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        FYNIX

      

      

      The bleach-bottle blonde with the picture-perfect white smile bounces out of her seat and to her stiletto-heeled feet the moment we enter the room, pushing out her exposed cleavage in the somehow demure, yet still-sexual, dress in a way I’m sure she thinks is enticing.

      Many men in my position would fantasize about bending her over the enormous table in front of us and knocking off the beautiful food while banging her until she can’t walk tomorrow, but her excitement and obvious willingness to use her body in this situation do nothing for me.

      It never does.

      When women throw themselves at you on a daily basis, it eventually loses its appeal. If I weren’t forced to be here, I would turn around right now and leave Mother and Father to handle the lunch with the visiting royal family.

      King Reginald Dahl lumbers to his feet beside her, his heavy jowls sagging despite the warm smile he bears. The man has always been jovial and pleasant, and under other circumstances, I might have actually enjoyed this meeting.

      But not today, not recognizing the purposes of it.

      Mother and Father, walking just ahead of me, approach him with matching smiles.

      “Your Majesties, Your Royal Highness.” He extends a hand toward Father, who accepts it, and shakes with excessive vigor.

      “Always wonderful to see you, Your Majesty.”

      King Reginald turns his attention to Mother and leans in to kiss her on each cheek. “Wonderful to see both of you, as well.”

      I fight the desire to roll my eyes. All this practiced formality when they’re good friends and drop the pretense the moment they’re behind closed doors together.

      Still, one must do what’s expected, so I paste on my best smile and make eye contact with King Reginald. “Your Majesty. It’s nice to see you again.”

      He takes my hand in his much larger one and shakes it. “I am so glad we were able to arrange this lunch with Abigail while we’re in-country.” Releasing my hand, he sweeps his toward his daughter. “You two have not met yet, have you? Prince Fynix, this is my daughter, Abigail.”

      The fake smile aches my cheeks. “Your Royal Highness, so lovely to meet you in person, finally. I’ve heard so many good things.”

      She flutters her long black what-must-be-false eyelashes at me, her cheeks coloring. “Your Highness, the pleasure is all mine. It seems I’ve been waiting forever for this moment after all the stories Father has relayed.”

      I bet.

      More than likely, the girl has been counting down the days until she can have her shot at me.

      King Reginald claps me on the shoulder and squeezes. “The last time I saw you, you were a wee child scrambling around under your mother’s feet.”

      I catch a flash of movement to my left, where Lev stands just inside the doorway we entered through only moments ago. He raises a dark eyebrow at me, and I shake my head to indicate I’m fine.

      Touching a member of the royal family, with such familiarity, could get you killed in a lot of places—or at the very least, thrown in the brig—but not King Reginald after so many years of friendship with Mother and Father, and definitely not when Mother and Father are trying to set me up with yet another “perfect match.”

      Abigail tips her head and flutters her eyelashes at me, her smile getting even bigger. I can practically see the crown she’s after glittering behind her gaze. With two older brothers, Abigail will never see the throne in Grandania during her lifetime. The only way she will ever be a queen is if she marries someone on the throne or in line to inherit it.

      And her overly-made-up eyes are set squarely on me.

      I keep my trained smile on her father and incline my head. “That was a long time ago, sir.”

      He issues a low, deep chuckle and places his hand on his belly. “Quite right, quite right.”

      Mother turns toward the long table already laid out with fresh fruit, pastries, and a dozen other dishes—far more than the five of us could ever eat—for an “informal” meal with the visiting dignitaries. “Shall we?”

      Father nods his agreement. “Yes, yes. Let’s sit and enjoy our meal.” He lowers himself into his chair at the head of the massive table and indicates everyone else should do the same. “Reginald, I’m so happy you were able to make this trip out so we could discuss our mutual concerns in person.”

      I bite back a laugh, but given the glare Mother sends me from across the table, apparently, I didn’t hide it well enough. This meeting has nothing to do with the growing unrest in Lovolia or the support the protestors are getting from Reginald’s countrymen and has everything to do with Mother and Father hoping I’ll actually like this one.

      Unfuckinglikely.

      They’re all the same, with their perfect hair, perfect smiles, practiced platitudes, zero personality, and one goal—secure a marriage with someone who will help their father’s political positions. Mainly…me.

      The last thing I care about right now is meeting this woman. Marrying me off isn’t important. What is important was just briefly alluded to by Father; the growing pro-democracy movement in Lovolia that mirrors the one Reginald faced not that long ago in Grandania.

      Reginald reaches forward and takes a sip of the coffee from the cup in front of him. “Yes, yes. It’s a good idea for us to speak in person.”

      Mother clears her throat and raises an eyebrow at Father. “Though perhaps the lunch table is not the place to conduct this discussion.”

      Father nods. “Oh, yes, of course.” He smiles. “Now, Abigail, why don’t you tell us a little bit about yourself since we haven’t had the pleasure of meeting before.”

      No doubt, both sets of parents would have tried to make a connection between us when we were far younger but with me off at various boarding schools in other countries and Abigail doing whatever it is she did, our paths never seemed to cross.

      Until today.

      The young princess smiles at the invitation, then directs her attention toward me to answer. “Well, I’ve always shared my father’s interest in politics and chose political science as my major at university. I graduate next month.”

      I take a bite of my quiche and chew, only listening to the bare minimum of the conversation necessary to appear interested and involved. This country is dancing along the precipice of something huge—and potentially bad—and instead of focusing on that, Mother and Father are choosing to ignore it in favor of trotting me out for show like a prized horse to get me married off.

      Mother offers her kind smile and takes a bite of strawberry, chewing slowly before she swallows. “That’s lovely, dear.”

      Abigail nods, squaring her shoulders in a way that’s surely meant to make some point I’m apparently missing. “I wanted to be prepared for a life of servicing the throne.”

      I almost choke on the morsel in my throat but manage to swallow it as her keen blue eyes assess my response.

      Jesus, could she be any more obvious?

      The woman might as well be on her knees under the table giving me a blow job.

      Father smiles, apparently completely oblivious to the innuendo Abigail just openly hurled across the table at me. “Public service is the most selfless endeavor, indeed. Wouldn’t you agree, Fynix?”

      I take a sip of my ice water to try to keep myself from coughing again. “Yes. Quite.”

      Mother glares at me and tries to kick me under the table, but her shoe barely brushes my shin due to the distance between us. Be nice, she mouths to me.

      I might be thirty years old, but when the queen demands something, compliance is mandatory.

      Be nice. Be cordial. Pretend you give a shit.

      All the directions I’ve been given my entire life at these types of meetings, since before I was even old enough for them to be trying to arrange a courtship with anyone who will help us politically.

      And I can’t say I blame them.

      As one of the last remaining absolute monarchies in the world, we’re at a huge disadvantage. Many other countries see us as old fashioned, antiquated, and out of touch with modern society, which is why so many people have been pressing for reforms into a constitutional monarchy. Citizens want a say in where their tax money goes, in the laws that govern them and want to elect officials to represent their interests. They see the democratic political process elsewhere as greener pastures and never contemplate the negatives that come with it.

      Mother and Father have no intention of getting involved with or supporting or embracing such a major change, but Reginald has managed to lead his country in name while parliament and the rest of the government handle the political decisions without any major disruptions to his reign. It was a major change for him and Grandania as a whole, but things worked out in his favor. His willingness to adjust the old ways have benefitted him greatly in regard to his country’s overall well-being.

      His people love him, and Abigail has grown up in the public eye the same way I have. So, they have set me up with her, in hopes our people will see it as a progressive move to marry a royal from a constitutional monarchy country since they won’t take any steps toward that here. A band-aid to quell some of the rising tensions. It’s nothing more than that, but it’s important to them.

      Far more so than my happiness, apparently.

      Any other day, I might play along and go through the motions in the manner expected of me, but this is the third setup in as many months, and it’s becoming tedious and infuriating. Exacerbated by the fact that they are more interested in forcing me to do what they think is right for Lovolia, regardless of whether I might want to marry someone I actually like.

      Mother having successfully redirected the conversation, Reginald and Father continue chatting about horses and international trade while I try to avoid letting my eyes meet those of the girl practically itching to throw herself across the table at me.

      Again, Mother cuts through my thoughts. “Abigail, do you hope to have children someday?”

      The desperate princess beams at Mother, and I fight a gag response. The only thing good about children is getting to fuck so much to make them. If it weren’t my duty to provide an heir to ensure the family maintains the monarchy, I wouldn’t even consider it. Mother knows as much. It’s as though she’s baiting me, begging me to react.

      Well, Mother shouldn’t have poked me if she didn’t want a response.

      Before Abigail can answer her question, I grin and turn toward the woman who gave me life. “I do so appreciate how so many modern couples are taking the ‘we don’t want children’ stance and not letting society make them feel bad about their choice. Considering the overpopulation in so many countries and the vast drain on natural resources, it would seem not having children might be the responsible thing.”

      Abigail gapes at me, and her father stops with his coffee cup midway to his mouth and stares, his heavy brow furrowed. Mother’s glare could cut diamonds, and it signals my cue to leave.

      “Excuse me…” I push away from the table and stand.

      Reginald and his daughter rise to their feet, concerned expressions, but I motion for them to sit.

      Rather than offer an explanation for my abrupt departure, I turn and make my way to the door that will take me out into the parlor.

      Lev falls into step beside me and glances over his shoulder to ensure we’re alone. “What the hell was that? Were you trying to pick a fight with your mother in front of someone like Reginald Dahl?”

      I snort and glance at my best friend and personal bodyguard. “I wasn’t trying to pick a fight. It’s just the natural result of them setting me up again.”

      He follows me to the private bathroom at the rear of the main floor of the palace, where I pause just outside the door and turn toward him.

      Lev shakes his head. “You know I sympathize with your situation, but at some point, you will have to get married. You will have to produce an heir. You can’t put it off forever.”

      I grin at him and wiggle my eyebrows. “I’ll sure try and have fun doing it.”

      He releases a heavy sigh and glances toward the bathroom. “You can only buy so much time in there before your father sends Manuel looking for you.”

      Lev knows exactly what I’m doing, and it’s a simple reminder that freedom comes at a price and never lasts.

      I push open the door. “Don’t I know it?”

      Letting it click closed behind me, I take a second to inhale a breath, then throw open the window—the one that had the alarm disconnected because I rigged it myself months ago—and climb through. My formal attire restricts my movements, but I can’t change yet. If any of the guards see me on my way out of here, it has to look as though it’s wholly acceptable for me to be on a stroll around the property—so that no one notices when I slip over the fence and make my break for it.

      Mother and Father will be pissed I did this again, but I can’t sit through another breakfast. Can’t handle another setup. Can’t handle being in the palace today.

      Maybe it’ll take me doing something like this for them to finally realize I can’t and won’t be who they want me to be…no matter how hard they try to make me fit the mold.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGET

      

      

      The bright Mediterranean sun beats down on my exposed skin, warming my body but doing nothing for my soul. Soft ocean waves lap at the sand near where I lie on the lounge chair outside the hotel, a peaceful, relaxing sound that should, along with the aforementioned rays, be helping me forget all my problems and enjoy life.

      Should be…but it sure as hell isn’t.

      I really hoped being here would help. That it would snap me out of this funk I’ve been in for six months. That it would change my mood and my perspective. That I could close the book on that chapter of my life. Perhaps let go of what he did to me and move on, but it seems the opposite has happened.

      Even taking another swig of my drink doesn’t help push away the misery. Seeing all these happy couples on their honeymoons and vacations, hugging and kissing, lying close together on the beach, laughing and so damn in love makes the margarita in my stomach churn dangerously.

      Stop looking, Bridg.

      It will only make it hurt more, only make me wallow excessively in regret and margaritas.

      And while they are tasty, I know what tequila does to me. So many bad decisions made in college flash through my head, and I vividly remember why I stopped drinking Satan’s Clear Temptation all those years ago.

      Daphne nudges me with her elbow from where she lies beside me and nods down the beach. “What about him?”

      I drag my sunglasses down to the tip of my nose and follow her line of sight. A very unladylike snort slips from my lips and I shake my head, pushing my sunglasses back in place before lying down on the lounge chair. “I don’t think so.”

      She scoffs incredulously, seemingly deeply offended at how easily I brushed off her suggestion. “Why the hell not?”

      “He isn’t my type at all. You should know that after living together for four years during college and remaining my best friend in the eight years since then.”

      I shouldn’t even have to tell her. Super hot surfers and girls like me mix as well as oil and vinegar. Or me and tequila.

      “Oh, yeah, right. Hot, ripped, sexy-as-hell men aren’t your type…my bad!” She laughs and leans back in her chair.

      I drop my head to the side to look at her. “Why do you say it like that?”

      “Because you’re the only woman on the fucking planet who doesn’t seem to be at all attracted to men like that.”

      She points at the guy she was just gushing over, not caring in the least that it’s obvious we are talking about him.

      I laugh and examine him again—long, lean muscles, tanned skin, soft dark hair blowing in the breeze as he stands at the water’s edge leaning against his surfboard. “Oh, I’m attracted to them. It’s just not the type of guy I would ever want to go out with.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because men like that”—I point at him, not even caring if he sees me and wonders why— “don’t settle down with girls like me.” I point to myself.

      She shrugs, letting her slender sun-bronzed shoulders rise and fall casually. “Who said anything about settling down? I’m talking about a nice vacation bang. It’s exactly what you need to get Barry out of your system.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her even though my eyes are concealed by my shades. “A nice vacation bang. Really, Daphne?”

      “Yes, really.” She lifts her glasses and narrows her eyes at me. “Why are you giving me that look?”

      “How can you tell how I’m looking at you when I’m wearing sunglasses?”

      “Because I know you and your face.”

      I sigh. “Well, I’m looking at you like this because you know I don’t do that.”

      “Do what? Have sex?”

      I snort again. “Well, yeah, it’s been a while, but no, I don’t do the whole random hookup thing.”

      She shrugs again. “Maybe you should. Don’t they always say the best way to get over a man is to get under another one?”

      As much as I have always appreciated Daphne’s sound life advice—which honestly isn’t usually so bad—this time, she has it all wrong. The last thing I need is a random hook up with a too-hot-for-me guy who will disappear after he finishes. I’ve never understood how people do that and don’t feel weird after. Even during my rambunctious youth, I never did randos.

      I down the rest of my margarita and scowl at her. “Thank you for the advice, Daph. If you’re so interested, why don’t you go try to bang him?”

      She grins and waggles her blond eyebrows at me. “I just might. I’m single and ready to get down with some hot Lovolian men.”

      “We’re at a tourist beach. Chances are, he’s not Lovolian and is just visiting like we are.”

      “Who cares?” She throws up her hands and shifts a bit closer to me so no one around us can hear her. “It’s been almost two months since I’ve had sex. I’m starting to feel like my vagina has developed cobwebs.”

      “Two months?” I release a groan. “Is that all it takes? Because it’s been over six for me. Mine must be dried up, shriveled, and full of damn tarantulas by now.”

      Daphne drops her head back and cackles in a way that draws my smile out of hiding. “I’m going to go talk to him. How do my boobs look?”

      I lower my gaze to her cleavage hanging out of her one-piece suit. “Very perky.”

      “Fabulous!” She starts to push up from the lounge when a petite blonde in a barely-there bikini walks up to the man in question and throws her arms around him possessively before pressing her lips to his.

      “See!” I point at them. “Already taken…and she looks like a real Mensa candidate.”

      Oh, hell, that sounded mean.

      Daphne lowers her glasses to look at me. “Wow, that was harsh.”

      “Shit. It was. I didn’t mean that. I’m sure she’s a lovely, very intelligent girl. She just reminds me of the girl Barry…you know. I’m just in a shitty mood.” I heave out a sigh and lie down completely, trying to get that image out of my head. “Being here is not what I anticipated.”

      Daphne lays a hand on my arm. “How so?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I thought it would help me get over Barry and what happened. Like, I could use the trip as a way to celebrate being free of his bullshit. But instead…it’s really all I can think about.”

      “Girl, you just need to move on and let it go.” She squeezes my arm supportively. “He is not worth all of this and never was. I’m pretty sure I told you that years ago.”

      “You were biased against him and never even gave him a chance.”

      She shakes her head and takes a sip of her drink. “That’s not true. I did give him a chance. And he failed. The first night I met him, he was just so boring. Like, I’ve never met a man who could talk about such boring things for so long with so much enthusiasm.”

      I chuckle to myself despite wanting to be mad about her saying that because it’s true. “But he was nice and sweet. And he treated me well. And he had a great job. And we wanted the same things and—”

      She points at me. “And that right there is the problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re dating the wrong men. You have been for a long time.”

      I take a long pull off my margarita. “How so?”

      She props her head up on her hand. “You know, men you think are ‘safe.’ Don’t you remember what you were like in college? All the fun guys you dated?”

      “Yeah, of course I do, and look where that got me.” I spread out my hands. “On what is supposed to be my honeymoon…with you…because the asshole cheated.”

      “But you had fun. You went out and did things. You were happy.”

      “I was happy with Barry.”

      She shakes her head, again. “No, you weren’t. You convinced yourself you were.”

      I push up into a sitting position, pull off my glasses, and glare at her. “What is this, Attack Bridget Day?” I glance at her half-empty drink. “Or maybe you had too many of those.”

      The defensiveness comes out of nowhere, and I can’t seem to push it back down. This is what Barry and his betrayal have done to me. Making me snap at my best friend who I always talk like this with. But today, in this place, I just can’t seem to rein it in.

      Her shoulders rise and fall. “Maybe you haven’t had enough to see that I’m not attacking you. I’m trying to get you to see reason, so you don’t make the same mistake again. I don’t want you to get hurt like this ever again. I love you too much to see you suffer.”

      And suffer I have.

      First, finding out what Barry did. Then having to cancel the wedding and explain to all the guests why. If Mom and Dad had been alive to see it…I can’t even imagine how awful telling them would have been. They would have been so disappointed but supportive. Dad might have tried to kill Barry, though, and Mom might have been right at his side—partners in crime for life.

      Now I’m here being forced to witness all the things I thought I had but were just a pipe dream walking about hand in hand, all lovey dovey.

      Maybe I do need more to drink.

      Our server passes by us, but I push to my feet. “Oh, sir?”

      He turns back. “Yes, ma’am. Do you need another drink?”

      My eyes zero in on the full bottle of tequila and stack of glasses on his tray he’s likely bringing to the small group sitting down by the fire pit further down the beach. “According to her”—I point to Daphne—“I need several.” I reach out and grab the bottle from the tray. “Please, bill my room for this and apologize to whoever was supposed to get it for the wait for the replacement.”

      He watches me stalk off in the sand, mouth agape.

      Daphne jerks up from her chair. “Wait, where are you going?”

      I turn back to her and hold up the bottle. “Wherever the hell I want to. It’s bad enough I have to be here right now; I don’t need you reminding me of all the mistakes I’ve made in my life.” I jiggle the bottle back and forth. “So, I’m going to take your advice and have a few drinks. Maybe I’ll find good old fun Bridget at the bottom of this bottle.”

      Before she responds or tries to apologize, I storm off through the sand toward a tall copse of palm trees along the far edge of the beach in front of our hotel.

      There has to be somewhere more secluded. Somewhere I can get away from all the happy couples and the kissing and the romance and just…think about something other than Barry or what Daphne just said.

      Her words ring in my ears, growing louder and louder with every step I take to the trees.

      Am I dating the wrong men?

      My entire dating history flashes through my head, from the high school boyfriends to the college ones, then the few very serious relationships I had prior to meeting Barry. The men definitely changed—Daph isn’t wrong about that. I got older and wanted different things.

      But did I settle?

      I hate that her words hit their mark. I’m not ignorant to the fact that Barry wasn’t perfect, but he loved me and I loved him. At least, I thought we were in love. I loved the idea of him.

      That has to count for something, right?

      If what Daphne says is true, when did I stop being fun?

      Two dates immediately come to mind—the ones that changed my life forever. When I lost Mom and then Dad so quickly, one after the other, it did change me. I can’t deny that. The only family I ever had was gone, and I desperately wanted a new one—with Barry.

      Even if he was apparently fucking someone else.

      What I wouldn’t give to have Mom with me on this trip. She’d know just what to say.

      I traipse across the beach, having no clue where I’m headed. The trees loom up ahead, palms and other ones I can’t identify. Shadows collect between them, covering the sand and leaf-filled ground.

      Walking away alone into the unknown while vacationing in a foreign country isn’t the best idea, but Daphne just said I needed to loosen up.

      Exploring will be good for me.

      Daphne is wrong. I’m still fun. I tear off the clear foil at the top of the tequila bottle, yank out the stopper, and take a swig of the harsh liquid. It burns my throat, and I sputter out a cough that carries through the trees now surrounding me, but I don’t even care at this point.

      Why bother?

      Caring about anything only hurts in the end.
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      The last rays of the setting sun trickle along the water toward the shore—orange, red, and yellow stretching across the waves like fingers reaching out toward me. I bury my toes deeper into the soft, warm sand, resisting the urge to go wade into the inviting ocean.

      God, I never want to leave this beach.

      It’s the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen—white sand, perfectly clear blue water, tall palms waving in the light breeze, providing exactly the seclusion I need right now. Getting away from that crowded tourist trap and Daphne was the right move. Some of the tension has lifted already just being in this place.

      The beauty of this pristine, tucked-away inlet is only surpassed by the glorious view I have of the surfer riding the last waves of the day. He’s been out there carving the swells flawlessly for hours, since I first stumbled out of the seemingly-never-ending trees and onto the white sand here. And he’s really fucking good.

      At least, I think he is.

      What the hell do I know about surfing?

      Coming from a land-locked state like Colorado hasn’t given me much opportunity to learn anything about it, but I’ve seen enough snowboarders on their asses on the slopes to understand how hard it is to balance there—imagine doing it on moving water without your feet strapped down.

      Nope.

      I can barely walk straight without losing my balance—even without all the tequila in my system—so sports are strictly off my agenda as anything but a spectator. Though, it almost seems wrong sitting here, watching him like this, ogling his masculine form bending and arching and twisting with ease, as if he were born to do it, one with the waves and the slick board beneath his bare feet. I shift to try to shake off the feeling like I’m intruding on some super personal, intimate moment and activity no one is meant to witness. I can’t tear my gaze off him or from the way he almost makes love to the waves, pouring all his passion into what he’s doing.

      Get up and walk away, Bridget. Leave the poor man alone.

      It feels wrong to watch, yet I can’t manage to get my body to move. Then again, everything has felt wrong for so long I don’t know what’s right anymore.

      Did I ever?

      There’s a definite possibility I’ve been doing this whole “living” thing wrong the whole time; though, I’m not ready to admit that yet. Not to myself or to Daphne.

      Maybe with a bit more alcohol…

      My fingers curl tightly around the bottle of cheap tequila at my side, and I bring it to my lips and suck back the harsh liquid. The burn down my throat is welcome. It helps keep me grounded in the present instead of thinking about the past. This beautiful beach and the beautiful surfer—who seems to be riding this wave in.

      Shit.

      I glance around me at the small beach surrounded by towering palms. There’s nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide the fact I’ve been gawking at him for the last couple of hours while I drank myself silly.

      Well, crap. What does it matter if he catches me?

      Another long pull from the bottle helps inject more courage into my veins, and I set the bottle down at my side and drop my hand behind me in the sand to lean back and watch him come out of the waves.

      Jesus.

      Heat curls low in my belly as the Adonis steps out of the water. Rivulets descend over his perfect pecs down across his washboard abs and those little V things that make women—including me, even though I hate to admit how superficial it is to obsess over a damn body part—go a little gaga. He raises a chiseled arm, the thick bicep muscle flexing with the movement, shoves his hand through his soaking-wet, sandy-blond hair, and shakes free the excess water.

      Fuck.

      Screw the beach. This man is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And his eyes, bluer than the Mediterranean waters he just exited, are locked on me. One corner of his perfectly luscious mouth twitches, almost like he’s containing a smile, before he turns and leans down to grab his surfboard from the wet sand, giving me the perfect view of his back.

      Damn, his ass looks good in those board shorts.

      I bite my lip to keep from saying it out loud or releasing some embarrassing moan.

      It’s been far too long…

      And even when I was getting it, it wasn’t on the regular. Plus the man was nothing like this. The surfer god practically oozes sex in a way that makes me finally understand why some women so easily lose their panties for a stranger.

      Some women. Definitely not me. Not safe, conservative Bridget.

      Bridget dates lawyers and actuaries who do nothing Earth-shattering to her undergarments.

      I can’t even remember the last time I had sex doggy style.

      Mediocre-at-best sex and boring daily life—that is adult, responsible Bridget.

      Which is why I take another drink while watching him and waiting for some sort of reaction from him to discovering me gaping at him.

      He slowly wanders over to a towel and bag I hadn’t even noticed tucked up against a tree at the edge of the open beach and leans his board against the trunk, seemingly unconcerned with my presence or what I’ve been doing here.

      Maybe he’ll leave and we can just pretend I wasn’t creeping on him.

      That would be a whole lot easier for my ego to stomach than him potentially confronting me and calling me out on my unladylike behavior.

      If it comes to that, blame the tequila.

      ALWAYS blame the tequila.

      That’s my new motto.

      I wish I could use it to excuse the mess my life has become over the last six months, but that’s all on me.

      One hundred percent.

      Yet, here I am, getting myself into another situation that could go south very fast. The last thing I want is to have a confrontation with a stranger in a foreign country. Americans already have a bad rep; I don’t need to add to it. Nor could I emotionally deal with any sort of conflict with a local that could land me in a Lovolian prison. I’m not cut out for the big house. I had to remind myself of that several times recently, when my anger at he who shall not be named bubbles up through the wall of impassivity I try so hard to maintain.

      My sexy beach-mate grabs a phone from inside his bag and scowls, his fingers flying quickly over the screen before he shoves it away and releases a heavy sigh I can hear even ten feet away from him. He turns back to me and approaches casually with the last remaining drops of seawater glistening and dancing across his sun-bronzed skin.

      The object of my ogling stops a few feet in front of me, the fading summer sun hitting him in profile—one half of his face in shadow, one half bright. A dichotomy I feel deep in my soul lately.

      His gaze darts between me and the half-empty bottle of tequila before his eyes narrow. “This is a private beach. You need to get drunk and do your sight-seeing somewhere else.”

      Oh shit.

      I swallow thickly, trying to get my mouth to form a response but nothing wants to come.

      So busted.
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      I try my best to keep the humor out of my voice but am close to failing. The beautiful brunette sprawled out on the sand stares up at me with a combination of fear and interest swirling in her vibrant evergreen eyes.

      A win-win for me.

      I assumed the little dot I could see on the beach was another local trespassing, but there’s no way she’s from here. If she were, I would recognize her. Hopefully, in the Biblical sense. Those striking eyes which assess me so deeply and that banging body the bikini can hardly contain are definitely things I would never forget had I seen her before.

      She’s definitely a tourist, and given the confusion furrowing her brow, she doesn’t recognize me. If she did, she wouldn’t be on her arse in the sand. She opens her mouth and closes it but doesn’t make a move to get up. “I…shit. I’m sorry.” Her gaze bounces around the small beach. “I didn’t know. There are no signs.” Her eyes dart over toward my bag. “You didn’t call the cops, did you?” She scrubs her hands over her face and releases a deep groan. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      I fight the smirk pulling at my lips and ignore her question. There is no way I’m about to discuss what I was doing on my phone a moment ago. That would only lead to questions that would complicate things. And I am so damn sick of complications. The entire reason I’m out here tonight is to escape them. “There are no signs because everyone knows. This is my family’s beach.”

      The beautiful intruder shakes her head, her brows rising. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to trespass. I’m just here with a friend and…”

      She sucks in a deep breath and squeezes her eyes shut, lifting the bottle of shitty tequila and shrugging apologetically.

      This time, my chuckle slips out before I can stop it. “If you’re going to feel sorry for yourself and get drunk, you should be doing it with good booze. Not that.”

      A smile cracks her full, pink bow lips, a bit of her reservation and fear slipping away. “I know. This stuff is shit.”

      She’s right. It is. But it’ll do.

      I lower myself next to her on the still-warm sand that will soon begin to cool.

      She watches me with wide, uncertain eyes. “What are you doing?”

      I lean back on my elbows and stare out at the darkening water. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      Should be obvious.

      Just in case it isn’t, I hold out my hand and wait. She stares at it for a second, then shrugs and passes me the bottle. I take a swig, wincing.

      This shit might as well be gasoline.

      I hand the bottle back to her with a grimace. “It’s much better with a lime.”

      She laughs, a light, carefree tinkling sound which floats through the desolate night and takes a sip of the swill. “Don’t I know it?”

      “So, what brings you out to my beach tonight, drinking alone?”

      Though Lovolia is by far one of the safest countries in the Mediterranean as far as tourism goes, a woman like this wandering around alone on a secluded beach probably isn’t a good idea—especially not when alcohol is in the mix.

      Those expressive eyes glance over at me skeptically and one eyebrow wings up. “You think I’m going to tell some random stranger my life story?”

      I shrug and extend my right hand to her. “Fyn.”

      She stares at it for a moment, almost like she isn’t sure what she’s supposed to be doing with it, then finally takes it with her small hand and shakes gently. “Bridget.”

      A jolt of something flows from where our palms meet, raising the hair on my arm and sending goosebumps pebbling across my still-damp skin. I tighten my grip, not ready to release her just yet, enjoying the warmth her hand pressed to mine provides. Her pupils dilate slightly, and her tongue slips out across her lips.

      Fuck.

      Why is that so hot?

      I release her hand before I can let my mind drift to all the reasons it is and smirk. “Now we aren’t strangers anymore, and you can tell me.”

      She snort-laughs, and the sound goes straight to my dick.

      Dammit, that shouldn’t be so cute.

      With a sigh, she passes me the bottle again and shoves her hands through her windswept hair. “This was supposed to be my honeymoon.”

      I pause with the bottle halfway to my lips, raising my brows. “Well, hell. What happened?”

      She leans back onto her elbows in the sand, staring out at the ocean. “Six months ago, my fiancé decided he’d rather bang his secretary than me.”

      “Ouch.”

      That deserves a big drink. Several bottles even.

      I take a pull of the bitter liquor in her honor and try not to think about the whole shitshow that is marriage. Bridget’s experience is only the tip of the iceberg in terms of the drama that seems to swirl around love, commitment, and expectations.

      If she only knew…

      “Yep. Thank God I’m on birth control and never had a baby with that piece of shit. You have no idea how fucking embarrassing it is to have to go to your doctor and get tested for STDS because your fiancé was sticking his dick in other holes.”

      That deserves another long drink on her behalf. This poor woman has been through a lot. It almost makes Mother and Father’s set ups seem like a walk in the park.

      “This honeymoon”—she sweeps her arm out toward the water—“to the beautiful tiny island nation of Lovolia, was nonrefundable. So, I brought my best friend with me for a girls’ trip.”

      Not a bad idea.

      No sense in wasting an amazing holiday just because some guy was a total douche.

      But there isn’t any sign of her best friend.

      I scan the beach one more time to ensure I’m not missing anything. “Then why are you drinking alone?”

      Her assessing gaze meets mine and she holds out her hand for the bottle instead of answering immediately. I pass it to her, and she takes a long drink of the tequila, hisses through her teeth, and coughs.

      She clears her throat fully and shakes her head, almost like she doesn’t want to say it. “Because she said something to me that was absolutely right, and I didn’t want to hear it.”

      I release a sardonic laugh. “Sounds familiar.”

      Way too familiar.

      It seems more and more lately that Mother and Father—and even Lev—have made it their daily duty to remind me of all the things I don’t want to hear.

      Some best friend he is…

      Life would be so much easier if people didn’t feel the need to hit me in the face with harsh reality—apparently, for Bridget, too. But she can’t possibly be dealing with the same kind of bullshit weighing on me.

      “What did she say?”

      Bridget sighs and lies back to stare up at the darkening sky. “That the reason it didn’t work out with my fiancé, the reason that none of my relationships ever have in recent years, is because I’m always going for the wrong guy.”

      “Who’s the wrong guy?”

      Her shoulders rise and fall slightly. “Grounded. Safe. My fiancé was an actuary.”

      I cringe and grab the bottle to take a sip of the tequila. “Sounds boring as fuck.”

      She chuckles and drops her head to the side to look at me. “He was. But it’s what I thought I wanted.”

      “That’s not what you want anymore?”

      She rolls her head away from me again. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve always been an adventurous person. Someone who loves traveling and taking risks. At least, I was in college and for a few years after. But I forced myself to believe that wasn’t the way to find the right guy. Someone dependable. Someone who would be with me forever. So, I gave that up and accepted that adults don’t live like that. That I couldn’t.”

      Something stirs inside my chest at her words. Something unfamiliar, exciting, and terrifying.

      Shit.
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      I must be insane to have told that to a total stranger I met on the beach—a beach I’m apparently not even supposed to be on at all. Although, I guess Fyn isn’t a total stranger if I know his name. And he certainly doesn’t feel like a stranger.

      Five minutes lying on the sand talking to him and he listens to me better than that asshole Barry ever did.

      I can’t believe I was going to marry a guy named Barry.

      He wore white socks with sandals.

      What in the hell was I thinking?

      That alone should have been a sign.

      But I ignored it, just like I did so many things that should have warned me I was with the wrong man and heading toward heartache. I let the little things that irked me and grated on my nerves go because I wanted to have the picture-perfect life. I wanted the doting husband, the kids, the white picket fence, the nightly dinners around the family table, the summer cabin in the mountains. I wanted it all so badly that I let myself settle for a man I was lukewarm about—just because I thought he wanted it all with me, too.

      Apparently, fucking not.

      What he wanted was to bang his assistant at the office and then come home to me and be “too tired” to do anything other than sit on the couch and watch the news.

      If I hadn’t gone in to bring him lunch that day, would I have even noticed things had changed between us, or would I have kept going through the motions, leaving things unsaid because I didn’t want to rock what I thought was a steady boat?

      Rather than having to admit the answer to myself, I take another swig of the awful tequila. The burn washes away at least some of the embarrassment of coming clean to the not-such-a-stranger next to me on the sand who has suddenly gone quiet.

      I chance a glance in his direction. His blue eyes bore into me in the last fading sunlight.

      The way he’s staring at me makes heat spread through my limbs despite the air starting to slightly cool around us. “What?”

      One corner of his mouth curls slightly.

      I could look away, end the intensity of whatever this is, but I can’t seem to. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      He shifts a bit closer to me and pushes a loose strand of hair behind my ear. The gentle and shockingly familiar touch from someone I just met sends a rush between my legs I haven’t felt in a long time.

      That sexy grin plays at his lips. “I was just thinking that what you want sounds pretty great.”

      “I didn’t say what I want.”

      He nods slowly and brushes his thumb across my lips lightly. “Yeah, you did. Someone who wants to go on adventures with you. Someone with the same love of the unknown, exploring and finding joy in life wherever and whatever it might be.”

      Well, shit.

      My heart skips a beat, and I struggle to suck in a breath.

      How can a complete stranger understand all those things I want when even I didn’t until recently? How can this man’s touch awaken something I thought died within me with Barry’s betrayal?

      I swallow against my suddenly dry throat. “For someone I just met, you seem to know an awful lot about me.”

      And it’s unnerving and invigorating in a way I can’t even fathom.

      The kind of spark and pull I always read about in romance novels and never believed could happen in real life.

      Now, maybe it’s just the tequila talking.

      More than likely, it is. But maybe, just maybe, I’m not imagining this.

      Maybe all the drama with Barry was fate leading me here to this tiny island and a handsome surfer who listens to my problems and doesn’t judge me.

      He sighs and turns onto his side to face me, propping his head on his hand. “I recognize a kindred spirit. I’ve been in your place. Hell, still am.” His eyes take on a faraway look, like he’s somewhere else entirely for a moment. “I have family expectations. Requirements and traditions. Things I don’t agree with and have always rebelled against.” His gaze meets mine again. “You put yourself in a box by limiting your dreams. I’ve been shoved into one to stifle mine.”

      The longing for his own life and disdain for the one his family wants for him are so thick in his words, they’re almost living, breathing things.

      “So, what do you do? How do you handle it?”

      Because right now, it feels like I’m drowning.

      Even after six months, I can’t seem to get a grip on where I’m supposed to be, what I’m supposed to be doing. Going through the motions at work, handling PR for other people to make them and their businesses look great while my life is a mess feels so…false.

      He smirks and flicks out a hand toward the water. “By escaping here. By letting it all go while I’m out on the waves and forgetting everything I should be worrying about for a few hours.”

      “But what about when you have to go back to ‘real life?’ How do you deal with being shoved into that box?”

      A long sigh slips from his lips, and he pushes his wavy hair back off his forehead. “Not very well, apparently.”

      I grin at him. “Same. I’m in PR and it seems like I’m always cleaning up someone else’s mess while I’m a complete disaster. Sometimes, it’s so much easier to deal with other people’s problems than your own, right?”

      Fyn nods. “You have hit the nail on the head. I go through the motions, do what’s required of me, at least, the bare minimum, but if you ask my parents, they’ll tell you I’m out of control and an embarrassment to them.” He lifts one shoulder and lets it fall almost nonchalantly, even though the topic of conversation is far from casual or anything to be swept under the rug. “The only thing worse than feeling like a failure is having someone else believe you’re one, too.”

      Damn.

      He does understand.

      It’s why what Daphne said to me tonight stung so much and why I’ve been drowning myself in tequila. She didn’t exactly call me a failure—and she never would use those words. But that’s how it felt to hear her point out my relationship mistakes—and in turn, my life mistakes. It almost makes me glad Mom and Dad aren’t around to see it. While I crave their support and would give anything to have even one more day with them, if they were disappointed in me, even a little, for what I’ve done with my life, I don’t think I could handle it.

      Fyn gets me so easily because he’s been in the same position. He’s suffered the same way I have—though, he probably didn’t walk in on his fiancé banging the secretary. Even so, the pain of it—what he and I have both endured—slams me full-on, and I reach out to him and press my palm against his warm skin, over his heart.

      I shouldn’t be touching him, shouldn’t be focusing so intently on his heart beating steadily under my hand. I definitely shouldn’t want to kiss this man who—let’s face it—is a total stranger I just met on the damn beach in a foreign country.

      He raises his hand to cup my cheek, and a deep shudder rolls through me. I lean into the heat of his palm, comforting and exhilarating. The crackle of energy I felt when I shook his hand earlier buzzes between us now, dragging me toward him as strong and inevitable as the tide forcing the water toward shore.

      It’s stupid and reckless. It’s something I absolutely shouldn’t do. It’s something the old me, the much younger, carefree, adventurous me, would have done long before Barry, but I’ve done nothing but make shit decisions for so long, maybe what I think is right never has been. Maybe I should take full advantage of this moment, this beach, this man, and let the chips fall where they may. It’s what Daphne suggested—fun, hot, vacation sex.

      What’s the worst that could happen?

      If he meant me ill-will, he’s had every opportunity to either kick me off the beach or do something much worse. But I’ve never felt this safe before. This right.

      I close the distance between us and stop my mouth only a hairsbreadth from his. Fire burns across the blue of his eyes, and he brushes his thumb over my lips again. Slowly. Almost reverently.

      Something passes between us. Deep. Powerful. Unquestionable.

      His mouth comes crashing down on mine, taking my breath and stealing my soul along with it. My chest aches with a need I’ve never felt before, one I didn’t even know existed, and he drags me against him with a satisfied little groan. His tongue begs for entry, and there’s no denying I want him everywhere. Over me. Inside me. Consuming me and dominating me. Showing me what I’ve been missing in my life this entire time. Giving me what I truly need.

      In his eyes, I see someone who sees me. Who sees who I am and what I want. Who understands why I need this even though others may say it’s ridiculously impulsive and a huge mistake.

      Fuck what they think. They’re the assholes who wanted me to marry Barry.
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      Her lips part easily beneath mine, and her legs slide open, allowing me to settle between them, my instantly hard cock pressing against her core.

      Sweet fuck.

      I’m not even inside her yet, and already, my head spins and my body dangles over the edge of control. This woman—who I had intended to throw off my beach in the most commanding manner when I first walked out of the waves and saw she was watching me—has hit a nerve. She has reached down to something deep in my soul, something I didn’t think anyone else would ever understand and held it in her hands protectively. Because she gets it. She understands what it means to think you have to be one thing, to push aside your own desires to do what’s expected of you. And she knows how miserable a life that can be.

      No one else has ever been able to grasp that, fully. Even Lev, who has always stood by my side, protecting me and my interests, insists I should be more amenable to what Mother and Father ask of me. He tries to encourage me to pick my battles in a way that won’t rock the boat too much and won’t put me at odds with them constantly. He’s often the voice of reason, even if I don’t always want to accept what he has to say.

      But there is no voice of reason right now. No one whispering in my ear, offering me advice I’m likely to ignore.

      Quite the opposite.

      Bridget is the antithesis of reason.

      She’s a breath of fresh air when I’ve been suffocating inside my own skin. The relief I so badly need from the stress and strife surrounding me. A way to eliminate the weight of my position, to pretend it doesn’t rule my life, even if only for a single
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