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      I lay on Barcelona’s Bogatell Beach and gazed out at the wide, blue expanse of the Balearic Sea, trying to at least sort of take it in. Because the view was freaking gorgeous. Like, unbelievably gorgeous. The sun shining down on me, the deliciously warm wind tickling its way across my skin… all wonderful. All beautiful.

      But honestly, I couldn’t care less about any of that. Because there might be calm, blue paradise stretching out in front of me, but the hurricane currently raging through my brain was completely at odds with it.

      The waiter standing next to me cleared his throat, and I remembered that I’d called him over so I could submit another drink order.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “Margarita, please, with salt. On the rocks.”

      The waiter nodded and left, and I immediately stretched out on my towel, closed my eyes, and did everything I could to will myself to go to sleep. Because lately—and by ‘lately’ I meant for the last year or so—sleep was the only place where I got any peace and quiet.

      And peace and quiet was what I was supposed to be here for, right?

      I mean, not really. I was here for work. But for today, I was on the beach rather than in the practice arena or the gym to try to get some peace and quiet. And preferably some peace of mind.

      After about twenty seconds of trying to fall asleep, though, I opened my eyes again and stared out at the turquoise water in front of me. Barcelona. A city full of romance—or something like that. A city full of history and art, most certainly, and some of the most amazing wine I’d ever experienced. Okay, sure, great food as well. A city where tourists came to take in the sights, relax, and maybe even fall in love.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t here for any of that. As a member of the United States national volleyball team—a traveling team between Olympic years, when we went out on the road and played against other teams, to keep ourselves sharp and bring in money for the program—I was here to work. We’d come to Barcelona to play in a tournament against other national volleyball teams—both local and from overseas—and had been given an extra day after the tournament ended for rest and relaxation.

      A treat, our coach had told us, to keep us fresh. Keep us excited about the sport, blah, blah, blah.

      I hadn’t wanted to tell him that I would have needed a whole lot more than one day to feel any better about life or the sport of volleyball. Hell, they could have given me an entire week and it wouldn’t have been enough for the reset I needed. A month? Yeah, maybe that would have worked.

      Though three months would have been better.

      Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how you looked at it—we had won game after game, and eventually the entire tournament, which meant we’d played right up until the end of it and had only gotten the one day of freedom. Which led to me sitting here on the beach in front of a resort I would never be able to afford, doing my best to keep everyone else away from me with my best resting bitch face and trying like mad for some relaxation before I had to head home.

      I let my eyes go unfocused on the gorgeous expanse of blue in front of me and dug my toes further into the sand, trying to ground myself there. My mind, though, was busy turning all its usual tricks on me. Presenting all the problems, and then flat-out refusing to give me anything that looked even remotely like answers. And the list of problems was long. A lot longer than I would have liked, that was for sure. But it all came down to a pretty cut-and-dried situation. I didn’t have enough money.

      And I had too many responsibilities.

      I’d gone to a top-notch university, on a volleyball scholarship, obviously, but the scholarship hadn’t covered all of my tuition, and my parents had been struggling themselves. I hadn’t wanted to ask them to help with the out-of-state costs for college or the money I needed to, you know, live. So I’d taken on student loans. Lots of them. Which I was deeply regretting, now that I was older, wiser, and utterly broke. On top of that, my younger brother had multiple sclerosis and was unable to work full-time, so was living almost entirely on my dime these days.

      Because my parents weren’t in any position to help him. They were struggling, themselves. They didn’t even have jobs right now, which meant I was also making their mortgage payments. Plus my own rent. Plus the rent on Todd’s place, since neither of us had thought it was a good idea for him to move in with me or our parents.

      In short, I was paying for three full households. And professional volleyball doesn’t pay as much as you might think. To say I was underwater would be to really, really undersell the situation.

      To say I was overwhelmed almost beyond belief would have been the understatement of the freaking century.

      I was a professional athlete. A woman who was supposed to have it all: the fame, the money, the good life. And instead, I was more broke now than I’d ever been in my life.

      I was also woman enough to admit that I was going out of my way not to ask for help. Because I’d always been the one in charge of everything, and admitting that I couldn’t do this on my own… wasn’t an option. Not even a little bit.

      “Jeez, adulting sucks,” I breathed, closing my eyes and deciding to try for a nap again.

      Yes, the waiter was theoretically on his way back with my drink, but I trusted that he’d leave it on the table for me to discover when I woke up. And if I was asleep, I could at least forget about everything and just… be.

      “It does,” a voice suddenly answered, breaking right through my inner monologue and attempt at sleep and bringing me directly up to a sitting position.

      I glared up at the person standing next to me—who was conveniently standing right in front of the sun, so that I couldn’t quite see him.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      “Adulting sucks,” he repeated. “I was agreeing with you on that point.”

      “And listening in on my private conversations,” I noted, squinting against the sun and trying to figure out who the hell this guy was.

      “You often have private conversations with yourself?” he asked.

      I would have been a fool not to notice the smile in his voice. But I didn’t let that sway me. I’d been trying to nap on the beach in peace—on my one and only day off in Barcelona—and this guy had interrupted me.

      “Aren’t private conversations most private when you’re the only person taking part in them?” I replied.

      Yeah, so there was a little bit of flirtation in my voice. Because as annoyed as I was that the guy had woken me up, I’d also managed to look through the sun’s glare enough to see that he was not only tall, but also extremely well-built.

      With a pair of flashing eyes that were already laughing at me.

      And not even my worst day could eliminate my deep appreciation for a handsome man. Even if I didn’t actually feel like flirting with the guy for long.

      When he walked around to a spot where he wasn’t up against the sun, though, my position on that idea changed quite a bit. Because he wasn’t just handsome. He was probably the most gorgeous man I’d ever laid eyes on. Dark brown, almost black hair, and sparkling green eyes that looked like they would turn to blue under the right circumstances. A chiseled jaw and a nose to match. Cheekbones that most women would have paid thousands of dollars to get.

      My God, he was a real live Prince Charming. Like seriously, the physical incarnation of the man the illustrators had given to Cinderella. Or was it Sleeping Beauty?

      Oh, who cared?

      “Do you mind if I share your towel?” he asked. “I don’t have one, and the sand is too hot to sit on without something underneath you.”

      Well, shit.

      I’d wanted to be by myself, as I said, and I’d been using every tool in my arsenal to make sure that happened. But when a guy who could have been a Greek god in some other life comes up and asks you to share your towel with him…

      “Sure,” I muttered, already wondering if I was going to regret it.
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      I grinned down at the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, knowing full well that she hadn’t wanted to agree to me sharing her towel—and knowing that when it came down to it, it had been a pretty lame excuse.

      I mean share her towel, really? Not wanting to sit on the sand with my delicate skin exposed, seriously? You would have thought I’d never picked up a girl in my life before—or that I’d never been able to think on my feet, make decisions quickly, or come up with a story off the cuff.

      None of which was true, by the way. I’d picked up plenty of girls—though as crown prince of my country, I didn’t have to work that hard at that—and I was an expert at thinking on my feet. Both were part and parcel to my daily life, and to my responsibilities for my country. Both were things I could have done in my freaking sleep if I’d needed to.

      Both were things I thought I was actually pretty good at.

      The problem was the woman herself. Yeah, I could pick up women when I needed to. Get them to tell me almost anything, if I’m being honest. Especially if I was looking for specific information that might come in handy in regard to a project my country was thinking about taking on. But I tended to get tongue-tied around women who were either smarter than me or extraordinarily striking. And this woman sitting by herself on the beach in Barcelona, looking as though she didn’t need anyone else’s company because she was quite happy on her own, thank you very much…

      Let’s just say that my tongue—and my brain—had actually tied themselves up in knots when I first saw her stretched out in the sun, all long legs and trim torso, with a riot of curly blond hair stretched out above her. I was lucky I’d been able to put together two words at all, much less what equated to several sentences. The fact that the words and sentences I’d managed had actually made sense? Yeah, it was basically miraculous.

      So, check the box that said, ‘This woman has got you tongue-tied.’ Then check the box that said, ‘And you like it.’

      Hey, being a prince had a lot of benefits. But it also had a lot of drawbacks—one of them being that people were very rarely straight with me, and almost never gave me their real faces. So the idea that this woman had just not only stunned me with her beauty but also talked back to me was… quite possibly more alluring than anything I’d experienced in my entire life.

      I dropped to the towel next to her and held out my hand, preparing to wrestle my tongue and brain into shape and force them to function correctly, just for the sake of hearing her sass me again.

      “David von Almerich,” I said, stretching my hand out further in her direction.

      She tilted her head a bit and lifted both eyebrows in surprise.

      “David von Almerich?” she repeated, taking her time with the last name. “That’s quite a mouthful.” Then she gave me a quick, considering look, and chuckled to herself. “That’s what she said.”

      Now it was my turn to tilt my head.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      She waved me off, shaking her head. “Nothing. It’s just an American saying. I set you up perfectly for it and you didn’t take the opportunity. Which means, I assume, that you’re foreign.”

      “I am,” I said, leaning back on my elbows and staring up at her. “The name didn’t tell you that all on its own? It’s not a Spanish name.”

      She let a smile creep onto her mouth, though I thought that she didn’t smile that often. It didn’t look like it came to her face easily.

      “I’m not Spanish, either,” she said.

      “I realized that,” I said. “The accent.”

      “Ah, the accent,” she said, nodding. “Yeah. Oklahoma. I’m stuck with it, I’m afraid. Where are you from?”

      “The principality of Asteria,” I told her grandly. “Of which I happen to be the prince.”

      I hadn’t meant to tell her. I’m serious. It felt a little bit like using my status to try to get a leg up on the competition—or, in this case, a bridge over her obvious annoyance at the interruption. But the words were out of my mouth before I could stop myself—and once they were, I decided that it probably wasn’t the worst thing. After all, if I wanted to get to know this woman, it would have done me no good to keep secrets.

      Besides, a part of me whispered, maybe she would be impressed. Impressed enough to actually talk to me.

      And she actually did look impressed—and a little bit horrified.

      “The prince? What is it, like the royal family in England? Am I supposed to be bowing to you right now or something? Because I’m not sure I actually know how to curtsey.”

      “The prince,” I confirmed, grinning. “And no bowing, thank you very much. It embarrasses me. Officially, it’s Prince David von Almerich, when I’m out on state occasions. Unofficially, I prefer just David. Only my mother calls me by my full name. And mostly when I’m in trouble.”

      “Evie Shannon,” she said by way of answer. “But you can call me Evie. Or Eve, I suppose, if you’re feeling too lazy to add the extra syllable.”

      I gave her one serious nod. “Eve, the woman who started all the world’s trouble. I’ll have to watch you closely, I think.”

      And just like that she actually laughed out loud—a soft, tinkling sort of thing that sounded like it didn’t get much exercise—and the conversation started feeling more natural.

      Before long, we were talking like we were actually old friends, sharing stories of our childhoods and the things we still loved to do, and I was noticing how much her laugh lit up her face. How much she relaxed when she was talking rather than thinking.

      And how very sexy she was when she took a moment to stretch herself in the sun. She was a tall girl, all long legs and well-developed muscles, and her body was on full display in the tiny bikini she was wearing. She also wasn’t ashamed of it. She had the look of someone who worked hard on her body—or who had worked hard for it—and she wasn’t self-conscious about it. Instead, it was just a part of who she was.

      It didn’t surprise me at all when she said that she was in Barcelona for a volleyball tournament.

      “I’ve been playing since I was a kid,” she said. “Started long before we knew whether I was going to be tall enough to continue. So I guess it was luck when I kept growing.”

      “And how do you come to find yourself on the beach here, Ms. American Volleyball Player?” I asked. I signaled to the waiter to bring me a drink, then did the universal sign for ‘I’ll have whatever she’s having, and bring her another as well.’

      The guy nodded quickly and scuttled away, and I turned back to Evie.

      “We’re here for a tournament, actually,” she was saying. “I’m on the national team these days, so we’re traveling all the time for tournaments and matches.”

      I gave a low whistle. “On the national team? Good thing you grew, indeed.”

      She gave me a sparkling-eyed grin, and I immediately determined that I needed to do whatever it took to get her to smile at me like that again. And again, and again. Because that grin had sent a bolt of white-hot something right through me, and it had ended at my heart, which was beating a whole lot harder than it had been before.

      “Yeah, well. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” she said. “Being a professional athlete, I mean. It’s great and I wouldn’t change it for the world, but…”

      “But you’re not happy,” I murmured, understanding dawning almost immediately. I could see it in every line of her body. The spark had left her eyes as soon as she started talking about it, and everything else about her sort of drooped, as if the idea itself was somehow bringing her down.

      She shrugged. “It’s not that I’m not happy. I love the game. I love the competitions. I adore my teammates. But it keeps me away from home so much, and it doesn’t pay as well as… well, as well as I need it to, I guess.”

      “And you’re here to hide from that. Just for the day,” I guessed.

      She gave me a nod. “Just for the day. It’s all I have. But I’m going to take it.”

      “I understand. Something can be incredibly terrific, the highest height of the entire world, the thing other people dream about, and still not be enough. Or be too much—in all the wrong ways.”

      She huffed out something that might have passed for a laugh. “And what do you know about it, Prince Charming?”

      Well, that was a new one. No one had called me that before—but I had to admit that I sort of liked it. Still, her question was a good one, and deserved an honest answer. I’d save a discussion about the nickname for later.

      “You’re right, I am a prince,” I said. “But it is not what I want out of life. I want something… smaller. Something I can manage. Marriage, a family. A regular job. One that doesn’t require me to study every day on the best ways to run an entire country once my parents are gone. One that doesn’t require me to watch every step I make, every sentence I say, every look I give to the press. One that doesn’t have my picture in the paper every time I open it up. One where reporters don’t care about who I’m dating or what car I’m driving or what I may or may not think about this or that treaty. Maybe one that doesn’t even require me to go back there. Something that I can keep just for myself, rather than sharing with the entire world.”

      “You have it all, but you want a completely different version of ‘all,’” Evie said with a sigh. “I know exactly what you mean. Which is why we can agree that adulting sucks.”

      Our drinks arrived at that moment, and as if by mutual agreement, we took them from the waiter, then held them aloft and toasted.

      “To something other than adulting,” I said, making my voice loud and impressive, as you do when you’re making a toast.

      Evie nodded firmly. “I’m with you on that one, Prince Charming.”
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      I took a long swallow of my drink—cold and slightly tangy, just the way I liked my margaritas—and then looked closely at the man who I’d just learned was an honest-to-God prince. I mean, what were the odds? The guy who looked like Prince Charming… was actually a prince.

      Then again, I’d never even heard of his country. Had he actually called it a country? No, I remembered, he’d said ‘principality.’

      A prince from a principality. I giggled at the idea—and then frowned. I hadn’t had so much to drink that I should be making stupid jokes like that. Even in my head. I definitely shouldn’t be giggling. What on earth had gotten into me?

      Because you should believe me when I say that I’m not the giggling-at-jokes-I’ve-just-told-myself-in-my-head sort of girl. I didn’t even normally giggle at jokes people said out loud. The opposite, in fact. I’d always been more serious than funny, more somber than brightly lit, and always more thoughtful than outgoing. I wasn’t a sorority gal. I didn’t wear pink or like glitter, and I definitely didn’t giggle.

      No matter how many margaritas I’d had. No matter how hot the guy sharing my beachside towel was.

      “So you don’t want to go home at all?” I asked, continuing the conversation we’d started about how he wasn’t keen on his current position in life. Or… well, I guessed his position in his country, though maybe that was the same thing.

      He gave me a noncommittal shrug and followed that up with a long pull of his own margarita. When he was finished drinking, he looked closely at the glass. He must have decided that it was emptier than he liked, because he gestured to the waiter, who made tracks across the sparkling sand toward us.

      “Another,” David said firmly. “And another for my friend, here.”

      “I don’t need—” I started. Because I didn’t. I was already giggling at jokes I was telling myself, and I didn’t want that to get any worse.

      But he interrupted me with one imperious hand. “It is my treat. And if we’re going to be telling stories about our homelands and about life itself, then we need alcohol. I insist.”

      “Well, when you put it that way,” I murmured.

      Because really, who was I to argue? I’d agreed to take the day off from life itself, right? I’d told myself that I was going to give myself one day without thinking, without dealing with responsibilities, without having to even look at the real world.

      And I guessed that when it came down to it, alcohol would only help me with that whole denial thing.

      My life had been a little bit hard to take without something to drink, lately, anyhow, and I’d been teetotal for the past few weeks while we’d been competing in our matches. So it wasn’t like I was actually completely opposed to the idea.

      “So, you were saying…” I said, once the waiter left. “You want a different version of ‘all.’”

      David nodded, pressing his lips together, and then leaned toward me like he was going to tell me the biggest secret he’d ever told anyone.

      I set my glass on the little table that was sitting next to me and shifted so that I could lean toward him as well. If there were secrets to be told, I didn’t want to miss them.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” he asked, his words only a little bit slurred by the alcohol he’d had to drink. “But you can’t tell anyone.”

      “I am an excellent secret-keeper,” I said solemnly. “I don’t even like people all that much. So it’s easy for me to avoid telling them things.”

      The corners of his lips twitched at that little tidbit, and he leaned a bit closer.

      “I don’t really want to go home. Don’t want to go back to it all, you know? The constant publicity, the constant responsibility, that feeling that there’s always something right around the corner, just waiting to trip you up. I just want a… quiet life.”

      Now that, I totally understood. If I had a dime for every time I’d wanted to just walk out and move to some place far away, never to return—to the bills, to the worry, to the responsibilities—I would have had enough money to pay off all those bills.

      “Believe me, I get it,” I told him, using the same exaggerated stage whisper he’d used. “Being a professional athlete must be a lot like being a prince, because it’s all publicity and appearances you don’t want to make and games you have to play in front of thousands of people, and—”

      “Responsibility,” he said, nodding.

      The waiter reappeared with fresh drinks, and David reached up and took them from him, pausing to hand one to me before continuing.

      “It’s the constant pressure to be something more than you might believe yourself to actually be. The constant pressure to do more than you yourself might believe you can do. And the constant fear of disappointing those people who have such high expectations of you. Because if you’re not as big or as capable as they think you are, and they find out…”

      Okay. Right. So now we were talking full-on midlife-crisis-level stuff. Terrific.

      I squinted at David, trying to figure if he was midlife-crisis-likely age, but he didn’t look any older than late twenties to me. So maybe just a little bit older than I was.

      Maybe quarter-life crisis, then? It was definitely a thing. I was experiencing it myself, as it happened. Which meant I knew exactly what he was talking about—and how to talk him out of it. Because it suddenly occurred to me that him quitting his job was probably going to affect a whole lot more than me quitting mine. And from there, that maybe I shouldn’t be sitting here letting him go on about how horrible it all was when I might be able to… I didn’t know, convince him, instead, that it wasn’t as bad as he might think.

      I mean the entire principality of whatever he’d said might be depending on me right then. And that wasn’t the sort of thing you took lightly. Even if you were working on your third margarita in an hour.

      “The thing is,” I said. “I think everyone gets to that point. That point when they think wait, I’m this old and I still haven’t done all the things I thought I’d have done by now! I don’t have as much money as I should, and I don’t know how to get it or even if I really need it. I’m not married, I haven’t had any kids, I haven’t yet conquered the world the way I was supposed to by the time I was twenty-eight…”

      I was speaking from personal experience there, since I’d been having that exact conversation with myself for about a year now.

      All the things I thought I’d do by the time I was twenty-eight, for no good reason except that twenty-eight seemed like a likely age to have accomplished things by. The fact that I was now twenty-seven and had accomplished… well, some of those things, but not enough of them. Not enough to make me feel satisfied. Not enough to make me feel like I’d done anything real with my life, yet.

      “But,” I started, reaching for what I’d been telling myself for the past year. The thing my best friend had told me first, and the thing that had made so much sense that it had stuck. “The thing you have to remember is that you’ve already done so much. You might not have accomplished all the things you thought you would, but surely you’ve done other things instead. And those other things might not be… less,” I finished ungrammatically.

      I took another sip of margarita. Because that always helps grammar issues.

      “I mean, those other things might be important, too,” I corrected myself. “But you have to give them a chance.”

      David was narrowing those emerald green eyes at me, as if he was considering whether I was telling him the truth or flat-out lying to him.

      “I’m not lying,” I said quickly, intent on getting that idea right out of his head.

      He drew back a bit, surprised.

      “It never entered my mind that you might be,” he responded. “I was simply thinking about what you’d said.”

      “Also,” I interrupted—because I had more to say, and I wanted to get it out before he started arguing with me. “When I feel like things aren’t going quite right, or like life has suddenly taken a left turn on me, I try to remember that I’m not only doing it for myself. I’m not the only one in this, you know? There’s also everyone I love, and everyone I’m responsible for. When I feel like I just can’t go on any longer, like it’s not worth it and I’m a failure and the whole thing is a waste of time, I throw myself back into what I love most. I find a slightly different way to look at it, or a slightly different way to do it, and I go after that with everything I’ve got. Before long I’m so committed to it again that I forget all about giving up.”

      Another long, thoughtful look from David, who was doing a whole lot of not talking while I just spread all my feelings out there on the towel between us. And though I didn’t generally tell people what I thought or how I felt, this, I thought, felt… right. Like I was talking to someone who was actually listening. Someone who was actually hearing what I was saying.

      Someone who might actually give me something back. Something I could use.

      Believe me, just because you’re constantly surrounded by people—a team, all the coaches, all the fans—it doesn’t mean you have people who actually listen to you. So seeing David sitting there, taking it all in and actually listening to me rather than looking at someone else or reading something on his phone?

      Well, I guess it was filling a hole I hadn’t even really known was there. If you want to be all cliché about it.

      “So what you’re saying,” he finally murmured, his fingers trailing through the sand around my feet, “is that though we both want to run away and quit the whole adulting game, chances are good that we’ve actually done more with our lives than we realize, and that what we’ve done has led us right to where we are. In short, we are where we are for a reason. And our job is to figure out what that reason is and go after it.”

      He turned his eyes back up to me, and I was suddenly aware of his fingers being so close to my skin, the sand brushing against my toes like a whisper, and the idea that he was talking about something way beyond just our positions in life.

      I was suddenly aware of exactly how attractive he was—and how much I’d been noticing that for some time.

      I found that I suddenly didn’t have any voice for words.

      Hell, I was having trouble getting my damn lungs to work.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

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

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
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Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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