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​Margaret Bronley was at work in the office of Tom Fredericks, owner of Ocean Breeze’s famous St.George Art Gallery, when Tom leaned into the doorway, leering gently.

Surprised by his slightly lascivious look, Margaret raised a brow. “What can I do for you,Tom?”

Tom grinned. “It’s rather what I can do for you, dear girl. You remember meeting Prince Alessandro of Sant’ Angelo, this morning, don’t you?”

“He would’ve been hard to miss since you made a point of introducing me to him, not the other way around.”

“Well, Prince Sandro needs a little secretarial help, and he wondered if he could borrow you for the afternoon.”

“Tom, we’re overbusy as it is, with Adrian Elliott’s show in two weeks, and...”

“Darling girl, stop inventing reasons why you cant make it and instead make tracks to the Acapulco’s twelfth floor – he’s rented the whole thing, for himself, his entourage, his bodyguards, his...you name it.”

“Travelling with such a circus, he doesn’t even have a secretary?”

“No, he has a Secretary, a man, who enunciates orders and commands through his cell phone. But they clearly didn’t expect to have to do any correspondence, and I promised you’d go. You’re not seriously annoyed, are you?”

Margaret shrugged. What was the use, telling Tom that she’d felt an instant aversion to the very handsome Prince for taking a detailed inventory, his eyes sweeping her with a seemingly offhand look, but missing nothing, when he visited the gallery.

“You’re sure he wants some typing done, he isn’t in the market for what I’ve heard described as his fabulous ways with women, Tom?”

“Dear girl, he wouldn’t dream of offending you, my devoted and greatly appreciated office manager and occasional secretary.

“All right, Tom. Twelfth floor, Acapulco. I’d better take my laptop.”

“Thanks, dear girl.”

* * * *
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When Margaret arrived at the Acapulco there was a certain amount of jumping through hoops before she was allowed to have the elevator carry her to the twelfth floor. A uniformed aide, resplendent and haughtily polite, took her to His Royal Highness’s private suite. Margaret held up her laptop. “I think you’re probably meant to take me to wherever your office is located.”

“No, Miss Uh... His Royal Highness was specific.”

Margaret nodded, following the aide, who knocked briefly, opened the door, stuck his head inside and said, “The person you are expecting, Sir.”

The deep baritone she had heard that morning, said, “Show the lady in, please.” The aide frowned, annoyed, asking her in an undertone, “What is your name again?”

“Again? You never asked for it, so how could you know it.” Having thus underlined the aide’s initial rudeness in not introducing himself to her, she smiled, striding in past the aide, saying, “Good afternoon, Your Serene Highness. I’m Margaret Bronley, here at the request of Tom Fredericks.” Behind her, she heard the aide gasp, and withdraw.

“Of course you are. We met this morning at the gallery.”

Margaret nodded politely. When he gestured, she sat down, opening the laptop on her knees. The Prince made an irritated hand movement. “You won’t need that, put it away. And tell me something, you must’ve heard my Equerry calling me Royal Highness, why did you call me Serene?”

Because in my experience most rulers of small countries, Monaco, Liechtenstein, several others, are Serene, not Royal, and I thought your aide was an apple-polisher.”

The Prince’s mouth twitched. Next, he frowned, saying, “Well in this case you are mistaken. True, Sant’ Angelo is not as big as Corsica – it’s to the west of it, about a third its size. My family has been royal as long as there’ve been Hochburg di Castiglione di Sant’ Angelo princes on the throne. Twelfth century.”

“My mistake. Well, if you would explain to me what work I am to do for Your Royal Highness?”

He smiled and became a different person. From an arrogant aristocrat, he changed before her eyes into a devastatingly handsome man with great charm. Oh, my. Margaret took a deep breath, willing her heart not to flutter. He got to his feet, walking over to where she was seated, explaining, “I have to attend a formal dinner tonight with the Governor of Florida, a number of politici, local celebrities, well, you know. I need to be accompanied, and it occurred to me that you would do very well. Even your name is nothing contrived, as so many names are, these days. The other day, a very doubtful vicomte tried to introduce himself and his doxy to me. She had the unlikely name of Sharize. I ask you. So, will you come?”

“A formal dinner? I’ll have to go home and change into something formal, then.”

The Prince shook his head. “No. I am good at guessing ladies’ dress sizes, and thought you’d be a six, right?” Dumbfounded, she nodded. He smiled, satisfied. “I’ve had that boutique here, Irina something, deliver a rack of dresses in your size. They are in my bedroom. Please look them over, and change into whichever appeals to you.”

“But I....”

“Let’s save time and do it my way.” He looked her up and down again, not quite as offensively as that morning, but even so... Margaret took her time to let her green eyes slide very slowly over the Prince, from his ebony head and his dark, long-lashed eyes, his aristocratic nose, his passionate but disciplined mouth, to his athlete’s body, his endless legs, his long, narrow feet, in undoubtedly handmade Italian shoes.

“Will I do?” he asked mockingly.

To put an end to the duel, she asked calmly, “Is it this door?” and disappeared into what had to be the Acapulco’s most luxurious bedroom. She leaned back against the door as if she had just run a marathon. Alessandro was very, very seductive, and gorgeous. Was that why she had felt this intuitive aversion to him? As a form of self-protection? Well, she better start self- protecting, then.

The dresses were beautiful, and it didn’t take her long to find one in a subdued green that did wonders for her eyes and accented her red-gold hair.

She decided to have a quick shower, and saw that all kinds of toiletries, bath-soaps, gels, shampoos, conditioners, colognes were laid out. Ah, there must be two bathrooms...

She had just got out of the shower and wrapped herself in a pink bathsheet, when the bathroom door opened, and Prince Alessandro walked in. Margaret’s mouth opened to protest, but he overrode her breezily. “I meant to tell you to go ahead and have a shower, but I see I am too late.” He looked her over with more interest than before, and said, conversationally, “You’re not at all my usual type, but you’ve a cool, quiet beauty, and show independence – a trait my guests do not often display. Come, we will take it easy before we have to go to the dreary formal dinner. We’ll need all the relaxation we can get, in order to survive the ordeal, let me assure you of that.” He took her arm and led her from the bathroom.

“But... I’m not dressed...” Margaret objected.

“You’re dressed perfectly for relaxing before we’re bored to death at the dinner.” Margaret glanced up at him. “Before my father died, I frequently acted as his hostess at formal dinners for upscale pols, so I am quite familiar with the extreme tedium of these affairs.”

I refuse to let you patronise me, just because you’re a prince.

They entered the bedroom, and Margaret moved to a sofa by the open fireplace, but Alessandro had other ideas. “I detest sofas for what I have in mind, cara,” he shrugged, and swept Margaret with him to the huge bed.

“I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake, I am not interested in that sort of thing, please let me go.” Her voice shaking with indignation, Margaret tried to free herself, but Alessandro had a firm grip on her, and managed to tumble her back onto his bed.

“Very nice, you’ve made your protest, and now we can get on with the more serious business of pleasuring each other,” he said calmly.

“Not with me, you won’t! I am Tom’s office manager, and did him the favour of coming to do secretarial work for you, I didn’t.... I’m not like...”

“With the right amount of coaxing, all women are exactly like that,” Alessandro assured her, to her fury.

“Where have you been while women liberated themselves from men like you?” Margaret asked, deeply upset. “No means no, and you better get used to that. Now let me go!”

Alessandro smiled. “I like this. You can’t imagine how tired I get
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