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      Somewhere in the wilds of Iowa

      

      Jordan Royal rested his aching head against the bars of the jail cell and sighed. Everything hurt, even his hair. And I stink. His gaze took in the state of his bespoke Saville Row suit and hideously expensive Italian leather shoes. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out what was caked all over them.

      This week on jail cell, Jeopardy. For $200, what is horseshit?

      And while he mightn’t have actually reached the lowest point in his life, he was certain he could see the bottom from where he currently stood, banged up in a county jail.

      What happened last night? And how did I get here?

      The loud clang of the main cell door being opened and pushed against the wall had him wincing. It only added to the pain of the bright glare of the overhead lights. The world this morning was far too bright, loud, and putrid. The only comfort to be found was in the cool metal of the bars which covered the front of his old-fashioned cell. The touch of the rolled steel against his face soothed his tortured head.

      A gray haired, sheriff’s deputy stopped in front of the cell. He took one look at Jordan and slowly shook his head. “You look an awful sight, young man. And you stink. Now you, go on and move back a bit. Give me some room while I open the door. I don’t want any trouble.”

      Jordan did as he was told, his woozy head protesting all the while. He stood hugging himself as the door slowly slid open, flinching when it clanged loudly against the hinges.

      He rubbed his hands against his sides, grateful that someone had taken the handcuffs off once he’d been thrown in here. It had been a welcome blessing. Cuffs were his least favorite part about getting arrested. Those things pinched.

      “Come on, Mister Royal. Time to go. Paperwork to complete,” huffed the deputy.

      They were letting him go. Thank god. “Did I make bail?”

      “No. The charges have been dropped.” There was a definite note of disappointment in the lawman’s voice.

      Thank fuck. Not that I can remember what I did anyway.

      He followed the deputy out the door and into the main reception area. Matthew stood in the foyer, flanked by two gentlemen in midnight black suits. They may as well have had a huge sign hanging above their heads which read LAWYER. Not that Jordan was complaining. He was just relieved that they’d succeeded in getting the charges against him withdrawn.

      Matthew’s gaze ran up and down Jordan’s disheveled clothes. “You look like someone dragged you backwards through a swamp.” Lifting his head, he sniffed at the air. “And you stink.”

      Jordan mustered a strangled laugh. He was exhausted and badly hungover. “You should see how it looks and smells from this side. Thanks for coming to get me.” He turned to the pair of stony faced legal eagles and sketched a bow. “Thank you, gentlemen. As always, I appreciate your time and efforts.”

      His brother sighed. “Speaking of time, yours was, as always damn near impeccable. I was about to fly to the sunny beaches of Greece when you called. My vacation plans didn’t include a side trip to Iowa. The next time you get thrown in jail, you’ll have to make your one phone call to someone else. I’m done with hauling your ass out of the shit, Jordan.” Matthew sniffed the air once more. “Urgh, is that what you were rolling around in last night? Shit.”

      Jordan couldn’t honestly answer that question. He had a few hazy memories of what had happened the previous evening. On a whim, he and some friends had flown out to Iowa, to watch a night rodeo, but apart from some vague memories of bulls and horses, he had absolutely no recollection of how the night had ended. Or what had happened to result in him getting arrested. He’d woken up sprawled on the floor of the jail cell a little after five am. Unfortunately, the whole hazy brain, handcuffs, and legal team scenario was a familiar one for Jordan.

      This is one thing I have a talent for, the one thing my high achieving brothers and cousins can’t lay claim to—black sheep of the family.

      After retrieving his cell phone, and some other personal effects from the clerk at the front desk, Jordan was handed several sheets of paperwork, and made to sign them. He gingerly put his sunglasses on his face, then followed Matthew out the front door. The pair of lawyers who kept a guarded distance, trailed in his wake.

      Once they were outside in the parking lot, Jordan stopped and quickly checked his wallet. His credit cards, with their unrestrained spending limits, were still there, but all his cash was gone. Jordan had a vague recollection of handing over a fistful of hundred dollar bills to a shady guy behind a cowboy bar. Guess that answers that question.

      His queasy stomach growled its need for attention.

      “Do you have any money on you, bro? I’m not sure if they take credit cards at the local diner. I’m in desperate need of some coffee and food.”

      Matthew angrily snatched the paperwork out of Jordan’s hand and passed it to one of the lawyers. “It goes without saying that none of this should go officially through the Royal Resorts company accounts. Make sure it gets hidden somewhere as research costs. If anyone asks, just tell them I was out here looking at possible resort development sites. Thanks guys, I’m sorry to have called you out so early.”

      Stifling a grin, Jordan nodded. “Yeah, um, thanks. And sorry.”

      With their task now complete, the lawyers got into one of two nearby cars and drove away. Jordan watched them go, staring at the road until the car was out of sight.

      And cue the disapproving lecture from my brother…

      He turned to Matthew. His sibling shared the same shade of dark brown hair and green eyes as Jordan, but that was where their similarities ended. Jordan’s hair was normally groomed to within an inch of its life, whereas Matthew wore his long locks past his shoulders.

      While Jordan was currently wearing a five o’clock shadow, which he would shave off as soon as he could, Matthew rocked a lumberjack, unkempt bearded vibe. Anyone who happened to wander by wouldn’t pick them for brothers. And while they looked more like two characters out of a cheesy ’80s road movie, Jordan didn’t need a map to tell him that Iowa was a long way from Walley World.

      But there was no humor on Matthew’s face as he reached out and punched Jordan hard on the side of the head. Jordan’s teeth rattled. “You fucking idiot. Do you have any idea how close you got to having to front a local judge? And unlike all the other times when either Bryce or I bailed you out from jail, if you had ended up in court, there would’ve been no hiding a prison sentence from Mom and Dad.”

      The only good part of having such a terrible hangover was that Jordan barely felt the punch. His ear and cheek were stinging, but the rest of his body hurt so much it made little difference. The threat of Edward and Alice Royal discovering the truth of their middle son’s latest transgression pained him more. Jordan was the undisputed black sheep of the family. A constant source of shame.

      “I’m sorry, Matthew.” His half-baked apology sounded hollow and trite. He’d offered it too many times for either of them to believe it. “Um. Do you have any idea what happened last night? Things are kinda patchy in my brain. I don’t remember much of anything between leaving Jackson Hole and then waking up alone in the jail cell.”

      Yesterday afternoon, Jordan had been attending an economic summit in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. He hadn’t actually made it to any of the formal sessions, rather he’d embarked on a bar crawl with a couple of other pampered sons of commerce. Someone had a private jet at their disposal, and the lure of mischief was too great to resist.

      Jordan racked his brains. He couldn’t even remember who he’d been with last night, or what sort of drugs he had taken. The booze however would have been his usual, vodka shots … and keep ’em coming. The cold light of day was having its spiteful revenge.

      I feel really dizzy. God, I hope it’s just from low blood sugar.

      Matthew brushed his fingers over his soft, bushy beard. “You had a busy night, Jordan. According to the rap sheet, which was short but quite spicy, you stole a tractor. You then took it on a cross country rampage where you crashed it through several fences, before finally drowning it in a farm dam. The tractor was DOA, and they are still fixing the fences.”

      That explains the strands of strange, damp weed in the pockets of my pants.

      “How much?”

      If the authorities had dropped the charges against him, it must have been because the farmer didn’t want to press the issue. And the only way this whole thing would have been made to go away was because someone had handed over some serious House of Royal cash.

      The look on Matthew’s face was one of great sibling displeasure. His brother hated waste of any kind.

      “Twenty four grand for the tractor. From what I understand, the farmer was more than happy about that as he has a brand new John Deere arriving later today to replace his eighteen year old work horse. Fortunately he only asked for a few hundred bucks for the fence. According to our team of lawyers, the guy seemed pretty pleased about getting a new tractor. Said to tell you thanks, and that if you wanted to wreck any more tractors, he knew some guys who would be more than willing to take your money.” Matthew made a great show of loudly clearing his throat. “Sorry, Dad’s money.”

      For the sort of immense wealth that the Royal family had at its disposal, the settlement funds were a drop in the ocean. But for Jordan the fallout from his little misadventure could have cost him dearly. It would be bad enough if the local press got a hold of it, but if word got back to New York City, to his father … another wave of nausea washed over him. This time it was more than just a hangover. It was embarrassment. The knowledge that he was a constant disappointment to the House of Royal.

      The sooner he got out of Iowa, the better.

      The warmth of the August sun was beating down on his head. His body was at war with itself. He was either going to pass out or throw up. Or both.

      I stink. I’m hungry, and I just want to go home.

      “I’m sorry Matt, and I promise you can punish me all you like once I am feeling human again. Just please for the love of all that is holy, tell me you came in one of the company jets.”

      Not only couldn’t he imagine trying to get on board a commercial flight in his current disgusting state, but he had no idea where the nearest town was, let alone a proper airport.

      Matthew appearing to finally take pity on him, nodded. “Yes, it’s at a local aeroclub. Come on, you can wash up on the plane. I’ll see if I can find some clean clothes for you.”

      Jordan’s luggage was still in a hotel suite in Jackson Hole, but he wasn’t game to ask Matthew to make such a large detour rather than head straight back to NYC. He would get someone from Royal Resorts to call the hotel later and make the necessary arrangements to retrieve his belongings.

      His brother pointed at Jordan’s stained jacket. “You might want to take that off and place the… clean-ish inner lining face down on the seat of the hire car. Oh, and take your shoes off. I’m not paying for an extra cleaning fee.”

      Fearing his brother would make him strip completely, Jordan sheepishly did as he was told. He climbed into the passenger seat of the small rental car, and casually adjusted his sunglasses. “Come on let’s get out of here.”

      Matthew climbed into the driver seat. He glanced at Jordan and shook his head in disgust. He was still shaking his head as he turned the car out of the parking lot and onto the main road.

      When Jordan caught sight of the Royal Resorts corporate jet a short time later, he let out a large sigh of relief. The sooner he was on board, and they were in the skies, the better. The plane would have catering of some sort, and he could wash some of the shame of last night off his skin in the private bathroom.

      I can’t wait to get home to New York and climb into my bed. Sleep.

      Filthy shoes in hand, he followed Matthew up the steps of the jet. But the moment he set foot into the main cabin, his blood turned to ice.

      Seated in the first of the luxury white leather armchairs was Alice Royal.

      His mother rose, gave a nod to Matthew, then turned her steely gaze on Jordan. “Don’t bother attempting to blame your brother for me being here. When he tried to change the flight plan for the jet from Greece to Iowa, a call was immediately made to Janice. Fortunately for you, your father’s EA decided I might be the lesser of two evils, so I was the one she messaged.”

      Jordan swallowed down a lump of dread. He had dodged a major bullet. If Edward Royal had been informed of Jordan’s arrest, there was every chance he would have let his middle son sit and stew in a prison cell for the next few days. His father was big on giving him ample time to think on his sins.

      And I’ve done a lot of thinking over the years. Not that any of it has done me much good. I’ll never live up to family expectations.

      “I will make sure to personally thank Janice for her discretion as soon as we get home tonight. And I’ll keep a low profile for the next few days.” He could only hope that was enough to placate his mother.

      Alice’s bottom lip quivered, and tears shone in her eyes. “I’m afraid it will be some time before you get an opportunity to talk to Janice in person, darling. The jet is heading back to New York today, but on the way home, we will be making a short stopover in Philadelphia.”

      “What’s in Philadelphia? Are we picking someone up?” asked Jordan warily.

      Alice took a hold of his hand and gave it a gentle motherly squeeze. “There is a world‐class addiction treatment center in Philadelphia. You can’t go on like this Jordan. It’s time you got sober and clean.”

      Rehab. They are sending me to rehab.
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      Berlin, Germany

      Four and a half years of tortured sobriety later

      

      The throbbing techno beat of the tightly packed nightclub pulsed uncomfortably through his body. In his former life, as Jordan liked to call his pre-rehab days, he would have soaked up the ear-splitting, pulse-racing music. The party favors and alcohol coursing through his veins would have seen him in the middle of the dance floor, busting out all the slick moves. In his heyday he had been one hell of a dancer. He’d also been a world‐class drug addict. Now, clubbing simply annoyed him. Three months of treatment, with the occasional top‐up spot of therapy had stuck. He was clean and he was sober.

      Jordan wouldn’t have normally come to a place like Berghain, the famous Berlin nightclub located in a former Soviet era heating plant, but his German cousin Leon had convinced him to set aside his dull New York brain and take in some cutting‐edge music. Jordan’s personal assistant, the red-headed Sheila, had been banging on all week about visiting Berghain, so that had also played a part in his decision to come tonight.

      Being a local minor Berlin celebrity meant Leon could get through the front door without having to suffer under the withering gaze, and swift ‘nein’ of the club’s bouncers. The bouncers at Berghain were as famous as the club. Only a select few guests were given approval to step inside. Tourists were routinely turned away.

      Holding Sheila by the hand, Leon made his way through the crowd, and toward a short set of steps which led up to the next level of the club. Jordan trailed behind them. He barely noticed the scantily clad men and women moving in time with the music. The scent of body sweat, perfume, and alcohol hung thick in the air. He might be a recovering addict, but Jordan’s nose could still pick out the notes of various alcoholic drinks. His eyes caught the sleight of hands, which signaled that other small pop-in-the-mouth items were being handed around.

      This was a dangerous place for him. Temptation was everywhere. He did a quick mental check of his escape plan. If he found his resolve being pushed to the limit, he was to send a message to a private number. A House of Royal security team would be immediately dispatched to discreetly extract him from the club.

      “Here we are, this is our table,” announced Leon. He ushered a smiling Sheila into the minimalist designed wooden booth and followed closely behind. Jordan stifled a grin as his two companions quickly got cozy with one another. They had first met a year or so ago and seemed to have hit it off. Now whenever Jordan happened to mention to his cousin that he might be coming to Germany, Sheila’s name inevitably found its way into the conversation, along with a less than subtle hint that she might also want to make the trip.

      Sheila’s hopeful pleadings had finally overcome Jordan’s reluctance to visit the nightclub. Considering the amazing work she did in supporting him, having to endure a couple of hours of electro, ghettotech, and psy sounds mixed by a Colombian DJ was the least he could do. Table service meant expensive bottles of booze, with a minimum four‐figure dollar spend to secure a table. Since Leon was paying, Jordan didn’t mind. Just as long as they offered a decent nonalcoholic range of drinks, he was content.

      Sheila was beaming. As was Leon. Jordan couldn’t decide which of his two companions looked the most like a kid on Christmas morning, all bubbling with excitement.

      Such a cute pair. I wonder if Leon is ever going to make a move. Sheila won’t wait forever. Better snap her up and soon, cuz.

      And as much as he privately shipped Lesh or was that Shon, Jordan was more than happy to admit that the romantic affairs of his relatives and company employees were actually none of his bloody business.

      He wasn’t here in Berlin to play cupid—he was here to check out the city’s recently opened Royal Resorts hotel. To see how the furnishings looked, and possibly steal one or two ideas for the new Laguna Beach resort he was going to project manage in California later in the year. The European design team had a great eye for little touches, ones that would be sure to delight guests. And delighted guests were what every hotelier wanted.

      His older brother Bryce ran the European arm of Royal Resorts, and from what Jordan had seen of his other completed projects, he had no doubt the Berlin hotel would be exceptional.

      How do I compete with that? I don’t know if I can.

      A server arrived at their table and conducted a quick conversation with Leon in German. He pointed at Jordan. When the woman repeated the words “bitter lemon”, Jordan held up four fingers. He’d been clued up on how things worked in the clubs. Nonalcoholic drinks didn’t come with the same markup or profit as bottles of booze, but if he ordered four glasses, the bar staff would charge a full bottle of champagne to Leon’s minimum spend tab and everyone would be happy.

      As soon as his drinks arrived, Jordan was going to settle in for a hopefully not too long a night of soberly appreciating the decadent electronic music and alternative culture. While it was easy to see why all the other clubs envied Berghain, Jordan would have preferred to be somewhere quieter.

      That odd thought sent a shudder through him.

      I’m thirty two years old and I’m beginning to sound like my father.
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      Berghain, the giant concrete and steel nightclub was world‐famous, but then again so was Chloe Fisher. The double takes and stares she got as she made her way through the cavernous venue spoke volumes as to how instantly recognizable, she was—everyone knew Chloe.

      The loud cries of “Chloe?” “Is that?” “Wow, das ist sie!” followed her every step. So did several large well-trained security men who kept the crowd at bay. No one was getting anywhere near the pop princess, not without her say so. Anyone who tried would soon find themselves deposited outside in the cold Berlin night.

      Her small select party of guests was ushered to a private area in one of the upper levels of the club. Their austere booth sat at a right angle to the rest of the room, which afforded Chloe a welcome degree of privacy as she dropped wearily onto a spot on the wooden bench out of clear sight of the dancefloor.

      I am so tired. Why did I agree to come here?

      She knew the answer to that question only too well … because her entourage had forced her into it. It was alright for them, they hadn’t just come off stage after playing a full two and a half hour concert at the Mercedes Benz Arena. While she had sore feet and a blinding headache which the pumping beat of the heavy DJ mixed music at Berghain did nothing to dull, her people were fresh and ready to party.

      Thank god, we are headed back to the States at the end of the week. I want to go home. I miss my house.

      Chloe and her entourage were flying to Paris late tomorrow. Two days from now she would perform the final show of her whirlwind European tour. At least it wasn’t a full tour, just eight of the major capital cities. By Sunday night, she would be home in LA and back in her own bed. Yay.

      A club server arrived and handed each member of Chloe’s party a glass of champagne. The other three members of Chloe’s official touring entourage—Marta her number one personal assistant, Gabriela her assistant’s assistant, and Stixxluv, Chloe’s stylist—all downed their drinks in one go, but Chloe was content to nurse hers.

      True to form, her companions immediately began bickering over what hideously expensive bottle of booze they were planning to order next. On a night like tonight, when her people were in a mood to party hard, the bar tab could easily be in excess of twenty grand by the end of the evening.

      Her tight knit little group was getting set up for a long night of partying. Life would be easier if Chloe gave a damn about clubbing, but after working her ass off all night, she had zero interest in letting loose. The headache was partly to blame, but truth be told, she was far more interested in the three other guests who were seated in the booth opposite to hers.

      The other party consisted of two men and a red-headed woman. They looked so out of place, that Chloe couldn’t imagine how they had gotten through the front door. The woman was rocking a pale pink ballerina dress and matching high heeled boots, which had to be the very antithesis of the nightclub’s unofficial all-black uniform.

      And the two men? They were dressed so achingly conservatively, it actually made her teeth hurt. Both wore black tailored pants and white Oxford dress shirts. Either one of them could have featured in a Hugo Boss fragrance ad.

      Yet all three of this odd little group seemed perfectly at home in their little bubble, oblivious as to how much they stood out. From the way they behaved, it was clear they were used to being able to find a table at an exclusive techno club. Fascinating. Who were these people?

      Over the heaving beat of the music, she caught the occasional word. They were all speaking English. The dark-haired guy sitting next to the girl in pink, was tapping his finger in time to the beat. His body language was both obvious and telling—he was hot for her. The red head, in turn, made no effort to move away when her male companion leaned in close. She crossed her long legs and preened, smoothing the edges of her skirt. Sexual tension vibrated between them.

      But it was the third member of this well-dressed ménage à trois who really caught Chloe’s eye. His dark brown hair was lazily adorned with a pair of designer sunglasses. He wore his boredom like a shiny badge of honor. His confidence came with a noticeable lack of the cocky edge that was the hallmark of most men she met in LA.

      I’ll have twenty bucks on that one being an American. Only an American male would wear his sunglasses perched on top of his head at night and not think he looks like an idiot. He probably thinks it’s cool.

      Unfortunately, her American compatriot had it wrong. Berlin’s version of cool was defined by its artists and students, even its nightclub bouncers. Not preppy college boys.

      You’re trying too hard buddy.

      As if the object of her interest could read her mind, he suddenly slipped the sunglasses off his head and placed them on the low table in front of him. Tilting his chin up he raked his fingers through the strands of his short, dark brown hair. The elegant movement had the sleeve of his white shirt pulling taut around his bicep. Nice. Mister America, might be over dressed, but he had all the right moves.

      Chloe’s heart skipped a beat as he turned and gave her a panty dropping smile.

      Oh hello.
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      Chloe might well be used to the limelight, to having people constantly staring, but the way this guy looked at her, she was certain he could see right into her soul. And as much as she tried to tear her gaze away, it was held fast. His sexy, all-knowing grin informed her that not only did he know who she was, but that he wasn’t intimidated by her fame. That he was up to any challenge she might think to throw his way. This guy had Big Dick Energy coming out his pores.

      Who is this guy?

      “Chloe. Chloe.” A hand appeared in front of her face. Startled, she turned to see Gabriela waving furiously at her. Huh?

      “We are ordering two bottles of Cristal Rosé, and Stixxluv wants to get a bottle of Patrón for shots. I know you are watching your waist, but do you want anything?”

      Bed. Sleep. And to meet that hot guy who is doing a great job of screwing me with his eyes. Not necessarily in that order.

      She was always having to watch what she ate and drank. Her number one personal assistant Marta made it her business to have right of veto of all and anything Chloe put in her mouth. It sounded harsh, but the life of a pop star was so intense that having someone else manage the mental load of her diet just made things easier for her.

      “No thank you Gabriela … actually, change of mind. I will have something. If they have Grey Goose on the menu, let’s get a bottle.”

      The stranger from across the way looked like someone who would drink vodka, not because he loved it, but because it helped to make him appear edgy. In the privacy of his own home, he likely drank and enjoyed an old-fashioned American beer.

      While her entourage busied themselves with ordering an insane amount of booze, Chloe, and Sunglasses Guy continued their little game of seeing who could blink first. He might have money and an attitude, but she had survived a shitty upbringing, followed by four years of living rough on the streets. He was going to have to try a lot harder to beat her.

      I can play this game all night.

      When the ballerina girl and the other suited guy both moved and got to their feet, Mister Too Cool For School America, had to stand in order to let his companions leave the booth. He broke off eye contact with Chloe. She could have taken that as a minor win, but decided she was having far too much fun to end the contest.

      Chloe was waiting for the moment when the dark haired hunk would look her way once more.
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      Leon and Sheila were holding hands. “I’ve spotted a good friend of mine down on the dancefloor and I want to introduce Sheila to him. We might be back. Will you be alright on your own, Liebste?”

      “Sweetheart?” laughed Jordan. Leon loved to offer him these little German terms of affection. Anything to get his blood up. As his cousin and assistant made their way past him, Jordan gave Leon a friendly slap on the back. “Just go easy on whatever treats your friend downstairs might be selling. Don’t forget you promised me a tour of the new hotel before I leave tomorrow.”

      Jordan picked up his glass and took a long drink. There was every chance that he wouldn’t be seeing either of his friends again this evening. He was now on his own.

      With the others gone, Jordan turned his attention back to the booth opposite, to where the world-famous pop star, Chloe, sat pretending to sip from a flute of champagne.

      She was more than nursing it, the drink had barely shifted from the top of the glass. Being a recovering addict meant Jordan tended to notice those sorts of things.

      Chloe stood and waved a hand in his direction, beckoning him to come join her. Jordan didn’t need a second invitation. He’d barely taken a step in her direction before two burly gentlemen appeared in front of him. Instinctively, he lowered his gaze, not daring to meet their eyes. I am not a threat to her. Only an idiot would give the slightest bit of attitude to a man the size of a mountain, let alone when he had a muscular friend.

      “It’s alright, Martin. I asked him over.” Chloe’s hand rested on the arm of one of the men. She was a fully grown woman but in comparison to the size of her security detail she looked like a child. These men were paid to protect her, and Jordan had no doubt that they wouldn’t hesitate to sit him on his ass if he made the wrong move.

      His billionaire family background had given Jordan a lifetime of experience in dealing with people protection. Of how they worked, and how not to get on the bad side of a large, well trained Navy SEAL. He remained exactly where he was, not daring to twitch a muscle. It was only when Chloe finally came to stand in front of him, offering Jordan her hand, that he deemed it safe to lift his head.

      “Hi, I’m Chloe.”

      He was immediately struck by the warmth and sincerity in her smile. Her deep brown eyes reminded him of liquid chocolate. Her long raven hair was glossy and smooth. Stunningly beautiful.

      The way she shared her name was as if she genuinely expected that not everyone would know it. It took Jordan a moment to gather his wits.

      “I’m Jordan, its lovely to meet you, Chloe.” He took her hand, holding and shaking it with the right amount of pressure. His father had taught all his sons how a gentleman should shake a woman’s hand. To Jordan’s surprise, Chloe’s handshake had a degree of firmness to it.

      Her smile, however, remained soft and inviting. “I see you’ve been abandoned by your friends, Jordan. Would you like to come and sit with me?”

      Jordan checked over his shoulder. Sheila and Leon were still nowhere to be seen. Since his cousin had paid for full table service, at some point in the night, Leon would return and spend more cash on drinks. But who knew when that might be, or whether his own presence might make things awkward for Sheila and Leon.

      Never let it be said that I am a cock blocker.

      Then again, he might be making fanciful assumptions about his cousin and assistant. “My executive assistant might be back eventually …”

      “Oh, that’s alright. She can join us as well. What about your other friend?”

      “Leon? Oh, don’t worry about him, he’s only my cousin. He lives in Berlin and can take care of himself.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      And I was right, he is an American.

      Chloe brushed her hand over Jordan’s chest. The way the white button down fitted his form so perfectly, it was clear he didn’t shop at Gap. And his pants had the unmistakable cut and fine cloth that could only come from a gentleman’s tailor. Which meant, Jordan either had money or his family did. “Come and sit with me, Jordan. I am keen to meet someone new.”

      It was all an act on her part. Her way of protecting herself with strangers. People wanted to meet Chloe the pop star, and in public that’s who they met. Few got to know the real Chloe Fisher, and she was determined to keep it that way. Maintaining an invisible wall between her and the rest of the world kept the girl from Nebraska safe.

      She motioned for her entourage to move along and make space. When Marta and Gabriela let out a collected huff of disgust at this imposition, Chloe glared at them. Stixxluv eyed Jordan’s bespoke suit with bored distaste but shuffled over.  For their troubles, Chloe banished them to Jordan’s booth. Grumbling about their lot and how unfair the world was, the three of them snatched up the bottles of champagne and tequila and beat a hasty retreat.

      Gabriela, bless her, who had a little more manners, brought Jordan’s drinks over and placed them with care on the table in front of him and Chloe. She offered a polite. “Enjoy,” then scooted back to rejoin her drinking buddies.

      With everyone now settled in their new places, Chloe turned her attention back to Jordan. “So what brings you to Berghain, Jordan? You don’t look the type to be getting all hot and sweaty on the dancefloor.”

      She was interested to see how he would react when she placed a touch of emphasis on the words hot and sweaty. In the music business, it never paid to be too subtle.

      The pair of dark green eyes which met hers had Chloe swallowing deep. There was no mistaking the strong intelligent mind behind them. Chloe both liked and appreciated clever men.

      “My cousin Leon’s side of the family runs a number of hotels and resorts in Germany and Eastern Europe. I’m here to catch up with him, and also to visit the new hotel they have just opened here in Berlin.” He picked up his drink and took a generous sip. “And as for getting hot and sweaty, my days of destroying what’s left of my youth on the dancefloor are mercifully well behind me.”

      Jordan threw back the rest of his drink. Chloe wasn’t sure if he was thirsty or nervous.

      “What about you, Chloe? I saw on CNN that you were going to be performing a concert in Berlin tonight, is this the sort of place you come to wind down?”

      “I came off stage not long ago, but I didn’t want to come here, they did.” She gestured in the direction of her entourage. “I much prefer to go back to my hotel and watch TV after a concert, but you have to give the touring party their little perks.”

      There was nothing worse than touring with a group of unhappy assistants. Getting them through the front door of Berghain and straight to a full service booth was one way to keep the peace.

      Her show at the Mercedes Benz arena had been an instant sell out. Foster, her longtime manager had pressured her to announce a second show, but Chloe had held firm. This was a limited tour. Starting later in the year, after she had her brand new album released, she would embark on a grueling world tour. There wouldn’t be a corner of the planet where she didn’t perform.

      As soon as I get home I need to get back into the studio and finish laying down more tracks. This album is taking forever to write and record.

      Thoughts of her pressing commitments could wait—tonight she wanted to sit and share a drink or two with the hot guy she had just met.

      “Was it a good show, I mean the crowd?” he asked.

      “Oh yes. The Germans really know how to go off at a concert. Security was getting worried at one point when Chloe’s Garden just cut loose.”

      “Chloe’s Garden?”

      “That’s what my diehard fans call themselves. Though since they are mostly young women, the crowd is usually well behaved— they don’t even like to mosh all that much. My fans are into hugs and being nice to one another.”

      Another artist might be offended at someone not knowing the lexicon of their fanbase, but Chloe didn’t mind. If Jordan didn’t know about Chloe’s Garden, then he wasn’t a fanboy. Thank god. Over the years, she’d encountered her fair share of fanboys all hoping to use their inner knowledge of Chloe’s world as the means to flatter their way into her bed. Many had tried, none had succeeded.

      He picked up a fresh glass from his selection of drinks and took a sip. “I can’t remember the last time I went to a concert, but I hear yours are amazing. And Chloe’s Garden sounds lovely.” Her gaze followed his glass as Jordan set it down.

      Is he staying off the alcohol so he can do drugs?

      It pained her, but she had to ask “Jordan. Are you avoiding alcohol because you intend to do pills?”

      His face blanched. A muscle twitched in his suddenly tight jaw. “Absolutely not.”

      “I ask, because I have a reputation I need to protect. I can’t be linked to a user.”

      With his fingers balling on his thighs, he avoided her gaze. “I’m not a user.”

      Huh. Then what is his deal?

      “So, would you like a glass of champagne or perhaps some vodka? We just opened a couple of new bottles.”

      He shook his head. “No, thank you. I don’t touch the booze.” There was a sense of finality in his words. A subtle warning for her not to ask anything else about why he wasn’t drinking alcohol.

      Since coming to sit with her, Chloe had noted that Jordan was polite but guarded. It could have just been an act, a way of getting her attention. Some guys liked to play the mysterious hunk, but he just appeared a touch uneasy. His all American swagger had somehow disappeared. In its place she got a sense of him actually being genuine. What she was seeing was the real Jordan.

      Surprising.

      “You don’t like this place all that much, do you?” she ventured.

      There I said it. He’s here under sufferance, just like me.

      He gave her a tight smile. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be a downer, but if I’m being completely honest, I hate it. I’m not exactly dressed for a nightclub, which is why I’m slugging my drink down. It’s unbearably hot in here and the air smells of sweat. The only reason I haven’t already abandoned this concrete cavern is you, Chloe.” A laugh escaped his lips. “God, that didn’t half sound like a well-used pick up line, did it? But I mean it. You are the nicest thing here.”

      Chloe brushed the tips of her fingers along Jordan’s thigh. “It’s not my scene either, but I don’t see those three leaving anytime soon.” She nodded in the direction of her team. None of them acknowledged the move—they were too busy fighting over the drinks menu and deciding what bottle they would order next. There are going to be some very ugly heads in the morning.

      She moved a little closer to him. “What would you say to us ditching my people. I mean we could go somewhere quiet and have a bite to eat. Just the two of us. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.”

      Am I really doing this? It had been a long time since she’d spent any real time away from Marta and the others. I just want a few hours with someone else.

      Jordan curled his hand around hers, the pads of his fingers brushing seductively against the skin of her palm. It sent a spark of lust racing straight to her core. Then to her surprise and distress, he set her hand aside and got to his feet.  “I apologize if my compliment implied something I didn’t intend. It was lovely to meet you, Chloe. I wish you all the success in your future, you are an incredible talent. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Jordan began to move away.

      What? He’s brushing me off. How did I misjudge this?

      Chloe shot to her feet. Her glass of champagne teetered then fell, spilling its contents over the table. While her bodyguards quickly scrambled to clean up the mess, she moved out of the way, taking a hold of Jordan’s muscular arm in the process. “What’s wrong with me? I thought we were making a connection, but now you are leaving.”

      And you don’t sound the least bit desperate, do you, Chloe?

      He glanced at her hand, then lifting his head, fixed her with his emerald eyes. “Is that what you want, Chloe? I’m happy to go and find some food, but I’m not looking to be anything else for you tonight. You are gorgeous, and wow … it’s just that I don’t do casual these days.” The words I’m not a fuckboy fan were heavily implied. “You seem a really nice girl, but …”

      Chloe the global pop star disappeared in an instant. In her place stood Chloe the girl from Nebraska who couldn’t handle any form of rejection. And especially not from a man who appeared as genuine as Jordan. Her hand tightened on his arm.

      She couldn’t fault his manners. Someone had raised him right. Jordan was clearly doing his best to give Chloe all due respect and not cause offence.

      They’d met mere minutes ago, yet the thought of him simply wishing her well and saying good night had Chloe stumbling to the edge of panic. None of it made sense. I’ve just met this guy. She barely knew him beyond his first name. But the combination of fatigue and deep-seated fear of abandonment was all too powerful.

      She released her hold, then proceeded to gently pat his upper arm. “The offer for food is real. I’m sorry if I came across as, sexually aggressive. I guess I’m just conditioned to how things work in my world. Subtle isn’t much of a thing.”

      Jordan nodded. “I can see how that would be, especially in your line of work. Where you just ask for something and it happens. I know what it means to have a life of privilege, but unlike you, there is no magic in me. I’m just a guy from the East Coast. What you see is what you get.”

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been around a regular person. The Hollywood set considered themselves to be gods. If you weren’t rich and famous, you were a mere mortal. And mortals were only put on this earth to serve the gods.

      Chloe leaned in closer to Jordan, so he could hear her lowered voice over the rapid-fire beat of the music. “I would really like to go and find somewhere to eat with you, Jordan. But we’ll need to slip away from my assistants. If they know I’m leaving with you, they will want to tag along.”

      He placed a hand over hers and gave a gentle squeeze. “Trust me, when it comes to the ancient art of making a sly exit, I am a grand master. Though your body guards might have something to say about it being just the two of us. And so they should, since you don’t really know me.”

      Even if she and Jordan had known one another, Chloe wouldn’t risk leaving the club alone with him. Not tonight. Her concert might be over, but plenty of her fans would still be out and about in the city. The chances of them getting caught up in a selfie-hungry mob were too great.

      “Let me have a quick word with Martin and come up with a plan.” Her head of security could be trusted to run interference with her people if needed, delay them while he helped Chloe and Jordan make their escape.

      Chloe’s body thrummed with sexual need. For a man’s touch. It was a shame that Jordan wasn’t looking for a casual hook up. The ache between her legs spoke of an unsated hunger.

      Just remember he is only agreeing to food. You need to keep a lid on your lust.

      Jordan was right in stating his position. Tonight was simply a chance meeting of strangers, an opportunity for them to go and share a meal. She might be a world renowned superstar with money and fame, but even Chloe understood the word ‘no’.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sharing small talk over plates of tapas and salad with a musical megastar hadn’t been in Jordan’s plans for the evening. And yet here he was. He and Chloe were tucked away in a far corner of Matanga, a restaurant, a few minutes’ walk from the nightclub.

      Martin, her senior bodyguard had taken up a position at a table close to theirs which made it virtually impossible for anyone other than the waitstaff to approach them. Jordan could well understand the need to protect Chloe.

      He’d been counting on the fact that this was Berlin where people tended to value their privacy, and in doing so, had assumed the other diners wouldn’t disturb her. But not long after they’d arrived, Jordan had come to see the folly of his ways. The restaurant was a favorite haunt of the city’s tourists.

      Idiot. You could have picked a dozen other places, but you had to come here.

      Worried, Jordan had spoken to Martin, who’d reassured him that at the first sign of trouble, he was to get the hell out of the way while Chloe was quickly hustled out the back of the café and into a waiting car. Jordan was in no doubt that if push came to shove, he was on his own.

      Chloe sat toying idly with her salad. The tomatoes, avocado, and green leaves were pretty, but he could almost hear them pleading to be dressed in the homemade vinaigrette which she’d asked to be held back.

      “This tortilla is really good, would you like to try a bite?” he offered, pushing the plate toward her. Chloe briefly licked her lips, then shook her head. He pushed the plate a little closer. It was like trying to tempt a wild bird. She shook her head a second time. There was a real battle going on here. Temptation vs. resolve.

      Hang on. You don’t like it when people do that to you. When they shove a beer under your nose. Don’t be that guy.

      She had respected his stated boundaries earlier, he should give her the same courtesy. Jordan pulled the plate back. As he did, Chloe let out a sigh of relief. She’d obviously wanted to taste the egg and potato omelet but wouldn’t allow herself. Wouldn’t permit it. His brows furrowed as Chloe dragged the salad bowl closer and she stabbed her fork into a leaf.

      Jordan’s phone pinged. He glanced at it. The nightclub privacy sticker was still stuck over the camera. It had occurred to him that if the clubs in NYC had been doing that during his wild hellcat days, it would have saved him a gut load of pain, not to mention lawyers, and bail money.

      Grainy pictures of Jordan in various stages of undress with various young women in various nightclubs still lurked in the recesses of the internet. House of Royal money, vast that it was, could only buy so much anonymity.

      He peeled the sticker off and turned the phone over. The screen shone with an angry message.

      
        
          
            
              
        The skanky folks who’ve stolen our booth r royally pissed at you. Did u really kidnap a pop star?!!

      

      

      

      

      

      Trust Sheila to put it so eloquently. Jordan could understand where Chloe’s people were coming from. They didn’t appreciate being ditched by their boss.

      Well, tough. She’s with me. And we aren’t doing anything wrong.

      
        
          
            
              
        No I didn’t, her bodyguards are with us. We went to get food. Ignore the others.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ok. But still giving them [image: unamused face] Be a good boy. C U tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        R U still with Leon?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        [image: shushing face]

      

      

      

      

      

      “Who is that?”

      There was a distinct sense of worry, almost suspicion in Chloe’s voice. Jordan dropped his phone into his coat pocket. “My assistant, Sheila. The woman I was with at the club. She wanted to know if I had left. Apparently, your people are not happy that you slipped out with me.”

      Chloe nodded. “Oh. Ok.”

      “Why? Am I not supposed to use my phone when I’m with you?”

      A patch of red flushed Chloe’s cheeks. “Of course you can. It’s just that I get a little edgy when people I’m out in public with start suddenly texting. In my experience the paparazzi are not normally far behind.”

      Ouch. Jordan scrubbed a hand over his cheeks. Do I have douchebag written all over my face?

      “A guy would have to have a serious death wish to want to lure you and your hefty bodyguards out of a Berlin nightclub just to get a photo for a pap,” Jordan huffed. He was annoyed at the insinuation. Retrieving his phone, he unlocked it, then pushed it screen facing upward toward Chloe. “That’s the exchange Sheila and I just had. Other than that I haven’t touched my phone since we left the club. Feel free to check. I’ve nothing to hide.”

      She had the good grace to look away from the phone before whispering. “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

      But Jordan was the one feeling sorry. Sorry for Chloe. He pitied her. Was there no one in her life whom she could trust without first having them sign an NDA?

      This woman lives at a whole other level of fame. Where everything she says or does is closely scrutinized. Including apparently her food. That’s not success, that’s a prison sentence.

      “Chloe, I have no interest in crashing your life. Or ruining your evening. If any of this is a problem, I’ll get the check, and we can say goodnight. I promise, you won’t be seeing any quotes from me on the gossip sites or in the Daily Mail. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      Chloe had barely touched any of the delicious food he had ordered, and now she was worried about him tipping off the paparazzi so he could sell her image. But he was the last person who would go talking to the press.

      You have no idea how much I don’t ever want to see my face in the newspapers again.

      “I’m sorry, Jordan. I’m sorry, forget what I said. Please, can we just eat?” she pleaded.

      Chloe was sensibly wrapped up in a large black overcoat, beret, and scarf. March in Berlin was bitterly cold. The snow still thick on the ground. The coat was miles too big for her, but Jordan could see how it would come in handy for hiding from the public. Between her rust brown beret and the coat lapels, only her face showed. He caught a glimpse of the stray lock of her black hair which had escaped, and his fingers itched to tuck it back behind her ear.

      Don’t touch her. She is like a cat on a hot tin roof.

      Her warm disguise was necessary, but it was also a shame. He’d liked what he’d seen in the nightclub. The tight silver tank top and jeans. The sky high heels of her boots. And those sexy silver hoop earrings. He’d always had a thing about girls and hoop earrings.

      And here he was, giving her his best rich boy attitude. Chloe was clearly not used to dealing with people who didn’t come into her life without their own set of agendas. She didn’t know him, or his background. His family’s billions shouldn’t even come into this—he should just get over his ego and let her enjoy this moment of freedom.

      A change in topic might help. Give her something else to talk about other than the worry of stalker fans.

      “Are you headed back to the States after tonight, or do you have more shows in Europe? I honestly only found out about tonight’s concert by sheer chance when I turned on the TV in my hotel suite.”

      Chloe handed Jordan’s phone back to him. “Yes well, you don’t fit the usual profile for Chloe’s Garden. I think it’s close to ninety-five percent female Gen Z and Gen Alpha.” As he reached out to take it, their fingers brushed over one another. In a moment that could only be described as pure serendipity, they both let out a small gasp at the heated touch.

      A thrill of lust went straight to Jordan’s cock. His head shot up and he met Chloe’s stunned gaze.

      She felt it too. I would have to be the world’s biggest idiot right now. I’ve just told this girl I wasn’t interested in a fling and yet when we touch—lighting bolts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Her heart had definitely skipped a beat—maybe two at his touch. It was a brief half second, but it had her mind suddenly filled with images of the two of them walking hand in hand along an empty beach. Across the water, the setting sun lit the sky with gold. As Jordan stopped and pulled her into his embrace for a long toe-curling kiss, one of Chloe’s own power ballads kicked in as the soundtrack.

      Sorry, Celine Dion, you got Titanic, this is my moment.

      A loud crash from the café’s kitchen broke the spell. Chloe’s senses went on high alert. She looked to Jordan who was gazing back over her shoulder in the direction of the disturbance.

      “It’s alright, someone just dropped a stack of plates.”

      “Oh.” She wasn’t normally like this around men. Her I’m the world’s biggest pop star protective armor usually stayed firmly in place. But not tonight. With Jordan, things were different. She was unsettled. The answer was all too obvious.

      I want him to like me.

      “Chloe?” What had he said before that? Oh, yes, he’d asked about her travel plans. A nice safe question. She could do safe.

      “No, I won’t be back in the US for a few more days. Tomorrow we are heading to Paris for the final concert of my mini European tour. The day after, I’m meant to be flying home to LA. And then I have an album to finish and promote. And then my manager wants me to announce a global tour.”

      She waved her hand idly about. The yada yada was heavily implied.

      “I couldn’t begin to imagine how hard you must work to hold it all together, to make it look so seamless. I trust you have an amazing group of people around you.”

      Chloe nodded but deep down she knew the next few months were going to be utterly exhausting. She wasn’t looking forward to the moment when her manager Foster spoke the dreaded words, ‘we need to confirm dates for the world tour.’ It all sounded wonderful and glamorous, but tours mostly consisted of hotels, sound checks, mindless press interviews, and very little real interaction with her fans. But with the advent of streaming services, touring was the way artists made most of their money these days.

      She paused and mustered a smile. Where are my manners? This conversation shouldn’t be all about her. “So, where do you live, Jordan? I know you mentioned being from the East Coast when we were at the club.”

      His answering grin warmed her heart. “New York City born and bred, but I do travel around a bit on company business and to catch up with family. I’m actually going to head out to the West Coast in a couple of weeks for a long work assignment. I’ll be based at Laguna Beach until the end of the year.”

      Jordan was coming to California. Chloe sent a prayer to heaven. There is something about this man that has me intrigued. Please don’t let him be a handsome‐as‐sin stalker.

      If they were going to possibly meet up again, she would need to get Martin to do some serious background checks on Jordan just to be safe.

      In her coat, Chloe’s cell beeped. She dug her hand into her pocket and after a moment or two of frantic searching, managed to locate her phone, and set it on the table.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bad. Bad. Chloe. You r buying us 3 bottles of Dom for taking off with that guy.

      

      

      

      

      

      Reprimand and demand all in one. She shouldn’t be the least bit surprised that Marta was planning to hit the expensive stuff tonight. Every time they went clubbing her number one personal assistant always wanted to drink the top, top-shelf booze. Nothing else was good enough for Marta, especially when her boss was paying.

      Jordan tapped a finger next to Chloe’s phone. “Tell her she can have one. And if she wants any more, she can damn well pay for it herself.”

      Chloe had a sudden flash of how well that would go down with her team. Tears and tantrums. She never said no to them. She was so scared that they might decide to leave her, that she didn’t dare. “It’s ok, they’re just having fun. And I did leave without telling them.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, I’m selfish. Yes get 3. Enjoy. C U on the jet.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jordan picked up his knife and fork and after putting a piece of the omelet into his mouth, set his cutlery down. As he sat chewing his food, his finger tapped a frenetic beat on the table right next to Chloe’s phone.

      Chloe’s cell pinged again. Jordan’s hand shifted toward it, and for a second, she feared he was going to snatch it away from her. The message was another one from Marta. It was rare for her to only send one.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stay off the carbs. You have to look fab for France.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was quickly followed by another.

      
        
          
            
              
        I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Chloe picked up the phone and quickly typed her reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        I love you too.

      

      

      

      

      

      Setting the phone down, she lifted her head. Her gaze settled once more on Jordan. He was staring at the screen of her cell, reading it, taking in that last exchange. His brows were knitted together in undisguised displeasure.

      “You think I’m a pushover, don’t you?”

      “It’s actually none of my business,” he said, though his tight tone betrayed that he wished it was. “If you want to pay for bottles of Dom Pérignon then that is entirely up to you. But if you ever want to talk about setting and enforcing boundaries with your people, feel free to give me a call.”

      Wow. Mister Judgey McJudgeface.

      It was rare for anyone outside of her small circle of staff and management to speak to her in such a way. Chloe was taken aback. “You are an arrogant son of a bitch, aren’t you?”

      Her hand shot immediately to her mouth. She’d actually said what she was thinking. Her frazzled brain hadn’t
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

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

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