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      I pressed my forehead down into whatever I was lying on top of and prayed that whatever that surface was, it would open up and swallow me whole.

      I had no idea where I was, but all that mattered was that someone—anyone—take away the pounding in my head. Because given the state of my brain, I was starting to think I might actually be dead this time.

      In fact, I was pretty sure I’d finally done what my brother had always said I would. Drank too much and actually died from it. Or maybe from something I’d done while drunk.

      I mean really, the choices were endless. And yes, I know how that makes me sound. But I swear I’m not actually that bad.

      Most of the time.

      At that moment, music started blaring through the atmosphere, and I sat straight up in shock—and then started to gag. Both of which proved, I guessed, that I wasn’t actually dead. Because I was pretty sure dead guys didn’t sit up and then try to throw up all over the floor.

      Right. Well, alive it was, then, I thought, gazing around through eyes that seemed to be only partially working. From what I could see, I was in an enclosed place—which, I thought, was a good thing, since it meant that wherever I’d passed out this time, I’d at least managed to choose a place that kept me out of the weather. And, theoretically, safe from muggers.

      Unless you called the incredibly beautiful woman currently standing in front of me a mugger.

      But I didn’t think muggers came equipped with masses of wavy brown hair and eyes to match, over an upturned nose and lips so full that they immediately made me think of one thing, and one thing only.

      Until those lips turned up in a wry and somewhat triumphant grin. One that told me that although she might have left me sleep here, she wasn’t exactly the sort who was going to keep her voice down to stop from hurting my head.

      A moment after that, I had another thought.

      She was the one who had turned the music on. And she was now laughing at me about it.

      “That was mean,” I told her, frowning.

      She just shrugged, the curves of her body moving in a way that made her look like she was dancing.

      That woman had music in her soul, I thought. Then I shook my head. Was I still drunk? Because it was really the only excuse for even having a thought like that.

      “That,” she answered in a soft, husky voice that made me think even more of music, “is the bar’s policy, I’m afraid. I let you sleep here the entire night—which, I’ll add, I wasn’t supposed to do—but we’re closed in the morning. For cleaning,” she added, when it became obvious that I hadn’t really understood what she meant. “Cleaning up after the drunks we let sleep here.”

      She finished with one eyebrow lifted and a quick—and very sharp—glance down at the floor underneath me.

      “God,” I moaned. “I’m sorry. I swear I’m not usually this bad. How long… um… What time did I get into this place?”

      I was looking around and realizing that I had zero memory of this particular establishment. It was a dive bar, and so it looked a whole lot like most of the other dive bars I remembered. There was a bar. Obviously. And walls, which were covered in a mass of what looked like music posters. I saw the inevitable neon lights advertising beers and live music, and the menu above the bar, and then, over the door at the front of the place, the ‘Open’ sign. Which wasn’t lit.

      I shuffled my feet a bit, and felt what I was sure were peanut shells underfoot.

      Ugh. I hated peanuts. What the hell had I been doing in the sort of place that allowed you to eat them and then throw the shells onto the floor?

      “Feels like you’re cleaning up after more than just the drunks,” I noted, moving my feet around a bit more.

      The woman cringed at that, and then nodded. “It’s not glamorous,” she admitted. Then she stepped forward and took my arm, pulling gently. “Still, rules are rules, and I’ve got to do it. It’s part of that whole keeping-my-job thing. And as for when you got here, I didn’t see you come in. But I saw the fight you had once you and your friend had been here for a while. That was around midnight. You passed out pretty soon after that. And we just… let you be.”

      I snorted—or came as close to snorting as I could manage with the state of my dry mouth. And as I did that, and considered the exit that she was now leading me toward, I started to have flashes of memory from last night.

      That door. The way it jangled when you opened it. Coming in here. Yeah, I remembered it now. I’d come in…

      “To use the bathroom,” I muttered. “I only came in to use the bathroom.”

      The bartender shrugged. “And then I guess you decided to stay. Though I don’t think the guy you had with you agreed with that particular idea.”

      “Roger,” I told her firmly. “No, Roger thought it was a terrible idea. Because Roger is my brother’s man, and he thought we should just get back to the hotel and go to sleep. So I fired him.”

      She gave me a look that was all arched brows and wide eyes. “Oh. Obviously. That’s what I do to all the people I have disagreements with. I fire them. Loudly. With lots of shouting. And more than a couple broken glasses.”

      Now it was my turn to cringe, because I remembered that, too. There had been a lot of broken glass over the situation.

      Mostly because Roger worked for my brother instead of me. Which meant that Roger always thought he knew best—and always reported back to my brother. Which was exactly why I’d had to fire him.

      I mean, when your brother’s the king of a small nation and you’re the no-good princeling who gets into so much trouble that your brother only lets you out of the house with a keeper, what else are you going to do but fire that keeper at the first possible opportunity?

      Not that I was going to say any of that to the hot bartender currently hustling me toward the exit. Because that whole princeling thing—hell, the royalty aspect in general—wasn’t something I normally told people. It tended to give them funny ideas about who I was and what I was supposed to be like. It almost inevitably made them immediately want to be my friend and see what they could get out of me. And it had gotten me into a world of trouble with certain women in the past.

      Not bartenders. I didn’t normally hang out with bartenders. But I didn’t think they would be any different when it came to finding out they were talking to a prince.

      Still. Call me crazy, but this particular bartender had let me sleep all night in her bar, instead of throwing me out like I was sure she was supposed to at closing time. And instead of tossing me out on my ass this morning, half-asleep and still in an alcohol daze, she’d woken me up first. I mean yeah, she’d done it with music so loud that it was hammering against my skull like an actual jackhammer, even now, but my point stood.

      She’d woken me up first.

      Maybe that meant there was a good soul under all those curves and the mane of brown hair.

      “Say,” I said, giving her my best sideways glance and half-smile. “Before I go, I don’t suppose you’d mix me a drink, would you? Something to get me back on my feet?”

      She gave me an equally sideways glance, the corner of her mouth turning up. “That, good sir, is against bar regulations.”

      I leaned a bit closer to her and dropped my voice, going for the gravelly, charming tone I liked to use on people I was trying to, well, charm. “You, good lady, don’t seem like the kind of person who follows those sorts of rules too closely.”

      Her grin got a little bit bigger at that, and she looked at me for a moment, then tipped her head side to side a couple of times. “I mean, I try to follow the rules. And I succeed. Most of the time. But I’m also supposed to be the bartender here. So… drinks are my job.”

      “And what kind of bartender would you be if you refused a patron a drink when he specifically asked for one?” I asked, my tone serious, as if we were having a real conversation rather than one that included her trying to escort me out of the bar where I’d fallen asleep.

      And now her grin grew to full strength. She nodded once, then turned away from the door and headed for the bar itself.

      “Right you are,” she said, equally serious. “What sort of bartender would I be if I didn’t get a man a drink when he asked for one?”

      She slid me onto a barstool and went around to the other side of the bar, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Now, what’ll it be?”

      And that was how I found myself sitting in a bar in Chicago at six in the morning, drinking a margarita and talking to the hottest bartender I’d ever seen—while desperately trying to remember what hotel I was supposed to be staying in, and how to get back there without my security guard to direct me.
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      Strictly speaking, I wasn’t supposed to be talking to the guy at all. I mean, he was a guy who’d come into the bar just before midnight last night and then gotten into a huge fight with someone who he now claimed was his brother’s ‘man’—whatever that meant. They’d caused a huge ruckus and broken more than their fair share of glasses, plus a table and two chairs, and we were going to have one hell of a time convincing the owner of the bar not to press charges for any of that.

      But I’d talked to Gwen, the other girl on the bar at the time, and we’d agreed that we weren’t going to bother telling the owner what had happened. We’d just chalk the table and chairs up to general disrepair and leave it at that. I mean, furniture wore out. Especially when that furniture had been sentenced to spend its life in a dive bar in Chicago, where people weren’t exactly kind to the things they were using.

      And no, it wasn’t because the guy who’d done much of the damage was passed out within minutes of the fight, in a sad ball in the corner. No, it wasn’t because that guy was insanely hot, either, or had been shouting in an accent that made him even hotter, all mussed-up curls and flashing brown eyes, with scruff that went a whole lot further than your standard five-o’clock shadow and right to ‘I Haven’t Shaved in Two Days’ scruff.

      It wasn’t the fact that his eyes met mine in the middle of the fight and lit up with such heat that they’d almost melted my bones—for no good reason at all, considering I’d never laid eyes on the guy before.

      I mean, I know what you’re thinking, and yeah, any normal girl would have taken that last bit and said she’d do just about anything to feel that sudden rush of heat through her body again. But I didn’t have that luxury. I was a bartender, in a job that I literally couldn’t afford to lose. I wasn’t about to mess that up by breaking the owner’s rules about the tenders sleeping with customers. Even irregular ones—or first-timers.

      No matter how good-looking this particular customer might be.

      The truth was, I needed the job too badly to risk it. Because, like many other people of a certain age, I’d gotten out of high school and gone right to college. A good and very expensive college, for a major in music.

      Why, you ask? Because I was a writer and a musician, and I’d had very big, very exciting aspirations to get a major in my passion, then go out and make a career out of that passion. I was going to take my music and my poetry and the songs I wrote and make a name for myself. The assumption that it was all going to work out made it really easy to sign on that dotted line when it came to taking out thousands and thousands of dollars in loans.

      And it kept my faith going until the day I graduated… and found out that a bachelor’s in music didn’t bring you all that much when it came to the music industry.

      Instead, I’d graduated with a whole lot of debt and absolutely no way to pay it off. And that led to me working here, where I got to take advantage of the open mic nights… but barely made enough money to cover those student loans I’d so willingly sold my soul for.

      So yeah, I needed the job. And when it came to following the owner’s regulations, I was usually pretty good at it.

      So why had Gwen and I agreed to lie to him about what had happened to the furniture?

      Because it straight up wasn’t worth the trouble. It wasn’t worth all the paperwork and the new rules about respecting the furniture that we’d have to slap up on the wall and then try to enforce. Because this particular owner paid really well—too well for the job, to be honest, though I wasn’t complaining—but he did it with one big expectation. And that was that we set rules with our patrons and then followed them religiously. So, when patrons broke the rules he’d set, guess what happened?

      More rules.

      All of which probably has you wondering what in the ever-loving world I was doing sitting down on a barstool in the bar I was currently supposed to be cleaning, having an early morning pint with a guy the rules said I should have kicked out last night, and contemplating cooking breakfast for him—all of which would definitely get me fired, pronto, if the owner happened to walk in this early on a Saturday morning.

      Well, see what I said above about the heat from this guy’s eyes melting my bones? Yeah, that.

      Turns out, I’m a whole lot like other girls, and it had affected me more than I was letting on.

      Because the guy was all smolder. All hot-as-melted-chocolate sexiness. He had been last night, when he was fighting with the guy he’d evidently fired, and he still was this morning, despite the massive hangover he had to be nursing. With the way his eyes settled on me and lingered, a half-smile turning up the corner of his mouth and a spark jumping from him right to me…

      Well, to be frank, it just wasn’t the sort of thing I experienced very often. And when it came down to it, it wasn’t something I was in a hurry to throw out on its ass in the damp Chicago morning.

      So I was breaking my own rules—and those of the bar—and letting him stay. And, it turned out, talking about cooking him breakfast.

      “Something greasy,” I told him earnestly, watching as he took another sip of his margarita. It had been an odd request, this early in the morning, but who was I to judge? “Especially if you’ve been sick.”

      The guy looked at me with doubt in his eyes. “Honestly, lady, grease sounds like the worst possible thing right now.”

      I mimed finger guns at him. “That’s because you’ve never tried it,” I said. “But I’ve seen a lot of people in your condition, and I know exactly what fixes it. Just wait until you try my hash browns and eggs. You’ll wonder how you ever lived without them. And you’ll be calling me a goddess for teaching you this incredibly important life hack.”

      And that, dear reader, is how I found myself not only letting the guy fall asleep in our bar, but also wake up the next morning and not leave, and then stay for breakfast instead. I served him a drink and then let him right into our kitchen—while I cooked—which would get me not only fired but also fined by the city and probably the state as well.

      I tell you. I was really racking them up today. It was like I’d obeyed rules for my entire life just so I could save up all the rule-breaking for this one special occasion.

      And I still hadn’t figured out what it was about this guy, exactly, that made it feel like I wanted to break those rules. Because it sure as hell wasn’t anything about my life suddenly needing to change. I wasn’t going through some quarter-life crisis where I abruptly changed course and became a rebel.

      At least… I didn’t think I was.

      Which meant that it had to be about the guy.

      And breaking rules for a guy? That was one more of my personal guidelines that I was evidently throwing to the wind over a set of molten-hot brown eyes and tussled curls.
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      I sat the guy down on the one and only stool in the kitchen—where we didn’t generally keep stools, since people weren’t supposed to be hanging out in there—and got to work with the cooking.

      “What’ll it be?” I asked. “Fried eggs or scrambled? Bacon or sausage?”

      To his credit, the guy didn’t act disinterested anymore. In fact, he looked… intrigued. Like he was actually getting into this idea of greasy food.

      “If we’re doing hash browns, then eggs scrambled,” he said promptly. “And sausage, every time. Bacon is overrated.”

      I grinned at that. “A man after my own tastes,” I told him. “I know people are infatuated with bacon these days, but can you really beat good sausage? The spices get me every time.”

      He rolled his eyes in ecstasy. “And it goes in anything. Honestly. Soup? Add sausage and make it better. Spaghetti? Sausage in the sauce, please and thank you. Breakfast? Sausage, every time.”

      “Sandwiches, too,” I told him quickly, and when he threw me a confused glance, I shrugged. “Can you actually beat a good breakfast sandwich? I don’t think so. Or a breakfast burrito. Sausage, eggs, cheese, salsa, and French fries. Yum.”

      At that, he started looking at me like I’d gone crazy, and I laughed.

      “I take it that in your travels, you’ve never been to Southern California, where Mexican food is king and they have their own very specific—and very delicious—version of it.”

      He began laughing, but shook his head. “I haven’t made it to Southern California yet, but I have a feeling it needs to go on my list. Is that where you’re from?”

      And that started it. Before long I was dividing my attention evenly between the cooking and the conversation that we’d started, and to my surprise, the guy was not only insanely hot but also incredibly intelligent. I mean, not that hot guys can’t be intelligent—that would be a really stupid thing to believe. No, it was something else entirely. Mainly to do with the fact that guys who were both intelligent and hot didn’t come into my bar all that often. We weren’t on the right side of Chicago for that, and we weren’t the right type of bar.

      I hadn’t been able to land a job in one of those smooth, themed bars where the hipsters went and the conversation tended toward literature and politics. Where everyone came from an Ivy League school—or pretended they had—and held highbrow jobs like ‘portfolio consultant’ and ‘art dealer.’

      No, I worked in a dive bar, and that meant lowbrow, all the way. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but it tended to stifle the conversation a little bit.

      “Where exactly are you from?” I asked, after the guy had started telling a story about the time when he accidentally stole someone else’s yacht. “And also, what’s your name?”

      He cocked his head like he hadn’t even realized that names were important, and then grinned at me. “Francisco. And you are?”

      “Erika,” I said, sliding food quickly onto two plates and motioning with my head. “Come on, back out to the bar. This kitchen only has the one seat, and I don’t believe in eating while standing up.”
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      Once we’d settled in and tucked into our food—which Francisco moaned over like it was the best thing he’d ever tasted in his entire life—he started telling me about the country he was from.

      “Tarana,” he said, rolling the ‘r’ like the place was too fancy to have a regular pronunciation.

      “Never heard of it,” I told him, feeling a little bit bad about raining on his parade.

      He just shrugged, though. “Not surprising. It’s a very small place, off the coast of Spain. An island nation.”

      Spain. Well, that explained the accent. And the dark, brooding good looks.

      When I asked what he was doing in the US, though, he slid right past the question, like it was one that he had no intention of answering. And though I wondered at that—because people don’t usually refuse to answer questions without a good reason—I let it pass. Partially because he’d asked about my own upbringing.

      “I grew up poor,” I told him frankly. “On the wrong side of the tracks, here in Chicago. But I decided early on that I wasn’t going to let it keep me down. And it never did.”

      And that right there was the truth. I’d been from the wrong side of town and hadn’t ever had enough money growing up. But my parents had done everything they could to make sure I didn’t miss out on anything, and when it turned out that I was gifted at music, they’d found a way to get me my own guitar, and the music lessons that came along with it.

      When I started dreaming of a career as singer-songwriter, they’d started dreaming right alongside me. And when I found out that I got into the University of Chicago, on a music major—with a bit of a scholarship to start me off—they’d been so excited that they’d popped a bottle of champagne and poured me a glass.

      Francisco pressed his lips together and frowned at the end of that particular story. “And yet you’re working in a bar rather than playing music. Why?”

      “The American dream,” I said sarcastically. “Or rather, the curse of student loans. High interest, high payments, and no way to do it.”

      That was only part of the problem, of course. It had turned out that the music industry wasn’t impressed with my education, being more comfortable functioning on a who-do-you-know basis. And since I hadn’t known anyone, and hadn’t been able to luck my way into a break, I’d ended up working at the bar. And my parents had backed right out of my dream. I hadn’t talked to them in a year, actually, just because they’d been so disappointed in me, and hadn’t been shy about telling me so.

      And when I said that, Francisco’s face had gone through a fairly alarming transition. He’d gone from listening to me with calm interest to actually angry, and then right to thoughtful.

      Which was, I thought, a kind of weird reaction to hearing that the girl you’d just met didn’t talk to her parents.

      “What?” I asked, confused. “Lots of people don’t talk to their parents.”

      He gave me a long, considering look, but then shrugged. “Let’s just say I understand what it’s like. Having family that doesn’t… get you.”

      “What do you—”

      “Finished,” he interrupted, shoving his plate away from him.

      And though I could see that he was, in fact, finished with his food, I couldn’t help wondering whether he’d decided on that precise moment just to keep me from asking what he’d meant with that family comment. Because that made two questions he’d either evaded or blocked, now: One about why he was in the US, and one about his family.

      I didn’t like conspiracy theories, generally. I thought a stone was a stone, and I thought it was a waste of time to make it anything more than that. But there was something off about this guy. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      Look, bartenders are supposed to know how to ask questions, okay? We’re supposed to flirt with the patrons, get them talking, keep them company. And I was pretty freaking good at it. Over the last year, it had also made me really good at reading people. Listening to what they said—and didn’t say—and figuring out what made them tick. But it wasn’t working with this guy, who managed to evade the important questions but stay so smooth that you hardly noticed.

      There was something different there. Something I hadn’t seen before. And it was getting under my skin and making me itch.

      “The food,” he said suddenly, “was delicious.”

      I grinned. “Well, I can’t take all the credit for that. The truth is, Chicago has some of the most delicious food in the world. People just don’t realize it because New York makes so much noise.”

      He tipped his head, lifting his eyebrows in doubt. “But New York cheesecake…”

      “Chicago deep-dish pizza,” I countered.

      “New York pizza.”

      “Chicago barbecue.”

      “Clam chowder.”

      I cocked my head at that one. “Is that really something New York is famous for?”

      He cocked his head back. “I suppose that depends on how much you like clam chowder.”

      I shrugged. “Jibarito sandwich.”

      Now he looked really confused. “You could just admit that you lost. You don’t have to make things up.”

      I gasped in genuine shock. “You’ve never had a jibarito?”

      He leaned toward me, all smooth charm and smolder, and shook his head. “I haven’t,” he said huskily. “Is it something I should try?”

      I leaned in as well, feeling a tingle through my entire body as I got close enough to feel the heat coming off his own skin. “If you haven’t had a jibarito, then you haven’t lived,” I told him in the same tone.

      “Then I guess I’m going to have to get you to take me to experience one.”

      I laughed, and before I knew it, I was grabbing his hand and hustling toward the door, my phone in my hand to let my boss know that I wasn’t feeling well and wasn’t going to be able to finish cleaning the bar today.

      No, that wasn’t something I did often.

      Then again, neither was letting a guy sleep in the bar, then cooking him breakfast, and, as it turned out, agreeing to take him to get jibaritos when I didn’t even know his last name.

      But there was something about this particular guy. Something that made me want to break the rules for the first time in my life—and refuse to think about the consequences until later.
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      Of course, we didn’t go get jibaritos immediately. That would have been stupid, when Guy Whose Last Name I Didn’t Yet Know had just had an enormous breakfast of potatoes, eggs, and sausage.

      Also, he was still definitely nursing a hangover. And I’d had a jibarito on a hungover stomach. Once. It wasn’t a good experience—which meant that it was my sacred duty as a bartender never to inflict it on anyone else.

      “Coffee,” I told him.

      When he looked at me doubtfully, I just shrugged.

      “One, you have a hangover, and coffee always helps that. Two, I’ve been up all night working rather than laid out at one of our best tables, sleeping.” I gave him a meaningful look, and he had the grace to look somewhat sheepish at that before I continued. “If I’m going to keep going, I need caffeine. Immediately. Pumped right into my veins, if it’s at all possible.”

      Now it was his turn to give me a doubtful look. “I don’t believe that’s possible. Or healthy. If it was something humans could do, I would have figured it out by now and done it.”

      I caught myself mid-step, wondering what the hell that meant. Was he some kind of adrenaline junkie who did things like actually trying to shoot coffee right into his veins? Because I was pretty sure he was right, and that it was a Very Bad Idea, but that didn’t mean people hadn’t tried it.

      I was sure people had. I was also hoping that the guy with the hot eyes, messy curls, and face that was either perfectly angelic or heartbreakingly devilish—depending on how you were looking at him—wasn’t one of them.

      Then I decided that I didn’t really care if he was. After all, this was just some sort of fling. It wasn’t even that! I was just showing a hungover tourist the wonders of Chicago. It didn’t have to mean a damn thing—and that should mean that I didn’t have to care whether the guy had actually tried coffee intravenously or not.

      So instead of asking, I reached out, grabbed him by the elbow (noting the strength of the connected bicep, holy smokes), and tugged him toward my favorite coffee shop on the corner. The one where the baristas knew me and always got my coffee made without me needing to specify what I wanted—a half-caf latte, since I was almost always on my way home from the bar and headed straight for bed.
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      “I need it full-strength today,” I told the girl behind the counter—Camila—who was wearing her usual look of fifties pin-up girl, complete with the enormous curl on her head.

      I could never in a million years figure out how exactly she did it—or why she bothered so early in the morning, when almost no one was going to see her. And let’s face it, the people who did see her this early in the morning weren’t looking at her hair. They were too starved for caffeine, too angry about being out of bed, or too hungover from the night before to bother with what their barista looked like.

      Though, I supposed that if you had a look, you went out of your way to accomplish it every time you went out. Maybe it was like a habit you built, and if you let yourself slip even once, you got lazy and stopped trying so hard.

      Camila lifted her thick, dark eyebrows at me. “Full-strength? You sure?”

      I let my eyes slide over toward the guy with me, and then gave her a grin. “I’ve promised this man a jibarito. I can’t afford to fall asleep in the middle of his first experience.”

      At that, her expression changed, going from doubtful to understanding, and she nodded firmly. “Got it. The best place doesn’t open until ten, though, so you’ve got some time for a… nap.” Her eyebrows went up again on that last word, and I shook my head quickly.

      That was not where this was heading. Though I couldn’t help the curl of my lips at the suggestion.
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      “Where are we going next?” Francisco asked as we walked out of the coffee shop, coffees steaming in the early morning chill.

      I took a moment to admire the sun rising up over Lake Michigan
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