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      She may not be perfect for his kingdom…but she’s perfect for his plans.

      

      Julien LeGrand wants to forget about his pressing responsibilities and attends a lavish costume party, where he falls for the charms of a curvy American who doesn’t know his true identity as the heir to the Vonevell throne. A quick background check shows him all he needs to know about her—she’s far from perfect, has a court date, and needs help.

      

      Troubled tourist Winnie Davis needs to save her brother from extended jail time, so when the sexy man she kissed the night before proposes she marry him in exchange for her freedom and her brother’s reduced sentence, she agrees. Too bad she soon learns the emotional mess she’s gotten involved in is king-sized.
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      Winnie Davis smoothed her hand over the bronze corset for the sixth time, hoping to minimize the size of her waist. Not that her size fourteen body cramped in a size ten costume was the biggest of her problems.

      She took a deep breath and stalked into the dimly lit ballroom hosting one of Vonevell’s most coveted annual parties, or so she’d heard. She’d moved to the small, sovereign European kingdom five months prior, and in between working crazy temp jobs to keep her head above water and keeping up with her younger brother’s shenanigans, she had time for little else. With her parents back home in the US in fragile health, she had to fix the problem and help her younger brother, Tom. I won’t forgive myself otherwise, but tonight’s mine for a change.

      “Madame?” the waiter asked. “Champagne?”

      She glanced at the blond man wearing a tuxedo, one of the few people who didn’t wear a costume. God, she’d been in his shoes for most of her twenty-six-year-old life—serving people, always on the giving end. Never receiving.

      “Merci,” she said with a Texan accent that most people considered atrocious, and grabbed a flute from the tray. The man nodded and disappeared into the crowd filled with all characters, from a lush Marie Antoinette to Playboy bunnies and Vikings.

      When her roommate, Nadia, had gone down with the flu and insisted she attend the event, Winnie had refused. After all, Nadia had won the invitation as a giveaway from a radio station and already prepared a costume of the Phantom of the Opera’s Christine. But a rare night off was worth it. Besides, free food.

      Winnie gulped down the champagne until some of it dribbled down the side of her mouth. She wiped her mouth with her index finger and sat the glass down on another passing waiter’s tray. Ever since she’d discovered she had a court date in a week and had to choose between extradition and possibly not seeing Tom again for a long while or staying and facing Vonevell’s justice system…well, alcohol served its purpose.

      Just go, and for once, forget about your idiot brother, Nadia had demanded when she gave her the costume and invitation. Easier said than done. If she returned to Dallas and told her hypertensive father and mother that their darling son had become a gambling addict who’d resorted to stealing to pay off his debts, she doubted—

      “Hey there, sweet thing…let me guess,” a guy wearing a Spiderman costume said.

      She sucked in a breath, then caught a whiff of his tequila breath.

      He nudged her elbow and flashed her a sleazy smile. She jerked away, shaking her head. “Lady Godiva?”

      “Nope.”

      He angled closer again, invading her space. Crap. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself, but if this guy insisted, she’d knee him. “Too bad. If you were Lady Godiva, I can think of someone hard and thick you can ride on all night long.”

      She rolled her eyes. Really? She’d driven all the way to an upscale event and had ended up talking to this obnoxious dude. “Great. If you find him, please give him my number. Now, excuse me,” she said, then strode out of the main ballroom area.

      She bumped into a few guests, but she didn’t care. She’d come to this place for distraction, and if it meant taking a break in the outdoor gardens for a while, then so be it. She’d gorge herself on the buffet later… With Vonevell being a country where men and women praised fitness and healthy living, she was sure there’d be plenty of food remaining for her even if she were the last guest to arrive. She laughed.

      A nice, cool breeze caressed her skin. Several rows of lush bushes cut in swirls and colorful plants filled the large space. A good number of guests strolled between the bronze sculptures and empty, set tables.

      A table of pastries with a generous number of sugary treats looked almost untouched, even though the party was in full swing. She walked up to it and contemplated the rich details of the spread of sweets, cookies, and candies. She picked up a cinnamon cookie with hazelnuts and vanilla—a trademark dessert of the country—and lifted it to her lips. She took a bite and enjoyed the rich, decadent flavor teasing her senses. The cookie nearly melted in her mouth, it was so warm and fresh.

      “I’ll miss eating these when I’m in jail, that’s for sure,” she thought out loud, talking to the yummy treat.

      “Excuse me?” said a deep male voice behind her, with the tantalizing Vonevell accent that made a French accent seem boring.

      She turned around to meet the owner of the sexy accent and did a double take.

      Dwarfing her five-foot-eight height with his six-foot-four frame, the man looked more delicious than the treat she’d just eaten. A white and black mask partially hid his face, only enhancing plump lips and an aristocratic nose. Damn…

      Even with the mask, a glint flickered in impossibly dark eyes. What color were they? Black? Dark brown?

      “You said you’re going to jail,” he said.

      She shuffled from foot to foot. “What are you, some fancy lawyer? Want to sell me your services?” She rested her hand at her waist, throwing back her shoulders and portraying a confidence she certainly didn’t feel.

      An enchanting smile curled at the corner of his lips, and her insides sizzled. “Maybe I am, and willing to take you pro bono, depending on the infraction.”

      “My mom always said there’s no such thing as a free lunch,” she said, though technically, she disagreed. The only reason she’d attended this fucking party had been for the free dinner.

      “Smart woman. Have you just moved here? I’m assuming…American?”

      “Yeah.”

      He took the same type cookie she had and held it in his hand. While he looked at it, perhaps wondering why she’d been so excited about it, she let her gaze trail down his body. Heat radiated from her chest, and her costume had never been tighter. The man filled out his costume perfectly, which consisted of a black suit and a cape, and a red velvety vest of sorts with an interesting pattern, hinting at a bygone era.

      Her breasts puckered against the corset. Whoa. He put the cookie to his lips and swallowed it without delay. She couldn’t yank her gaze away from him, as if he had been some spiked punch she’d just drunk.

      “I expected to feel the same excitement you did when you had this,” he said.

      “You should be used to this kind of thing.”

      “Yes. True. Sometimes, it just takes a taste at the right time to make me change my mind.”

      She stepped back and sized him up again, his costume. “You’re the Phantom of the Opera.” Of course. Why hadn’t she thought of it earlier?

      He shrugged. “Yes. You?”

      She shook her head. “Can’t you see it? I’m Christine.”

      He frowned, maybe pondering what she’d said, then studied her costume, his gaze sliding down the corset. A slow, dangerous smile formed on his face. “What a delightful coincidence, Miss…?”

      “I’ll go by Christine tonight.” She stuck out her hand. Why would she give him her full name? She’d said too much earlier. If this guy turned out to be a lawyer, he could always screw her over in the end. If he found out one of her options meant not attending her court date, fleeing the country, and abandoning her duties, she’d be toast.

      “Works for me.” He glanced at her hand, then stuck out his own. His handshake was strong, warm, powerful. It shot a thrill of excitement up her arm, sizzling her nerves and sending a tingle to her breasts.

      A hot pulse lumped her throat, and she licked her dry lips. She broke the contact before it had other effects on her. “I borrowed this from a friend. What’s your excuse? Are you an opera aficionado?”

      “I told my assistant I needed a costume with a mask.”

      Why would anyone want to hide such a handsome face? “And here I thought you were cultured and smart.” She grabbed another cinnamon cookie and brought it to her lips. Maybe you’re just a hot body, she added inwardly. God, a hot body she wouldn’t mind screwing. How long had it been since her last date? Her stomach curled. Too damn long.

      He chuckled, a hearty, manly sound that made her want to jump his bones. “I like you, pretend Christine. You’re feisty and obviously have no idea who I am.”

      Who was he? She bet Nadia would know. Maybe he had a high-profile job, like representing the royal family’s legal affairs. I hope not, otherwise I’m fucked. “I’m sorry if I’m ruffling any feathers. I don’t keep up with your country’s crème de la crème.”

      “Au contraire, Christine. It makes you even more charming.”

      Charming. Not sexy, not drop dead gorgeous. Well, shit, she could work with charming. “So what’s your name?”

      “I’m Erik tonight.” He stretched out his hand.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      He caressed her hand, sending little thrills up her arm. Rain began sprinkling from the sky, and she heard the sound of people hurrying back inside. She bet no one wanted to ruin their expensive costumes.

      He didn’t move an inch, his dark eyes sending her a sexy, intense message.

      She felt her hand go limp in his, much like the inside of her body. Little droplets of water touched her face and bare neck, the coolness of nature a stark contrast to her sizzling hot internal temperature.

      “A woman who’s not afraid to get wet,” he said, his voice coarse.

      If he only knew… The innuendo puckered her nipples, and they strained against her bra. Damn it. She had enough trouble without creating any more, but… His gaze dropped to her lips. She sucked in a breath, hoping by the time she released it, the insane attraction would go away.

      She exhaled.

      A small smile curled at the corner of his sinful mouth. Her heart skipped a beat or two, then resumed with a vengeance. Tonight, she was Christine, the lady from Phantom of the Opera. Tonight, she could do whatever the hell she wanted, and this man knew nothing about her.

      “You know what they say… Life’s a handshake or a kiss,” she said, giving his hand a light squeeze.

      He threaded his fingers in hers, and her pulse skittered. “We’ve tried the handshake.” He cornered her against the stucco wall and lowered his mouth to a scant distance from hers. “How about moving onto the next phase?”

      Before she could respond, he captured her lips with his. A powerful strand of desire traveled down her body, knotting her stomach, swelling her clit. She opened her mouth to him, and he invaded her with his tongue, exploring and claiming.

      She linked her arms around his neck, running her fingers into his hair. A groan escaped his lips, and he pulled her closer—dangerously close. Every female part of hers found its male counterpart. He slid his hands to her sides, then glided them down her back, bringing them to a sinful mold.

      Sweat slicked her forehead, or was it the sheets of rain falling around them? She didn’t care. His cock poked her, the unbelievably hard and long rod pressing into her corset. Wow.

      Heat zinged from his body to hers, and he held her in place. Never, ever had she felt so filled by a man without him being inside her. Erik intensified the kiss, stroking her tongue with his, meshing, and establishing dominance.

      Dominance? She squirmed against him and grazed his lips with her upper teeth. He quivered, and a wave of feminine power surged within her from top to bottom. She rocked her hips into his cock, and pure hardness greeted her. A moan formed in her throat, but it never made its way out.

      Her body roared with need, and she slid her hand down his chest, touching his taut muscles. The rain thickened, drops soaking her dress, dribbling down her hair, but she didn’t dare move away from him.

      He massaged her enormous ass, and she melted into his sensual caress, his fingers kneading her with vigorous strokes. Her pussy clenched, arousal coating her folds. She tore her mouth from his, breathless, and he rested his forehead on hers without disengaging their bodies from the brazen position.

      She moaned.

      Would they finish what they’d started? What if she went to his—

      Flash.

      A blinding light popped into her field of vision, and she blinked. In a swift movement, Erik withdrew from her and launched toward a man behind them—a man holding a cell phone. A man who had…taken a picture? A shiver of panic rolled down her spine.

      “Give me your phone,” Erik said between his teeth, holding the man by the collar.

      She rubbed her eyes, desperate to see things clearly. Her knees weakened, for a different reason than an instant ago. Someone took a picture of us together. What if he’s married and they want to blackmail him? Her hand snapped to her mouth.

      Shit. She didn’t need any more trouble. If the paparazzi sold the story to the newspaper, they could discover her name, then expose her illegal and possibly soon-to-be-jailed status.

      Trembling, she grasped both sides of her skirt, the stubborn rain weighing it down. She spun on her heels and began marching out of the garden as fast as she could manage.

      Behind her, she heard Erik calling her “Christine,” but with her heart throbbing in her ears, she made her way out of the party and didn’t dare look back. Coming to this party had turned out to be a big mistake. Forgetting about her situation, even for one evening, wasn’t a luxury she could afford.
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