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        I’m not traditionally a reader of royal romances. I will go as far as to say I don't like reading royal romances. That's not to say I don't follow real-life royals in the news... What I got and what I wasn't prepared for was a story where my heart broke and went out to a hero I didn't even know... The main characters of Teddy, Kat, Lily, and Josef, Teddy's bodyguard/assistant, are all great. They definitely each added to the story. I wasn't expecting Sheryl to bring out so many emotions from me. There were several times where I found myself crying.

      

        

      
        - Kim Reads (Read Your Writes Book Reviews)

      

      

      

      
        
        If this sad-yet-cute-and-cuddly romantic adventure between Kathleen Kiski and Teddy ‘Theo’ Dubrienne can captivate my emotions and imagination, that’s quite a feat, as I’m not the usual romance novel reader. However – I admit I’m fascinated by royal life, and author Sheryl Nantus has proven time and again to be a strong, capable writer.

      

        

      
        - Lori Alden Holuta

      

      

      

      
        
        I really loved the way the author portrayed Teddy's raw feelings and the way Kick supported him. This is clearly a couple who are forced to make difficult decisions, while learning how to love again. Will heroine Kick be able to set aside her life and business to join Teddy on the throne? Read this entertaining book and see!

      

        

      
        - Rosanna L., Goodreads
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          LILY

        

      

    

    
      The dress was gorgeous. Beautiful. Beyond words, to be honest. The description noted the color as emerald; a deep, rich green masterpiece of flowing fabric. Even though it was only a picture on my laptop, it still took my breath away.

      Especially the price tag.

      Kat’s attached note said, again, not to worry about the cost—it was her wedding, and she was going to have the maid of honor dressed as she wished. She was footing the bill, and I wasn’t supposed to worry about anything else other than showing up and standing by her side.

      Wearing that beautiful, expensive dress.

      With an ancient dagger hanging off my hip.

      And because of that, and the upcoming wedding, I had a migraine that had gone on for days; chewing up my brain like a crazed cat on catnip.

      I took a deep breath, trying to center myself.

      In the past, the smell of freshly-baked cinnamon buns was enough to calm me down; urge me to take a break, and go sample the goods—quality assurance, of course. One of the advantages of running a bakery is that you can grab a snack any time. However, one of the disadvantages is precisely that—as my expanding waistline could tell you. Even after working at Kiski's Kafe for years, starting as a waitress and working my way up to manager, I still couldn't help stealing a cookie or two when the opportunity presented itself. Over the years, it'd been an excellent way for fast stress relief—among others.

      But right now, instead of offering comfort, the aroma was twisting my stomach into knots as I mentally ran, for the umpteenth time, through the details of the flight, the wedding, and a visit to the first official expansion for Kiski’s Kafe—in Ansulenia.

      Headache central.

      I stared at the picture, trying to imagine how the dress would look on me.

      Including the dagger.

      Over the years, I’ve attended a lot of weddings. Some of them as bridesmaids, some of them as guests. But none of them ever included having the maid of honor carrying a damned weapon.

      At least I didn't have to worry about dealing with bridesmaids. Thank goodness, that wasn’t happening, thanks to established royal rules that cut down the bridal party to only a lucky few. There would be only me, and Teddy's best man at the front of the church along with the happy bride and groom.

      Taking another deep inhale of the sweet, sweet cinnamony goodness, I looked over at the framed picture on my desk—Kat Kiski and me in Paris, posing in front of the Eiffel Tower. Josef had taken a wonderful shot, catching the two of us smiling and waving in a classic tourist pose.

      My desk had once been her desk, and now I was running Kiski's Kafe as she prepared to marry Teddy Dubrienne, the King of Ansulenia.

      It'd been a crazy six months since Kat got her head on straight and accepted his proposal; signing the family business over to me so she could devote all of her energy and attention to helping run the kingdom. But now I was in the middle of trying to keep the business going, and preparing to be her maid of honor—and all the video conferences in the world didn't make it any easier.

      But she was happy, and that's all that counted.

      I glanced at the clock, taking a break from staring at the images.

      We were late with the daily delivery to a local food bank.

      Otherwise, I would have heard the doors opening and closing; the usual cursing as the trays of pastries and bread made their way to the small truck we used for such things.

      As if he read my mind, Alex popped his head into my office—the young manager had taken on more and more responsibility in the months since Kat and I raced to Ansulenia after a phone call from Teddy's bodyguard.

      It had been one hell of a phone call, interrupting us as we stared at the media coverage of a horrible accident in Ansulenia, prompting us to worry about Teddy.

      Josef Tavendish had called to inform us that Teddy was alive and fine—and about to become King, even though he had been way down the line of succession.

      Josef wanted us to attend the funeral and coronation—we were on the invite list, placed there by Teddy's late mother, who had faith in her son's love for Kat, even though they broke up five years ago. Kat decided to attend, if for nothing else than to offer our sympathies.

      The visit also offered the chance for the pair to rekindle a love that had been dormant for the past five years, since Teddy was in Toronto pursuing his education, dating Kat without telling her he was a Prince.

      Yeah, it was complicated. More so, when I discovered the cute uncle who was accompanying Teddy around the city turned out to be his bodyguard, Josef. Suddenly the older man I was fantasizing about in my spare time was James Bond.

      It made him even more appealing.

      Kat and I attended the funeral—but not the coronation, with the final result of our rebellion being the upcoming wedding.

      Alex let out a low whistle, capturing my attention. "I'm about to make a run. We've got a dozen Danishes, two dozen muffins and a few loaves of rye. How's that sound?"

      I nodded. "Excellent. Be sure to ask for their wish list—I don't want to overload them with items they can't use or don't want."

      He tossed me a jaunty salute. "You got it, boss lady. How's the wedding planning going?"

      "Not much for me to help with, thank God. The procedures are all laid out in the history books—the palace has experts on the case. Kat’s got it streamlined, so all I have to do is show up."

      "Don't forget to party like no one's ever partied before. In a castle, like a princess. Plus..." Alex winked. "You might score with the best man. Tradition, right?"

      "Out." I pointed over his head.

      Laughing, he turned away.

      My heart jumped into overdrive as I considered Teddy's choices for his best man. Odds was he’d pick some political ally, maybe royalty from a nearby country—a young prince, making his first official outing. Or maybe a local politician, playing to his eager public…

      Curiosity took over, nudging me to action.

      Grabbing my cell phone, I did the fast math and figured it was early evening in Ansulenia. Not the worst time to call...

      It only took a few minutes to contact the palace switchboard, the operator transferring me to the future Queen.

      "Hey, girlfriend—what's up?" Kat sounded cheerful. "Caught me just before dinner, so I can't stay on for long. Have you looked at the picture of the dress yet? I sent it to you this morning... I mean, this morning here."

      I rubbed my forehead. "I did. Just beautiful. You’ve got much better taste in this area than I do. Can you guess what happens when you do a computer search for dresses that look good with daggers?" I didn't let her answer. "Don't do it. You'll never have enough bleach to wipe those images from your mind."

      Her laugh helped settle my nerves a bit, the tight knot in my stomach loosening. "Think of it as equality—according to royal tradition, both the best man and the maid of honor have to be armed in case of someone trying to stop the wedding. You have a dagger, and the best man gets a sword."

      "No symbolism there. Bloody stupid idea, if you ask me." I growled. "You're going to be surrounded by armed men three layers deep. I'll be lucky if I don't chop off a finger."

      "You'll be fine," Kat said. "I'm the one who's supposed to be nervous, not you. Just pack for the trip, and I'll have the seamstress on standby for when you arrive for any last-minute alternations.” She clapped her hands. "I can't wait to see you! It’s a beautiful dress—I promise, you'll fall more in love with it when you see it in person."

      "I’m sure I will.” I drew a deep breath, letting the cinnamon try to calm my nerves. "Something I wanted to ask you. You said not to worry about the bachelorette party, since I'm here, and you're there. So, what's the plan?"

      "Genny, my new personal bodyguard, has it all planned out. I told her I was thinking we stay here in the castle, and have a girls’ night in—hit the private theater, run a movie marathon. Set up the next room for dancing; throw up some lights, rock the sound system with some hot tunes. Secure, safe from prying eyes, and little chance of a scandal. You, me, the girls you bring over with you, and whoever else I grab here at the last minute. Genny thought it was a wonderful idea; so much better than what Teddy's doing. Save her a lot of sweating the security arrangements." Her tone shifted. “You did get their replies back, right? I sent the paper invitations out from the palace, but made sure they responded to you—since they’re flying over with you.”

      "Sure." I banged on the laptop's keyboard and brought up my mailbox. "Right, here they are. Got answers back from Gwen, Jackie, and Viola—she's going to freak about flying on a private jet." I hesitated, my previous misgivings cropping up again. "You sure about inviting the Terrible Trio?"

      Kat laughed at hearing the nickname. "Yes. Look, if I can't rub in their faces now, when can I?"

      "Can't blame you, considering what a hard time they gave you when Teddy was in town." I tapped the keyboard. "I got it from this side; you start that glorious chef making sugary goodies. What’s Teddy up to? I assume he’s not flying to Las Vegas to do the usual bachelor party thing, since it’ll be one hell of a commute.”

      "He's going into the city to hit up a local nightclub. Only going to be him and a few dozen of his chosen friends—some from the military, a handful of other royals in the same age group, including Brian Halifax. Political invitees as well, just to make certain people happy.” She let out an annoyed sigh. “It’s always about the politics."

      "Bet you're going to love playing that game for the rest of your life." I frowned, pulling a name out of my memory bank. "Wait, Halifax? Really? The last time I saw that guy, Teddy had been considering tossing his ass into the palace dungeon. Now they're buddies?"

      Kat laughed. "Brian's friendship with Tim got him in the door—and his ideas to help Ansulenia through foreign investment seem to be working out. If it helps the country, Teddy's open to the idea."

      I snorted. "I’m still surprised Teddy didn't pop him in the nose when Brian was making moves on you."

      "As I recall, you were right there in the mix," Kat said. "Made Josef quite annoyed."

      I squirmed in the chair. "Point is, he didn't get either of us. If Teddy's cool with Brian hanging around, so am I. And I guess Josef will be as well." I cleared my throat. “So, who’s going to be the best man?”

      "The man who saved his life. Josef."

      I almost dropped the phone.
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          JOSEF

        

      

    

    
      I headed for the King’s office, summoned for an early morning meeting. I caught a glimpse of myself in a hallway mirror as I trotted along, provoking some thoughts.

      I was not a young man—not anymore. My knees popped when I climbed stairs, and I had some gray hair, predominately at my temples, but speckled through my goatee and black hair. Used to be I could do a mile in under six minutes—now it took a bit longer, although I still kept the youngsters behind me on my daily jog around the palace grounds. My upcoming retirement was likely to be the topic of discussion, along with more wedding details.

      The palace bustled with activity; happy, cheerful staff everywhere as I made my way through the corridors—the wedding fever had infected everyone, the entire kingdom ready to celebrate the upcoming nuptials.

      I knocked on the thick oak door, remembering many meetings with his father in the same room. A twinge of sadness poked at the corners of my thoughts, reminding me of the horrible accident that had propelled Theodore into his current position.

      But his father would be proud and happy to see his son preparing for marriage, and his mother ecstatic. After all, it'd been her idea to matchmake beyond the grave, hoping Theodore and Kathleen would finally be together.

      While the circumstances had been sorrowful, the results were wonderful.

      "Come in."

      I entered to find the new King behind the desk I still remembered as his father's. Theodore looked a lot like his late brothers; black hair and piercing blue eyes that could see through a lie in seconds.

      He got up from behind his desk and approached me, wearing a light blue dress shirt and black slacks, his unofficial uniform for working around the palace.

      "Josef." Theodore, my King, grinned. "Been a few days. What's happening?"

      I straightened up reflexively, giving him a short bow. "Your wedding, your Majesty. My time's been spent helping prepare—and working with the HR office in regards to my retirement."

      The word stuck in my throat, like cotton.

      He shook his head. "Call me Teddy, or Theodore—at least, when we're alone. You found it awkward when we were overseas, pretending to be a relative, but the situation's changed. Told you a hundred times—I might be King, but to you and my friends in private, I'm always going to be Teddy."

      "I'll try." It was an honest answer.

      "Now, as to why you're here—it's about the official announcement as to who will be my best man." He paused. "The Public Relations office has been deluged with requests for the information. The bookies are busy taking bets—and the press is getting antsy."

      "The wedding is only a few days away," I said. "Can't blame them for wondering."

      He tucked his hands behind him, a hint of a grin appearing. "Who would you suggest I choose?"

      "I would say it depends on whether you consider it to be a personal or political position. Options include the young prince from Sulvenia. He might..." I stopped as Theodore Dubrienne, the King of Ansulenia, put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

      "Sorry, I can’t wait any longer—I’ve been dying to tell you for days. I choose you, Josef. I’d rather have no one else by my side on my wedding day."

      "But..." My mind went blank as I searched for some reason, any reason, to refuse him. "I'm nobody. I'm not a relative; I'm not European royalty. I'm just a bodyguard, and personal aide."

      "A retiring bodyguard," Teddy said, as he released me. He ran a hand through his hair, freshly cut into a military-style.

      "Old habits die hard. I'm still going to step in front of you if I think you're in danger."

      "Or punch me in the face." He stroked his chin. "Still got one hell of a sting for a man your age."

      "Thank you." I couldn't think of anything else to say.

      "I appreciate your devotion to me and to my family. Your father and grandfather provided the same service. But times are changing." He gave me a wistful smile. "You need to build something for yourself; a life away from the palace. So, since you're going to be attending the wedding anyway, why not be my best man? Be an excellent start to your new life." He gave me a familiar look, as if he were a young boy again trying to trick me into something.

      "But..." I chose my words with care. "People will expect a certain amount of decorum for your wedding. A retired bodyguard might not be the best choice..."

      "Josef," Teddy said, the smile disappearing. "I am the last of the Dubriennes. I can't have my brothers stand with me; I can't have my parents sit in the front pews—my father proudly watching as my mother goes through a box of tissues in her happy crying. They're all gone. Nothing can, or will, replace them in my heart, and in my life."

      I looked down, the invisible weight settling on my shoulders. It may have been six months, but the pain of losing them was still fresh.

      And the sense of failure.

      "Don't." The sharpness in his voice cut through the guilty fog. "Don't do that to yourself—not again. You saved me that day, stopped me from running into the fire to try and save them. It was too late, but we didn't know that. You got me back to the palace; kept me alive and safe until we figured out what happened. And you brought Kathleen back into my life—something I can never thank you enough for."

      "That was your late mother's doing," I said. "I was just following her last wishes."

      "But you didn't have to. You could have ignored it, claim you forgot the details, and let me go through the funeral and coronation on my own. Except you knew I needed Kat, and brought her to me—even though she refused my proposal five years ago."

      His hand landed on my shoulder again.

      "That, Josef Tavendish, is one of many reasons why I want you to be my best man."

      I looked up and nodded.

      A mischievous look appeared on his face. "Did I mention that Lily Dower's going to be the maid of honor?"
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          LILY

        

      

    

    
      After a few more minutes of talking to Kat, I let her go—promising to call if I had any issues before getting on the plane.

      I sat back in the chair, trying to gather my thoughts. Josef as best man was an obvious choice, one I should have seen coming—Teddy's bodyguard had been at his side for years, keeping him safe and sound.

      Including when Teddy had arrived in Toronto years ago to go to university, keeping his royal title hidden. Josef had played his uncle, a kindly older gentleman who stuck to his nephew like glue—a third wheel for most of the time, although he did step away every now and then to let the budding romance between Teddy and Kat blossom.

      Which left him with me.

      At times it'd been easy to deal with Josef—if we were in the café, I would offer him a coffee and some fresh pastries, make sure his cup was never empty while Kat and Teddy were in the back, talking. Her mom was an excellent chaperone in that case, keeping them honest.

      But there were the movies. And the dinners, where we both were third and fourth wheels, respectively—a disaster of a double date. Josef refused to go too far afield to give the young lovers some privacy, and I stayed with him out of politeness, having been raised with decent manners. So, we chatted about this and that, books we both had read and enjoyed, movies and stage shows.

      Except...

      Our relationship, built on our mutual respect and dedication to our friends, wasn't truthful. Not on his side, when he spoke about his job working for an insurance company in Europe, or his brother who ran a dog-walking service in London.

      On my side... very honest. Painfully so.

      It came to a head on a Friday night, when Teddy invited Kat out—to New York City, for the weekend. Happy for a little alone time, I settled down for a quiet night in our apartment, enjoying a popular romantic novel, when the phone rang.

      "He's not just a student, he's a Prince." Kat was breathless, rambling. "And Josef's not his uncle, the guy's a bodyguard. Not that Teddy needs one, being third in line to the throne, but he's a Prince."

      Talk about flipping the tables on that one.

      The next time at the café, Josef pulled me aside and apologized as Teddy went to the back, looking for Kat.

      "I'm sorry I didn't tell you the truth." He ran a hand over the thin goatee, giving a wistful sigh. "I mean, I'm old enough that I could be Prince Theodore's uncle, so it seemed like a solid cover story." Josef let out a cough, crossing his hands in front of him. "I never meant to lie to you so much, but you kept asking questions—and I couldn't tell you the truth."

      I shrugged as I poured him a cup of coffee, trying to juggle the emotional balls bouncing around my gut. "I understand. You were just doing your job." I narrowed my vision, studying him. "I don't think you're looking that old. As they say, it's not the years—it's the mileage."

      He laughed and sat down at the table, giving me a wide grin. "Glad to know you're not against older men." A wink followed. "Gives me hope."

      That smile, sparking a tiny flame deep inside me, might have been my undoing.

      When Kat said no to Teddy's proposal, we had both suffered. I missed Josef, more than I was willing to admit—he'd been a comforting part of my life, a steady pillar I could talk to about anything. I did have a few dates while Teddy and Kat had been together, but they all seemed too immature, compared to Josef's calm and thoughtful conversations. The theory that women matured faster than men seemed to have some basis in fact, at least with Josef and myself.

      I would also be lying if I didn't have a few fantasies about Josef in bed. He was mature, thoughtful, considerate—a change from the men I had been dating at that time. I knew good ones were out there, but I kept finding myself thinking about Josef more often than not.

      When he called six months ago, looking for Kat to invite her to the funeral for Teddy's family, I answered the phone—I didn’t recognize the number, and was running interference for any media scum looking to snatch a sound bite off my best friend. When I heard his voice, it was like a warm embrace.

      More so when he admitted keeping an eye on the two of us—part me of accepted that it was for purely security purposes, but something in Josef's tone told me it was more... personal. At least, I hoped.

      During our stay in Ansulenia, Kat and I managed to sneak off to Paris for a shopping and tourist trip—with Josef as our guide/bodyguard each time, waving his super-rare high-limit credit card (courtesy of the royal family), and giving us the trip of our dreams. When a return trip went awry, thanks to Teddy needing some personal attention from Kat, Josef took me alone for a visit to the Louvre, among other sights.

      It'd been a wonderful day, a glorious day—despite the reasons that brought me there. Josef had enjoyed himself as well, even though I knew he would never admit it. When we returned to the palace, loaded down with shopping boxes, he escorted me to our suite. Kat was there, waiting with a wide smile on her face as she studied the economic damage inflicted on both my credit card, and the royal budget—written off by Josef under "gifts to keep Kat's friend happy".

      Josef said goodbye to me at the suite, but not without a wistful nod to Kat—for a second, a brief second, I thought he was going to kiss me... but the moment passed.

      After that, it'd been one crazy thing after another, climaxing with Josef coming to retrieve Kat and myself at the airport on Teddy's command, in the middle of his coronation. Then it'd been the proposal, the acceptance, and the sale of the business to me for one shiny dollar coin.

      The world spun wildly after that, ending with the wedding announcement and my best friend packing up her life in Toronto, trading it for a new one as the Queen of Ansulenia.

      In the meantime, I had a business to run. Including setting up a franchise in a whole different country.

      Josef… he had faded into the background. I’d visited Ansulenia a handful of times, working to find a good location and set up suppliers. During those visits, I hadn’t seen Josef at all—not even a glimpse.

      I figured he was busy helping rebuild the monarchy, in his own way. The sudden elevation of Teddy to the throne left a mess in its wake, from dealing with the survivors of that horrible accident to the diplomatic aspect; reforging links and partnerships. It wasn’t hard to imagine Josef caught up in the mix, too busy to visit me.

      At least, that’s what I told myself.

      Sounds outside my office caught my attention—not the usual clanging of empty cookie sheets, and the sound of dough mixers. Voices, low and rapid.

      Alex popped his head in, his forehead furrowed. "I'm back. We need to talk."
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          JOSEF

        

      

    

    
      My coughing fit lasted at least five minutes, with the King bringing me glass after glass of water, urging me to drink while he pounded on my back in an attempt to help.

      I didn't have the heart to tell him that none of it did.

      To be honest, the news was not that much of a surprise. I couldn't imagine anyone else standing beside Kathleen at such an important time—her parents were flying in, of course, but they had their own place in the ceremony, as Lily would.

      Kathleen wouldn't play the political game; name someone for her maid of honor for the sake of appearances, like Princess Natalie from neighboring Sulvenia.

      Although that would be one hell of a sight. Natalie had imagined herself as the natural choice for Queen, her family shifting their original plans to marry her off to James, Teddy's older brother—it was a match made of necessity, not love. She would care for Teddy as she would have for James; her family eager to make the switch. Her arrival for the funeral and coronation set up a confrontation that had the tabloids running wild, pitting the Canadian businesswoman against the royal princess.

      In the end, it wasn’t even close.

      The Hofstetters had taken Teddy’s decision in stride, accepting that their daughter wouldn’t marry into the Ansulenian royal line—and had effectively sidelined her while searching for another suitable match. Natalie and her parents were going to attend the wedding, of course—but only as invited guests, nothing else.

      The expansion café was off to a good start; Kathleen helping out on the ground by finding a solid location for the first Kiski's Kafe overseas, and Lily had come over a few times to visit the new staff and oversee renovations. The grand opening was going to be after the wedding.

      I hadn’t had a chance to see her during those previous visits, too busy helping rebuild the security service at the palace. With the loss of the past King, Queen, and the two brothers ahead of Theodore to take the throne, the entire system had to be adjusted and renovated—some people promoted, others retrained and reassigned.

      New hires had to be made—I sat in on the interviews and gave my opinions on who should be taken on, and who would be passed by.

      The death of the previous King and his family had flipped the table inside the security service, and I wanted to fix it before my retirement, leaving the King and his new Queen in capable hands. A visit with Lily would have been nice, but we’d both been too busy with our new assignments—except hers was just starting, while mine was limping toward retirement.

      I felt confident in doing so, thanks to William. The young man had taken on a few of my duties months ago when I had been helping deal with the funerals and coronation, and was readily adapting to his new position as the King's personal aide upon my retirement. He was a solid fellow, and I had faith in him being able to do the job. But his promotion meant I didn't have to be present for a lot of things, and I chose not to.

      Now I had been thrown into the middle of the chaos, and I had no way out.

      "Done?" Theodore gave me a final pat on the back. "Didn't think it'd surprise you. Sit down." Theodore moved behind his desk and took his own seat, eying me. "This isn't going to be a problem, right?"

      "No, your..." I paused, seeing his upraised eyebrow. "Theodore. Just a surprise."

      "I'm not sure why. I thought you liked Lily."

      "I do. But..." My thoughts scrambled, searching for the right words and failing. "It's... complicated."

      Complicated was an understatement, given the number of sleepless nights my relationship, or lack thereof, with Lily had given me.

      "Well, you figure it out," Theodore replied. "No matter what happens, you're still going to be my best man." He looked at his watch. "Got a meeting in a few minutes. But if you want to talk to me about anything, I'm here." The King couldn't help chuckling. "We've gone through a lot together—least I can do is give you some relationship advice."

      "Are you serious?" I stared at him. "If I remember right, I was the first one you called when you lost your virg—"

      "Oh, hey. Time's a-wasting. Got to go." He cut me off, his face reddening. "Just trying to be helpful."

      "As you wish." I gave him a brisk nod and slight bow, unable and unwilling to give up all of my training. "Your Majesty, it will be my honor and pleasure to be your best man."

      "Excellent." He moved by me again, punching my shoulder. "By the way, William did a great job setting up the bachelor party—I understand you made many suggestions, and he took you up on the majority of them. We'll be staying local, renting out one of the nightclubs here in town and locking it down security-wise. I don't want to have the tabloids filled with pictures of me being stupid, not the day before my wedding."

      I coughed into my hand, hiding the laugh.

      "Smart ass. Just remember your job is harder than it used to be—instead of playing bodyguard, now you need to keep me sane and steady until the day of the wedding."

      "Understood." I couldn't help letting out a chuckle. "How the times have changed. A year ago, I would be escorting you to Las Vegas for a debauched celebration, and trying to figure out how to smuggle the ladies out of your room before someone got pictures."

      "A year ago, I didn't have Kat back." He sighed. "And I'm a better man for it." Teddy shook his head. "At least you're not going to have to deal with a bunch of bridesmaids and groomsmen, thanks to the wedding protocol." He glanced upward. "Thank you, my esteemed ancestors, for cutting royal weddings down to the bare necessities. One best man, one maid of honor." His attention turned back to me. "Just imagine having to herd that bunch of cats in and out of the palace, the church, the reception..." He eyed me. “Instead, we have the Terrible Trio coming as guests.”

      My mouth went dry. "My Lord."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          LILY

        

      

    

    
      The phrase “we need to talk” can mean a variety of things. Growing up, it meant something I had to hide from my parents—or boss, when I was old enough to work. In school, Kat and I were excellent at starting trouble and then hiding from it, letting others catch hell as we stood by with innocent, wide-eyed expressions. It’d also given us entry into the Terrible Trio’s circle of friends, both a blessing and a curse.

      Now that Kiski's Kafe belonged to me, the words only held dread.

      "What's wrong?" I stood up, listening for the tell-tale creak of a machine breaking down or Rosa cursing, the senior cook expressing herself on a variety of topics.

      "Come take a look." Alex jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. "I know what I want to do, but you're the boss."

      "Can you be more vague?" I made my way into the kitchen. "If he's a reporter, looking for tabloid trash on Teddy and Kat..."

      Alex stepped up beside me as I peeked through the swinging door. "He's over in the far corner—I gave him a coffee and a breakfast sandwich."

      The breath caught in my throat as I looked at the stout man, my memory stripping away the years.

      Alex continued. "I saw him in the shelter when I was delivering the food."

      "Ian..." I whispered, knowing he couldn't hear me.

      Alex nodded. "Asked around, found he's been there only a few days—long enough to learn the system, and signed up as a day worker at the local employment office. Figured you might like to meet him, so I went over and re-introduced myself." He let out a grunt. "He remembered me, thankfully—although it took a few seconds to break through the clouds, from the way he stared at me."

      "Been a while," I whispered, my heart breaking all over again. "Not since high school."

      Alex nodded. "Back then, I was here—working as a dishwasher, with Kat's parents running me ragged. First job I ever had; never left." He dabbed at his forehead. "Anyway, after we spoke, I offered to pay him for a day's work." He looked at me. "I can use a strong arm moving supplies in from the truck when it arrives today."

      I bit my tongue. Alex had never complained about having issues handling the heavy boxes and bags before.

      "But I told him he had to eat first—not going to have him pass out from lack of energy. So, I sat him down there, had Jeanine set up a breakfast tray, and came to you."

      "Damn." I moved back, letting the door close before Ian saw me. "Thanks. Aside from that, did the delivery go well?"

      "No problem there." The blond man grinned. "Nice to leave the kitchen every once in a while—I enjoy getting the feedback on my cookies."

      I tapped him on the nose. "Boop. Your cookies are fantastic. Almost as tasty as Rosa's."

      The answering laugh from across the kitchen allowed me to flee into the outer area, leaving the two cooks to playfully argue. Alex was, and still was in many ways, Rosa's apprentice—even a promotion to manager didn't keep him from her teasing.

      I took a deep breath, steadying myself before walking through the swinging door and out into the café proper. Donna was working the cash; Jeanine serving a table in the far corner—away from where Ian was sitting.

      I wandered over to the counter, making a point of counting the remaining donuts and Danishes as I checked him out.

      He wore a dark blue t-shirt with blotches staining the thin fabric. It was tight on his shoulders, as was the well-worn jeans. Whatever had happened since leaving Toronto over a decade ago, he kept his large build. Ian was still the gentle giant I befriended so many years ago.

      Light brown hair, cropped short... he kept his head down, focused on eating.

      Jeanine moved over to me, getting a mug of coffee. "Are you okay?"

      "No." I forced a smile onto my face, pointing at a near-empty tray of croissants. "Need a refill there."

      The brunette snorted. "Don't micromanage. I assume you're out there because of the stray Alex brought in."

      "Yes." Keeping my voice down was hard. "He's an old friend."

      I took the cup of coffee from Jeanine, and added three spoons of sugar; topped it off with a dollop of cream and headed over to the table. If I was going into battle, I was going in fortified.

      Ian looked up. For a brief moment I thought he was about to flee, the panicked expression on his face lasting a few seconds until he recognized me. "Lily. Is that you?"

      The full impact of his smile hit me like a sack of bricks, almost forcing me back a step. I put my coffee on the table before leaning in for a hug.

      "My God," he said, releasing me. "Been too long." Ian looked around. "Are you still working here?"

      I sat down opposite him. "I own the place, actually. Used to belong to Kat's parents, and then to Kat, but she's moved on to bigger and better things."

      He smiled. "I heard. Even out West, it made the news." He brushed an invisible crumb from his front. "Alex, the manager—he said he needed a day laborer." Ian looked at me. "This going to be a problem?"

      "Not in the slightest." I cupped the mug with both hands, steadying myself. "What happened? Your family moved to British Columbia in high school, and we lost contact." My heart ached with the memory. "I sent you a few letters, and you wrote back—then went silent. Couldn't find an email for you, so..."

      "That was on me." He tapped his chest. "Bad letter writer. We settled in Vancouver." He tore a piece of bread off the edge of his breakfast sandwich, and popped it into his mouth.

      I let him set the pace.

      "I guess you want to know how I got like this." Ian let out a deep breath. "Bullet points. I got hooked on opioids in my last year of high school—football injury. I could blame the doctor, but it was my fault for wanting to keep playing. After he wouldn’t renew my prescription, I bought them on the black market."

      "I started to steal to pay for the pills; got booted off the team—I was up for a scholarship, but that got flushed. Mom and Dad spent all they had to put me into rehab, clean up. Multiple times. But every time I screwed up, they brought me back home, put me to bed and paid for the damage."

      "Hard to quit," I said, unsure of what to say. "I'm sure you did the best you could."

      Ian shrugged. "I hope so. Finally, it took—I got my head clear and stayed at home, finished off high school; got my diploma. They were pretty proud of me. But then I had to find work; not too much out there for someone with a criminal record. Ended up as a day laborer, looking to build up some work cred."

      I waited.

      "Mom and Dad... they died in a car crash a year ago—tipped me back over the edge. Sold the house, went on a bender that lasted a couple of months. Woke up in a puddle of something disgusting." Ian let out a weary sigh. "Cleaned up again, decided to make a break, get away from all the bad influences around me. Spent my last cash on a bus ticket to Toronto; hit the local shelter not too long ago. Now you're up to date."

      I touched his arm. "I'm so sorry."

      "Me too." He gave me a wistful smile. "Got no one to blame but myself. Bad choices, bad decisions. All on me."

      "But you're in a better place now. Alex says he needs you to help out—and I believe him. In fact, how about we hire you straight off for a week?"

      He almost dropped the breakfast sandwich. "A week?"

      I nodded. "Can't give you a place to stay; you'll have to work that out with the shelter. But we'll start there."

      He blinked. "I... I don't know what to say."

      "Just say you'll do your best." I pointed at the plate. "Meals are included. He'll work you hard, so I don't want you passing out from hunger. You come every morning and eat before you start; lunch and then dinner before going back to the shelter."

      Ian nodded. I saw a hint of a smile, reminding me of high school.

      I cleared my throat. "After a week, we'll re-assess the situation. I'm going out of town to Kat's wedding, so you'll answer to Alex and Rosa—any trouble, and you're out the door. Agreed?"

      He stretched out his hand. "Agreed. And thank you." The grin grew. "Tell her congratulations from me; if she still remembers who I am."

      I shook his hand, noting how mine disappeared in the giant's grip. "You're still in excellent shape. How did you manage that?"

      He bent his arm in a classic pose, letting the bicep rise like a mountain. "Part of my rehab program. Can't do drugs if you're busy exercising."

      "We've got lots of that for you here. Promise." I finished my coffee and stood up. "When you're finished, go find Alex in the back—he'll help work out the details."

      "Thanks, Lily." He rubbed his eyes. "I appreciate it."

      "Just pay it forward when you can." I patted his shoulder. "Take care."

      I moved away before I broke into tears, shattering my tough-girl image in public.
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