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I stared at the white toilet bowl in dread. The gurgling in my tummy was unrelenting, having dragged me out of bed a full twenty minutes before my alarm went off in a vain attempt not to yack all over my pretty pink and purple comforter.

I could hear my alarm wailing away in the other room, an ominous theme song from one of my favorite TV shows, sure to get me out of bed before I got overtaken by a horde of ravenous zombies.

But there was little I could do to silence the alarm while there on my knees, praying for mercy from a porcelain god. I had already projectile-vomited twice, leaving nothing on my stomach but acidic bile. Hence the dread.

“Peaches?” I heard my sister, and other half, calling from the door of the bathroom we shared between our two bedrooms. “You okay?”

“Perfect,” I replied, just before that dreaded bile made its dramatic exit. This took a few minutes, and I’ll spare you the ugly details, mostly because I’m sure you have plenty of questions, not the least of which, “Your name is Peaches?”

It’s a common reaction. I’m used to it. Most are taken off guard by it. Peaches isn’t exactly registered on any Top Baby Name site. If I had a nickel for each time I was asked, “Is that a nickname?” I would be kneeling before a better, more luxurious toilet.

To understand my name, you would have to know my mother, Sunny McPhee. Whatever image that conjures in your brain is likely accurate, at least for one of my mother’s many phases. Blond? Yep. Hippy? Certainly. Free flowing flowery muumuu? On many occasions. 

My mother was a free spirit, so named by my grandmother for the sunny blond hair she was born with. I came out with reddish peach fuzz. You do the math. 

Not all her children were named after their hair. My sister, roommate, soulmate, twin (but not really) was named Fern, because that was hanging in the doctor’s office when Mom found out she was pregnant. Our older brother Archer was named for his Sagittarian birthday, my younger sister Dallas was named after the city in which she was conceived. Then there was my baby brother Dash, named because he shot out into the world in the car on the way to the hospital.

Mom insisted that we were all born to stand out. Our unique monikers set the stage for us to carve out our own individual places in the world. For most of my siblings, this had worked out. Archer, while not as earthy as the rest of the family, had gone on to make his fortune as an attorney back east. Fern was an artist and a dancer, who had her own fitness channel on YouTube, teaching others the beauty and health benefits of dance. Her modest following of 50,000 fans helped pay the bills. Dallas was already a world class athlete at 12, having competed and won significant figure skating competitions, with an eye on the Olympics as soon as she was old enough to compete. 

And Dash, well he was the most fabulous five-year-old in kindergarten. He often co-starred in Fern’s workout videos with his own signature rainbow tutu.

I know I’m not supposed to have a favorite, but Dash is totally my favorite. And none of my siblings are too offended because he’s their favorite, too.

And then there’s me. 

I’ve been telling stories since I was two and writing them since I was twelve. I love poems and stories and the magic that comes from taking intangible things and making people feel tangible feelings. If I were a musician, I’d create music. I’m way too impatient to learn that language to create, so I became a writer. Because I’m too intimidated to write a book, I became a journalist. I write about things that already exist, plucking the story out of mundane reality. 

We all create our own, individual magic. That was how I chose to create mine.

I worked at a pop culture news joint called Headliner Pulse, where we write about the rich and fabulous. It’s kind of my jam. I’ve made some solid connections in the entertainment industry, mostly because I like to keep it respectful. These powerful folks are still people, and I try never to lose sight of that. Because of this, I’m often requested by certain celebrities whenever they want to make a public announcement, like a wedding or a new baby. They know I’ve got their backs. 

I’m Peaches McPhee, for fuck’s sake.

This was why it was no surprise that I was on the short list to interview with The Duke that very afternoon.

This was also why I prayed for a quick end to my nausea. I didn’t want to barf all over the most eccentric rock star of our time.

My alarm continued to blare from my bedroom, waking from its second snooze cycle. I groaned as I buried my face in my arms, hovering over the one place a face should never be. 

Fern opened the door. “You look miserable,” she commented, stating the obvious as usual. “You want me to get you anything?”

“A new stomach,” I groaned without even lifting my head.

I heard her turn on the faucet. Before I knew what was happening, she was on the floor next to me, bathing my face with a cool damp washrag. “You want me to call in for you?”

“No!” I said sharply, raising my head. I immediately groaned because the world spun around me. “I can’t miss today. Today is the day.”

“You really think he’s going to let you anywhere near that ridiculous castle of his when you’re practically green with the flu?”

My bloodshot eyes met hers. “You really think it’s the flu?”

She shrugged as she continued to bathe my face. “What else could it be? What did you eat last night?”

I thought back. Realization dawned at the same time for both of us as we said together, “The Sushi Shack.”

“Oh, no,” I groaned again, putting my head back in my arms. 

She continued to bathe my forehead. “We pay for the things we love,” she offered sagely. “You really should call in, Pea.”

“No,” I said, once again lifting despite the world spinning. I took the rag from her and bathed my own face, focusing on my cheeks and my neck. “I’ve got this. There’s no way I’m going to give Christopher a chance to steal this away from me on account of some bad fish.”

She rolled her eyes but nodded. There was only one person on planet Earth who knew about my complicated relationship with Christopher Tyler, and that was my sister Fern. 

Christopher was the reigning Dude Bro of Headliner Pulse. He was the one who hit on (almost) all the girls. He was the one who made the sexist or racist jokes, then hid it behind a charming smile and “Just kidding! Don’t take things so personally!”

As if it was our fault that he was an asshole.

He was also the first one to pounce all over near tabloid type stories just so we could keep one step ahead of our nemesis PING, the tabloid vultures who made regular sport of the rich and famous. 

“Why don’t you just go work for PING?” I said one day after a meeting, when he was extolling the virtues of their ambush style of journalism.

“When they make me an offer I can’t refuse, I will,” he assured with that damnable smirk that made me want to kick him in the teeth.

That was Christopher. Always looking for the bigger, better deal. Status meant a lot to him, judging by the car he drove, the clothes he wore, and the women he dated.

Our relationship had always been contentious because I’ve never been his type: i.e. the perfect “10” with the young face and perfect body, and willingness to do anything to attract his favor. I was too avant-garde, with my oft-changing look, my many tattoos and piercings — not to mention my thirty or so extra pounds that just wouldn’t go anywhere, no matter how many workout videos I did with my super-fit sister.

I was built for comfort, not speed. 

At nearly 30, I was already aged past my prime as far as he was concerned. Like many Dude Bros, he preferred them as close to eighteen as possible. He wanted them fresh off the factory floor, not because he was a sick perv who wanted the body of a kid, but rather a controlling shithead who wanted the mind of one. Older women like me saw right through his bullshit, which was why I was the one who constantly busted his balls on his frat humor and competed with him toe-to-toe on any challenge that reared its ugly head.

About a month ago, that included a drinking challenge at a local baseball game where our company happened to have box seats. What started as a team-building exercise ended with a not-so-friendly game of Never Have I Ever, where we outlasted most of the coworkers in our zeal to win. It lingered on to our shared lift home, where we went on to other forms of intoxicants since we had run out of alcohol, and I happened to have my discrete vape pen on hand.

By the end of the night, neither one of us could list sleeping with the other on the Never Have I Ever list, because apparently hate-fucking is a thing. As it turned out, marijuana was the gateway drug to a one-night stand with Christopher Tyler.

Just say no, kids. Just say no. 

Fortunately, nobody else had found out about it. Lord knows Christopher would never openly admit he slept with someone like me, and totally vice fucking versa. 

But it had only intensified our competitiveness at the office. It was like he kinda hated me for having succumbed to sleeping with me. And I knew his dirty little secret because I was his dirty little secret. He consistently wanted to show me who was boss, and I consistently wanted to show him that it wasn’t him. 

Then the whole Duke interview came up. The Duke, whose stage name was the Duke of Mayhem, had been looking for an outlet to share his story for the first time in, well, ever. Apparently, he liked the way we handled things over PING, which happened to be his nemesis as well, so he wanted to interview a few of the top contributors, to find a good fit with whom he could collaborate. Since Christopher had that Mediocre White Dude thing going for him, he got the first interview. Monica Whitehall got the second. I got the third. 

Now, I could have let Monica snatch victory away from Christopher’s clutches, but there are two things wrong with that. One, I like to fight—and win—my own battles. Two, Monica is kind of a bitch. 

Let’s just say she was the kind of gal who was young enough and dumb enough to like Christopher and leave it at that.

Today was my day and nothing, not even a horde of ravenous zombies, was going to stand in my way.

This wasn’t to say I didn’t have a barf bag on the passenger seat next to me when I headed to our office in West Los Angeles that morning. Sure, I had to use it the minute I parked, but that was what it was for. I ditched it in the trash can on the way into the building, where I stopped to freshen up in the ladies’ room. I used a travel-sized toothbrush to brush my teeth, fighting the urge to gag as I did so. After I quickly pocketed said toothbrush, I washed my mouth out with some strong mouthwash, I reapplied my dark red lipstick and touched up the perfect cat-eye liner. Still a little waxen from my morning barf-a-thon, I touched up my foundation to look more like a human and less like a fresh corpse. I fluffed my curls, reveling in the newly dyed dark violet color, before straightening my spine and heading for the morning meeting. 

My stomach rebelled as soon as I saw Christopher’s smug face, who smirked because I dared arrive a few minutes late. I instantly reached for one of the ginger chews that Fern had shoved in my purse as I had run out the door. That and some of the water that was provided for all of us around the big conference table was all I had to keep me from blowing chunks all over that morning’s presentation. 

Not gonna lie, it got close. I never realized how long and tedious those meetings were until I had to wait to hurl until one was over. 

Finally, it got to the stuff I needed to pay attention to. “As you know, Queen Maeve will be holding her Silver Jubilee in August. The Duke’s European tour is expected to cap in Aldayne, so whoever gets this interview will need to have a current passport. I’ve been told he wants the journalist he chooses to travel with him to see both sides of his world. Peaches,” my boss, Lydia Randolph, addressed me as she turned my direction. “One of his assistants, Audra, will be here promptly at nine-thirty to pick you up. You will need to be briefed what he expects while you are in his home.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

Her brow furrowed as she looked over my pale features. I knew she missed nothing. It was what made her so damned good at her job. “Are you okay?”

“Of course,” I repeated, hoping nobody could hear the little warble in my voice from trying to fight down another wave of nausea. “Something I ate.” I heard a chuckle from around the table and I knew without looking it came from Christopher. “I’ll be fine.”

Lydia nodded. If working with me for the last couple of years had taught her anything, it was that I knew how to come through in the clutch. “Okay, well. You all have your battle plans. Go forward and kick much ass.” It was how she ended every meeting. 

As everyone disbanded, I heard Christopher’s voice from behind. “Looking a little green behind the gills there, McPhee. Nerves getting to you?”

I knew he was trying to get into my head. “I don’t get nervous. You must be thinking of you.”

He chuckled as I swung to face him. “Hey, joke if you want but I nearly shit my pants. This isn’t some regular person. This is royalty. They give you all the rules in the car on the way over there. Get just one thing wrong and the whole interview is over. I mean, I’m looking out for you here.”

“Bullshit,” I scoffed. “You’re looking out for you. As always.”

He shrugged. “I’m just saying. It’s stressful. I can see how it might make you a little nervous.”

“I told you. I don’t get nervous.” With that dramatic exit line, I twirled on my heel and headed out of the conference room to get back to my desk.
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Chapter Two
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As it happened, the twirl was too much. I had to pivot and make a quick beeline to the lady’s room instead. I was on my knees in the stall when I heard, “You okay?”

Great, I thought with a roll of my eyes. It was Monica. “Yep. Just some bad sushi.”

“That sucks,” she stated as she lingered outside the stall. “And what a time to get it, huh?”

Turns out my sister Fern wasn’t the only one with a penchant for stating the obvious. I waited for Monica to leave, but she outlasted me standing there outside the stall. It was ticking ever closer to nine-thirty so I had to clean up as best as possible and exit the stall with my head as high as could possibly be held after being on both knees in a public bathroom.

“Wow, you look wrecked,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said before brushing my teeth for the fifth time that morning. 

“You know, friend to friend, you might want to reschedule. It’s not going to get any easier the closer you get to Fifty Oaks.”

I glared at her. “Is that so?”

She nodded. “It’s intimidating. It’s a legit castle. I mean, newly built but... an actual Duke lives there. God, I could barely form words when he finally made his appearance.” I didn’t say anything, so she forged on. “They make you wait for it. They put you in one of the receiving rooms where you’re surrounded by all this royal stuff, paintings and busts... suits of armor. For a minute, I thought he might even be in it. You know how weird he can be.”

I shrugged. When you’re named Peaches, weirdos don’t bother you much. “If he’s wearing a suit of armor, he might be better protected if I barf on him. Always look on the bright side, Monica.” I finished washing my hands.

“It’s not just that. He’s... different. Like the energy changes when he enters the room. He may have given up on royalty, but he carries himself like a king. I practically bowed!” she giggled.

I thought of her well-known reputation for using her sexuality to get the story. “I’m sure,” I murmured. 

“And he is gorgeous,” she continued, following me out of the bathroom. “That auburn hair. Those piercing green eyes. That beard. He looks like he just stepped out of a romance novel.” We reached my cubicle, where I sat immediately to turn the fan on me so I could fight off yet another wave of nausea. This time I figured it had less to do with bad sushi and more to do with a chatty coworker chewing my ear off. “I’m just saying. You might want to be at your best to meet him.”

She was the second person to tell me “I’m just saying,” that morning. And both of whom had a lot to gain if I wimped out of this interview. 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I smiled sweetly. 

“Well, good luck,” she said before twirling on one of her impossibly high heels to head back towards her own cubicle. 

I sighed in relief before booting up my computer. Normally I would spend this time going over any pertinent facts regarding the celebrity I might interview. I always wanted to go into battle fully armed with all the little details others might overlook. It was my job, and my specialty, not to overlook them.

But for Augustine Seamus Whitley Quinn Agassi, aka Auggie, aka Prince Augustine of Alasdair, The Duke of Iver, aka The Duke of Mayhem, I had already spent many years learning everything I could know about him. 

Who hadn’t?

It’s not often that a prince in line for the throne will give it all up to pursue a career as a rock god, but that is exactly what Auggie had done. 

He was first in line to the throne of Aldayne, an island country off the coast of Ireland, but after both his parents had died, he made it clear he wanted nothing to do with the restrictions of royalty. He took what money he saved, and his royal title of Duke, and turned it into an empire, as one of the most gifted musicians in popular music. He was a beast on the guitar, one of twenty different instruments he played—and played well. He used the curiosity everyone naturally had about him to his favor. Everything he did was newsworthy, from the women he dated to the music he made, which ran the gamut from pop music to heavy metal. He even composed music for a Broadway musical, about a prince no less.

No one understood branding better than The Duke. 

Likewise, no one could predict what he might do next. Like hiring a news outlet to do a full expose on his life right before his grandmother celebrated her 25th year as Aldayne’s monarch, for example. I had an inkling that he was doing this on purpose to make sure he never got pulled back into that world, considering the Queen was doing everything she could to hold onto their country so one of her own might rule it after she was done. 

Without Auggie, the House of Quinn would fall after a nine-hundred-year reign.

Thanks to one of their rules, a male heir, either by birth or by marriage, had to take her place. There was Princess Gisele, Auggie’s paternal aunt, but she hadn’t yet married. The only way she could rule is if her husband had died, which was how Queen Maeve got the honor.

Sure, it was sexist and antiquated; but Aldayne had the goods to back it up. It had one of the top economies in the world, landing at the top of the list for the World Happiness Index year after year. No one really saw fit to change how things were done.

Yet, Auggie had done everything to make sure he was as unfit as could possibly be to lead. He dated women in the adult entertainment industry, he made loud, obnoxious, sexy, inappropriate music. He was an irresponsible playboy with no desire to settle down, and no one fit to marry him if he had. 

Mayhem indeed.

As such, this Bad Boy Prince was one of the most desirable bachelors in the world. Monica had been right about his auburn tresses and those piercing eyes. He was one of the most beautiful men on the planet, with a penchant of seducing every single person in his path.

Frankly, I was kind of glad that I had to put so much energy into keeping my nausea under control. It would keep me focused on the job, which was the only way anyone was going to get it.

At least, that was the lie I told myself as I approached the limousine, wishing I had another barf bag handy to stuff inside my purse. Instead, I pulled out another candy before reaching Auggie’s rather intimidating assistant, Countess Audra Tremwell. 

One of the most impossibly beautiful women I’d ever seen stood next to the open door of the limo, her hand outstretched to mine. She had long braids and smooth onyx skin, with a devastatingly brilliant smile. “Peaches McPhee?” she asked as I approached.

I nodded and took her hand. 

“My name is Audra. It’s so lovely to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you as well,” I greeted warmly. 

“I’ve never met anyone named Peaches,” she said. “This is quite a treat.”

That she accepted my given name so readily immediately endeared me to her. But then again, it wasn’t like they hadn’t vetted me thoroughly already. For the first time in my career, the celebrity I interviewed would likely know even more about me than I did about them. 

I just adopted a smile and tried not to think about it.

“I’ve never met a countess, much less one who worked for a prince. So, likewise.” We chuckled together before she stood aside to let me into the car.

She got in after me and closed the door. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Water,” I accepted with a nod. I knew it was the only thing I could possibly keep down. And even then...

“Of course,” she said, nodding to her own assistant in the car, who pulled a bottle out of the refrigerator and poured it into a glass for me. 

“We’re so honored to have you join us today. The Duke was impressed with your portfolio.”

I nodded again. “Thank you.”

“I’m just going to go over a few of the rules to meet with him. Obviously, he’s rejected a lot of the stiff rules mandated by his royal title, but we have found that certain standards still hold true to protect his best interests.”

“Of course,” I agreed, though I hadn’t technically been asked my opinion on the matter.

“You’ll be meeting in one of our receiving rooms. The rest of the castle is off limits, of course. He doesn’t like to be touched, so there will be no physical contact. He’ll guide the conversation, so it is best to speak when spoken to. Honesty is your friend. Nobody goes into Fifty Oaks without having been investigated thoroughly. If he asks a question, you can be certain he already knows the answer.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, which piqued her interest.

“What’s so funny?”

“That’s how I work too,” I said with a small shrug.

She smiled that picture-perfect smile. “Yes,” she dismissed easily.

Fifty Oaks, The Duke’s Los Angeles home, was located just north of the city up in the mountains heading towards Santa Barbara. I knew the route would take us at least a few hours to get there, and Audra filled that time with all the “rules of engagement” to which The Duke had become accustomed.

To break it down in simple terms, he got to do everything first and everyone’s conduct would follow. If dinner was prepared, he would eat first, he would drink first, he spoke first. And one could not ask him questions beyond what he had already offered. For instance, if he brought up his mother, one could ask questions about her. Otherwise, the interview would end if someone jumped ahead on any topic that he hadn’t yet broached, thus demonstrating he was willing to talk about it.

The more she spoke, the more I wondered if this was how he had approached music labels and producers or any number of people he had to “sell” himself to. He immediately usurped their authority simply by virtue of his title. He ran the conversation therefore he could probably get exactly what he wanted. When I asked Audra as much, she gave that perfect smile again.

“I’m not the one being interviewed.”

She went on to say that the staff was as off limits as his castle. To be in his world, one had to sign NDRs out the wazoo, so nobody could speak freely about anything that went on behind closed doors. Those who served him were generally part of the Aldayne military, officers of the Church of Aldayne or held their own titles of nobility, like herself. Their allegiance was to Aldayne and the Queen, and they were honor-bound to protect it. “It’s a waste of your energy and, frankly, a breach of The Duke’s trust. You’re here to tell his story, not ours.”

I nodded and said nothing. Point, Audra. 

Despite not being typically nervous about meeting the rich and powerful, I was a bundle of nerves by the time we reached the gated entrance to Fifty Oaks, so named for the fifty Quinn kings who ruled over Aldayne. (I didn’t have to ask Audra, I just knew.) 

Auggie had no interest in being Number Fifty-One, letting the world know regularly he was determined not to follow in their footsteps. Instead, he paid homage with a castle he had built after he left Aldayne for the States. Statues of these great previous kings lined the long, wooded road that led to the reproduction of a Gothic 24-room castle The Duke had used for a couple of notable heavy-metal music videos. I was familiar with its façade, but even I was intimidated the closer we got to the curved road that went under the stone archway. This was nothing like any place I’d ever been. It honestly felt like we were going back in time.

Once we passed through the archway, it opened to a square in front of the castle’s entrance. A beautiful fountain was featured in the middle of the square, and I knew by looking at it that it was an homage to the Duke’s mother, Sofia Agassi, the American dancer who had wooed Prince Roan away from Aldayne, setting the course for the House of Quinn’s ruin.

History painted Sofie as a wanton jezebel. The statue, however, featured a beautiful woman frozen forever in time in an elegant arabesque. At her delicately pointed foot was a stone boy gazing up at her in wonder. That little detail touched my heart and I found myself wiping away an uncharacteristic teardrop that appeared out of nowhere. I felt that little boy’s loneliness in an acute way. I chalked it up to being dehydrated.

Uniformed staff in monochromatic black and white rushed to the limo to assist Audra and me out of the car. I followed Audra up the marble steps to the massive doorway, yet another faceless servant held open for me. 

It was clear they were not meant to be seen, so I played the game and ignored their presence after one too many “thank yous” went unanswered.

I took in a gasp as I entered the foyer. Elegant marble was laid throughout, with two arched stairways leading up to the second, forbidden story. Stained glass of Prince Roan and Princess Sofie shined at the top of the two arched staircases, in all their regal glory. 

Monica was right about the suits of armor, which lined either wall, each stoically holding a spear in one hand and the Aldayne flag in the other. 

I won’t lie. It was intimidating AF.

Audra led me through one of the arched doorways to one of the many colorful parlors that branched out from this main foyer. I was assisted to The Red Room, which, as you might imagine, had dark red paint on all the walls. The molding was stark white, to take away some of the darkness, as did the huge picturesque window facing an ornate garden full of impressive topiaries. Plants and flowers gave the room some color, as did the floral rug on the floor. Taking up one wall was a tapestry mural with a huge family portrait of Prince Roan, Princess Sofie and young prince Augustine. He couldn’t have been more than maybe five years old at the time. The same age as Dash, but unlike my little brother he wasn’t free to dance around in a rainbow tutu. He stood stoic and straight, with no smile to be had on his sweet little face. 

It painfully mirrored the unhappy faces of his parents, the burden of royalty dragging their shoulders down despite how desperate they were to keep them lifted.

I was so lost in the painting I had already forgotten that Audra was beside me. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll go get The Duke.”

I nodded at her; slightly embarrassed how awestruck I was by my surroundings. I needed to be every bit as stoic. I needed to be professional. Their story needed to be told and I wanted to be the one to tell it. If not for any other reason than that sad little boy staring at me from the portrait.

As the minutes dragged by, I busied myself by walking along the ornate surroundings. They were right about the statues and the busts. There were also old books and silver candlesticks, Faberge eggs, marble urns and Chinese vases; everything you’d expect from a palace. Everywhere you looked were historic, valuable pieces that demanded one’s attention and reverence. The only thing out of place was a huge ugly black rock that sat atop a gold stand in the middle of the room. I spent an inordinate amount of time studying the rock, trying to figure out why this ugly piece was being showcased in a room filled with treasure. I wrote it off as one of the Duke of Mayhem’s royal eccentricities and moved along. I was drawn to the pictures lining the bookshelf. Unlike all the royal trappings, the pictures gave me a sense of who this family was at the core. One photo that struck me was the picture of Auggie as a child, hidden back behind all the official portraits of the Royal family taken at various events, with various world leaders. Instead, this hidden snapshot in a tiny 4x6 silver frame predated the portrait on the wall. He was probably about three, and laughing up at the face of his beautiful, happy mother as they sat cuddled together on a picnic blanket. 

I reached for the frame, which dared to show just a bit of dust because the photo itself was hidden back behind the larger photos, overshadowed by the larger, looming official family photos. (Fitting, I thought.) I used my sleeve to buff it to a shine, taking my time to get anything off the glass of that precious picture, which made me smile despite myself. 

I don’t know how long I stood there staring at that photo, but I guess it was long enough. 

“Hello,” I heard this deep voice say behind me.

I turned right into the gaze of Augustine Seamus Whitley Quinn Agassi, the Prince of Alasdair and Duke of Iver, last heir to the throne of Aldayne. He was also a mega rock star, but like Monica had warned, his regal air was undeniable.

If I thought those green eyes were piercing in photos, they were damn near lethal in person. I felt immediately exposed, like I was standing naked in front of him. His long hair curled around his sharp features, and that beard was trimmed high and tight around his sensual full lips. 

I was so taken off guard I took a step back, losing my footing and stumbling right into the bookshelf that held so many golden and silver frames. Like dominoes falling in slow motion, they all went down in a clatter, one even toppling right to the floor.

“I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed, mortified. I tried to retrieve the fallen soldier, but I was so discombobulated that my hands shook like crazy and I dropped it twice more. Just as he reached around me to take it from my hands, I backed up again, this time into what was likely a Ming vase. I managed to capture it, but barely.

I was flushed and embarrassed as I faced him. I realized I had that tiny silver frame with the candid photo clutched to my chest. With shaking hands, I tried to replace it without destroying anything else. “I’m... I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, unable to look him right in the eye.

“No damage done,” he said in that warm, hypnotic voice that poured over my senses like honey. Then, like out of a dream, I saw him reach out a hand to me. “I’m Auggie,” he said, quite unnecessarily.

I stared at his hand for a long, uncomprehending moment, fixated on the opal-like ring he wore on his finger, with the familiar crest I’d seen throughout the castle. That ring meant the rules were different, right? Shit, should I bow? I remembered that I wasn’t supposed to touch him, but he was reaching out to me. What were the rules in this scenario? Where the fuck was Audra? 

Just as I reached out my hand, my stomach rebelled from all the stress. I barely even got a hint of warning before hot vomit filled my mouth. I clapped that same hand to my face, my eyes wide as I stared at him. “Bathroom?” I tried to mumble without vomit dribbling out of my mouth.

“Pardon?” he asked, confused.

Oh God, I thought to myself. My two choices here are vomit or swallow, then vomit again. I glanced around wildly, considering that Ming vase for just a millisecond before I decided I just had to make a run for it and hope I find a bathroom.

I couldn’t even say excuse me. 

About eight doors later I hit the jackpot. Within a second, I was sprawled in on the floor, my face in a much more elegant commode than the one in my apartment. I was surprised that my stomach didn’t turn completely inside out as I vomited what was left on my tummy, some ginger candy, a few glasses of water... then nothing but yellow burning bile. 

My whole body shook I was so weak. And embarrassed. Make that mortified. Holy hell, what a way to make a first impression. 

When someone finally knocked at the door, I was terrified it would be Auggie. Instead, I heard Audra’s muffled but commanding voice. “Ms. McPhee?” she called out, and I realized in my fuzzy brain that she hadn’t called me Peaches. It seemed like a bad omen. “Are you all right?”

I shook my head. I was so not all right. I doubted I’d ever be all right again. My one big break and I had blown it. All for some all-you-can-eat sushi.

Just say no, kids.

Just. Say. No.

“Yes,” I answered her question, using what was left of my energy to lie. “I’ll be right out,” I lied again, because I had no intention of leaving this bathroom ever again. 

“Let me know when you’re ready. The car will take you back to the city.”

“This is royalty,” I could hear Christopher’s damnable echo in my head. “They give you all the rules in the car on the way over there. Get just one thing wrong and the whole interview is over.”

There I sat, in the forbidden bowels of the castle, after nearly destroying the Duke’s receiving room and throwing up right in his face.

I suppose you could say I got a few things wrong.

So that was it. My time with the Duke of Mayhem was over. I wiped away more damnable tears as I pulled myself from the cold marble floor.  I washed my face, smoothed my hair and straightened my spine. 

Christopher = 1.

Me = 0.

Fuck a fuckety fuck.
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Chapter Three
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After the limo dropped me off at the office of Headliner Pulse, and after a humiliating conversation with Lydia, I collected my purse and headed back to my apartment for a sick day. By the time I crawled into my bed, I wasn’t sure which was kicking my ass more, food poisoning or soul-crushing, career-killing humiliation. 

Fern interceded, calling in the Big Guns.

“Sweet Pea?”

I opened my eyes in the darkened room, surprised I had slept so late. But I was dog tired after the day I had. “Hey, Mom,” I said, before folding into a big hug. 

“I heard you had a rough day,” she crooned as she rocked me.

“That’s an understatement,” I sniffed. God, I was an emotional mess. 

“Why don’t you tell me what happened?” she suggested. “It’ll make you feel better.”

“No, it won’t,” I pouted.

She shrugged. “Well, it’ll make me feel better and I did just drive all this way.”

I chuckled. She smiled. 

“There’s my girl. Any day you can find a laugh is a pretty good day, right?” She scooted up onto the pillow and cradled me like she always did when we were small. Even at twenty-nine, I couldn’t hate it. I had always felt safe there. 

So, I recanted my sad story. She routinely checked my head for fever when I told her how sick I got and how unrelenting it was. I still didn’t feel a hundred percent, but that was probably due to everything else. Plus, I hadn’t kept anything on my stomach all day. Even water. 

After my tale was done, Mom slid out of bed. “I’m gonna go fix you something to eat.”

“I can’t eat, Mom,” I said, my tummy tender at the thought.

“You can and you will. Trust your mother,” she said with a wink. 

It was hard to say no to Sunny McPhee when she did that. 

I grabbed my phone for a social media check while she was gone. My stomach sank when I saw the ad for The Duke’s upcoming concert tour. It kicked off in NYC within a few weeks and it was all anyone could talk about. But it was the last thing I wanted to hear. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him. The echo of his voice was so strong it still lingered in my ear. I kept reliving that horrible moment when I nearly puked right in his handsome face.

I think maybe I dreamt that I had.

Either that or I really did and blocked it out. Who’s to say? Apparently, the food poisoning had gone to my brain.

Mom brought in the breakfast tray with some hot tea and some small, bite-sized snacks. “Try this,” she said as she put the tray over my lap.

“What is ‘this’?” I asked. 

“Protein bites made with crushed almonds, cashews and dried cherries, dusted with cocoa powder. It’ll help you keep your strength up.”

I arched an eyebrow. “And you just whipped these up?”

She laughed. “No. Your chicken soup is on the stove. I made a ton of these for the kids’ snacks and happened to have some leftover.”

“Lemme guess. The kids didn’t like the healthy stuff you tried to sneak into their snack time so you’re pawning them off on Fern and me.”

“I also brought five bags of seaweed chips.” I gagged a little. “And about three types of hummus. So much hummus. But I figure it’s something you can snack on whenever you can’t eat a full meal.” 

“How long do you think I’ll be sick?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Last time I had food poisoning, it lasted for four days.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine feeling this bad for four days. “I’m sure I’ll be fine tomorrow. I’m feeling better already,” I said, popping a protein bite in my mouth to prove it.

Turns out I wasn’t okay. By the next morning I was hunched over the toilet again. I called my mom from the bathroom floor. 

“Told ya,” she said. “Four days.” I groaned. “You want me to call Dr. Franklin?” 

I shook my head, even though it made the room spin. “I’ll be okay. I think I just need to stay in bed today.”

“Drink your liquids,” Mom ordered. “I’ve left instructions with Fern.”

True to her word, Fern got me into bed and handed me a warm bottle of ginger ale. I made a face. “It’s flat,” I grimaced.

“Mom’s orders,” Fern shrugged. “She said it would help.”

I suppose it did because I lay back down and was out like a light. I slept hard till mid-afternoon. I trudged into the dining room to find Fern hard at work at her computer, editing her newest video. “How ya feelin’, Pea?”

I shrugged as I headed for the water cooler to refill my glass. “I’m not chained to the toilet, so I guess that’s something.”

“Tell me that after the diarrhea kicks in,” she chuckled. 

I plopped at the table. “Thankfully, I haven’t had that.”

Fern stole a glance. “Not even once?” I shook my head. “Are you sure it’s food poisoning, then?”

I sighed. “I guess you were right the first time. Must be the flu.”

By Day Three, we were both convinced of it. Mom visited daily to bring me more soup. 

The best part of having the flu, however, meant I didn’t have to go to work. The only thing worse than death would be having to come face to face with that smug bastard, Christopher. 

I couldn’t even sign online. I just knew he would find a way to make sure I knew he got the interview with The Duke. It was the only reason he had followed me at all, just to make sure I saw his passive-aggressive subtweets.

“Who says he did?” Mom challenged when I brought it up. Since I was feeling more on the mend, I managed to join both Fern and Mom at the table.

“I mean, it’s obvious, Mom. After what happened.”

She dismissed me with a wave. “It’s not obvious to me. The way I figure it, it’s not over till it’s over. All you have to do is reach out to this Duke person and let him know what happened. People get sick, Pea. It’s not the end of the world.”

This Duke person. I had to laugh. My mom was a trip.

“Mom, ‘this Duke Person’ can get anything he wants whenever he wants.”

“And? You said he was impressed with your portfolio. What if he wanted you?”

I thought back to that humiliating encounter with an inward groan. “Trust me. He does not want me.”

Mom leaned forward, that fire lit behind those brilliant blue eyes. “Then make him want you. You’re Peaches McPhee, for fuck’s sake!”

(In case you wondered where I got it.)

For the rest of the evening, Mom helped me craft a letter that I would end up submitting by 10:05pm, basically telling The Duke (and heir apparent to the Aldayne throne) why I thought I was the best candidate to tell his story. 

I didn’t send it to him, I didn’t have those deep of connections, but I sent it to Audra, with another apology for my behavior the day we met.

“You just wait,” Mom said as she hugged me goodbye. “Destiny favors the bold.”

“You read too many fortune cookies, Mom.”

“And you eat too much cheap sushi,” she retorted, playfully sticking out her tongue.

It was a joke now since we all basically decided that I didn’t get food poisoning after all. Not one of us could rightfully besmirch The Sushi Shack’s good name, nor would we dare.

I was in no hurry to go back, however. The flu had kicked my ass but good. Nothing sounded good anymore except for a soft bed, flanked on either side by my body pillows Johnny and Leonardo. I was asleep ten minutes after Mom left. I knew I’d need all the sleep I could get to go into work the next day. 

“It’s Friday,” Fern said. “Blow it off. You need that time to recover.”

“I can’t blow it off, Fernie. What if he calls?”

Turns out, I needn’t have worried.

My cell phone rang about ten to two in the morning. I snatched it up, blinking to focus on who might be calling me at this hour. It was from a blocked number, but immediately I worried it had something to do with my family. They were the only ones who would have reason to call me that late at night. 

“Hello?” I mumbled.

“Hello,” he said.

I bolted upright in bed. I knew that deep voice anywhere. “Prince Auggie!” I said at first, but then shook my head. That wasn’t right. “Duke Auggie,” I tried again, but that couldn’t be right either, could it? “Mr. Mayhem,” I tried, but that felt even more ridiculous. Shit, I didn’t know what to call this guy.

He chuckled. It was a sound so deep and warm it made my tummy tighten. I’m pretty sure that had nothing to do with the flu. 

“How are you feeling?”

“Better,” I said. “I’m so sorry about the other day...” I started, but he cut me off.

“People get sick. Nothing to apologize about. We already sorted it out with your boss to reschedule.”

I could hear just a trace of his accent lingering about his words. He spoke perfect English, but there was an elegance to it. Kind of like Cary Grant. 

I couldn’t think of anything to say, but I couldn’t just say nothing. “Oh.”

“We got your email,” he continued. “I really liked what you proposed. I’d like to discuss it with you at length. Are you free?”

My eyes widened. “What? You mean, like now? Like, two o’clock in the morning?”

“Yes,” he said, as if it were the most normal request in the world. 

“I... suppose that would be okay?” I offered as I sat up in bed to accommodate his odd request. An interview in the middle of the night. Over the phone. With a prince. Sure, why not?

“Wonderful,” he said. “The car will be there in ten minutes. Someone will call you.”

“Wait, what?” I said, trying to process this strange conversation. What did he mean a car? Was I supposed to ride nearly three hours up the coast for an interview in the middle of the night? With a prince?

I glanced at the disconnected call on my screen.

Sure. 

Why not?

I had just enough time to get dressed and dash off a quick note to Fern by the time the car arrived. I headed downstairs to the street, where one of the nondescript servants stood like a shadow beside the open door. I ducked into the back of the car, which I had to myself. The door shut and off we went into the night.

The best thing about a middle-of-the-night interview was that there was no traffic. We made the trip in a little under two and a half hours, which meant it was still 4:30 in the morning when I exited the car in front of Sofie’s statue, which was now lit up in purple.

I followed the servant up the marble steps and into the house. Even with the lighting in the foyer, the line of metal soldiers cast a creepy vibe. I scurried behind the servant who led me to a new parlor, which had to have been called The Purple Room. 

The walls were deep eggplant in color, with leather furnishings and a huge white grand piano in the corner next to some French doors that likely led out into another garden. The doors were open, so a light breeze filtered into the room. 

Despite the elegant art on the walls, signed originals no less, and the regal fine furnishings, it didn’t escape my notice at any point that I was standing in a Gothic castle on an isolated mountaintop with one of the most eccentric nobles on the planet. 

I was both excited and slightly scared, Thank the gods above I wasn’t nauseated on top of it. I’d have tossed my cookies for sure.

When he entered from the open French doors, it was a bit like a dream. Our eyes locked as he approached. I said nothing. I was simply incapable. 

“Hello,” he said again, overwhelming my senses. 

“Hi,” was all I could manage. He smiled and motioned to one of the charcoal gray, silver rolled-arm sofas upholstered in tufted leather. 

“I hope this room is a little more comfortable,” he said as he sat on one end. His eyes locked with mine to watch me as I sat at the other. I sank gratefully onto the velvet cushions before my knees buckled. 

I felt his gaze on me, catching every detail of movement. “Nothing breakable,” I joked, just to relieve the tension. “Smart move on your part.”

He chuckled and I covered my hands to hide the goosebumps. “You look much better today,” he noted, shamelessly inspecting me head to toe.

I scoffed. “I must have really looked a fright then, because this face is on about four hours of sleep and ten minutes of makeup.”

“I like the natural look,” he dismissed easily. “Not to say I don’t enjoy your Instagram.”

My brow furrowed. “You follow my Instagram?” Hardly anybody followed my Insta. 

He leaned forward to pour some wine I hadn’t even realized was on the table.  One of the invisible staff must have brought it in. “I’m sure Audra told you that we like to fully investigate the people who are allowed at Fifty Oaks.”

“Of course,” I nodded. Still, it seemed weird he had paid any real notice to my Instagram, which I kept mostly for fun. Fern and I would do makeup tutorials to boost her videos. I said as much to Auggie. The Duke. Whomever.

“I like her videos,” he nodded. “She’s extremely passionate about what she does. Explains why she’s such a great dancer.”

“Preaching to the choir,” I agreed with a nod. “I’m her biggest fan.”

He watched me over the rim of his glass. “You’re not so bad either,” he murmured, making it clear he had seen those videos as well.

He was so potent I had to clear my throat and look away. I sensed him lean closer, which forced me to look back. 

I sucked in a breath from the pointed look in his eye. “Family means a lot to you. That means a lot to me.”

“My family is my everything,” I stated simply. 

He leaned back. “Tell me about them.”

Just like that he flipped the script and I was now the one being interviewed. I decided to roll with it. Those were the rules, right? “Well, there’s my Mom, Sunny. She’s the glue that holds us all together. She’s kind of otherworldly, like she comes from a whole other moment in time. I guess you could say she is an old soul.”

“What about your dad?” he wanted to know.

“My dad is one of a kind,” I said with a hearty chuckle. “A Texas farm boy who happened to fall in love with a hippie with a bad case of wanderlust. Left the farm and never looked back,” I smiled, which made him smile too, which made my toes curl a little bit. “He goes along with Mom no matter how crazy she gets. He can roll with all punches. A complete anchor in the storm. Even keeled. Never takes anything personally. He just marches to the beat of his own drum, which is usually accompanying whatever song Mom is playing. I mean, how many men do you know take their wife’s name when they get married?”

I stopped mid-sentence. I had learned over the course of my research that his own father, Roan, had done that when he had given up the throne. He added Sofie’s last name, Agassi, to his long list of names, which he passed along to Auggie. 

“I’m sorry,” I offered meekly. “I guess it’s not that uncommon.”

“It’s totally uncommon,” he said. “But if you apologize again, I’m going to put you in that car and send you home.”

I bit back another apology. I pantomimed turning a lock on my lips and tossing the key away, which amused him if the smirk he cracked was any indication.

(Take note, Christopher. That is how you do it.)

He questioned me for a good half hour on my siblings, taking interest in Dash, who was basically the star of any video my sister happened to share with him dancing backup. Since Dash is one of my favorite subjects, I talked for what felt like forever. It was the most natural part of the conversation, even though he didn’t say much. He smiled and nodded every now and then, which I took as encouragement. 

“Your family sounds intriguing,” he concluded after my words had exhausted. “Perhaps I’ll get to meet them one day.”

I laughed despite myself. 

“Is that funny?”

“Well... yeah,” I said.

“Why?” 

“Um...Because you’re The Duke?” I said, as if he should have known, which I’m pretty damn sure he did. “I mean, I’ve been sitting here for an hour trying to figure out if I call you Prince Auggie or Your Highness. It’s not exactly like you’ll join us on the family farm.”

“Why not?” he pondered, swirling the wine in his glass. “Sounds delightful.” I didn’t know how to respond so I said nothing. So, he added, “Perhaps you’ll meet my family, too.”

“Sounds terrifying,” I admitted frankly. Because that’s how I roll. 

He laughed. “I think you could hold your own,” he said. And the sincere compliment touched me. He glanced outside. “Dawn is breaking. Join me for a walk.”

Like I was going to say no. “Sure,” I said, but he was already on his feet, my acceptance merely a formality. He held out his hand. I glanced up at him, trying to decide what to do. They told me he didn’t make physical contact. 

Finally, I put my hand in his. I never realized how small my fingers looked until they were nestled inside his massive palm. I took a deep breath as I stood, half-expecting a candelabra or nearby clock to start singing. I mean, this was where magical mice stepped in, right? It felt every bit like a fairy tale come to life. I honestly got a little woozy. I was so much closer to this enigmatic man that I ever anticipated. It was making my senses go haywire. 

He didn’t release my hand as he led me towards the French doors. We spilled out into a darkened garden. With every step, orbs lit up beside the walkway, lighting our path. 

“That’s cool,” I smiled. “I feel like I’m in a Michael Jackson video.” The corners of his mouth tugged as he tried not to smile in return.

As we walked along, he held onto my hand, helping me navigate the cobblestone path. 

“Tell me the kind of music you love,” he said. 

“Songs are stories. I love them all,” I answered. 

“Playing it safe, I see.”

“It’s the truth. I can find something to like in all genres. My mom taught me to be open to different points of view. She says life is a mosaic. All beautiful pieces of jagged glass fit together to make something beautiful.”

“I think I’m in love with your mom,” he said with a sideways smirk.

I chuckled. “Everyone is. She used to turn my friends onto music. Still does,” I had to amend. “She had me listening to everyone from the Beatles to Beyonce, Elvis to the Eagles to Evanescence. Really good music transcends.” 

“Sounds like you have music in your soul. Do you play?

I shook my head. “I never learned how.”

“Me either,” he admitted with another smirk that would put Christopher to shame. 

I knew he was telling the truth though. He learned how to play everything by ear. He was never formally taught. 

“Still. I suspect there’s something musical about you. Poetry, maybe?”

I nodded. “In high school mostly. Teenage angst and all that.” 

“Nothing now?”

I shook my head. “When I move words around on the page, I prefer it be about other people.”

“Like I said,” he murmured. “Playing it safe.”

We stopped on a hill. In the distance I could see the inky blackness of the ocean to my left, and a brilliant sunrise to my right.  For a second, I went into sensory overload. “Oh, my God,” I finally breathed. “This is beautiful.”

He nodded. “I feel healed here. I always come to rejuvenate. It’s like being plugged into the world.” He caught my gaze. “You’re going to need all the healing you can get if you’re going to join me on tour.”

“What?” I echoed, disbelieving.

“You have a unique perspective, but one that feels very familiar and relatable. I think I’m in good hands with you,” he said softly. “I want you to tell my story.”

“Wow. Thank you,” I said. Since I still didn’t know how to address him, I simply didn’t. “I was a little worried after everything that happened.”

“That was never my focus,” he assured. “I’ve always prided that I see things beyond what others see. We’re a lot alike in that way. That’s why I want you.”

Just to hear him say those words in any context made my knees knock. I hope he didn’t feel the tremor in my fingers, though I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he did. 

“When do we start?” I asked.

He tugged my hand to follow him back to the Purple Room. “First, we need you well. Five months on the road requires a lot of stamina. I’ll have the driver take you to your office, where you will give them the good news. Since I’m hiring you exclusively as of this moment, I say you go home and sleep off whatever flu you have left. Rest through the weekend and we’ll start preparing for everything on Monday.”

“I’m feeling better already,” I insisted, but the look in his eyes shut me up fast.

He was the one in control. He might as well have been King. 

“Yes, sir,” I saluted. I still didn’t know what to call the guy.

I gathered my purse, and he walked me out to the waiting car, where the shadowy chauffeur waited.

The Duke held the door open for me as I slid in the back. Before he shut it behind me, he leaned down to speak. “Take care of yourself, Peaches,” he commanded softly, and I got to savor my name on his lips for the first time.

I nodded, gulping back any reply. The best I could come up with was, “You, too!” 

“Call me Auggie,” he smirked before he shut the door. 

I waved at him through the glass as the car started away. I glanced at my watch. It was just after six o’clock in the morning and I had secured the gig of a lifetime and was on a first-name basis with a Duke.

I knew then and there that life would never be the same again.

(I literally had no idea.)
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Chapter Four
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I think I dozed off before we left the driveway, because it felt like I blinked and then we were pulling into the parking structure of my office. I was dog-tired and weak from not having much of anything to eat. Not that I wanted to eat, because my crazy night had upset my tummy again. Auggie was right. I needed to take the day off and recover if I was going to join him on the road.

I had no idea what time on the road meant with The Duke of Mayhem, but I was about to find out.

Every time I thought about it, I mentally squealed. This was going to be an adventure of a lifetime! Maybe if I begged extra hard, he’d even let me invite Fern. Fern! Oh, my God. I couldn’t wait to tell Fern! All my thoughts were whirling around in my head, so much I got kind of dizzy when the door opened to the bright California sunshine of a new day.

The trip into L.A. had apparently taken a lot longer than the trip to Fifty Oaks, because everyone was already at the office by the time I arrived. With a mischievous smile I didn’t even bother to hide, I took the large manila envelope from the chauffeur and headed up to see Lydia first thing.

Of course, the first thing I saw when I got to the office was Christopher. 

“Hey, McPhee. How’ya feeling?”

It
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