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      Goddamn, why does that man have to look so fucking good in uniform?

      The way his tattoos creep up his neck, playing peekaboo above the starched white collar, make my fingers itch to rip off the perfect crisp, black, impeccably knotted tie to touch them and my mouth waters to run my tongue over every colorful swirl of ink across his tanned skin.

      I swallow back a moan and tighten my grip on the bouquet, so I’m not tempted to leap across the altar and fulfill the fantasies I’ve had since the moment I caught sight of him at the back of the cathedral.

      It’s so damn wrong—all kinds of wrong—but Lev Orlov is nothing short of the epitome of a walking sexual fantasy…

      And, unfortunately, my worst fucking nightmare, all rolled into one muscular, inked, stoic, grumpy, assholey package.

      Of all the people Fyn could choose to be his best friend—and best man at this wedding—it has to be the one person in all of Lovolia who hates my guts almost as much as I hate his.

      Actually, he probably hates me more, given the way he’s glared at me every time our paths have crossed since Bridget moved here and I began visiting—like I’m the loud, brash, uncouth American blonde ditz men like him view as gum stuck to the bottom of their thousand-dollar loafers.

      Even now, while we watch our best friends tie the royal knot, the love in their gazes so damn cloyingly sweet it makes my stomach hurt, his russet eyes practically boil with rage, staring at me across the dais.

      My skin heats with a strange mix of I should probably run before he dismembers me with his bare hands and good God…I want those strong, capable hands all over me.

      Such a strange dichotomy—to be attracted to someone physically but want nothing more than to throttle them when they open their mouth to speak. I can’t say I remember feeling this way about anyone in my entire life, but from the moment I walked off the plane on my first trip here, Lev has been nothing but a giant, handsome pain in my ass.

      Who is impossible to avoid.

      With him attached to Fyn at the hip, and when the prince can’t bear to be away from Bridget for long, we all end up spending far too much time together.

      And now that our besties are—almost—officially attached for life, it means we will be, too, through them. Which makes my homicidal feelings toward the man a bit…problematic.

      And my sexual ones even more so.

      Especially since we’re standing in a damn church and I’m imagining what it would feel like to have those big, powerful, tattooed hands all over me right here on the altar. That big cock of his I’ve seen pressing against his pants more times than I can count powering into me while I’m laid across these stairs that Bridget’s veil cascades down. Those perfect lips capable of spewing such hateful things to me against mine, swallowing every scream and moan—

      “I, Bridget, take you, Fynix, to be my husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part; according to God’s holy law. In the presence of God, I make this vow.”

      Oh, shit.

      I almost missed the best part in my distraction with the infuriating man at Fyn’s side. Lev steps forward and flips open a box with the ring.

      Fyn takes it with a nod to his best friend and turns back to Bridget, slipping it on her finger with trembling hands. “With this ring, I thee wed; with my body I thee honor; and all my worldly goods with thee I share: in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”

      Bridget turns to me, tears shimmering in her eyes.

      Crap.

      Get it together, Daphne. You’re on!

      I dig into the hidden pocket of my dress and pass her the simple gold band for Fyn. She smiles at me and swipes away a tear before turning back to the man who holds her heart and slipping the ring on his finger.

      “With this ring, I thee wed; with my body I thee honor; and all my worldly goods with thee I share: in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”

      The officiant raises his hands to the congregation, but my gaze drifts from him to the rogue standing next to Fyn. “Those whom God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.”

      It’s a lovely sentiment, but one I’ve never really believed in. Love has always seemed like some sort of fairytale. Something I never witnessed in real life. Certainly not with Mom bouncing from boyfriend to boyfriend.

      I saw lust, pure and simple, and lust I can believe in.

      That primal pull between two people, even if it’s a horrible idea…

      It’s very real.

      Staring at Lev now, taking in his thick, unruly dark hair and neatly trimmed beard, the hard lines of his perfect cheekbones and strong jaw, his large, tattooed hands held in front of him respectfully, dark eyes locked on his best friend…I can almost see how Mom fell into that trap—over and over and over and over again—with the wrong men.

      Being constantly soaked in booze didn’t help her decision-making skills, either, but she gave in to her most base needs and never apologized for it to anyone.

      Is there really anything wrong with that—sex without love?

      It brought Fyn and Bridget together and developed into this—an epic tale so sweet and fairytale-esque it almost makes me gag. Lust can become love. They’ve proven it, but something tells me it’s the exception to the rule.

      Shit. That’s the end of the ceremony.

      I jerk my gaze away from Lev, trying to pretend I didn’t zone out again.

      That bastard and his smug sexiness just made me miss the most important part of my best friend’s wedding…

      Fynix leans in and stops just short of kissing her, whispering something that makes her smile and lean closer as she replies. He crushes his lips to hers, clearly ignoring the demands for a decorum he hasn’t stuck to since meeting Bridget. The way he kisses her so thoroughly leaves little to the imagination about what they’ll be doing later.

      I can’t count the times I’ve stumbled in on them doing something horny in one of the palace rooms definitely not intended for sex. Fyn just doesn’t care, and Bridget seems more than willing to enjoy the ride.

      Why wouldn’t she?

      He’s the smoking-hot heir to the Lovolian throne, and the man worships the ground she walks on. Now that he has her locked down legally, I can only assume his sexual antics will continue in full force until he knocks her up and gets his own little prince or princess.

      They turn on the dais to face the congregation, and Fyn surreptitiously slips his hand down the back of her dress and grabs her ass. I fight a smirk at Bridget’s cheeks flaming red with the completely inappropriate—and oh, so Fyn—act done in the holiest place on the island. She gives him a reproachful look filled with love and slips her arm through Fyn’s so they can make their way slowly down the steps.

      The recessional song begins, and I hand her the bouquet and fan out her train to ensure it’s picture-perfect for her walk back down the aisle. The white lace flows gracefully behind her, making her look every bit the princess she now is.

      A princess…

      This really is a fairytale for her.

      I stand again and glance toward Lev. His hard, dark eyes lock on me, and a muscle in his clenched jaw tics. Only his ingrained manners prevent him from walking off the dais and hustling after them without me, but he knows everyone is watching, waiting for the best friends of the groom and bride to follow their retreat.

      He takes a slow step toward me, then another, pausing at the center, where Bridget and Fyn just exchanged their vows. His right elbow extends to me stiffly, like he has to force himself to make the gentlemanly gesture.

      I slap on a saccharine-sweet smile and slip my arm through his. He dips his head slightly toward me. That heavenly scent of leather and sea air always hanging on him envelops me.

      Why does he have to smell so damn fantastic?

      Even his warm breath tickling my cheek holds a peppermint quality. “I’m shocked you didn’t shout some obscene American cheer when they announced them as married. What is it you say over there? Yee-haw?”

      His mock Texas accent might as well be fingernails on a chalkboard. I glare at him and jab the point of my elbow straight into his ribcage with as much force as I can muster.

      “I’m shocked you didn’t lock Fynix in a closet somewhere today so he couldn’t get hitched and leave you behind to die lonely and alone.”

      Lev scowls at me but moves toward the steps leading us down to the main aisle. Perhaps my comment was a low blow since he’s clearly a bit bothered by losing his bestie to mine, but he started it with his “yee-haw” comment.

      The man knows I’m from Colorado, not Texas, and only said that to rankle me. So, he deserved what he got with my jab at his friendship with the prince.

      Eat it, asswipe.

      He pauses before the first step. His long, exhaled sigh flutters the hair on my neck as he brings his lips closer to my ear, further drowning me in his manly musk. “Careful on the steps, Yankee. Those heels are a lot different than the thongs you prefer.”

      I dig my nails into the Yates family Lovolian crest tattooed on the top of his hand as hard as I can, hoping to draw blood.

      Of course, he’d bring up my favorite footwear while I barely manage to balance in four-inch stilettos.

      And use the term for them that has a double meaning just to get under my skin.

      I’d much rather be comfortable in a pair of my signature flip-flops, but Bridget—and Jaqueline, the obsessive royal wedding planner—insisted on these monstrosities currently pinching my feet.

      Their only redeeming quality is the way they bring me closer to Lev’s towering six-foot-five height, making it easier to whisper snide remarks and witty comebacks at him while we slowly descend toward the aisle.

      “I know how obsessed with my thongs you are, Lev, but I wasn’t about to wear them to a wedding—on my feet or to cover my pussy.”

      His head whips toward mine, and I grin at him and mouth, “commando” as we reach the first set of pews and clapping dignitaries.

      Thick black lashes surrounding brown eyes that hold flecks of bourbon blink rapidly as he processes my words. He presses his lips together in a firm line and returns his focus forward, his entire body stiffening.

      Yee-haw, jerk.

      My chest swells with pride at being able to unnerve the man, but my heel snags on the corner of an old stone tile at the side of the aisle runner, and I stumble, my free hand flailing wildly in the air. Every moment of my life up to now flashes before my eyes: living in the trailer with Mom, her endless string of boyfriends, cleaning up after her when she went on binges, finally breaking away for college, meeting Bridget, getting what I thought was my dream job, coming to Lovolia with for her non-honeymoon…

      Just when I think this grumphole will let me fall, he shifts toward me and wraps both arms around my body, keeping me upright, his large palms splayed across the exposed skin on my back.

      Electric sparks shoot through me from that focal point where our bodies touch. His thumb strokes across my shoulder blade and goosebumps pebble over my skin. A tiny gasp escapes my lips, and he seems to remember where we are and who he has in his arms, stilling his hand.

      He leans farther into my personal space, far too close for what the typical royal etiquette he follows so closely should allow. “You’re like Bambi taking his first steps.”

      I dig my nails into his arm—partly to steady myself and also to inflict some pain—but the thick material of his Royal Guard uniform protects him from my assault.

      Lucky break.

      But if he makes one more comment on our way out of this church, I can’t be held responsible for my actions.

      One of the royal party planners stands at the end of the aisle, waving her hands in a come-on motion, urging us to move it along.

      Wouldn’t want to cause a spectacle.

      Even though I despise the man currently holding me in his arms, I won’t ruin Bridget’s big day with our bickering. Everyone seated waits on our exit so they can begin to file out, and I want to get away from Lev as quickly as possible.

      Not without a parting shot.

      “Why are you such an ass?” Forcing a fake smile at him, I lean in slightly to ensure none of the celebrating dignitaries only feet from us can hear. “Small penis? I’d be mad, too, if I were built like you and was only packing a Cheeto-sized cock.”

      His eyes slide to mine, and a murderous rage darkens them to an almost black. “Don’t tempt me to ram it down your throat to show you that nothing about me can be described as ‘Cheeto-sized.’ I wouldn’t want you to choke, Yankee.”

      My entire body heats with his threat, but the moment shatters when he releases me and turns us to face the massive double doors at the back of the abbey.

      What the hell was that?

      We take the final few steps to reach the end of our torturous walk and approach the open double doors leading from the church. Crisp, fresh air blows in from outside and hits me, and I close my eyes and inhale deeply, trying to rid my lungs of Lev’s intoxicating scent.

      A few more hours…

      I only have to play nice with him for a few more hours until I can retreat to my room alone and crash. Hopefully, a few glasses of very expensive champagne at the reception will help me forget whatever momentary insanity has caused me to be attracted to Lev Orlov.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        LEV

      

      

      What the bloody hell is wrong with me today?

      Ty soshel s uma.

      Snapping off a comment like that to Daphne in the middle of the abbey certainly doesn’t fall under proper “best mate” behavior. Neither does picturing her on her knees in front of the altar with my cock down her throat to shut her up and prove I don’t have a “Cheeto dick.”

      On top of that idiotic slip, Gran—not to mention the king and queen—would frown on me drowning myself in vodka while I stand in the shadows of this reception, brooding and avoiding any and all contact with the other guests.

      Especially Daphne.

      It should be one of the happiest days of my life, seeing Fynix tie the knot with the love of his. But instead, I’ve spent the entire time on edge, feeling like I’m barely clinging to the precipice of something life-altering—and not in a good way.

      Maybe it’s the atmosphere.

      Weddings tend to make people deeply examine their own lives.

      Gran would say I could use some of that self-reflection, especially now that Fyn is married and sure to produce an heir sooner rather than later. I’d be surprised if Bridget doesn’t return from their honeymoon with a bun in the oven…

      If that doesn’t make you reevaluate your entire miserable existence, nothing will.

      I’m now officially the third wheel—a wheel that broke and allowed Fyn to be dragged into a life-and-death situation—and fuck does that hit me square in the chest harder than any blow I’ve ever taken in training or action.

      I bring the vodka to my lips and take a long pull, watching Bridget and Daphne on the dance floor at the center of the palace ballroom. My gaze travels over the bane-of-my-existence blonde—her perfect curves…her gorgeous ass.

      That fucking dress.

      No matter how much I may disapprove of Daphne Jennings, no one can deny how phenomenal she looks tonight. The blush-colored silk clings to her perfectly, just like the road hugs the coast on the way out to Elysium, meandering easily over every damn dip and bend and swell of her body as she moves, with delicate lace sleeves on a woman who’s anything but.

      Always so loud.

      So brazen.

      So vulgar.

      I should look away.

      I should…but…

      Damn…that dress.

      Bridget must have known what she was doing, putting her best friend in a gown like that for the big day. Likely trying to help her catch the eye of someone, like that bloody guard I overheard Daphne joking with Bridget about marrying when they were in the garden the other day.

      Even if it was said in jest, my hand tightens on the tumbler I wish wasn’t empty. The mere thought of her with one of the guards heats my blood enough to make me want to smash the glass all over the expensive parquet floor.

      Pochemu, Lev?

      You don’t even like her!

      Something I have had to keep reminding myself of a lot today.

      It’s impossible to deny her beauty—and I wouldn’t mind getting lost in her curves—but that damn mouth of hers and the total lack of etiquette in the palace make any pleasant feelings for her evaporate as quickly as my drink disappeared.

      Who the hell hugs the palace staff when they’re working?

      Daphne—that’s who.

      Always chatting.

      Always skipping down the halls like she’s twelve and not thirty.

      Always so kind to everyone, like they’re old friends.

      Except me.

      The woman never seems to miss an opportunity to lash out at me with choice words from that wicked tongue of hers.

      Cheeto dick.

      I snort and shake my head at the audacity.

      Maybe I shouldn’t feel bad about what I said at the church. After all, she gives as good as she gets—and sometimes more. Hardened military operators who have seen the worst of the worst don’t dare speak to me the way she does without even thinking about it.

      She’s fire and ice rolled into one and doesn’t take my shit.

      Refreshing and sexy and infuriating all at the same time.

      But I don’t have time to deal with the distraction of her constant ribbing and antagonization. After the prince’s kidnapping and the changeover to the new government structure, everyone has teetered on a perilous edge, waiting for something to go wrong again. Keeping things locked down and Fyn and his parents safe has become even more essential.

      Which is what finally forces me to drag my focus away from Daphne to scan the rest of the ballroom and the people in it for any potential issues.

      It doesn’t matter that I’m technically “off duty.”

      This isn’t something I can turn off.

      Dignitaries from almost every country in the world fill the space, mingling with the higher echelon of Lovolian citizens. The full orchestra plays from the stage on the right, and the center dance floor vibrates with everyone enjoying themselves at one of the most important events in Lovolian history.

      Their prince has married a commoner.

      An American commoner.

      And he couldn’t be happier.

      Fyn approaches Bridget from behind and wraps his arm around her waist, twirling her to face him so he can whisper something in her ear. She giggles and glances around conspiratorially, then drapes her arms over his shoulders to start the waltz the orchestra just struck up.

      I continue surveilling the room as I return to the bar. The bartender inclines his head toward me and pulls out the bottle of vodka, but I slide the empty glass across the wood to him and hold out my hand. His gaze darts between the bottle and me, and I motion for him to hand it over without explanation. He scans the area around us for witnesses before sliding it into my hand and slinking away, hoping no one noticed.

      Very mature, Lev.

      Drink away your problems.

      I return to my spot in the shadows and catch a glimpse of Gran talking excitedly with someone on the other side of the room.

      Who the hell is that?

      Dancing couples block my view, but eventually, the man shifts more into the light—the ambassador from Russia. He surreptitiously checks around them, then rests his hand on Gran’s arm in a familiar gesture I wouldn’t have expected from the man who has always seemed so aloof in our previous meetings.

      Gran rests her hand over his and leans in to say something else, her shoulders tense, face twisted in concern, then slips away into the vibrant crowd.

      What the hell was that about?

      I start to push off the wall to go after her and ensure she’s all right, but Manuel approaches, and his gaze automatically darts down to the bottle dangling from my fingertips.

      He raises a heavy, white brow. “Do I need to have someone fired for giving you that?”

      I bring the vodka to my lips and down what’s left. “I’m not the one you should be worried about.”

      Immediately, his body stiffens, and his observant gaze sweeps over the crowd. The Captain of the Royal Guard is always on duty, always vigilant, which means I can have a drink and “enjoy” my best friend’s wedding.

      “Did you see something?”

      Shaking my head, I step away from my shadowy hiding space. “Just the Russian ambassador hitting on Gran.”

      Manuel’s lips twitch as he fights a grin. “Overprotective much?”

      “Shouldn’t I be?” I take another swig and hiss at the sharp bite of the alcohol. “She’s my only family, and she’s too old to have men chasing her skirt.”

      He barks out a laugh and slaps me on the back. “I think you need to cut back on the vodka and get some fresh air, Lev.”

      It isn’t an order. Manuel knows better than to give me one, even if he technically is my boss. But he’s also known me my entire life, and if he thinks I’m losing my shit, it might be obvious to someone else I don’t want seeing it—like Fyn.

      Fresh air might do me good.

      I brush past him and make my way down the hallway toward the doors that lead out to the garden maze and the one spot I know I can be alone.

      For as many people as are milling about the reception, the halls back here remain almost eerily quiet. I turn the corner, drawing to a stop at the cracked door to the Reading Room.

      What the hell is this doing open?

      No one should be back here, in the private residence portion of the palace, except the staff, who would never leave a door ajar. I tighten my grip on the bottle, the only weapon available to me, and slowly ease the door open a little more so I can slip inside.

      Darkness envelops the room, only faint hints of moonlight filtering in from the high windows falling in even intervals on the marble floor. I pause and listen, but the whoosh, whoosh, whoosh of my blood rushing in my ears overpowers anything else.

      You’re overreacting.

      On edge.

      Manuel was wrong—I need more of this vodka.

      I scan the Reading Room one more time before I turn back toward the door, taking a swig from the bottle. A rustle behind me makes me whip around so fast the alcohol splashes onto the floor.

      “Looking for something, Lev?”

      Goddammit.

      Daphne’s sultry voice floats over me, stirring places in me I’d rather ignore indefinitely.

      I steel myself against what will surely be an oncoming verbal assault. “What the hell are you doing in here?”

      She saunters forward into one of the streams of moonlight, which only further highlights the way the dress clings to every bloody inch of her lush body. “Likely the same thing you are.” She takes one step toward me, then another, the sound of the flip-flops she changed into after the ceremony slapping against the floor, making me cringe. “Trying to escape that.” She motions backward absently, in the direction of the ballroom, and her shrewd blue gaze darts down to the bottle in my hand, then back up at me. “But you were smart and brought booze.”

      “Did you just call me smart?” I cross my arms over my chest, letting the bottle dangle from my fingertips. “That might be the only compliment you’ve given me in all this time we’ve been acquainted.”

      Two more steps bring her within inches of me, and she reaches out and takes the vodka, letting her fingers linger on mine a second too long. “Don’t let it go to your head, buddy.”

      It’s certainly going to one of them…

      Daphne slowly raises the bottle to her lips, and I can’t help but focus on the way they wrap seductively around the top or how her throat moves with her swallow. She winces, pressing the back of her hand over her mouth. “Gosh, that’s potent shit.”

      “So is the malarkey that spews out of that foul mouth of yours.”

      Her eyes widen as she takes another drink. “You have no idea how foul my mouth can be.”

      Bloody hell.

      I shouldn’t be doing this, but I take a step closer until the heat of her body radiates against mine and peek down at her perfect breasts tumbling out of the top of the devil dress. “You talk a big game, Yankee.” I tug the bottle from her and take a massive glug from it before crowding her even more. “But you don’t have the guts to play it.”

      She locks her gaze with mine, defiance flaming in it, along with lust. Her pink tongue darts out to trace along her red-painted plump bottom lip. “Try me.”

      Two words.

      A challenge I can’t ignore.

      Perhaps I could resist her if I weren’t three sheets to the wind, if my heart and gut hadn’t been mangled today by the guilt that’s eaten away at me over the last two years for almost getting Fyn killed and the realization that everything has changed since then.

      Definitely not as it stands now.

      I clutch her loosely by the nape of her neck and hover my mouth a mere hairsbreadth from hers. Her sunshine and lemon scent wraps around me, spiraling in my lungs with each inhale and seizing my ability to maintain control. I feather my lips over hers—not a kiss. Barely a whisper. “Tell me to stop, Yankee.”

      Please give me a reason to.

      Because all the ones I have don’t seem to matter at this moment.

      I cling to that last bit of sanity like a lifeline. If she grasps it, I’ll walk away and forget this day of absolute, sheer madness.

      Her eyes lock onto mine, and this woman assesses me as if she has all the time in the world, as if every second my lips aren’t on hers isn’t absolute fucking agony. Her vodka-laced breath comes out in small, soft puffs. Each one like a finger wrapping around my stiff cock and trying to draw me closer. “Okay.”

      “Okay, what, Yankee? You want me to stop?”

      She shakes her head, and the blond tendrils not gathered away from her face swing around it, almost glowing in the moonlight.

      I place the bottle on the table beside us to free my other hand, then capture her cheek in my palm. “Okay, Lev, kiss me? Or okay, Lev, make me come so hard that I go blind? Which one sounds good, Yankee?”

      My vote is for all the above and more.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Fuck, if my cock doesn’t swell even more at her imprudence.

      “I guess I’ll choose for you, then.” I tighten my grip on her neck, angling her face even more toward me. “Would you like that?”

      A tiny mewl slips from her throat as her only answer, and I don’t give her any room to make any more cheeky comebacks. I close my eyes and press my lips to hers, gliding my tongue across the seam, requesting access. She obliges, opening for me. Our tongues twirl and war for dominance the same we always do with words, while I palm her neck in one hand and hike up the long skirt of her dress with the other.

      My fingers trail up her bare thigh the higher I lift the garment, her butter-soft skin breaking out in goosebumps beneath my touch. I work my caress toward her center and brush against her bare, wet skin. My fingers glide easily over her soaked pussy, my thumb brushing the moisture on her inner thighs.

      I drag my lips from hers, and she whimpers, her fingers tightening on my shirt. My cock twitches at that little sound, and I shift my lips to her ear, teasing them against the sensitive spot just behind it.

      “You didn’t wear knickers to the royal wedding?” I smile against her heated flesh. “I thought you were just fucking with me back at the church with your commando comment. Such a naughty girl.”

      “You have no idea.”
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        DAPHNE

      

      

      Lev’s fingers brush against my core, and I buck my hips to force the connection. He must feel how wet I am, how my arousal practically drips now that he’s kissing me, touching me, twining his tongue with mine in heated desperation. He has to know what he’s doing to me.

      He spreads my sensitive flesh, and a needy whimper tumbles from my lips to his. It’s all too much and not enough at the same time. Wanting to push him away but needing him closer.

      His other hand firmly latches onto a handful of hair at my nape, and he uses his grip masterfully to bend me to his will. To move me exactly how and where he wants me, shifting us backward until my ass hits the old wooden table.

      The bottle of vodka rattles, and I reach back to catch it before it falls and shatters. Lev tears his mouth from mine and glances at it, watching me bring it up to take a sip. Before I can swallow, he smashes his lips to mine again, sucking the harsh liquor from my mouth into his in the most erotic expression of pure lust I may have ever experienced.

      Sweet mother of God…

      I shouldn’t need this. Shouldn’t need him like this. Not here. Not now. Not after everything that happened—back home and with him since I arrived. But I can’t say no. I can’t stop this train from barreling down the track any more than I could stop the sun from rising in the morning.

      Whatever this tension between us is, we need to rid ourselves of it before it tears us apart. A razor-thin tightrope we already walk. As it stands now, my entire body vibrates, hovering on the edge of madness if this doesn’t happen in the next damn minute.

      Almost as if he can read my thoughts, he easily slips two fingers into me and flicks his thumb across my clit.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      I jerk in his hold, picturing his tattooed hand thrusting between my legs, wishing I could see it instead of just imagining how fucking hot it must look. Those long, deft inked fingers move in and out of me, coated in the arousal he caused, toying with me, driving me to buck my hips against his hand.

      He shifts his hold so he can grind the meaty part of his palm against my clit while he pumps into me, still devouring my mouth with a passion I didn’t know existed.

      No.

      This isn’t passion. This is pure, animalistic need. We need to fuck. We need the release. And then, we need to move on from whatever this animosity has been between us. For our sake as well as Bridget and Fyn’s.

      Lev starts to pull back, but I chase his mouth, nipping his bottom lip and briefly capturing it between my teeth before letting go. Something feral flashes in his darkening gaze, and he presses his body against mine tighter, pinning me against the table and holding me immobile.

      His scent wraps around me like a cocoon, invading every breath as the long, hard length of his cock presses into my stomach. He stills his hand even as his mouth works me into delirium.

      Christ, the man can kiss.

      He pulls back again and nips my lips. “Watch it, Yankee.”

      The hand he has tangled in my hair finally releases its death grip, and he slides it around and cradles my face in his palm. His gaze bores into me. I couldn’t turn away if I tried. Not that I want to, but with one hand on my core and one holding my face, those mahogany eyes assess me so deeply it sends a shiver through my spine.

      “You’re biting off more than you can chew, Daph.”

      Oh, hell no, I’m not.

      People always underestimate me. They see my blond hair and my bubbly personality and automatically assume weakness. This man is only one in a long line of people I’ve had to prove myself to, and I’m more than ready to do it.

      I push up onto my toes in my flip-flops, eager as hell to have his lips back on mine, but first, I have to defend myself against his words. “You don’t scare me, Lev. Not even a little. I can take whatever you dish out.”

      He closes the minuscule distance between us, and his lips crash on mine in a dominant display intended to make a statement. His grip on my face and between my legs holds me steady while his tongue twirls in soft strokes against mine. A true seduction that makes me clench around the fingers that have stilled inside me.

      Lev grins against my lips, then pulls back.

      Good God.

      His usual scowl has vanished, replaced with a smile that would melt off my panties if I were wearing any. “Oh, Yankee, you just made my night.”

      I’m glad something did. The way he was skulking around the edges of the party, looking grim as ever despite his best friend’s nuptials, made it clear he needs this release as badly as I do.

      His hand slides off my face, but I don’t have time to miss it, not when it travels leisurely down my body, leaving goosebumps in its wake. Fire and ice war across my skin the lower he moves until his fingers slip inside the scoop neck of my dress, past my bra, and capture my nipple. The sharp bite of pressure zings straight to my core, and he resumes his assault on my cunt, too, curling his fingers and probing my G-spot as he grinds his palm to my clit.

      “Fuck.” I moan wantonly, sounding every bit the needy, lustful, greedy woman I feel like at this moment.

      He slides away from my mouth, but before I can complain about the loss, he’s kissing across my cheek to the column of my neck. I sigh and tilt my head, offering him access. His trimmed beard tickles the sensitive flesh and shoots electric currents throughout my body.

      With my free hand, I grip his wavy, thick hair, refusing to let him leave this spot until he can’t help but ram his cock into me.

      He chuckles and smiles against my skin. “Getting demanding now, are we, Yankee?”

      I groan in response, clasping around his fingers, trying to pull them deeper inside me to that spot that aches for him.

      “You’re very wet, Daphne.” His voice lowers an octave, and he practically growls my name. “Is this for me?”

      He moves his head away from my neck, looks down to where he plays with my pussy, and raises a brow while biting his bottom lip. It’s there in his eyes. This smug fucker knows it’s for him and what he’s doing all too well.

      Driving me absolutely insane.

      I need to get us back on common ground and force him to act instead of just toying with me. We’re used to arguing, and the snark and sass spur him on in most situations. “You waiting on an invitation, Lev?”

      “Such a smart mouth.” His deep chuckle rolls over me like the waves lapping at the Lovolian shore, holding a promise of something sensual and wrong. “Maybe I should put something in it to help you be quiet. Would you like that, Yankee?”

      Hell yes!

      But not now.

      I need his cock somewhere else.

      Lev pulls his hand from between my legs, picks me up as if I weigh nothing, and sits my ass fully on the wooden table. I wrap my legs around his waist, drawing his hard, uniform-covered cock against my center.

      “Dammit, Daphne.”

      Lev growls low, and I rub my pussy up and down his hard length while I fumble with his belt, trying to get my hands on what’s encased inside.

      Frustrated by my lack of progress, he undoes his belt and frees his cock.

      Sweet holy hell.

      I don’t bother trying to bite back the gasp.

      “No Cheeto dick here, Yankee.” Lev grins proudly.

      And he should be proud.

      It might as well be a goddamn third leg…

      That I can’t seem to stop staring at. My pussy clenches involuntarily, and I try to press my thighs together to dull the throb of my clit, but Lev’s wide body keeps them spread.

      Lev squats slightly and puts his face in my line of sight to regain my attention. “My eyes are up here, Yankee.”

      He points at his face, and a frantic laugh bursts from my lips. Heat creeps up my neck and across my cheeks. The flush spreads over my entire body the longer I stare him down, knowing he knows I was ogling his cock.

      Fuck, that’s embarrassing.

      But that gorgeous smile flashes for a second before he captures my face with one hand again. My breath stalls. The years of push and pull between us sparks like a live wire, sizzling across my already-heated skin. We couldn’t stop this from happening now, even if the palace burned down around us.
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      The hot-pink blush rushing over her pale flesh stirs something deep in my chest, something I’m not prepared to examine. I shouldn’t care how she reacts to me, shouldn’t feel swelling pride knowing my cock pleases her. None of it should matter when it’s just a shag to get it out of our systems.

      I should shove into her and just get to it. Give us both what we need. But still, my mouth waters, craving one thing I never thought I could want from this woman.

      Blame it on the dress. Blame it on the vodka. Blame it on how bloody messed up things have been in my head. It’s true all the same.

      “Need to taste you.”

      That’s all the warning I offer her before I slide my hands under her thighs, throw her legs over my shoulders, and lift her cunt to my lips.

      “Oh, fuck!” Daphne drops her head back, arching her pussy to my face.

      Hell fucking yes.

      I glide my tongue through her arousal, the sweet taste coating it and making my dick ache to be inside her. She pushes her fingers into my hair, gripping it roughly, and grinds against my mouth, trying to take charge of her orgasm.

      Oh, hell no.

      This is mine.

      Daphne will not take control of this.

      Every gasp. Every moan. Every twitch of her body belongs to me until she comes down my throat and I empty myself inside her.

      And fuck does she taste good.

      She could suffocate me between these lush thighs and I’d die happy, probing my tongue deep into her cunt and drowning in her wet heat while eating at her like a man starved.

      Because I am.

      Starved for this.

      A connection.

      To anyone.

      Anything.

      Daphne’s aggressive jerk on my hair prevents me from falling down that depressing rabbit hole, and I redouble my efforts, sucking her clit between my lips while I flick it with my tongue. That earns me another sharp gasp from the infuriating Yankee, and I slide my left hand down to grasp my cock, stroking it to relieve some of the ache that builds the longer I eat her out.

      “Oh, shit.” She arches into me even more, her legs stiffening over my shoulders and pushing down so she can thrust her pussy against my mouth even harder. “Lev…”

      The way she moans my name makes my cock jump in my hand.

      How can the woman who enjoys busting my balls so much now be the one about to make them blow?

      That reality sends a strange rush of anger mixed with ravenous need coursing through every fiber of my being.

      I lightly bite her sensitive bundle of nerves, and her strangled cry echoes around the old room as her orgasm slams into her so powerfully she almost twists my damn head off with the thrashing of her powerful thighs.

      By the time her orgasm subsides, my cock practically screams to be buried deep inside her. I release my tight grip on it to help lower Daphne’s arse back to the table.

      She props herself up on her elbows, flashing a satisfied grin. “That was…”

      I thump my hard shaft against the apex of her thighs—a reminder that we aren’t finished—and a gasp falls from her lips. She wriggles around on the table, spreading her legs further to welcome me in. Her glistening cunt draws my gaze like a moth to a flame, and I pinch her clit between my fingers.

      Her body jerks, and I rub the tip of my cock up and down her slit, aligning myself perfectly. “Tell me I don’t need a damn condom.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Birth control and—”

      I shove inside in one harsh thrust that rocks her back on the table slightly. “Blyat!”

      A moan climbs up my throat, and I fight the low tingle in my balls that threatens to end this before it even starts.

      So damn tight.

      Gritting my teeth, I shift my hips back slightly, and Daphne whimpers.

      I pause a moment to let her adjust. “You all right, Yankee?”

      Her azure eyes lock with mine, hunger simmering in their depths. “I will be. Just move.”

      She kicks off those damn flip-flops, wraps her legs around me, and digs her heels into my lower back, urging me to drive into her again. Any thoughts about moving slowly. Of making sure this lasts. Of worrying she won’t be able to take all of me…all disappear with another thrust of my hips.

      The head of my cock drags against her G-spot on my withdrawal, and she digs her fingers into my wrists, where I grip her body to keep it in place. That little bite of pain makes my cock twitch inside her, and I pick up my pace, my hips pounding steadily against hers. Staccato grunts and labored breaths fill the silence around us, the erotic sounds spurring me on.

      “Fuck me harder, Lev.” Daphne moans out her command, then rolls her head to the side, her lip pulled between her teeth, like she’s fighting back a scream that would surely bring unwanted visitors into the Reading Room.

      As much as I’d love to toy with her, to revel in watching her quiver and thrash and beg, I don’t have it in me to hold back. Not when it feels like I have been for almost two bloody years.

      I grip her thighs tighter, mesmerized by the red marks my hands leave on her pale flesh, and shift her slightly, altering the angle in a way that draws a strangled gasp from the woman unraveling me.

      My thrusts become erratic.

      Each deep plunge allows me to grind my pelvis against her clit.

      Her eyes roll up into her head, and her clasp tightens almost painfully on my arms. She moves with me, her hips bowing to meet mine, squeezing my cock with her tight cunt on each withdrawal.

      That’s all it takes for the tingling at the base of my spine to surge through my body. A wave of ecstasy instigated by the woman who usually causes so much frustration. She stiffens and gasps, her body convulsing and cunt clutching at me like a vise with her orgasm.

      I slowly push inside Daphne a few more times, releasing all my tension in hot spurts deep in her cunt before I sag on top of her, burying my face against her sweat-dampened throat.

      Fuck!

      A few moments pass with our heaving chests pressed together, our heavy breaths coming in a shared rhythm, her warm, soft body aligned with mine, her cunt still cocooning my semi-hard cock.

      She shifts under me slightly, releasing a heavy, almost resigned sigh. “Well, that was…something.”

      Something?

      I lift my head to examine her, and any hints of softness I had caught in her gaze during our rendezvous have vanished, replaced with the hard wall of sass and sarcasm she always puts up. “Something?”

      Her brows rise. “Did you expect applause?”

      Fucking hell.

      “No, but maybe you could lose the attitude while I’m still inside you, Yankee.” I pull out of her and tuck my wet cock back into my pants. “You are unbelievable. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      She nods slowly, pulling her legs back together and sitting up on the edge of the table. Her gaze never leaves mine as she slides off it and slips her feet back into those obnoxious pink flip-flops. “Once or twice.”

      Sumasshedshaya!

      This woman is insane!

      Daphne hustles to the door and pauses. “Thank you, Lev, for giving me the ‘royal treatment.’ I’m glad you don’t have a Cheeto dick.”

      She tugs open the door, and Bridget stumbles backward, Fynix’s arms around her the only thing keeping her from tumbling into the Reading Room.

      Fuck.

      Daphne stands with her hand on the doorknob, eyes wide, staring at them. “Shit. I’m sorry.” She quickly runs her hands over her disheveled blond hair. “I didn’t know anyone was there. Are you all right?”

      Fyn releases a sigh and pulls his mouth away from Bridget’s. “Just fine, love. What are you doing in here?”

      She quickly glances over her shoulder at where I stand in the darkness and adjusts one of the long lace sleeves of her gown. “Just needed a little break from the madness.” She plasters on a smile. “Diplomats and royalty”—she rolls her eyes—“you know what I mean, but I’m good now.” Daphne points at them as she brushes past them into the hallway. “You two good?”

      From my vantage point, I lose sight of Daphne and watch Bridget and Fyn step toward her, away from the door.

      The only exit.

      And I have to get the fuck out of here.

      I scrub my hands over my face and instantly regret it when the scent of her cunt on my fingers fills my nose.

      Fyn brings Bridget toward the door. “What do you suppose—”

      My cue to leave.

      I stalk toward them, still concealed in the darkness. “That woman is a lunatic!”

      They jerk their heads toward me as I adjust my tie and slide a hand over my now-wrinkled shirt.

      Fyn’s blue eyes bore into mine. “Lev, what’s going on?”

      I clench my jaw. “Nothing you need to be concerned about.”

      Bridget opens her mouth. “But—”

      I cut her a look that silences her immediately and stalk past them, my body even more tense than I was all day. Getting shagged did nothing to relieve any of it.

      All fucking Daphne did was royally piss me off.
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      Unshed tears sting my eyes, but I rapidly blink them away before Bridget catches them. If she sees me lose my shit, she’ll only feel guilty about leaving. And I can’t let her head off on her romantic three-week honeymoon to Italy with her real-life prince husband worrying about me.

      She cares too much, which is precisely why I’ve kept everything from her. If she knew the truth of what’s been happening in Colorado since she moved here, the shitstorm my life has become, and what I’m planning to do tomorrow, she wouldn’t set foot on that beautiful private jet.

      And all I want for her is to go and enjoy her time with Fyn—completely unencumbered by my bullshit problems. I need to find a resolution myself, without relying on Bridget to come up with the answer for me.

      Bridget turns from her conversation with Fyn and narrows her eyes on me. “Are you okay?”

      Shit.

      Busted.

      I force the brightest smile I can. Hopefully, she’ll be too distracted with excitement to leave that she won’t see what I’m hiding. I pretend to focus on the limo, SUVs, and the members of the Royal Guard standing around them, as if I haven’t seen them a hundred times during my various visits. “I’m fine. Just so happy to see you happy.”

      Not a lie.

      If anyone deserves this, it’s Bridget. After everything she and Fynix have been through—the time apart, the palace drama, the attacks in Lovolia, the kidnapping, the general complications that seem to chase them to try to break down the bond they share—I would never stand in her way, for any reason.

      Her lips twist down, and she crosses her arms over her chest. She taps her foot rapidly, like she always does when she’s about ready to throw down verbally. “Nope. There’s more. Spill it before I have to get in that limo.”

      Crap.

      I should have known she would see right through my façade and call me out. After over a decade of friendship, there isn’t much we can hide from each other—though being thousands of miles away helped. From Colorado, I could convince her I was okay, that my life and job were perfect. Doing it while looking her in the eye is another matter entirely.

      The truth weighs heavily on my chest, threatening to come out in a rush of words. Images of the night before I flew here flash through my head, threatening to make me sob. I desperately struggle to swallow it back, to find something else to say to get her off the topic and into the sleek limousine set to whisk them off to the royal jet.

      I have to lighten the mood, make her think this is just my being clingy and needy because if she gets even a hint that something is really wrong, Fyn couldn’t get her in that limo for anything.

      Twisting my hands in front of myself, I put on a pout. “It’s just that…it’s only been four days since the wedding, and I’m already losing you.”

      Bridget releases a heavy sigh, rolling her eyes, about to call me out on my dramatic bullshit. Like always. “How are you losing me, Daph?”

      In a way, I lost her the day she met Prince Fynix Michael Elander Yates.

      Even during the year they were apart, her heart was always here with him. She wasn’t fully present in Colorado while she was physically there. This was always meant to be. Deep down, I knew she’d eventually end up here; I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.

      Now, she’s moved across the world and sleeps in a palace. A far cry from our dumpy apartments in Denver and the trouble I’ve managed to get myself in there since she’s been gone.

      Lovolia is a Mediterranean paradise, and Bridget just fits here. While I fit nowhere and have no one but her. My entire life, I relied on myself. I didn’t have a choice, but Bridget showed me true friendship, true, unconditional love, the kind of ride-or-die connection we’ll never lose.

      The one that makes me want to tell her everything and ask her for advice.

      I can’t do that, though.

      Better to sound shallow and self-centered with some lame, flakey excuse for my behavior than vomit the painful truth.

      “You’re sleeping in bed with your husband—the prince—at night instead of crashing out with me after too many wine coolers.” Or the high-end wine we’ve been drinking since I arrived to prep for the wedding. “Who will I gossip with about the Real Housewives since you’ve abandoned me?”

      She scowls. “Daph, you know I don’t like reality TV.”

      Which is exactly why I chose it.

      If she thinks I’m being melodramatic, she won’t have any qualms about leaving.

      “I know, but you at least tolerate my bitching about it. Now, who will listen? You’re going away for weeks, and I’ll have no one to rant to about that or…”

      I barely manage to stop myself from mentioning the other thing I usually complain about because if I think about it now, I might break down and tell her what’s really going on.

      Giving a mock pout, I try to add some humor to my very real almost-breakdown. Before the wedding, Bridget being here in Lovolia never seemed real. Once she officially moved here, we talked every day, and it almost felt like we were still together at times, even with half the world separating us. It felt temporary even when I knew she and Fyn were anything but.

      Now, she’s officially a princess married to the only heir to the Lovolian throne, and while I can tell her everything, spill my guts and tear out my heart to come clean, I won’t. That would be a really selfish, dick move since this Italy trip is likely their last chance to bask in their newlywed status before returning to Lovolia and all the responsibilities their positions hold.

      They’ll be flung back into the deep end of royal protocol, like that stuffy state dinner the other night that prevented them from leaving on the honeymoon immediately after the wedding. Plus, Bridget’s new position means endless charity events and photo ops—which she will undoubtedly handle gracefully and throw herself into fully, since she has the biggest heart of anyone I know. But their schedule post-honeymoon won’t leave any room for the new princess to slum it with her trashy American best friend or help her with the stupid position she’s found herself in.

      I have to figure this out on my own…

      “Aww, Daph.” She wraps her arm around me and hugs me to her. “Maybe I can come to Colorado for a visit in a few months, once things settle down here, and we can do a marathon.”

      It isn’t lost on me how she doesn’t refer to Colorado as home anymore. That’s the reality—she lives in Lovolia now. This is her home; this is her country. She has a whole new life ahead of her—one I can’t be much of a part of from thousands of miles away, especially when my life is a mess.

      I force another smile. “That’d be great, Bridg. I’d love to spend more time with you.”

      Not the whole truth but not a lie.

      I can’t tell her how lost I feel or how screwed up my life has become since she moved away. It’s not her responsibility to ensure my happiness. And I certainly won’t burden her with everything that’s been going on since she moved to Lovolia right before she drives away for her honeymoon.

      She squeezes me again before sliding her hand into Fyn’s outstretched one. He brings it to his mouth and brushes his lips across her knuckles, leaning in to whisper something in her ear that makes a blush spread over her cheeks.

      Damn, that man is romantic.

      I can only imagine how they’ll spend their honeymoon—likely naked and tangled together twenty-four-seven.

      Something I do not want to think about.

      Instead, I avert my gaze from the happy couple, only to meet Lev’s hard one. His dark eyes bore into me the way they did that night and every time our paths have crossed since then, despite my best efforts to avoid him. A wave of contempt with an undercurrent of lust hit me so hard my legs wobble. Heat spreads from my core, and visions of our sexcapades in the Reading Room assault me—not for the first time since then.

      His touch haunts me.

      His calloused fingers caressing my thigh as he lifted the skirt of my dress.

      The press of his hot flesh to mine.

      His soft lips against my neck.

      Warm breath in my ear.

      Those little grunts and moans that vibrated in his chest.

      Shit.

      I press my thighs together and squeeze my eyes closed, unable and unwilling to relive it again.

      It was a mistake. A one-time release of tension. Definitely not anything we ever need to repeat.

      A hand falls on my shoulder. “Is everything okay, Daph?”

      I open my eyes and stare into the face of a very concerned Bridget. “I’m fine. Just feeling a little light-headed. Not used to this heat.”

      The cool ocean breeze picks this moment to kick up and swirl around us, and I release a little relieved sigh and fan my face.

      Bridget squeezes my shoulder. “You’re sure you’re okay? Do we need to call the doctor in to come to see you? He can be here in no time.”

      “No.” I shake my head a little too aggressively. “That won’t be necessary. I’m okay. Promise.”

      Her brunette brows draw together. “I don’t want to leave my best friend if she needs me. We can postpone the honeymoon until you’re feeling better.”

      “No.” I reach up and grab Bridget’s hand, tugging it down by my side and tightening my grip. “I’m fine, thank you. Now let’s get you loaded up in this fancy-ass limo and on your way. You have a new husband and Italy to enjoy.”

      Though I doubt they’ll even leave Fyn’s grandmother’s villa, given how he’s been devouring her with his gaze the entire time we’ve been saying our goodbyes.

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” Bridget pulls her hand from mine and sticks out her tiny finger. “Pinky promise?”

      Those damn tears return to my eyes with the simple, childish gesture. In almost fourteen years of friendship, I have never lied to Bridget on a pinky promise. My stomach churns, knowing I’m about to. I swallow back the truth threatening to spill out, grip her pinky with mine, and squeeze. “I promise.”

      The lie tastes like ash on my tongue, but somehow, I manage to keep myself together.

      By the time she returns, I should have some of my life sorted. Things will be fine. So…technically not a lie, just a delayed truth.

      She squeezes her pinky around mine tightly. “Good, because you know that if you need me, I’m here for you.”

      “Trust me, Bridget, I know. I love that about you.”

      It’s the entire reason I can’t tell her what’s been happening the last few months…what happened the night before I flew to Lovolia. Why I won’t tell her my plan once she leaves.

      I’ll be okay.

      Nothing a few days of sun and time to think won’t cure.

      I’ll have a chance to
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