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        I'm not sure how this series keeps getting better but somehow it does. Tyler and Sophie’s relationship starts out differently than most but I loved their interactions. They both have their quirks but when they are together they have so much fun.

        Laura, Goodreads

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This is a wonderful story about two broken hearts who are running away from what’s holding them back when they realize that they’ve crossed paths with the very person who makes it worthwhile to risk it all for love. If you enjoy a clean romance set in a small town with opposites attract, fake dating and a marriage of convenience, check out what Sophie’s proposal entails!

        The Literate Leprechaun, Goodreads

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Welcome back to Jonathon Island! Join Tyler and Sophia as their story unfolds. Lots of surprises, romance, inspiration, and family relationships. Definitely worth the read.

        Joni, Goodreads

      

      

      

      
        
        
        In a mash up of royalty romance and marriage of convenience, Sophie the princess and Tyler the wanderer found themselves and each other on Jonathon Island. Sophie's uncertainty of who she really is and desire to connect with her mother's history tugged at my heartstrings. I enjoyed how Sophie and Tyler's faith grew as their relationship blossomed.

        MJSH, Goodreads

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Find Me in the Wind

      Jonathon Island | Season Two | Book 6

    

    
      
        Patti Stockdale

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sunrise Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Patti Stockdale

      

      
        Connect with Sunrise

      

    

    
      
        Jonathon Island

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Jonathon Island Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      To Charlie, Sawyer, Boone & Archer—four of the best chapters in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
          
        Every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.

        James 1:17 (NIV)

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Two months until Sophie’s royal wedding. Unless, of course, God whipped up a miracle.

      She stood in the middle of her large sitting room on an August morning in the fanciest dress she’d ever worn. Eighty organza-covered buttons. Tiers of ruffles. Delicate hand-sewn lace appliqués. Exaggerated padding at her hips, and a rib-crushing Victorian-inspired corset, designed to make a waist appear smaller. The gown smelled…expensive.

      She roped the lacy train, which wasn’t ridiculously long, over her arm and twirled.

      Perched on one end of the white sofa, Aunt Genevive, the Duchess of Davenport and Father’s sister-in-law, shook her head full of tight auburn curls. She wore a straight, shapeless gray dress, likely Chanel, and a double strand of pearls. “It needs a bigger bustle.”

      The last thing it needed was a bigger anything.

      “Completely unnecessary.” Violet, Sophie’s stepmother, rose from the matching chair beside the sofa. Her three-piece navy-blue suit matched her eyes and fit her to perfection. Pretty, blonde, and petite, she held big opinions.

      Violet wasn’t warm and fuzzy, nor cold and prickly. Only reserved. They fit somewhere between besties and enemies, which suited Sophie fine. Dipping her head, the queen swept toward the exit. Two solemn guards opened the double doors, then trailed after Her Majesty.

      “Then what shall we do?” her aunt whispered. “The dress is out of proportion otherwise.”

      Sophie scratched her wrist, the lace itchy. “We could always call off the wedding.”

      Wide-eyed, Genevive huffed. “For goodness’ sake. I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Sophia. And put down that train before it wrinkles.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She freed the bundle and fluffed the skirt.

      Catrina Robinson, Sophie’s bodyguard, stood near the back door and behind the sofa, sending her a secret smile. Her wavy, sun-kissed hair hung an inch or two past her shoulders, and her freckles made her appear younger than twenty-nine. She had girl-next-door looks and the lethal skills of a ninja. Tall, slender, and athletic, she rarely wore makeup, except for mascara to accentuate her pale-blue eyes.

      Cat knew precisely what had gotten into Sophie. In twenty-five years, Sophie had rarely been allowed to make her own decisions—not even regarding her future husband. That choice had been carved in stone, and behind her back, when she was twelve.

      Sunshine beamed through the floor-to-ceiling window, landing on the grand piano holding a bouquet of fresh, fragrant jasmine—two things her mother had adored once upon a time. The furnishings were a combination of old and chunky, mixed with modern and sleek. Somehow, it worked. The silver mantel clock chimed nine times.

      Three days and counting until her flight to Jonathon Island, Michigan. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d anticipated something this much. Sophie tapped her toe under all the fluff.

      “I need to rush off, but I won’t forget about this bustle business.” Her aunt stood, smoothing down her dress. “I find it hard to believe you’re flying to the States so close to your wedding date. Couldn’t your visit wait until after the ceremony?”

      Sophie blinked twice as her chest tightened. “I’m not sure I could bear it. Luca and I have been apart from our grandparents for eighteen years, which is eighteen years too long.”

      Genevive crossed her arms, her short-strapped purse dangling from her wrist. “But the timing is atrocious, if you ask me.”

      Of course, nobody had asked her, which Sophie wouldn’t dream of pointing out. “Thank you for coming today.”

      “And thank you for trying on your gown for probably the twentieth time. But royal weddings are opulent and memorable, which is why I’m being particular. Everything must be perfect, dear.”

      Sophie forced a smile before her aunt swept out of the room. Immediately, she dropped into the closest velvet armchair, the dress puffing out around her and the tight corset digging even deeper into her skin.

      Well, that was a mistake. She should have remained standing. She rocked left then right with little movement, then tried again with the same results. Her shoulders drooped. “I’m stuck, literally and figuratively.”

      Cat strolled closer, wearing a smirk and her customary black tailored suit. “Want to give one last try, or should I pull you up?” Even though Cat had lived in Europe for over twenty years, she still carried a strong American accent.

      Sophie rubbed her brow, a tension headache building. “As many times as I tell you I want my freedom, and I can’t even unwedge myself from this chair. It’s pathetic, really.”

      “What’s pathetic is all that built-in padding at your hips.” Cat leaned forward, extended her hands, and Sophie grabbed hold. “On three. One, two, three.”

      After one tug, Sophie returned to her feet and squeezed Cat’s hands before releasing them. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Well, that’s my job.”

      “And you’re excellent at it.”

      “And you’re excellent at a million things.”

      Sophie started to shake her head, but stopped when Cat raised her hand. “You’re the kindest, most compassionate person I know. And don’t argue with me, because it’s true.”

      The compliment wrapped around Sophie’s heart. “I’m keeping you as my best friend.”

      “Ditto. Ready to get out of this monstrous dress?”

      “You have no idea.” As Sophie turned to leave, Cat gathered the train before they proceeded out the door, down a wide corridor hung with colorful tapestries, and into her bedroom decorated in soft blues and grays. The castle was ancient, dating back to the 1700s.

      When she’d returned home after college, she’d been assigned to a newish wing built over one hundred years ago. The wallpaper had been stripped, the heavy drapes removed, new lighting added, and the walls painted. The furnishings perfectly fit her taste: a four-poster bed, a secretary, walnut bookshelves, and adequate storage for her clothing and belongings.

      Two staff members entered the room, and Cat ducked out. After the women unhooked the abundant buttons and freed Sophie from the gown, she slipped into a black mid-calf dress with a ruched bodice, capped sleeves, an A-line skirt, and matching wedge sandals.

      Her twin giant suitcases already stood near the door, ready for an adventure, just like her.

      On the way back to the sitting room, her phone buzzed with a text, and she pulled it from her dress pocket. She paused to read the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ella

      

      
        A mother and infant arrived, but we have no beds. The woman is scared and has a bruise on her cheek. What do you advise?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ella handled admissions.

      Sophie drew her fist to her breastbone. NorthStar, a charity for struggling children and families, had always adhered to housing rules and regulations, particularly regarding the number of occupants. However, they’d reached capacity.

      Yet sometimes, doing what felt right outweighed everything else.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sophie

      

      
        Temporarily put a cot in my office, and I’ll send over a bassinet. Please keep this quiet while I work on a long-term solution.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ella

      

      
        I knew you’d come up with something.

      

      

      

      

      

      Sophie leaned against the wall, a tapestry against her back, and prayed for the new arrivals. Then she called her assistant, who was home dealing with her son’s stomach virus, and asked her to arrange for the infant’s bed. After ending the call, she slipped her phone back into her pocket and entered the sitting room.

      Cat had claimed a navy armchair next to the fireplace and near Sophie’s desk, a novel in her lap. “On a scale of one to ten, how excited are you for the trip?”

      “Nine point nine, nine, nine…” Sophie pulled back the desk chair, sat with her back to the wall, and reached for the framed candid photo beside her laptop. She was a messy-faced toddler eating a purple popsicle, cheek to cheek with her mother. A lump rose in her throat.

      “No doubt your grandparents are über-excited to see you too.”

      Sophie smiled. Yet sometimes, especially in the middle of the night, she wondered if they might have forgotten about her and Luca. After their mother died, when Sophie was seven, her dad severed all ties with their maternal grandparents. They’d only spoken once since then, last week when she called to arrange a visit. “After so many years apart, I pray you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.”

      “Oh, really? Let’s vote on it.”

      Cat, who’d been in her employment for four years, was the sister she’d always dreamed about having. There was no awkwardness or pretense between them because Sophie refused to allow it.

      “Touché.” Cat glanced up from her book. “What do you still need to accomplish before we leave Bascandy?”

      Sophie kissed her fingertip, pressed it against her mother’s image behind the glass, and returned the frame to the corner of her desk. “Not much, though a matter arose at NorthStar.”

      “Regarding the October fundraiser?”

      “Indirectly. We need more space, but Father won’t let me fund the addition myself.” She had the money, having inherited more than she could spend in two lifetimes, or perhaps five, from her paternal grandparents.

      “Why?”

      “In his mind, if I’m ready to start a charity, then I should be able to garner the community’s support, including financial backing. I believe he thinks he’s teaching me a lesson.” Sophie opened her laptop, turned it on, and clicked on the NorthStar folder. She’d started the charity last year. It didn’t feel right, living in a palace while others lacked necessities like food, safety, and shelter.

      Cat lowered her book onto the nearest coffee table and rose. “Speaking of the king, are you meeting with him this morning?”

      At noon, he and Sophie’s stepmother planned to depart for Edinburgh to visit Violet’s family for a week. “He hasn’t sent word, but you never know. I wouldn’t put it past him to announce he’s changed his mind about my trip.”

      “Oh, come on.” Cat spread her arms. “He can’t say no to you.”

      Sophie’s brows lifted toward the twenty-foot ceiling. “Excuse me? Are we talking about the same king? You know, the one who insists I marry Alister even though I’m dying a little inside just thinking about it.” Briefly, she closed her eyes. “Dramatic, right?”

      “A little, but I get it.”

      Sophie’s fiancé wasn’t all bad, and she shouldn’t complain. But he didn’t make her heart do a backflip either. Bald, thirty-nine, with a rounded middle, he had an aristocrat’s strong appetite for the finer things in life.

      Such as princesses whom he didn’t honestly know or seemingly care to get to know. Alister Darrington, unfortunately, wasn’t her cup of tea.

      “When was the last time you asked you-know-who to release you from the marriage?”

      “About a month ago. I’m now convinced there’s nothing I can say or do to make him change his mind. He refuses to go back on his word to Alister.” Sophie sighed. “Short of leaving for good, maybe moving in with my grandparents permanently, I’m stuck. But I’m devoted to NorthStar.”

      “Hmm.” Cat rested her chin on her forefinger as the silence multiplied. “Hey, maybe you’ll meet someone in the States, have a whirlwind romance, and live happily ever after in Bascandy part-time and wherever else otherwise.”

      “Ha!” Sophie grinned. “A lovely thought, but also a ridiculous one, I’m afraid.”

      A knock sounded at the door, and before she could respond, Luca strolled into the room, dressed in an impeccably tailored pinstriped suit. Occasionally, strangers believed they were twins, yet he was one year older. Same brownish-black hair, dark eyes, tan skin, and they were of a similar height—tall for her at five-eight and less so for him at five-nine. Even their noses matched, with a slight upturn. “Father is on his way.”

      “He’s coming here?” Sophie’s voice squeaked. “To talk me out of leaving?”

      As silent as a cat, Catrina slipped into the corridor, quietly closing the door behind her.

      Luca moved closer to Sophie’s desk, brushing something from his sleeve. “Give him a little credit. If that were the plan, he’d have done it before now.”

      Sophie nodded, wishing she knew more than the bare minimum about her mother’s death from a car accident. “Although I don’t consider our grandparents strangers, we’re not exactly close either. It’s a little awkward.”

      Luca’s chin angled to the side. “Have you changed your mind about going?”

      “Of course not. I want that more than anything.” Well, maybe not as much as ending her engagement, but it was right up there.

      Father hadn’t forbidden them from hiring an investigator to find their grandparents over the summer, nor from visiting them overseas. But Sophie knew he hated the idea, based on his frequent scowls. Still, a happy little warmth curled inside her.

      A guard opened the main door before their father waltzed inside, shoulders back and head erect, commanding attention. Customarily, she’d curtsy and Luca would bow upon his arrival if they hadn’t seen each other for an extended period. But they’d all conversed yesterday, so she stood stiff beside her desk.

      “Children.” More pepper than salt in his hair and fifty-two, he wore a dark suit and strode forward, stopping beside the unfinished jigsaw puzzle on a table near the bay window. Nobody had touched it since her mother’s death. “Are you still intending to take your trip, Sophia?”

      Her stomach twisted into a complicated knot. Stay calm. “Yes.”

      Silent, he stared at her. His eyes were deeper set and a darker brown than hers and Luca’s. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was an intimidating figure, even more so due to his title.

      Luca slipped his hands into his trouser pockets. “And I’ll join Sophie soon, but the exact date depends on Petra and her pregnancy, of course.” Her due date was still a month away, but she’d faced complications.

      Father nodded. “And you’ll return in one month and not a day later, daughter?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      After picking up a puzzle piece and holding it in his fist, the king strode across the pink Persian rug until he stopped an arm’s length from where she stood. The scent of his familiar sandalwood aftershave filled the air. “You’ll need time to finalize your wedding preparations once you return.”

      Truthfully, she’d made few decisions regarding her upcoming nuptials. She hadn’t chosen her dress, her flowers, or their honeymoon destination. Nor had the wedding planner sought Sophie’s opinions on much of anything. People rarely did. But there she went complaining again, which she hated. “I shall see you in a month.”

      “Indeed, you will.” Without another word, he turned and left the room.

      Sophie would have liked to hug the only parent she had left. But they weren’t the type of family that said “I love you” before bed or at the end of telephone calls.

      Or, sadly, ever.

      Her royal father may be standoffish, but her maternal grandparents were the opposite: loving, affectionate, and welcoming. Anyway, that’s how she remembered them.
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      “The world wouldn’t end if we went on one little date, would it?” McKenna’s voice was soft, silky, and familiar.

      Music from the reception up the bank spilled into the night as the tidewater lapped at the sandy beach in downtown Port Joseph, Michigan, on the Upper Peninsula. Sitting on a scratchy blanket, Tyler fisted the fabric, his pulse racing.

      Was she joking? If not, whoa. Nobody had mentioned his ex was also part of the wedding party. The entire group had danced together, song after song, for the last couple of hours. Hot and sweaty, he’d stepped toward the lake to cool down, and McKenna had followed with a blanket.

      Her perfume was strong and citrusy, reminding him of oranges. She still wore her yellow bridesmaid dress and a daisy behind her ear. Her long, dark-blonde curls reached her elbows, and she twisted one around her finger. He’d already shed his suit jacket and now re-rolled his sleeves for the dozenth time before dragging his hand through his long hair. “You and I dating probably isn’t a good idea.”

      “Really? I thought this weekend was fun, especially tonight, and assumed a date would also be a good time.”

      They had too much bad history between them to give dating another whirl. The desire to flee rammed against Tyler, and he wiped his fingers over his mouth before jumping to his feet. “I should be going.”

      “It’s still early, Cinderella. Besides, I thought the entire wedding party had booked rooms at this hotel.” She motioned toward the reception in full swing, twinkling lights surrounding the outdoor dance floor.

      “Not me.” He glanced in the direction of his sailboat, wishing he were already on it. He took one step toward the marina and paused, speaking over his shoulder. “Want me to walk you back to the others before I go?”

      “No need.” Her petite face scrunched together. “All these years later, you’re still mad at me, aren’t you?”

      Lord, take him now. He drew a deep breath and slowly released the hot air. No, he wasn’t mad, but he had zero interest in starting over with his ex. “You have to admit we had the world’s worst breakup.”

      She leaned back onto her elbows and crossed her ankles. “Please. That was fifteen years ago. We were kids in high school.” McKenna shrugged. “People change. At least, I have.”

      Was she baiting him to admit he’d changed too? But had he? “Yeah, but it still feels like yesterday to me. See ya.”

      Twisting back around, he trudged through the sand, even when she yelled, “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”

      He had no idea.

      The music started to fade as he climbed a small embankment, then stepped onto the sidewalk leading to the marina. A steady wind from the southwest tagged along. A few cars motored past. Someone honked, and car doors slammed in a different hotel parking lot, followed by laughter.

      The night was still young, but not for him.

      Vibrant streaks of pinkish-red bled across the horizon to the west. Was it supposed to storm? He hadn’t checked the weather radio because he’d planned to stay in town. Why pay for a hotel room when he had everything he needed on Unsinkable?

      Better yet, why stay in the marina when he could sail back to Jonathon Island tonight instead of tomorrow? He knew the route by heart, and with a good wind, he’d be there in an hour and a half or so. Plus, putting six nautical miles between him and McKenna sounded better by the minute.

      His feet pounded on the dock as he jogged toward his sailboat: a twenty-six-foot 2010 Seaward racer/cruiser. She wasn’t shiny and new anymore, but he took good care of her. And vice versa.

      After hopping on board, he zipped down the companionway ladder to reach the galley, then the V-berth in the bow, where he changed into shorts and a Detroit Lions T-shirt. His fancy clothes were as suffocating as his conversation with his ex.

      Tyler scoffed. Why had McKenna gone and ruined the night? The reception had been fun, with lots of laughs, until a few minutes ago. A carefree night was exactly what he’d needed. His bank account had taken a major hit last week after replacing Unsinkable’s motor.

      Those things weren’t cheap. When his dad had given him his old boat years ago, Tyler had known there’d be expenses along the way. But each one had come with a steeper price tag, at least so far. It wasn’t like Tyler hauled in the big bucks. Instead, he mostly worked when he wanted. The rest of the time, he lived on his boat, minding his own business.

      He retraced his steps to reach the top teakwood deck and then moved to the cockpit. The warm air smelled like fish and sweat. The wind had picked up even more, cooling his brow. He checked his navigation system before untying the dock lines, hoisting the sails, and easing Unsinkable backward out of the slip.

      Pointing the boat’s nose toward Jonathon Island and into the wind, he opened the throttle and spotted the Jonathon Island Bridge in the distance. He braced his feet for the boat’s pitch and yaw as he navigated the wake zone before glancing over his shoulder, the lights of Port Joseph already dimming.

      His stomach growled, and he set the tiller to autopilot before returning to the galley for a snack. He flipped on the light. Of course, he’d eaten his fair share at the wedding dinner, but so what?

      After a quick search through his food locker and icebox in the tiny U-shaped kitchen, he settled on a half-empty box of Lucky Charms. He plopped onto the padded bench, set his chipped mug on the little fold-down table, and retrieved a handful of cereal, stuffing it into his mouth and washing it down with water.

      He slouched and sighed. Home sweet home. His big family on the island didn’t fully support his wanderlust. But that was more of a problem for them than for him.

      Yawning, he discarded the cereal box on the table and leaned onto his side, holding his head with his hand. He folded his long legs to fit onto the bench. When he’d first seen McKenna at the rehearsal last night, they’d barely spoken. Then today, she’d acted like they were best friends with no bad history between them. She’d mentioned spending the rest of the summer on island, helping her cousin Bella in her boutique.

      Tyler laid his head on the bench and cracked his knuckles, one at a time. If she planned to remain on island for a few weeks, he’d not hang around long. Maybe he’d sail down to Traverse City, make some money working on the docks, hang out with his friend Vinny, and volunteer at the youth center. Yeah, that sounded good.

      One minute, his eyes drifted shut, and the next, he jolted upright. Or so it seemed.

      The frying pan on a hook clanged against the cupboard, and the drawers had flown open. His mug and cereal box had spilled onto the floor beside his nautical chart book, which he quickly retrieved and shoved into a cupboard. Buckets of rain poured in through the open hatch.

      He flung on and secured his life jacket before scrambling above deck and whipping the hatch shut. Thunder crashed and lightning lit the black sky as he fought the howling wind to take down the billowing mainsail. The boat teetered in the choppy waters, five-foot waves repeatedly battering the bow. Nearly stumbling, he worked his way to the tiller and squinted at the flickering GPS.

      Then it blinked off for good.

      Had they drifted off course?

      Long ago, his dad had taught him to sail through bad weather unless his gut told him otherwise. What was it telling him now? Tyler briefly squeezed his eyes shut to listen when a solid jolt and a thud slammed him against his bolted-down metal chair, which smacked against the back of his legs.

      A grating, scraping sound followed from below.

      His stomach muscles clenched. Had they hit the rock shelf off the island’s northern end? The bow rose, and Tyler crashed onto the slippery deck, hitting his forehead hard in the fall. He pulled himself back up and killed the engine before radioing a distress call.

      No response.

      He restarted the engine, had it barely throttling before shifting into reverse, hoping to slip backward off the rocks. Gears ground, and the new engine smelled hot. Was it damaged too?

      Tyler raised his face to the downpour and prayed that Unsinkable could be salvaged.

      Maybe he should take the dinghy ashore. His sailboat wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He freed the spotlight from a nearby cupboard and scanned the shoreline, zeroing in on the lighthouse. Tall, white, and no longer operational. But he was closer to the island than he’d thought, and Bristow, retired from the Jonathon Island Rescue Team, lived next door.

      Tyler beat it back downstairs, swiped at his face with his forearm, and retrieved his phone from his trouser pocket. He should have cell service from here. After finding his friend’s name in the directory, he hit the Call button. “Please pick up.” Tightening his shaky grip on the phone, he listened to it ring five times before it clicked.

      “Tyler, my man. What’s up?”

      “Unsinkable is stuck on the rocks not far from you. I’m sure the keel and hull are damaged, and who knows what else.”

      “Yowzah.”

      Shoulders heaving, he drew a deep breath. “I radioed in and nobody answered.”

      “Everyone is busy, no doubt. The storm blew up faster than expected.”

      “Caught me by surprise.” Tyler rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. Why hadn’t he stayed in Port Joseph for the night?

      Oh yeah. McKenna.

      “That’s a first. With all your experience, I bet you’ve seen worse.”

      “Yeah, but I was ready for those storms.” He could kick himself for getting caught up in the McKenna drama and drifting off. “Hey, I’m coming in on the dinghy. Then I’ll need help getting her off these rocks.”

      “Shoot up a flare, and I’ll wait for you onshore. Once the lightning lets up, we’ll get your boat free. Don’t you worry, Tyler.”

      “Too late for that.” He clicked off his phone. It wasn’t like he had a rainy-day fund for major boat repairs—or even minor ones. Groaning, he felt his way toward the starboard locker that held his inflatable dinghy and ditch bag. When his dad had given him Unsinkable, Tyler had promised to take excellent care of the sailboat.

      But even though he loved the vessel more than anything else in the world, he’d failed. Now what was he going to do?
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      This was the moment Sophie had dreamed about for eighteen years.

      Sunshine streamed as she stood before her grandparents’ closed front door in the late afternoon on Jonathon Island. A spacious porch ran the length of the two-story home, and a jute welcome mat with the words Glad you’re here lay beneath her shoes.

      “Me too,” she whispered before drawing a steadying breath.

      The breeze coming off Lake Huron fluttered her long hair. Off to her side, a bee circled a potted red geranium parked between two rocking chairs. She drew a breath, her heart beating as fast as the insect’s wings.

      This was it.

      She’d finally reunite with her grandparents. For the first time in forever, she felt close to her mother. She closed her eyes and savored the moment, silently praying it would go well, before tapping the doorbell. The chime echoed.

      Thirty seconds passed—maybe more. Was this moment even real?

      When the heavy wooden door creaked open, Sophie’s breath caught. A woman in her late sixties with rimless glasses placed her hand against her throat. Dressed in a black tank top, yoga pants, and sneakers, she’d clipped her shoulder-length ebony hair back from her face.

      Her dark-brown eyes matched Sophie’s, except they quickly filled with tears.

      Sophie, on the other hand, kept a stiff upper lip. After years of training, it had become second nature, and yet an undeniable jitteriness spun around inside her. “Grandmother?”

      “Oh, sweetheart, please come in.”

      Sophie entered the foyer, a haven for houseplants. A fern sprawled over the sides of a white wicker planter, dripping toward a braided rug. A shiny brolly stand stood in the corner, as straight as the guards at the palace.

      When her grandmother opened her arms wide, Sophie melted into her embrace. She still smelled like lilacs, just as she remembered, except as a child, she hadn’t been able to name the fragrance.

      Had her mother’s hugs been similar? Tight yet cozy? If only she could recall.

      “Sorry, and I must look like a mess.” Grandmother patted her hair with her fingers. “I didn’t expect you until dinnertime, though I’m thrilled you’re early.”

      “I couldn’t wait, and you look perfect. I, on the other hand, am woefully overdressed.” Sophie untangled herself and glanced at her white silk pantsuit and her four-inch heels. She’d stumbled twice while strolling across the town’s cobblestone streets. Not a car or Uber on the island. Although she’d read about the lack of motorized vehicles, it was still peculiar to experience it firsthand.

      “You’re classing up the place. That’s what I think.”

      “Is that her?” a hoarse male voice called, followed by the tapping of a cane as it drew closer. Grandfather rounded a corner and approached—tall and perhaps too thin, but as handsome as she remembered. His pitch-black hair had turned as white as the snow-capped Alps, and his dark eyes held a sharpness she hoped never dimmed.

      He widened his arms. “Thank goodness you’re here safe and sound. I’ve missed you.”

      Sophie blinked twice and swallowed the lump in her throat before moving toward him, ready for a bear hug. How long had it been since someone hugged her? Not counting Grandmother, she couldn’t remember. Sophie closed her eyes and released a happy little sigh.

      This was the man who’d taught her to ride a bicycle and dance the Macarena. When she’d been caught up in her Little Mermaid phase, he’d read to her nightly over the phone across the ocean. Always about sea creatures.

      Grandfather broke their embrace and stepped back, remaining latched to her shoulder with one hand. The other one tended his cane. “Let me get a good look at you.”

      Any moment, her heart might burst.

      “You’re statuesque, like your mother. And you have Grace’s smile.” He shifted his head left, then right, squinting to examine her face. “Same pronounced cheekbones, but your nose is all your father.”

      She’d heard that before, countless times, and still loved the comparisons, especially about her mother. She glanced at his cane. “And how are you?”

      “Even better now that you’re here.” The warmth in his smile fueled hers.

      Grandmother motioned toward the back of the house. “Let’s move this reunion to the living room so Ray can sit in his recliner. Ever since the accident, his back and hip have given him fits. It’s why he quit being a surgeon, you know.”

      “To be fair,” Grandfather added, “we’d already planned to move here from Chicago when I retired. We just sped up the process a bit.” Eyes full of love, he smiled at his wife—a simple act, fluttering Sophie’s heart.

      However, nobody had told her about his injuries from the car accident or that he’d been a passenger in the vehicle the night her mother died. She drew a breath to lessen the sudden pressure in her chest. “I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head in a stop-fussing-over-me way. “Where’s your suitcase? For that matter, where is your bodyguard?”

      “I didn’t want to impose, so we took rooms at the local inn, which is small and lovely. That way we’ll blend in with everyone else. Unfortunately, Catrina caught a virus and is stuck in bed, but I’m perfectly safe on my own. The island reminds me of a Hallmark movie.”

      Minus the stumbling. She glanced again at her Christian Louboutin heels.

      Grandfather shuffled out of the foyer, speaking over his shoulder. “We have little crime here, I’m happy to report.”

      They followed him down a short corridor to a large open-beamed living room—warm and inviting with floral armchairs, a well-worn leather recliner, and a navy sectional designed to hold half a football team. What intrigued her most were the built-in bookcases surrounding the brick fireplace, filled with an equal balance of reading material, green plants, and framed photographs.

      How many images featured her mother? She itched to explore, but nosiness was impolite. Instead, Sophie sank into the cushioned sofa beside her grandmother as her grandfather chose the chair near the fireplace.

      “How long can you stay?” His footrest, operated by a remote, hummed as it rose.

      “Up to a month unless I’m called home before then.”

      Grandmother straightened the magazines on an oval coffee table, forming a stack. “There’s so much we want to tell you. And show you. I have boxes of your mother’s old things, mostly from her school days.”

      “I can barely wait.” Sophie squeezed her hands together. What would it be like to see new and different items her mother had once held? Would she learn more clues about the woman she ached to know better?

      “And, of course, we want to learn more about you,” Grandfather added. “We used to follow you online, but we weren’t sure what was true and what was made up. Since we couldn’t ask you, and some of it was painful to read, we stopped cold turkey and haven’t paid attention to social media for years.”

      She nodded, though she wasn’t sure what cold turkey meant. “For the most part, I stay off it too.”

      “But we never stopped praying for you and Luca. We hoped that when you two became adults, you’d seek us out.” Grandmother spread her arms wide. “Now, you’re here.”

      “I certainly am.”

      “How is your brother?” Grandfather asked.

      “Luca is well—married, with one son and a child on the way. He’ll be here soon, perhaps in a week or two. However, he’s presently swamped.”

      “Of course.” Grandmother shifted more toward Sophie, tossing her arm across the back of the sectional. “He is a prince, after all.”

      “About that.” Sophie leaned forward, hoping to find the right words. “If you don’t mind, please keep it secret that I’m royalty. I go by Martinez instead of Graighton when traveling. It’s safer for me, and I prefer blending in, which isn’t always easy when you’re…me.”

      “Heavens, yes.” Grandmother peered at Sophie’s hand in her lap. “Are you also married?”

      Almost. But not quite. “I’m not.”

      Grandfather winked. “May I suggest you hold out for someone exceptional?”

      “That would be lovely.” Impossible, but lovely nonetheless.

      Somewhere in the house, a dog barked. Whimpered was more accurate.

      “That’s poor Cocoa.” Grandmother rose. “I’ll see what she needs and be back in a snap.” She left the room, humming.

      “Peggy fosters dogs and has a timid little shih tzu, afraid of everything. I sneezed last night and sent her into a tizzy. Not that I blame her. My sneezes can wake the dead.”

      She chuckled as the surrealness of the moment started to fade. “I remember the volume. However, I’d forgotten Grandmother used to work in a veterinarian’s office.”

      “Actually, her profession was nursing, although she’s spent countless hours volunteering at an animal shelter. This little pup was neglected and left on the side of the road.”

      Neglected. Such an ugly word, resurrecting memories she’d rather forget. “That’s sad.”

      “If anyone can help him, it’s Peggy. She always looks out for others—animals, people, and houseplants. The last time I counted, we had thirty-three green plants.” He held up three fingers on each hand.

      Sophie smiled, loving how easy it was to talk to him. Just like she remembered. “I’ve probably wished a million times that you two were part of my life over the years.”

      “Trust me, we have too.” Grandfather readjusted himself in the chair, creaking the recliner. “Your father did what he thought he needed to, even though it’s hard for us to understand.”

      “Incredibly hard.” Sophie sighed and leaned back against the cushion. “On a happier note, thank you for the trust fund. It was extremely thoughtful.”

      “I probably shouldn’t have blurted the news when you called last week, and waited to tell you in person.”

      “No, not at all. It was perfectly fine.”

      He chuckled. “Peggy was the one who suggested giving you the two hundred thousand, payable when you say ‘I do.’” Grandfather tapped his pointed chin with his finger. “I doubt you need the money, but we wanted you to have the funds anyway.”

      Sophie furrowed her brow as she crossed her legs. “I’m curious why the marriage stipulation.”

      “It’s simple. On the off chance you or your brother married someone the monarchy didn’t approve of, then you’d have a little nest egg. We’ll settle things up with your brother once he gets here.”

      So, so sweet. “We appreciate your generosity.”

      “It’s our pleasure.”

      The private investigator they’d hired had mentioned their grandparents’ wealth. Still, she disliked taking their money. Was it rude to refuse it?

      Surely Grandfather must know that she’d never paid a bill, kept a budget, or penny-pinched. Guilt sometimes washed over her like a tsunami. She led a life of privilege, yet she’d trade it for an ordinary existence in a heartbeat.

      Sophie cringed. She sounded like an ungrateful brat.

      Oblivious to her inner conflict, Grandfather winked. “Hopefully, you’ll find the love of your life one day, just as I did. Maybe you already have.”

      “I can unequivocally report I have not.”

      Silence gathered, except for the whir of the ceiling fan.

      Footsteps pattered on the wooden floor, and Sophie turned to smile at her grandmother. Instead, she found a stranger carrying a tray holding four matching glasses of lemonade.

      Correction—a ruggedly handsome stranger.

      She pegged him at over six feet, all muscles and masculinity. He wore faded, tattered jeans and a rumpled, too-short Detroit Lions T-shirt with a ripped neckline, and was likely in his early thirties. His shaggy blond hair, pushed back from his forehead, could stand a comb.

      “Refreshments are served.” After swinging around the sectional, he lowered the tray onto the coffee table next to the magazines and bowed like a butler. Then he straightened, handing her a glass. His indigo eyes matched his denim jeans.

      At first glance, he was the opposite of her stodgy fiancé. Same with her second and third peeks too.

      “I’m Tyler.” His voice had a low, husky tone, like she’d suspected it might. He extended his hand to shake hers.

      She merely smiled. He had no idea royalty never shook hands unless they initiated the act. “A pleasure to meet you. I’m Sophie.”

      “I know.” With a shrug, he lowered his hand, then carried a brimming glass to her grandfather.

      Grandmother returned to the living room, shoving a loose strand of hair into her clip. “Tyler is almost done with the patio installation, Ray. And Tyler, I assume you met Sophie.”

      His eyes caught hers and held tight until she refocused on the cup in her hand. “I did, but until today, I didn’t realize you had grandchildren.”

      “Sophie and her brother live in…Europe.” Grandfather lowered his footrest to sit more erect and sipped his beverage. “We don’t see them nearly often enough.”

      A monumental understatement.

      “Tyler, please sit yourself down,” Grandmother said. “You must be thirsty, working in the sun all day. If I haven’t told you lately, you’re a godsend. No matter what we need, Soph—changing a light bulb or fixing our computer—he’s Johnny-on-the-spot. Provided he’s in town, that is.”

      Soph. She tucked the old nickname from her childhood into her heart for safekeeping.

      “Aww, shucks.” Tyler swigged the lemonade, draining the glass, his long fingers carrying dirt under the nails. Then he returned it to the tray and lowered himself to the wooden floor to sit cross-legged, his back against an overstuffed hassock. “What’s the old saying? Jack of all trades, expert at nothing?”

      “Something like that.” Grandmother curled onto a corner of the sectional.

      Tyler’s eyes wandered to Sophie again, lingering before he spoke. “Are you a Martinez like this set of grandparents?”

      “Yes. Do you reside on Jonathon Island?”

      “Born and raised here, but I mostly live on my sailboat, except it’s currently out of commission. I’m out of here again the second I make enough to cover the repairs.”

      Sophie sampled the cold, tart lemonade. What kind of person made his home on the water? Someone with all the freedom in the world. Wouldn’t that be grand?

      Grandfather deposited his cup beside a television remote on the nearby end table. “I’ll have you know, Sophie, that Tyler will do almost anything for a buck, especially now since he needs money for boat repairs. Well, perhaps not anything.”

      Everybody chuckled before Grandmother said, “Let’s not leave Sophie with the wrong impression about Tyler.”

      Another loving glance passed between her grandparents, the best thing she’d seen in ages.

      “We wouldn’t want that,” Grandfather added. “Tyler is one of the good guys, after all.”

      “I agree.” Grandmother stuffed a checkered throw pillow behind her back. “I wish you’d find a nice girl, Tyler, and settle on the island full-time, but I know you’re a free spirit. A modern-day pirate, if you will.”

      “Arrr!” Tyler’s grin beamed like sunshine. “However, and I hope it goes without saying, I’m not into pillaging and other illegal foolishness.”

      In the span of a heartbeat, she’d discovered Tyler made her laugh, something she didn’t do nearly enough. But she’d probably never see him again after today. So be it.

      She didn’t need a charming blue-eyed modern-day pirate distracting her. Her goal was to end her engagement to Alister, and she had dwindling days to make it happen.
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      How could he raise enough money to repair his sailboat in the quickest amount of time? His brother James, the manager at the Grand Hotel, would hire him. But that was the last place he wanted to work.

      Alone in the backyard, he parked his hip against the white brick half wall encircling a portion of the patio, ready to give Ray a progress report. He stared at the back door, willing him to exit, but that didn’t work. Should he come back tomorrow?

      The pink rosebushes perfumed the air a little too much, and he sneezed, then his phone buzzed. He yanked it free from his pocket. His sister Dani’s name flashed on the screen. “Hey.”

      “Can you meet me at my office now?”

      “Nope, I’m helping Ray and Peggy. Why?” He stretched, admiring the spacious backyard. Tall birch and oak trees sprawled without blocking the spectacular view of the lake, where a mix of boats bobbed in the distance.

      “As the director of the Tourism Bureau, I’m officially asking if you want to pick up some hours, specifically working on next month’s Sip & Sail Festival.”

      Straightening, he gripped the phone tighter. “Seriously? You know you’re my favorite sibling, right?”

      “Naturally.”

      He laughed. “Can I help with the regatta?”

      “Only if you don’t enter.”

      Wind chimes clinked as the late-afternoon sun beat on Tyler’s brow. Sailing was the one thing he excelled at, but there would be other boat races. For now, making money had to be his top priority. “That’s fair. I appreciate this, Dani.”

      “It’ll benefit us both, and I’ll get to boss around my big brother for a change.”

      He groaned as a bee buzzed past, nearly sideswiping him. “Sounds like a blast.”

      “Mom asked about you again. She misses you, Tyler.”

      Every muscle in his stomach tightened. Of course, he’d seen his mom off and on since his parents had divorced, though rarely one-on-one. “That’s what you always tell me.”

      “Because it’s true.” Dani sighed. “We both know it’s past time you forgave her. This standoff of yours has gone on long enough.”

      Also probably true, but for now, he’d let it ride. “I’m sorry to break it to you, but not everyone is as good as you.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” He heard the frustration in her voice. “God has softened my heart, and that’s what you need too. Just think about it. Why don’t we do a family dinner?”

      The ache in his gut moved to his chest. “Maybe.”

      After a moment of silence, Dani asked, “Does Dad know about Unsinkable yet?”

      Running his hand through his hair, Tyler pictured his broken sailboat, now parked in the Port Joseph harbor on the mainland. Then he imagined his father’s disappointed face, something he also hated seeing. “I haven’t told him.”

      But he should.

      “It’s been four days, so someone probably has.” Silence gathered. “Guess who I saw working in her cousin’s boutique today?”

      A second groan erupted. Since returning to the island, Tyler kept bumping into McKenna. “I didn’t tell you this earlier, but she was at that wedding in Port Joseph.”

      “What?”

      Ray opened the dining room slider, and Tyler moved to help him navigate the single step. “Hey, gotta go.” He clicked off his phone and pocketed it.

      Thin as a fishing pole, Ray accepted Tyler’s help until he reached the patio. Then he crossed to the Adirondack chair and slowly lowered his arthritic bones onto the seat. Lake Huron sat over his shoulders and down the cliff. “Glad you met Sophie. She’s something.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, buddy.” In his humble opinion, Miss Sophie looked like she’d spent a million dollars on her getup—a white, flowy suit with spiky heels and gold bangles. He was no expert, but it had to be designer stuff from head to foot.

      But she had a sweet accent and was drop-dead gorgeous. He liked it when a woman wore her hair partway up and the rest down, like Sophie styled hers. And she had big brown eyes, the kind a man hesitated to stop staring into.

      Well, not him. No way, and he wasn’t in the market for romance.

      “And she’s nice, to boot.” Ray’s comment drew Tyler out of his daydreaming. With his gray brows raised high, he wore an expectant look, like he wanted Tyler to agree or comment.

      “Seems like it.” Wait. Ray wasn’t playing matchmaker, was he?

      “You could show Sophie the sights while you’re both here, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      Trouble? Probably not. His first choice? Definitely not. “Maybe.”

      “She’s staying at the Island House Inn and visiting for roughly a month. She refused to impose by staying with us. But holy smokes, she’s our granddaughter.”

      “I get it.” After stretching, Tyler’s eyes landed on the new concrete. “In a day or two, I’ll install a border
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