tried to get back to the newsletter he was drafting. Crackpots of every stripe were calling to make offers to help the Nigerian prince slumming it in DC because his government mistakenly exiled him. If it wasn’t such a pain in the ass, Riddick would have found it funny. As it was, he wondered how people were still falling for this outlandish scam.
The bothersome calls had started three days ago. Lena had thought it was a harmless misprint in the newspaper. 
“I’m not answering anymore.” His fireball of an assistant was adamant, glaring at him from the doorway to his office with her arms crossed. She’d had enough three days ago. “These people are obnoxious.”
Yes, they were, and he knew he’d better get this under control, or she’d leave him. Lena’s very low tolerance for bullshit was a trait they shared and the main reason they gelled so well. Riddick wasn’t about to let anyone drive off the best assistant he’d ever had. “I don’t blame you. Just roll all the lines over to my cell and I’ll deal with it. Sorry you had to put up with this.” 
It would be a hassle, but he wouldn't lose her over it. It’d die down at some point if he just rode it out. He was able to get the online ad taken down with a few veiled threats and a sizable donation to the editor’s favorite charity. Unethical, but he was desperate. The wording in the actual ad didn’t give any clues as to who was pranking him this way.
The jig was up, though, when the young man he mentored couldn’t contain himself when they met up for lunch the next day. They’d done their usual catch-up conversation over pancakes until Dion burst out with, “So, have you gotten any royal calls lately?”
“Royal?” Riddick sipped his coffee, calm as could be. He’d pegged his frat brothers for the culprits and was already planning to give them hell at their next function. Now the pieces were falling into place. He should have suspected the kid’s mischievous streak from the beginning. “What do you mean, royal?”
Dion Wilcox sat there with his mouth hanging open until Riddick took pity on him.
“Several hundred at last count. They better not cost me my assistant, or you’ll be answering my telephone after school every day until you graduate.”
Dion’s eyes grew wide as saucers. “Hundreds?”
“Yeah. And still coming. Lena is through.”
Panic flared in Dion’s eyes, distress clouding his features. For a second, it looked like he might cry. “I’m sorry. I… I just thought you’d get a few calls, and we’d laugh about it. Please don’t stop mentoring me.” 
Riddick’s irritation faded some. Dion was still so sensitive to criticism, and Riddick hated seeing the teenager shut down. He patted him on the shoulder. “Pick your head up, Dee. You hang your head for no one.” Once he was looking at him again, Riddick continued. “I’m not going to stop mentoring you. Everyone, including me, has fluffed it at least a few times. No big.”
“Is Lena really mad at me?”
“She’s okay. More annoyed than mad. I know you didn’t mean for it to get out of hand. But it did, and it’s jammed our phone lines to where legit folks are having a hard time getting through. That’s been rough.” He decided not to add that the prank could have cost him business. The correction was only supposed to sting, not demoralize the kid. 
Dion grimaced, pulled his navy jacket tighter around his thin shoulders, and mumbled something to the ground.
“One more time?” Riddick prompted.
Dion looked him in the eye and said he was sorry.
Riddick felt a sliver of pride thinking about the young man’s progress. He’d been a skittish, distrustful child who wouldn’t even look at him during their first few visits. He was as tall as a grown man now at fourteen. In no time, he’d probably surpass Riddick’s considerable height. It was easy to forget that he was still just a kid, doing what teens do: dumb shit. “Good. The next question should be…?”
Dion pursed his lips as he thought about it. “What can I do to fix it?”
“Exactly.” 
Once he helped Dion draft an email to Lena, apologizing for the inconvenience he caused, their day was back on track. 
Riddick declined a coffee refill with dessert but returned the flirtatious smile their favorite server aimed at him and let his gaze follow when she sashayed away.
“You should ask her out.” Dion looked up from his phone long enough to observe. He was pushing an ice cube from his lemonade around his mouth. “She’s cute. Been all about you for a while.”
It was true, the young woman had made it clear with her body language that she was interested, and Riddick did like curvaceous women with something to hold onto. If they’d met under different circumstances, perhaps. “Maybe so. Just because a woman’s interested doesn’t obligate you to make a move.” He had a firm no-macking rule when he and Dion were together, but he didn’t tell him that part.

      [image: ]“The ad was funny,” Riddick admitted as they left the diner and walked back to where his car was parked on the street. “People are offering some wacky stuff to get that exiled prince back on his throne.”
Dion offered him a crooked smile. “Can you believe people are still falling for that sh—that stuff?”
It was such a fine line to walk—Dion needed his confidence encouraged but also needed firm guidance and boundaries. How did parents navigate this minefield every day without losing their damn minds?
On their way to the Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Dion leafed through a well-worn copy of the statesman’s first autobiography. They’d read it together in the weeks leading up to the outing. It surprised Riddick how much excitement this trip had generated. Dion held up the list of questions he planned to ask the park rangers. Such a far cry from his bitter complaints about being dragged to “crusty, dusty” museums at the start of their relationship. The two of them had struck a bargain: if Dion took part, he could have an input in deciding where they’d go. Riddick was adamant that each field trip have an educational component. Then they could do fun stuff, like the mini golf they had planned for later. Most of the fun stuff had educational elements mixed in, but Dion hadn't cottoned on to it. 
The rich history was one of the things Riddick liked best about living in the DC area. There were endless excursion options of all kinds. Mini golf was Dion’s chosen activity this time.
Riddick’s heart swelled as he watched Dion hesitate for only a moment before approaching the docent at the end of the tour. The kid was getting much more comfortable speaking up and advocating for himself. Good for him. 
By the time he dropped Dion off, Riddick was ready for a drink. Maybe two. 
“How was mini golf?” The teen’s foster dad was waiting for them at the front door. 
Dion jerked a thumb at Riddick and snorted. “He has weird ideas about pool.”
The older man turned questioning eyes to Riddick after Dion called out goodbye and jogged up the stairs into the rowhouse. 
Riddick shook his head and grinned. “We argued about plane geometry and physics while we played. Pool came up.” 
As he always did after dropping Dion off, Riddick reviewed their day together on the way home. He tried to see things through the lens of his younger self. What would Riddick have needed or wanted when he was in similar situations? That kept the impulse to buy everything for Dion at bay. It was tempting to throw money at the problem, but Dion didn’t need stuff. He needed positive male role models who would stick around. Riddick questioned himself after every meeting, even after two years paired together. Did he use the kindest words, smile enough, ask the right questions? Maintain boundaries?
Riddick stifled a groan when he turned his cell phone back on. Twenty-eight missed calls and another full voice-mail box. Even though he’d changed his outgoing greeting to say that there was no prince at this number, folks ignored it and still left messages imploring His Highness to return their calls. Ridiculous. His mailbox reached capacity several times a day, prompting him to grit his teeth and answer the phone. Offers of seed money, a place to lie low, and the “best blow job he’d ever have” came pouring in until Riddick lost his patience. Explaining the situation to the hapless callers only convinced them he was the prince, testing their loyalty. Hopeful candidates were calling at all hours from around the world.
He’d given up on the explaining and started hustling people off the phone. Inconvenient, sure, but in the end, not a gigantic deal. No longer upset about the prank, Riddick chuckled as he merged onto the interstate. That ad was hilarious. Dion was a clever kid.

      [image: ]The calls tapered off significantly by the following morning, but other disasters piled up, wreaking havoc with his schedule. Disorganization and last-minute changes annoyed Riddick, for he had a deep-seated need for order to be able to function at his best. He didn’t require perfection, but he did like things neat. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out his crappy childhood was responsible for the desire to feel in control most of the time. Some people got stuck in their past. Riddick used his past to fuel his work. 
It was well into the afternoon before Riddick found some peace to work on his latest project, the renovation of a warehouse downtown. It was being transformed into a co-located human services building, next door to a new elementary school. Part of a city initiative to increase access to supportive services for their most vulnerable residents. Riddick was all for removing barriers and doing what he could from an architectural perspective to make things easier for those who needed it. His design was full of thoughtful features like plentiful integrated seating and counter space. He’d worked closely with his favorite interior designer. The delivery date was approaching fast. He preferred to leave enough space in the timeline for the finished product to rest before the final review. He was absorbed in the task quickly.
By the time he reached a good stopping point, hours had passed, and everyone had gone home. By then, he needed to stand and stretch to loosen his back muscles. He was clearing his drafting table off, debating between making dinner or having it delivered, when his cell phone rang again. Damn, he forgot to turn it off after the last spate of calls an hour ago. Riddick rolled his shoulders and used the remote to lower the volume on the Mozart station he’d been streaming. The caller ID read the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. 
Yeah, right.
He’d had enough of this shit for tonight. Riddick jabbed the button to accept the call. “Yes?”
“Oh. Good evening,” a female voice responded. “I'm looking for Mr. Joshua Riddick.”
Here we go again. “Who is this?”
“A potential client. I represent the government of a small island nation in—”
Riddick let out a derisive snort at the phony accent. “Not interested.” Then he clicked off.






  
  Chapter three

Khara insisted on making her own telephone calls, figuring that leaving a message when necessary was better and much more personal than having her assistant do it. Joanne would screen the return calls, certainly, but there was just something satisfying about doing the dialing herself. Plus, it tended to throw people off balance. Disrupting a rehearsed spiel gave her glimpses of how a person handled surprise, how they regrouped. 
This call, she’d saved for last, even though it dominated her thoughts all afternoon. Why she was nervous about it was no mystery. She vacillated between being eager to talk to Joshua Riddick and feeling uncomfortable with that eagerness. The anticipation was disconcerting. 
Khara hadn’t thought of the dream in years. When she caught herself pacing, fidgeting, and tapping her pencil on the table, she reached for calm detachment to master her nerves. 
The dream occurred the night Khara had decided to withdraw from the election when her confidence had been at an all-time low. Her opponent, a senator with some antiquated views, was much older than she. He was the only other candidate running after the previous Queen had stepped down to care for her ailing spouse. Khara couldn't tolerate him winning the throne by default. Fresh out of law school and a senator herself at the time, she entered the race hoping to force Senator Richardson to broaden his thinking. It hadn’t been her intention to make a serious bid for the monarchy until he started being condescending to her. He’d taken her candidacy as a personal insult and ran a horrible smear campaign against her. 
Home again after a debate where he’d been particularly brutal, Khara reminded herself she didn’t have to do this. Perhaps she’d been hasty in believing she could make a difference. Dejected, she decided not to do anything drastic while her emotions were running so high. Everything would look more reasonable after sleeping on it. 
Khara lay tossing and turning for hours with her thoughts racing. When at last she dropped off, her mother’s spirit visited her. She collapsed in tears in her mother’s arms, the familiar scent of her perfume bringing memories rushing back.
Rise, my dear daughter. Rise and see what is in the balance. 
Khara stood astounded while Faye showed her the improvements she would make as Queen, the pathways and opportunities she would create. Beautiful new buildings would spring up around the capital city of Augustus—more schools and libraries, health care, and recreation facilities. Khara saw herself welcoming collaboration with community members, signing documents before the High Court, speaking on the floor in Parliament. Images swirled around them with dizzying speed and filled Khara with wonder. She would bring about all this? The sheer potential made her laugh with pure joy and fascination. 
A tall figure off to the side caught Khara’s attention. Something stirred deep inside, not unpleasant, but a peculiar, all-consuming pull. Who is that? 
Her mother’s hand squeezed hers, and Faye gave her a smile so radiant it made Khara’s heart hurt. Your paths are destined to cross if you have the strength to do what Lytua needs. If you are strong enough to keep fear and anger from getting the best of you now. 
The feminist in Khara balked. I should fight because I need to find true love and live happily ever after?
Faye Therin’s smile grew. Goodness, no. You will fight because you are the Queen Lytua must have. You need no man. Although you will love each other more than either of you thought possible. The love you share will change you both.
Khara woke up with renewed determination. Heedless of the early hour, she called her best friend, who was acting as her campaign manager and told her she was ready to fight for her throne.
She didn’t believe in superstitious twaddle, but Khara could recall with absolute clarity the pounding of her heart, the sense of rightness and belonging she experienced when she looked upon that faceless figure. 
It was a dream from long ago, with no bearing on her life now. Hokum, she rationalized to herself. She wasn’t religious, but she couldn’t deny that the dream affected her deeply. Surely, she didn’t really believe she’d meet this shadowy man one day. All this time she thought of the dream as a metaphor, her subconscious giving her extra motivation to get through a difficult time. Not an actual man. 
Then why was she so unsettled about making this call?
A glance at the suite's ornate wall clock urged her to stop procrastinating. Joanne would cluck at her like a mother hen in forty-five minutes to tell her it was time to get ready for the ball. Just like Cinderella, Khara thought as she stabbed at the phone’s buttons. Enough stalling. She was thirty-two years old and would fear no man, whether or not he might have been part of a dream that changed her entire professional trajectory. What did a man in a dream mean, anyway? Nothing.
“Yes?” A deep voice snapped into the phone on the fourth ring, surprising her. 
“Oh. Good evening. I'm looking for Mr. Joshua Riddick.”
“Who is this?”
“A potential client. I represent the government of a small island nation in—”
“Not interested.” Click.
Khara looked at the phone receiver in confusion, then re-dialed. The same voice answered, this time right away.
“Look, lady, I told you—”
“Excuse me, sir,” she cut in. “I will ask you to do me the courtesy of actually hearing my proposal before hanging up on me. That was unforgivably rude.”
Silence, followed by a heavy sigh. “Go ahead, then.”
“Am I speaking to one Mr. Joshua Riddick?” What was that metallic-sounding clinking in the background?
“It's just Riddick, but yes, you are.”
“As I tried to say a moment ago, I represent the government of a small island nation in the Caribbean. We wish to engage your services for an upcoming project.”
“Which services are those? You'll have to be more specific.”
Now Khara sighed and muttered something uncharitable in Lytuan. “This was obviously a mistake—”
“Wait,” Mr. Riddick said, his tone losing some of its abrasive edge. “You've got me. I apologize, it's been a long day in a week of long days. How can I help you, Ms.—?”
“Therin,” she supplied.
“Ms. Therin. How can I help you, Ms. Therin?”
“If you're going to continue to be insufferable, we should end this call here.”
“Hmm. No, we're good.” The sound of his low harrumph zinged right up her spine. “So, what’ve you got?”
Khara made the mistake of wondering what Mr. Riddick looked like, and her face heated. She gritted her teeth, smoothed a palm down over her thigh. It was a dream. Nothing more. “The lease will be expiring on the building where our embassy is currently housed. We believe it makes more sense to build a new modern one rather than to renew. One that the government will own. We’ve already purchased a plot of land.”
“Smart. Where?”
“In Georgetown.”
“You found land to buy in Georgetown?”
A light laugh escaped Khara at his awestruck tone. “Oh, no, that’s in Arlington. The current embassy is located in Georgetown. It’s quite beautiful, but it does get crowded, and the parking is—”
“Atrocious?”
“Ah, so you’ve been there.”
“A time or two. You should see it in the summer.”
“Let me guess. Overrun with tourists?” A smile was tugging at her lips.
“Packed in like sardines.” His deep laugh was infectious. “Even Sequoia isn’t worth wading through that, and I love Sequoia.”
It was on the tip of Khara’s tongue to let him know she, too, loved the waterside eatery. She just barely stopped herself. How on earth were they talking about a restaurant? 
“Alright, so besides the crowds and the parking, what else isn’t working with your current setup?”
Puzzled, Khara paused in sliding her pearl pendant back and forth along its silver chain. “You wish to know what we dislike? Not what we envision for the new building?”
“Eventually. Your current concerns tell me what issues I’d want to address in a new design. Like if you said you’d always hated how dark the lobby is, I’d be sure to incorporate lots of natural light.”
“Ah, that’s quite brilliant. And I don’t believe one can ever have too much natural light.”
“You see? We’re on the same page already. Now tell me what gets on your nerves.”
Khara didn’t spend a great deal of time at the Lytuan embassy, but she shared what she remembered from conversations with the Ambassador and her staff. Before she knew it, twenty minutes passed. “Are you available to come by tomorrow morning at nine to discuss the project in-depth?” 
“I am.”
“Marvelous. Let me get the address for you.” 
“The Ritz-Carlton? No worries, I know it.” 
How? Khara almost blurted the question. Unwelcome visuals of a handsome, dark-skinned man lying naked in bed at the Ritz-Carlton flooded her imagination, alarming Khara with the heat that spread through her. What was going on with her? She had to get off this phone. “Wonderful. Well, we’ll see you tomorrow morning, then. Thank—”
“Wait. Who should I ask for?”
His voice made her think of a rich, full-bodied merlot and the most decadent chocolate. Her mouth was dry. “You'll be met in the lobby and receive further details there, Mr. Riddick. Goodbye.”
Khara clicked off and found herself flustered and frowning. She couldn’t even remember the last time someone hung up on her. For someone with a reputation for generosity, Joshua Riddick sounded downright curmudgeonly at first. Or did it just seem that way because she was unnerved? Heavens, was she blushing?
To be fair, he said it had been a long day. Goodness knows, she’d had more than her share of long days and must sound out of sorts on occasion herself. The rest of their unusual conversation was… surprisingly pleasant. And she’d be seeing him tomorrow, though she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about that. Even after that powerful reaction to reading his file, she hadn’t expected to enjoy herself. 
Khara blew out a breath and broke into a smile when she glanced at her watch. She’d have just enough time for a cup of tea and a chapter of the thriller she was reading. Things might be looking up.
If luck was with her tonight, she’d be able to avoid the Speaker’s son altogether. Then an answer came to her. She could mention feeling a headache coming on when she arrived, then it wouldn’t be a surprise when she needed to leave early. Perfect. She could live with that. Even Joanne wouldn’t fault her for that one. 

      [image: ]Riddick had more questions, but the prickly Ms. Therin was gone, having rushed him off the phone. What just happened? A vague feeling of guilt seeped into him. He was used to hush-hush requests with short turnaround times from people who preferred to stay low-key. It was the DC area, after all. Politicians, lobbyists, diplomats, and wealthy people with more money than taste—or common sense—made all sorts of bizarre requests. 
The cultured, softly accented female voice he'd just spoken to threw Riddick for a loop. There was an imperiousness in the lilting accent that caused Riddick to pause in cleaning up his drafting tools. She was ever so slightly bossy, as though she were used to being in charge. Like she had every expectation of her wishes being carried out or her orders obeyed. That came from wielding true authority. Well, she did say foreign government.
Riddick liked that she called him out on being a dick. It took balls to call him back
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