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      Lily crept into Mr. Elir’s suite. The room lacked the usual sounds of the resort chain owner’s phone conversations or the discussions with his daughter or members of the hotel staff, which told Lily one thing. Either he was out—unlikely—or he was sleeping.

      Mr. Elir lay resting, his hands pressed to his chest, in the portion of the office suite that had been adjusted to a sort of bedroom. His breathing was labored, and his eyes remained closed. He showed no signs of hearing her approach, so Lily considered not waking him and letting him sleep.

      Still, he needed food. She placed the food tray on the table beside his bed as quietly as she could. He could eat when he awoke.

      Turning away, she accidentally bumped the table, causing the silverware to clink against the plate. Mr. Elir cracked an eye open.

      “Lily?” His voice was weaker than it had been for some time.

      “Hi, Mr. Elir. Sorry to wake you, I was just bringing you some dinner. If you’re not hungry, I can send it back down with Stella.”

      “It’s fine. Thank you.” He attempted to sit up. His body was weary, and gray lined his hair more than usual. He’d been doing more radiation therapy, which had helped in the past, but his body could only take so much. Lily knew Aaliyah, his daughter, was worried, and for good reason.

      He eyed the clean room and the view of the Florida coast out his window before his gaze settled on the tray. The smell of chicken Cordon Bleu and steamed vegetables taunted Lily’s stomach, and she hoped it did the same for him. Her boss had become so much thinner in the past few months.

      “Didn’t you order a tray for yourself?” he asked.

      “No, sir. I was about to head home. My work for the day is done. If you’d like me to stay, though, I can arrange that.” Lily’s neighbor, Snow, was usually good to step in and check on Lily’s pets if she needed her to.

      He gave her a feeble smile. “No, no. You do so much already. Go home and feed your furry friends. I’m sure they are eager for your company.”

      Lily smiled back. She’d told him several times about her various animals, some picked up at pet stores, others taken from friends and still others picked up as strays. Lily’s dog, cats, fish, bird, and turtle had all kept her better company than humans had lately, present company excepted.

      “They’ll be all right a little longer, sir, if you need anything from me.”

      A knock sounded and the door to his suite in the Elir Clearwater resort opened. Aaliyah and River entered, walking hand in hand, with Aaliyah leading the way. River was a handsome man with bronze skin and black hair, and Aaliyah beamed at him before he released her to sit on the chair in the suite’s sitting room area. Lily noticed he often kept to himself unless he was specifically asked for, and she suspected it was his way of showing respect for his wife and father-in-law’s business dealings.

      Though they shared greetings in passing, Lily hadn’t spoken with Aaliyah since she’d dashed off in her fancy Lamborghini to throw herself at River’s feet, and her efforts had paid off. The two had recently married in the Cancun Elir resort. They’d been living in New York for a while, but recently Mr. Elir’s fading health had drawn Aaliyah to return to Clearwater.

      “Hey, Papa,” Aaliyah said. She wore a yellow-striped sundress with a beige, decorative belt that accentuated her small waist. Her dark hair hung in ribboned curls down her back. “How are you doing this afternoon? Did you get some rest?”

      “I did,” Mr. Elir said. “Lily just brought me some dinner. You and River should order up and we can all eat together.”

      “Sounds good,” River called before Aaliyah could answer. “I’m famished.”

      Mr. Elir and Aaliyah chuckled, and Lily suppressed a smile of her own. “Of course, I was hoping Lily would join us as well.”

      “Perfect,” Aaliyah said. “There’s something I need to talk to you about that involves her, too.”

      Lily’s desire to slip out and leave the family to themselves faded in place of renewed interest. “Oh?” From the messenger bag hanging over one shoulder, she pulled out her device where she kept tabs on Mr. Elir’s schedule and the various tasks he wanted her to handle.

      “Yes,” Aaliyah said. “Do you want to tell them, or shall I?”

      “Go ahead,” River said. “You’ve already got a head start on me.”

      Aaliyah pushed her shoulders back as if readying herself for a presentation. “River overheard some news today and I need Lily to verify if it’s true or not.”

      “What news?” Lily held her stylus, ready to take notes. Even though Aaliyah wasn’t officially working for her father anymore, Lily had learned early on to write as the Elirs spoke because when she’d first started as Mr. Elir’s executive assistant, she hadn’t written things down as he’d spoken, and he would often leave the room before she got the chance to ask him to repeat things. He also didn’t like repeating things, which he’d made clear to her in a kind but firm way. So she’d learned to keep her stylus ready.

      “And where did you overhear it?” Mr. Elir added, adding a small cough to the question. He reached for his water glass. Aaliyah moved to slide it closer to him.

      “I was sitting in the lobby restaurant during lunch today and in the booth behind me, a couple was speaking in low tones,” River said.

      “Ah, so you were eavesdropping.” Mr. Elir’s eyes twinkled.

      “You could say that,” River said.

      “What did you hear? Now I’m extremely curious.”

      Lily was too, but she didn’t say as much.

      Aaliyah smiled and River took over the conversation. He moved into the bedroom area now, standing beside his wife but directing his comments to Mr. Elir. “The man and woman spoke in lowered voices with what sounded like European accents. I don’t usually care about what others talk about except that the man was getting extremely agitated at the woman.”

      “A couple’s squabble?” Mr. Elir guessed.

      River made a motion with his hands. “They aren’t exactly a couple. She’s more like his babysitter, from the sound of things. Though he called her a ‘childminder.’”

      “But this was a grown man?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Don’t do that.” Mr. Elir waved him off with a frown. “You know not to call me ‘sir.’ I’m Papa to you now.”

      River stole a bashful glance at his wife, and the two shared a secret smile. Aaliyah’s cheeks weren’t the only ones to turn pink.

      Lily was touched by the exchange. Not that long ago, Aaliyah had been engaged to River’s boss, so the idea that Mr. Elir welcomed River like this undoubtedly meant a lot.

      “Why do you say babysitter then?”

      “That’s what the man was getting so upset about,” River said. “That’s what I couldn’t help overhearing.”

      “He’s a prince, Papa,” Aaliyah gushed as though she was tired of waiting for River to spill. “He’s here in secret and the woman is some kind of aide sent by the King to keep him in line.”

      Mr. Elir’s lips parted in an understanding kind of way. “Ah yes. Prince Henrik of Einvar, wasn’t it?”

      “You knew he was coming to stay?” Aaliyah moved to the side table where the stack of magazines Lily had brought in earlier rested. On the front cover was a handsome, blonde man with sultry gray eyes, chiseled jaw, and lips made for either pouting, smirking, or kissing, and the headline, Marry or Lose: What Will Henrik Choose?

      Lily had read the article after purchasing the magazines that morning. According to rumor, Prince Henrik had thirty days to choose a bride or his inheritance and position on the throne would pass to a distant cousin. Typical royal scandal, so, of course, Lily had eaten it up.

      “I simply honored his request to remain a secret, although, I haven’t been able to greet our royal guest as I normally would have.”

      “I can help, sir,” Lily offered,  lowering her stylus. It shouldn’t bother this prince if the resort owner’s assistant reached out to him, should it? “What is it you want me to do?”

      “Wonderful, Lily,” Aaliyah said, smiling. Lily knew she didn’t like to draw attention to her father’s fading health, preferring to treat him as though he was still at his normal capacity. “Since I don’t work here anymore, you’re more official than I am. Talk to him,” Aaliyah said. “We could use the publicity. See if he might agree to let the world know where he is.”

      “In exchange for what?” Lily asked, scribbling the notes down on her tablet.

      “Free room and board?” Mr. Elir suggested.

      “He’s royalty,” Aalilyah argued. “He won’t care about that.”

      “What will he care about then?”

      “Maybe that’s something else you can discover,” Aaliyah suggested, peering at Lily. “River wasn’t able to tell much from their conversation other than who he was and how he wasn’t too happy about being chaperoned here. Ooo, maybe he’s here to find his bride!”

      Lily wasn’t sure about that. Based on the article’s reference to the number of different women the prince had been seen with over the past several years, if he had to get married so soon, coming to the States may have been a final grab for freedom.

      Especially since he was apparently trying to keep his presence here a secret. Better still, Lily suspected the prince had come for the Christmas holidays.

      “If he wants to remain in hiding, why not let him?” Lily asked. After the last interaction she’d had with a celebrity—or rather, with his agent—she was becoming less and less keen on any of this. If she could find a way out of having to speak with this prince, she would.

      “Then at least we can help him with that,” Mr. Elir concluded as if in answer to her question. “Seek him out, Lily. Make sure he knows it’s at my request. Find out what his plans are here and if we can be of any assistance. It’s only the right thing to do to someone of his status.”

      Bees swarmed in Lily’s stomach. Seek out a prince who didn’t want his identity known? How was she supposed to do that? She cradled the tablet to her chest. “I will see what I can do, sir. But I’d still like to be discreet about it. I don’t want to spring from the bushes or⁠—”

      The three laughed, and Lily was relieved. She joined in.

      “She is nervous,” Mr. Elir said.

      “I admit, you’ve asked me to do a lot of things I haven’t been entirely comfortable doing at first,” Lily said, affirming his teasing tone. Like contacting other wealthy businessmen and women. Or traveling to his native country to meet his relatives. Or the time he wanted her to drive his crazy expensive car that she’d never hope to be able to pay for if she crashed from the dealership to the resort. “But this is probably the weirdest one yet.”

      More laughter ensued. Lily relaxed into the easy companionship among their small group. She loved that Mr. Elir and Aaliyah had always made her feel like she belonged, something her own family had rarely done.

      “If you want me to do it,” Aaliyah said, “I can. It’s just that I’m a little more high-profile than you are.”

      Lily wasn’t sure about that. With her cherry-red hair and the way she often tailed Mr. Elir through his day-to-day dealings throughout the resort, she’d become a bit of a high profile herself, one that her ex liked to bring up whenever he could. She gritted her teeth and pushed away the thought of him.

      “I don’t mind,” Lily said. “The least I can do is talk to him.” Talk to a prince. Right. Like it would be that easy.

      “Exactly,” River said with encouragement. “You don’t even have to let him know how you’re affiliated with the Elir name at first if you don’t want to. But if he seems personable, see if some additional help keeping his identity a secret is something he’s interested in.”

      Lily jotted down a few notes of River’s phrasing so she could practice the words herself. “Got it. I can do that, no problem. And on that note, I’ll see you all later.”

      “You are sure you won’t stay for dinner?” Mr. Elir said.

      Lily glanced from River to Aaliyah and lastly to Mr. Elir. She wasn’t unused to being invited, but that typically happened for business reasons. She needed to track upcoming events or provide drinks to those in the room. Imposter syndrome reared its head. While she knew they wouldn’t see it that way, the idea of a dinner for the four of them that had nothing to do with business only made her feel like a third wheel. “I need to get going if there isn’t anything else you need me to do.”

      “Have a good night, Lily,” Mr. Elir said, turning to his tray which Aaliyah placed on his lap.

      “You too, sir. River. Aaliyah.”
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      Lily made it to her apartment with fatigued feet that couldn’t keep up with her racing thoughts. She hadn’t been able to stop her musings about the prince through the entirety of her ride home. She waved to the driver, grateful that Mr. Elir offered a chauffeur to take her to and from work so she didn’t have to pay the expense of automobile upkeep. She had enough financial worries to grapple with.

      Lily unlocked the door, stepped in, and immediately, she was greeted by a forest of fur.

      “Hi, guys,” she said, hanging her purse on its hook, placing her device onto the charging dock, and then bending to stroke the tabby cat’s soft fur. Artemis purred with rapture. Dr. Grumbles and Frou Frou came next—both gray cats, both fluffier than pom-poms—rubbing against each other and then at Lily’s ankles. “It’s good to see you too,” she said, stroking each cat as they came.

      She then checked the fish in their tank situated over the TV. Scuffling sounds came from within the kennel tucked in the corner across from her stacked washer and dryer. Lily hurried to it.

      “I’m coming, Pooksy,” she said. The husky-doodle was a mix between a Siberian husky and a poodle, and his claws clacked against the kennel as she unlatched the hook. Soon the soft, curly-haired dog was in her arms, licking her cheeks.

      “Oh, is it your turn now? Yes—yes, it is.” She kept the dog kenneled during the day to keep him from chewing on her shoes while she was gone. He was full of energy and often also knocked over the garbage can and anything else that was left out. Lily found letting him burn his energy was easier when she was there to clean up the messes.

      She took Pooksy out for some doggie time on the grass and then headed back in and kicked off her shoes.

      Pets happily greeted, Lily walked in her nylon feet to their row of dishes in front of the dishwasher to check the food status. “Looking a little low there, puddy tats,” she said, scooping a cup of food each for their dishes. The cats bulldozed in, mowing their food down. Dr. Grumbles let out a little growl of warning when Frou Frou stepped too close to his bowl.

      She plugged in the lights on her little Christmas tree situated on the table in front of the window and then checked the litter box in the bathroom—a necessary thing to do several times a day, if she could find the time, with this many animals in her apartment. Lastly, she popped into her bedroom to peek in on Norton the turtle. He blinked slowly with his toggled shell cumbersome on his back.

      “They want me to meet the prince of Einvar,” she told the turtle and the cats climbing their kitty post across from her bed. Frou Frou padded forward across one of the post’s higher branches until she was face to face with Lily, and Lily scratched the cat behind her ears. Frou Frou closed her eyes and nuzzled in.

      “I know, right?” Lily said as though she’d gotten a reply. “A legit prince, like from a fairy tale.” She meandered into her closet and changed from her pencil skirt and blouse to a comfortable, kick-around pair of sweats and the biggest t-shirt she owned—something she’d gotten from Wonderland theme park when she’d visited her brother, Ethan, a year before and the two of them had gotten lost down the park’s rabbit hole.

      She meandered back into her kitchen for a microwave dinner. Lily loved that no matter where she was in her apartment, she was never alone. There was always a furry companion to keep her company—and she needed that company. Loneliness sometimes threatened to consume her. She felt it now as she glanced around the empty space. She considered calling Ethan just for someone to talk to when the microwave beeped.

      Retrieving her dinner, Lily sat down on one of her barstools, ready to browse the magazines she’d taken from Mr. Elir’s suite about Prince Henrik von Frosk. Not only was he easy on the eyes, but she wanted to glean whatever tidbits of gossip she could before attempting to contact him. Assuming he truly was staying at the Elir Clearwater Resort. She needed to find that information out as well.

      Before she managed to do either, Lily’s phone buzzed. Absentmindedly, she peeled the plastic away from the corner of her microwave fettuccini and chicken with green beans when the fork slipped from her hand. Her heart climbed the mountain of her chest, agitating and angsty.

      Hey there, sweet thing. I need to talk to you. Call me.

      She knew Damon’s number by heart. She’d memorized his information at first because she’d been swept away by his charm and flattered by his excessive compliments and interest in her. Now his number was a warning sign.

      “How did he even get my number?” she asked the parakeet flitting in its cage on the edge of the counter. The bird squawked and chirped at its reflection in the little mirror attached to the cage’s side. She’d gotten a new phone and then blocked Damon—she was positive she had. How had he gotten through?

      Feeling frazzled, Lily tried to ignore the text but several more came in from him before she’d made her way through her noodles.

      I know this is you.

      Stop ignoring me.

      You’re going to have to talk to me one way or another.

      Lily trembled so hard, the last bite of noodles fell off her fork. “What is he doing?” she asked Frou Frou, who’d pawed forward to rub against Lily’s feet resting on the barstool. Dr. Grumbles wasn’t far behind, and he let out a grousing cat response that sounded like a complaint.

      She abandoned her empty tray, hurrying to toss it into the garbage when Artemis hopped onto the counter to finish off the sauce and then she scooped him up and held him close to her chest. She needed his warmth, needed his purr and reassurance.

      “If I don’t respond, maybe he’ll stop,” she said, grasping at hope. The cat peered at her with yellow eyes, and Lily’s momentary resolve shrank, replaced with despairing, heartbreaking reality. “I know. You’re right—he won’t.”

      Nothing had stopped Damon, not a move across the country or her multiple pleas for him to leave her alone. Lily had mentioned his behavior to her brother Ethan, but Ethan had gotten so riled up, he’d threatened to buy a plane ticket the next day and beat Damon to a pulp if he ever came near her again.

      Lily worried what repercussions that would have for Ethan with the law if police were notified—which, knowing Damon, they would be. Ethan was the head of security for Ever After Sweet Shoppe in Vermont, and Lily didn’t want him jeopardizing his job for her. So the next time Ethan had asked how things were going with “that weasel Damon Neely,” Lily had lied. She’d told Ethan she hadn’t heard from him since.

      But oh boy, had she heard from him.

      Though she was alone, the back of her ribs prickled, and a wedge of worry knotted inside her. Lily hurried to lock her front door and her bedroom door as well, and then she climbed into bed with her feline friends and the husky doodle curling around her. She flicked through channels on the TV mounted above the cat post on the wall opposite her bed, hoping to get lost in someone else’s drama for a while. Too bad it wouldn’t last.
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      The next morning, Lily stepped out of her door at the same time as her neighbor and longtime friend, Snow Henricks. Snow’s long, white-blonde hair was pulled into two French braids, and she wore hot pink workout clothes that emphasized her toned, trim form.

      “Hey, Lily,” Snow said, smiling.

      “Hey, Snow. Out for your run?”

      “Every day.” The two women each locked their doors, and Snow waited for Lily to head down the stairs to the sidewalk first. Lily considered telling her friend about the situation with the prince, but she kept things to herself. On that thought, though, she decided she’d better at least mention she might be home late so her friend wouldn’t worry.

      “Hey, Mr. Elir has me working on a project right now,” she said, waiting for the Elir’s luxury car to pick her up as it did every morning.

      Snow bent into a stretch, elongating her arms over her head. “Need me to check on your fur-babies?”

      “Please.”

      “You got it.” Snow and Lily helped one another out like this when they could. The two had grown up together in Vermont and when Snow had been packing to leave town, Lily had bummed a ride. She often checked Snow’s mail for her when she was gone on trips for her job as a staging specialist. Snow was one of those people who had the knack for style, for knowing exactly what a room needed to look like it belonged in a magazine.

      Soon, the Elir driver pulled up. Lily slid into the back seat, and Snow bounded down the sidewalk for her morning run.

      Upon arriving at the resort, Lily broke one of her cardinal rules. As a matter of decency and privacy, she didn’t note which guests stayed in which rooms or for how long, but she spoke with Tammy at the front desk and managed to discover that an entire floor of rooms had been secured for the next month, but only two guests were registered to the rooms.

      Bingo.

      Once her regular daily tasks were taken care of and she was assured Mr. Elir didn’t need her for a while, Lily set out.

      She thought about her conversation with Aaliyah, River, and Mr. Elir. Of all the ways to approach this, Lily decided straightforward was the best option. Her position was also the only reasonable explanation she could come up with for seeking the prince out. Lily had considered approaching him as an adoring female, but that rubbed her the wrong way. She had no intention of adoring any man ever again.

      The elevator dinged and opened up to the ninth floor. Luscious purple carpets spanned the length of the wide hall, which was lit by numerous windows offering a view of the ocean. If it wasn’t for the poinsettias situated on the decorative tables along the way, she would never be able to tell just from looking that it was almost Christmas.

      The hall had a just-cleaned smell, like fresh glue and lavender. She inhaled deeply, relishing the shades of orange sunlight slicing in from the windows. Before Lily had become Mr. Elir’s executive assistant, after her parents had kicked her out, she’d worked at the resort as a maid. Lily had come to know the routine of preparing a room by heart, cleaning and prepping things for the guests who came and went.

      She’d come so far since those days, farther than her parents had ever thought she would have. Not for the first time, Lily wished she could call home.

      As if knowing her thoughts had been centered on the device in her lanyard carrying case, her phone vibrated. The caller ID read Damon’s name. She’d saved his number after his twenty-thousand texts the night before.

      She should have known he wouldn’t give up. Talking to her ex again would be the equivalent of car accidents and other unwanted things. But ignoring his call could be so, so much worse. Hating herself, or at least the situation, she slid her thumb to answer the call.

      “What do you want?”

      “Hey, there, Lily.” His voice made her blood curdle. How had she ever thought the sound was appealing? It was as slick as grease and just as oily.

      “I don’t have time to talk right now. I told you not to call me.”

      “Aw, come on, sweetheart,” he said.

      “Don’t call me that.” She balanced a hand on the wall for support and stared out the window at the sky’s cheerful blue and the ocean’s spread to the horizon. She wanted to cross that ocean. She wanted to venture anywhere but here. “I’m hanging up now.”

      “That could be a mistake.” His tone brushed shivers down Lily’s spine. He’d used that tone plenty of times and the results had never been good. Once he’d taken a hammer to her bedroom and broken every porcelain doll she’d inherited from her grandma. They were one of the few keepsakes anyone in her family had of Nana Josephine, and he’d shattered them without a thought.

      Damon had held things over her in other ways, but she finally got the courage to leave him. Unfortunately, she hadn’t known he still had the emails.

      “Wouldn’t Mommy and Daddy love to know their precious heiress is living down in Florida, making beds and changing towels?” Lily closed her eyes. He knew she’d been promoted as Mr. Elir’s executive assistant, yet he never failed to remind her of her humbler beginnings at the hotel. “Who was the celebrity they’d lined up to represent their company? Patrick Billingsworth? I’m sure they lament losing the impact such an important spokesperson would have had. What would they think if they knew it was your fault?”

      Patrick Billingsworth was America’s hero. Starring in thrillers and romantic comedies alike, the actor had the face of Apollo and the versatility of a jack-of-all-trades. He was good at anything he did—or at least the roles he played had made him appear as much. And he’d been pursuing a contract with King Toothpaste to be their spokesperson.

      Shame welled within her.

      “What do you want?” She didn’t need to ask. His request was the same every time. The creep was the reason she’d foiled the contract with Patrick Billingsworth. Lily had tried deleting the evidence of her mistake—several emails held proof of what had happened—but somehow, Damon had retrieved those emails. He knew she was the toothpaste king’s daughter, who would have been set to inherit his company and he played that angle like a fiddler.

      But she couldn’t keep giving Damon money. He’d already taken what she had of her inheritance. Then, she’d lost all access to not only her family, but also the money, and Damon only demanded more.

      She’d had nowhere to turn. Hoping to be rid of him and start over, she’d left Westville and fled to Florida, but he’d followed her here. He’d threatened if she tried leaving again, he would release the emails, and where she was already on such shaky ground with her family as it was, her strained relationship with her parents couldn’t handle the truth of her indiscretion.

      “I need money.”

      Lily leaned her shoulder against the wall, grateful to be on an abandoned floor. Here she could say what she needed to without being overheard. “I don’t have any money to give you, you know that.”

      “But I’m in a scrape, baby. This idea is the one. I know it’ll work this time. I need ten grand and last I heard, that was pocket change for the Hopes.”

      Tears stung her eyes. Every few months it was a new idea, a new business venture. And this one would fail just like all the rest had. “You know I can’t go to them.”

      “I know you’ll do anything to keep me from sharing the compromising emails I have. You’ll find a way to get the money. Meet me tomorrow night at my apartment or you just might get an unwanted surprise on your social media feed.”

      The line clicked.

      Lily backed into the wall, tears building behind her eyes. She wished she could move on again. Disappear where he would never find her, but there was no way she could leave. Not without him exposing her.

      “What do I do?” she breathed, feeling helpless and completely alone. She couldn’t go to her parents. They’d never approved of him and they’d threatened her inheritance because she’d chosen to date him. He was the reason she would never go into her parents’ company. He was the reason she couldn’t go home because she was too ashamed to let them know the truth of what had happened.

      And now he was demanding ten thousand dollars by tomorrow when she needed every penny she made to pay her rent, feed her fur babies, and keep eating. She’d been saving money—her escape fund—but he couldn’t know about that.

      She’d worked for Ahmed Elir long enough, she supposed talking to him about her dilemma might be an option…but no. She could never stoop that low to ask that much money of her employer.

      “Not to interrupt but—who am I kidding? I fully intend to interrupt.”

      Lily startled and whirled around. Her vision went blank. A man with noticeably steely eyes and wayward hair bent on misbehaving smirked from his leaning position near Room 903 behind her. With his angled features and full, smirking lips, he had all the look of a man who’d been caught doing something wrong and not caring in the slightest.

      Lily staggered, wiping hard at her cheeks and attempting to regain her composure. “I—I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize anyone else was here.” What a stupid thing to say. She knew if the prince wasn’t here already, he would be coming to these rooms, and soon. Her intent in coming to this floor had been to introduce herself to Prince Henrik, but not like this.

      And he was definitely the live version of the pictures she’d been ogling the night before.

      Prince Henrik kicked away from the wall and swaggered toward her. Eyes locked, disarming her every thought, he made things worse by speaking with his incredibly appealing accent and said, “Sounds like you’re in some kind of trouble.”

      She fought the emotion in her voice. “It’s nothing.”

      Even the prince’s shrug was careless. “That didn’t sound like nothing. Sounded very much like you are, how do they say, painted into a corner?”

      With this admission, he stepped closer. “I would like to help.”

      Lily found herself snared in his endlessly gray eyes, in her confusion by his candor, in her emotional whiplash from Damon’s call.

      She adjusted her clothes, wishing she wasn’t in her pencil skirt and green blouse but something that screamed power. Heavy armor, maybe. She shook her thoughts back into place. He’d offered to help her? Why would he do that? He didn’t even know her. “Thank you, but I’ll pass. If you’ll excuse me.”

      She couldn’t do this. She would have to tell Mr. Elir she wasn’t the woman for the job, and he could send Aaliyah instead. Aaliyah had made it clear she hadn’t returned to the resort to work, however; she had come to be with her father during his cancer treatments. She would make an exception for this, though, surely.

      Lily attempted to push past the prince, but he stopped her with nothing more than a question.

      “How much do you need?”

      Lily froze at the elevator door. Oh no. This was the last thing she needed. One man holding information over her head was bad enough, but two? Especially a cocky good-for-nothing who thought he was special because he was born a prince, who thought he could go around meddling in strangers’ personal business just because he overheard a conversation?

      Then again, she was doing exactly the same thing, though in her defense this wasn’t her idea.

      He’d said she sounded like she was in trouble. Painted into a corner didn’t even cut how stuck Lily felt inside. “How much did you hear?” she asked over her shoulder.

      He dusted his hands and stepped toward her again. “Enough to know that you need money yesterday.”

      She should leave. Quit. Relocate like before. She’d ordered fake IDs and was waiting for them to come, but even once they were ready, she wasn’t sure what to do about her fur babies. And she’d been trying to build up her escape fund for relocation expenses, but every time she got a spare cent, Damon inevitably called and demanded more.

      Damon and his best friend had always been good with technology and computers; sickeningly, break-the-law good. He would hack into whatever he needed to. He would share those emails.

      Lily had considered going to the police, but Damon hadn’t done anything to her as of yet—not recently, anyway—and she would have to share details about the emails’ nature, something she’d contracted not to do. She didn’t know what he needed the money for, only that he kept asking for it. The more she gave in, the more he would continue asking. But how could she stop?

      She was well and truly trapped.

      Prince Henrik sidled around, hands in his pockets. “I can help you, you know.”

      Sure, he could. A man who offered money to perfect strangers. Something within her responded to his attractive build, broad shoulders, and confident manner. Lily would have been charmed by him if she wasn’t so sad and wise. She knew just what kind of person he was. Another Damon. Tears burning, she bolted down the hall toward the elevator.

      Even if she accepted the prince’s help, how could she ever repay him? She couldn’t be beholden to any man ever again.
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      Henrik stared after the woman. She didn’t look like a chambermaid—or housekeeper, he wasn’t sure what title she held in America. In her professional attire, he wondered if she was here on a business trip and had gotten off on the wrong floor.

      He’d been in plenty of rooms with household staff and overheard conversations he shouldn’t have, but back in Einvar, his staff were usually discreet and kept their personal problems to themselves. This woman, though. Not knowing he was there, she’d been far too open. He’d heard every painful part of whatever confrontation she was in the middle of.

      What else could he do but offer to help her?

      Moving too slowly, he darted after her just in time to see the elevator doors closing her in.

      “Wait!” he called. He intended to apologize and introduce himself. He truly did want to help her. Amusing as the situation had seemed at the time, he couldn’t forget the wheezy, petrified tone of her voice as she’d denied giving whoever was on the other line money.

      From the sound of things, she’d been speaking with a man. Henrik didn’t take well to men who threw their weight around with threats and the like. He made for the elevator, but the door across from Room 904, the room he’d intended on entering, opened and Louise stepped out wearing a pair of khaki pants, a black blouse, a scarf, and a scowl.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Louise’s sharp tone was pricklier than usual. He faced the older woman who had been all but a mother to him while his own mother, Queen Anika, had been busy running the country and their castle home.

      “I’m off to catch a fair maiden and make a deal with her. She’s tossed in her golden ball and I’m to retrieve it.”

      Louise’s eyes narrowed. “You are not a frog at the bottom of a well, Henrik, no matter what your last name means.” Frosk was the Norwegian term for ‘frog,’ a fact that had made Henrik snigger as a lad.

      “Aren’t I here to find a bride?” He feigned innocence and placed a hand over his heart. Louise was always fun to tease.

      She took him by the shoulders and turned him toward his room situated across from hers. “You won’t find one among the hotel staff. Now come along. Be a good boy. Keep a low profile without spilling your identity to the entire world, got it?”

      “Low profile? Where’s the fun in that?”

      “Your Majesty, you agreed.” She wagged a finger in warning.

      His grin only widened. He snatched her finger and kissed it. “Of course, I agreed. Come now, Louise, what are you doing out here? We’ve finally arrived, and we need to unpack. Don’t make me stand around all day.”

      Her eyes thinned dangerously. Henrik laughed again.

      “Oh
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