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      “Cut!”

      A cheer goes up at the sound of the director’s declaration. I jump down from my perch on the back of a wooden fence, where I’ve been clinging with my toes and fingertips, and the set crew comes rushing onto the soundstage. They strip away the world around us quickly and efficiently, rolling away the castle wall and the marble fountain that is the most visually recognizable centerpiece of the Redfall family lands. Soon all that’s left on the soundstage is the group of colleagues, shaking hands, high-fiving each other, and exchanging congratulations on another successful season of Royal Blue.

      Gary Breyer, who plays my father, King Noah Redfall, on the show, already has a glass of champagne in his hands. I suppose I should be using the past tense. Gary played Noah Redfall. After today’s scene, of course, that’s all over. You don’t come back from being assassinated by your political rivals. The king is dead, and Royal Blue as we know it will never be the same.

      It’s kind of exciting, actually. I accept the glass of champagne a crew hand offers, pondering the possibilities. With the king of Redfall dead, the question everyone is asking is, who will come into power?

      I’m not sure if I want the role or not. It would definitely be an exciting challenge to play a ruling monarch. But my character, Aeryn Redfall, is developing into a warrior. In spite of her noble upbringing and the expectations placed on her by her family, she’s spent season two of the show learning skills like hunting, fighting and living off the land. If she has to assume the throne now, that whole subplot will be over. I can’t imagine a queen having much time for combat training.

      Gary climbs up onto a stepladder. He’s still wearing his heavy fur cape, a signature piece of his wardrobe. It’s drenched now with fake blood, matting the fur down on one side. He raises his glass.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention please?”

      We all turn and look at him. We’re used to that deep, booming voice, the voice of the king, issuing commands. We’re used to obeying Noah Redfall.

      “I want to thank everyone for two amazing seasons,” Gary says. “This show has been one of the best experiences of my life. I’ve found true friends here.” He reaches over and squeezes the shoulder of the man who plays his royal advisor. “And I’ve been able to step into the fantasy of a lifetime, of course: being the boss of everyone.”

      We all laugh. I’m going to miss having Gary around, that’s for sure. He’s been a kind of father figure to me since I was cast on the show.

      Leaving my family in Ohio and moving to LA has been the greatest challenge of my life, and it’s often hard to feel at home here. Sometimes, of course, I feel like it’s paid off better than I could ever have dreamed—I’m a star on a critically acclaimed TV show, so no one could say my dreams of acting haven’t been met with success. But other times I feel desperately, confusingly alone. I have no family in California and no close friends outside of the show.

      Of course, there’s always my best friend on the show. Lizzie plays my sister, the well-mannered Princess Mirabella Redfall. On the show, Mirabella and Aeryn can’t stand each other, but Lizzie’s probably the person I’m closest to in the whole state of California. I know the tabloids and the internet bloggers enjoy our friendship, catching us on camera in moments of fun together, smiling at each other. And now she’s at my shoulder, throwing an arm around me, with her other arm flung wide so the glass of champagne in her hand doesn’t spill on my costume.

      “Erica, you were amazing!” she cries. “I was watching you during Gary’s death scene, and you looked like you were going to cry.”

      “I was going to cry,” I tell her, laughing. “I think I have a splinter in my toe from that fence. I don’t know why I had to be barefoot for the scene.”

      “At least you don’t have to wear a corset,” Lizzie groans. “Why can’t Mirabella throw off the patriarchy? You get to have all the fun.”

      “Let’s get to wardrobe,” I say, linking my elbow through hers. “We can get out of these clothes, and maybe someone can take a look at my foot.”

      “And I can get my hair taken down,” Lizzie says. “These styles are pretty and everything, but good Lord do they hurt.” She looks enviously at my hair, which hangs in loose waves around my shoulders, the same way it has all season. “Some people really do have all the luck.”

      I laugh. “Aeryn’s hair would never look like this in real life. It would be a knotted, frazzled mess. There are about seventeen products and forty-five minutes of work making this look happen. And I haven’t been in any sword fights.”

      “You haven’t even been outdoors,” Lizzie laughs. “We’d all be much uglier if this were real.”

      The assistant director passes us, moving in the opposite direction. “Nice work today, ladies,” he says. “A very impressive performance.”

      Lizzie waits until he’s out of earshot and then clutches at my arm. “Did you hear that? He was watching my performance!”

      “That’s not…exactly what I heard,” I say.

      She ignores me. “I’m going for it tonight. I’m going to make a move on him. Tonight’s the night for sure. He’s been watching me. He wants it. Do you think he’ll be at the wrap party?”

      “I think it’s at his hotel, isn’t it?” I ask. Lizzie, God love her, isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer when it comes to detail.

      She laughs. “Right! Obviously! Okay. So I need to go home and change first, because this”—she gives the pajama pants and tank top she wore to the shoot this morning a shake—“isn’t going to get me anywhere.”

      I laugh. “Just make sure you take care of yourself, will you? Let’s not make this a repeat of the Christmas party.”

      “That was one time,” Lizzie protests.

      Her wardrobe attendant finishes unlacing her dress, and she shrugs it to the floor and steps out of it, unembarrassed in nothing but her corset and panties.

      “Besides,” she goes on, “you’ll be there. You won’t let me overdo it.”

      I don’t answer. The truth is that I’m seriously considering blowing off the wrap party. I love my job more than anything I’ve ever done. I love playing Aeryn, dressing up in these fabulous costumes and stepping into the role of the warrior princess. I love learning to fight. And most of all, I love my castmates. Being part of Royal Blue is like being part of a family—not a vindictive, warring family, the way we’re depicted on the show, but a kind family. A family that really cares about each other.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      But the truth is that my Royal Blue family is no substitute for a real family. I know they like me. I know they think I’m good at my job. They always include me in everything, from parties to random adventures, like the time two months ago when the entire cast decided to visit a children’s hospital nearby. But there’s still something formal about these relationships. Everything we do together is an event. It’s always a big deal.

      It’s a little bit different with Lizzie, who is perfectly happy to meet me for lunch or for a beach day.

      But this party, I know, won’t be an opportunity to relax. Even though most of the people around me will be blowing off steam, they’ll also be networking. Business cards will be exchanged. People who have never been in front of a camera will come up to the cast of the show, thinking we can use our clout to get them cast in something. After two or three drinks, someone with ambitions of parlaying their acting career into directing will approach the showrunners about possibly doing an episode.

      That’s how it is in LA. Even parties are work.

      I love my job, but I also miss the way, back in Ohio, work ended at the end of the day. I could go home and put my feet up on the couch, spread some peanut butter on some celery, and relax. Ever since I was cast on Royal Blue, it feels as if I’m working all the time.

      And tonight, if I’m honest, I want a night off.

      Lizzie glances over at me. She’s clearly taken note of my long silence.

      “You will be there, won’t you?”

      I sigh. “You know me too well.”

      “Come on. You cannot skip the wrap party. This is going to be the party of the century. I forbid it.”

      “That’s what you said about the New Year’s party,” I remind her. “And it turned out to be completely lame.”

      “It was not lame. That was the one where Chris taught us how to do keg stands, remember?”

      “Yeah, that wasn’t fun.”

      Chris Watson plays our older brother, Boniface Redfall, on the show, and he’s probably the cast member who’s most like his character.

      Boniface is the medieval version of a frat boy. A part of me is really hoping to see him assume the throne next season—that ought to be good for some laughs.

      Lizzie plants her hands on her hips. “Erica. This was Gary’s final episode. This isn’t just a wrap on season two, it’s a wrap on Gary. You are not going to miss his farewell party. You wouldn’t do that.”

      Damn. She’s right. No matter how much I want to go home, get in a bubble bath, and forget all about the fact that I’m famous for a few hours, I have to go to the party. Gary deserves that.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell Lizzie. “I’ll be there. I promise.”

      “Yeah, you’d better be,” she says, turning her attention to the mirror, beginning to wipe off her makeup. “You don’t really want to give Jay the satisfaction of finding out he got you to stay home from a party, do you?”

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with Jay,” I protest.

      Lizzie sighs. “Of course, it does,” she says. “You don’t have to lie to me, Erica. I know he totally humiliated you.”

      Jay. Possibly the biggest mistake I’ve made since leaving home, and the one that most gave away how naive I still am, in spite of the fact that I’ve been here in LA for six years now.

      It’s not that I loved him or anything. Of course, I didn’t. We only went on a couple of dates—we didn’t even sleep together. But I did like him. I thought there was something between us, and I was looking forward to getting to know him better.

      He was level-headed, I thought. Down-to-earth. He owned a coconut stand on the beach and rented surfboards to tourists. On weekends, he gave surfing lessons. He was free-spirited and easygoing and nothing like any of the clamoring, ambitious people I work with every day.

      Or so I thought.

      Then he sold me out to a gossip magazine. I don’t know if he was even interested in me as a person. Probably not. Likely, he only went out with me to gather details that he could sell to anyone who was willing to buy.

      Lizzie had warned me off the whole situation. Despite her girlishness, she’s a lot more savvy than I am when it comes to the ways of Hollywood. Her parents were both in the industry, and she grew up around all this.

      “Don’t date someone who’s not in the business,” she warned me the first time I told her about Jay. “They get stars in their eyes and then they never see the real you. It’s not worth it.”

      But I didn’t listen. I thought I knew better. I wanted it to be real with Jay. I wanted to believe that I’d finally found someone here in my new life who liked me for me—not a colleague, not someone who needs to get along with me in order to have a pleasant work environment, but a real friend. Not one of the many reporters or interviewers or bloggers who shout my name and take pictures when they see me walking out of the drugstore. Someone I could really talk to.

      Jay, it transpired, was not that person.

      “I wasn’t humiliated,” I correct Lizzie as my attendant eases Aeryn’s tunic off over my head. “I was lucky, really. I think Jay was hoping to uncover something scandalous about me. And there just isn’t anything that dark in my past.”

      “Yeah, he was hoping the whole ‘sweet little girl from Ohio turned superstar’ thing was an act, for sure,” Lizzie agrees. “I’ve seen it before. A friend of my mom’s used to go around acting like she was fresh off the bus, and then it came out that she had done sex tapes before getting her first TV role. She never got cast as a good girl again, but she was able to make the most out of it. She actually came out of that situation with a lot more fame.”

      “I wouldn’t want to get success that way,” I say, putting on my sweatpants.

      “Me either,” Lizzie decides. “But maybe burlesque shows, or something more soft-core. But seriously, you’re okay about what Jay did?”

      “I mean, I’m not wild about it,” I say.

      The story Jay sold was one in which, unfortunately, I recognize myself all too well. It was the tale of a beloved Hollywood actress, gorgeous and admired from afar, who just hasn’t been able to fit in or feel at home since arriving in the city. Jay painted me as a farm girl out of my element, the unpopular kid in the high school lunchroom, awkward and shy and unsure. It’s played up for drama, of course—I don’t have that much trouble feeling at home—but at the dark heart of the story is some truth.

      Jay’s name doesn’t appear anywhere in the article. He’s too smart for that, I suppose. He knows that if he and I started throwing stones at each other publicly, my fans would all come down on my side. He could be ruined, put out of business. Staying anonymous was a coward’s decision, perfectly in keeping with the man who pretended to care about me so he could make a quick buck off my struggles.

      I don’t need to see his name to know it was him, though. “Erica Steadman loves to talk about the barn she used to sit alone in as a kid,” the source is cited as saying. I never told anyone but Jay about that.

      I thought he’d understand, as independent and free-spirited as he was. I thought he would relate to the need to be alone with my thoughts. Instead, he makes it sound as if I was isolated or hiding out from the world, an outcast.

      Everyone in the cast read that article. There’s no way they didn’t—I even saw a copy of the magazine in one of the green rooms. So, not only will I have to be networking at this party, putting in face time with the important people in my business, I’ll also be dodging questions and sympathetic stares about my poor, lonely life.

      But going home would be proving Jay right.

      The hell with him. I’m not too awkward and isolated to have a good time. I deserve it.

      Besides, this is Gary’s farewell party. And it’s more than just that. With season two filming at an end, the cast is about to scatter. Everyone will be heading to vacation homes or family homes, wherever they spend their time away from the set. A nice long hiatus from filming, a break during which I won’t have to be Princess Aeryn at all.

      In truth, I’ll miss her. I love Aeryn. Stepping into her skin is empowering.

      But this hiatus I’m looking forward to a trip back home. I’m leaving for Ohio in just a few days, and I’ll be staying in my parents’ house, sleeping in my childhood bedroom and completely forgetting about the realities of fame and LA and show business.

      In Ohio, no one looks for famous people at the grocery store or the movie theater. I’ll be able to go out and have fun, breathe a little bit, without worrying every moment about my image and what might end up in the tabloids.

      My parents’ friends will probably want me to sign a few dozen autographs and regale them with stories of what Chris Watson is really like, but I can deal with that. It could be a lot worse.

      Lizzie finishes pulling on her clothes. “I’ll see you tonight, right?” she asks. “Promise you’re coming.”

      “I’m coming,” I say. “You know I’m good for my word.”

      “If you don’t come, and I drink too much, it’ll be all your fault.” She grins and hugs me. “Nobody cares about the article, babe. We’ve all had bad press. Most of us have had worse. At least it wasn’t one of those gross bikini pics where they pick apart your flaws.”

      “Yeah, that’s true,” I say.

      Lizzie leans over my shoulder and gives me a quick peck on the cheek. “See you tonight,” she says and flits out the door, tote bag slung over her shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      The assistant director, Peter Cornwall, is a Hollywood enigma. He’s one of the only people I know in this town who made his money outside the industry, as a hotel magnate. You can stay in Cornwall hotels all around the world, and it wasn’t until Peter was in his late thirties that he decided to come to California to settle down and try his hand at directing.

      There’s a rumor he only got the Royal Blue gig because he’s friends with the showrunners—apparently, they were all in college together—but it’s hard to hold that against him. He’s actually very good at what he does. He has a vision for the show we’re trying to create. There have been many times I’ve been struggling with Aeryn’s motivation for a certain scene and Peter has taken me aside and said the perfect thing, making it all fall together in my mind.

      One of the best things about Peter, though, is that he owns the Cornwall Coastal Hotel a few miles from the studio where we film. It’s a great place for parties. No one ever feels out of place showing up here dressed to the nines, and we often hang out here alongside other names from the industry. Tonight, though, it will be just us. Just the family.

      My driver drops me off in front of the hotel and looks back over the seat. “What time should I pick you up?” he asks.

      I feel bad asking him to wait— I could be out in twenty minutes, or I might surprise myself and have a great time, emerging in the early hours. I settle on a compromise.

      “Not sure yet,” I say. “If you want to head home now, I’ll call you when I’m ready. Is that okay?”

      “You got it, Miss Steadman.”

      I step out of the car and look up at the hotel. This place never fails to amaze me, no matter how many times I see it. Tonight, Peter has lit up the footlights at the base of each of the columns in front of the main entrance, using colored bulbs so they glow in the red and gold of the Redfall family crest. I suppose that’s in Gary’s honor.

      The door to the main lobby stands open, the warm, dry California air blowing in, and I pass under the archway and onto the mosaic tiles.

      The woman behind the reception desk looks up at my entrance. “Welcome to the Cornwall Coastal Hotel, Miss Steadman.”

      “Thank you.”

      I’m not used to everyone knowing who I am. I probably should be, but it’s only been true since Royal Blue started to be so successful. Nowadays, everyone I meet knows my name, and most of them think they know something about me, too.

      This woman is staring at me with that hungry gleam in her eye that lets me know she’s mining our interaction for details to report back to her friends later. Anything I do, anything I say, might indicate something to her.

      “She seemed overly cheerful,” she might say if I smile back and say hello. “She was obviously covering up her embarrassment about that article we read last week.” Or, “she didn’t say anything at all to me. She’s so cold. No wonder she has trouble making friends.”

      Every conversation, every interaction, is fraught. All of a sudden I’m counting down the hours till I’m back in Ohio.

      At least the people inside the party itself are my own people. They don’t draw any distinction between me and themselves. And tonight has also turned out to be a good opportunity to dress up. I love wearing designer dresses for award shows, and I enjoy the period costumes I wear as Aeryn, but it’s just not that often I get to pick out a nice dress in a store and wear it somewhere. Tonight’s is a rose-gold strapless sheath covered in sequins from top to bottom. I’ve pinned my hair up on one side, leaving the rest free to tumble around my shoulders.

      As I make my way down the hall to the Cornwall’s main ballroom, Lizzie emerges and comes racing toward me. I would say she’s already had a few drinks, but honestly, with Lizzie, it’s impossible to tell. She’s just as buoyant when she’s completely sober. Right now she’s like a balloon, bumping along the ceiling. I wish I could bottle her good energy and drink it like a tonic.

      She flings her arms around me. “You came!”

      “I told you I would,” I say, laughing. “You didn’t believe me?”

      “Seeing is believing,” she says sagely, her tone as serious as if she’d just come up with that saying herself.

      “So what’s been going on?” I ask her. “Have you made your move on Peter yet?”

      She groans. “Not yet. He’s too gorgeous. I can’t.”

      “You’re not ever going to do it, are you?”

      We’ve reached the door of the ballroom now and I lean on the frame, taking in the room. A large bar has been set up at one end, and small tables, each seating six, have been arranged around the parquet dance floor in the center of the room.

      From here I can see Gary at one table, surrounded by several members of the cast and crew—they’ve pulled up chairs to talk to him. The boy who plays my youngest brother is racing around the dance floor, being chased by the girl who plays the daughter of the royal stable master, and their parents—the only non-industry people at this party—are clustered in a corner around their drinks, talking.

      Lizzie takes me by the hand and leads me over to one of the tables, close to the bar. “I saved you a seat.”

      “Great.” I drop my purse on the table in front of the empty chair. “Let me just go say hi to Gary, okay? And get a drink? And then I’ll meet you back here, and we can set up a plan for how you’re going to approach Peter.”

      Lizzie’s eyes sparkle. “Awesome!”

      I shake my head slightly as I walk away, amused by my friend. She might never actually make a move on Peter. For her, planning it and fantasizing about it are almost as good. A part of me wonders if that’s a function of growing up in Hollywood, if it’s made her more able to live in her own imagination. And, if so, is that something that will happen to me if I stay here too long?

      I stop by the bar and order a rum and cola. It arrives perfectly mixed, with a lime wedge perched on the rim, just the way I like it. I know Peter is particular about the staff in his hotels, refusing to hire any but the best bartenders, chefs, and even housekeeping staff. It’s one of the reasons his hotels are so noteworthy.

      Drink in hand, I make my way over to the table where Gary is sitting. He’s surrounded by a random assortment of people from the show—Chris Watson, two of the writers, one of the showrunners, a background extra who appears regularly in crowd scenes, the art director, and a girl I recognize not from the show but from a spread in a fashion magazine I have in a basket beside my bathtub at home. Of course—she must be Chris’s date. He’s famous for his proclivity for models.

      I pull up a chair at the table and Gary’s attention immediately shifts to me. “Erica! You made it!”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” I tell him, feeling sincere in the sentiment now that I’m here. I’m very glad I came out, glad to be among these interesting people, glad to help honor Gary as he leaves the show behind. “Royal Blue isn’t going to be the same without you.”

      “I guess you two will be fighting for the throne,” Gary says, indicating me and Chris with a chuckle. “I don’t really see Lizzie getting mixed up in that.”

      “He can have it,” I say, taking a long pull of my drink.

      “Lord Boniface Redfall, King of the Realm,” Chris says, trying it on. “It does have a ring to it, doesn’t it?” The model squirms on his lap and whispers something in his ear, and he laughs aloud. “Someone likes it.”

      Gary turns to the writers. “I don’t suppose you could give us a clue?”

      “Couldn’t if we wanted to,” one of them says. “Honestly, we haven’t decided where it’s going yet. We’ll probably hole up in a cabin over the hiatus and figure it out.”

      “I just wanted to come by and congratulate you,” I tell Gary. “And to tell you how much you’ll be missed.”

      He gets to his feet and hugs me. “I’ll miss you too, Princess. You keep kicking ass, okay?”

      “Come by and see us,” I say. “Promise?”

      “Of course.”

      I take my drink and head back over to the table where I left Lizzie. It looks like a few people have gathered there in my absence. One of them is the girl who plays the queen of a warring faction set to destroy the Redfalls. The others play her bevy of handmaidens.

      I’m coming up behind Lizzie, but it’s not my intention to eavesdrop. I’m about to announce my presence when I hear my name.

      “Poor Erica, I mean, wouldn’t you just die?”

      The tone of Lizzie’s voice is familiar to me. She’s in gossip mode. Her words could be sympathetic, but there’s something in that tone that’s full of delight, gleeful at the chance to dissect someone else’s misfortune. I’ve always known Lizzie had a gossipy side, but it’s so common in LA that I never held it against her.

      But now it’s different. She’s talking about me.

      “It’s not that bad, is it?” one of the other girls says. “It’s not like they turned up anything scandalous.”

      “Oh, God, it’s worse than a scandal,” a third girl says. “You could tell, that reporter just felt sorry for her. It was like…in high school when a teacher said to partner up for a project and there was always that one kid who couldn’t find a partner, and you just had to watch them look around desperately, remember that?”

      “She’s always been a bit…different,” Lizzie says. “I mean, you don’t come here from Ohio and immediately just start blending in, do you?”

      “Yeah, but she’s been here for years.”

      “I actually had to beg her to come out tonight,” Lizzie continues. “She was too embarrassed to show herself. So just be nice to her if you see her, okay? Pretend you haven’t read the article.”

      I back away. I can’t let them know I’ve heard this. I can’t let them see me, but I can’t stay here, at this party where people are talking about me. I can’t look around me at every conversation in this room and wonder how many of them are about how weird I am and how humiliated I must be. If Lizzie’s doing it, anybody could be.

      I back through the ballroom door into the hall, turn, and walk as quickly as I can back to the lobby, trying to blink away tears. Halfway there I realize I’ve left my purse behind, and that I don’t have my phone. I won’t be able to call my driver to come and pick me up. But I can’t stand to go back. I’ll go to the front desk. Maybe they’ll have a phone I can use. I think I remember the right number to call.

      I’m so distracted by everything running through my head that I walk right into someone as I turn the corner from the hall into the lobby. I trip backward in my heels and nearly stumble, but he catches my arm and rights me, and as he does so I look up into his eyes and lose my breath entirely.

      He’s gorgeous.

      Olive skin. Tousled dark hair and neatly trimmed dark facial hair. Dark eyes, like pools of hot chocolate. It takes me several long moments to realize I’m staring into them, mesmerized by his looks. He’s taller than me by about a foot, and broader, built out with muscle. The hand on my forearm is large, the fingers thick and sturdy, and yet his grip is surprisingly gentle.

      His face breaks into a smile. “Princess Aeryn Redfall, it’s lovely to meet you. Prince Alessandro, at your service.” And he steps back, releasing my arm, and sinks into an overly formal stylized bow.

      Oh, God. This has happened to me before. Strangers—usually men—have come up to me wanting to start some kind of role-play. It’s usually princes, but sometimes I get knights looking to defend my honor, and once or twice even a rogue looking to kidnap me.

      I never know what to say when this happens. I don’t want to spoil their fun, but at the same time, Princess Aeryn is a job for me. It’s a job I like, but I’m not going to go around playing princesses with everyone I meet on the street.

      Then the man laughs. “I’m kidding,” he says easily, and I register that he speaks with an accent. It sounds European, Italian, maybe, but I’m not certain. “Though I did recognize you from the show, of course. I’m a fan. Can you forgive me my little joke?”

      I’m so relieved that he’s not expecting me to respond in kind that my whole body relaxes instantly. “Of course,” I say. “I don’t mind at all. To tell you the truth, it happens all the time.”

      “I’m sure it does,” he says. “After all, you have one of the most recognizable faces in the world.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I counter. “My show is big, but it’s an ensemble piece. It’s not like I’m the star. And not everyone watches Royal Blue.”

      “I’ll bet,” he says, “that most people could name more members of the Redfall family than of any real-life royal families.”

      “Well, in America, that’s probably true,” I say. “We don’t have a royal family to worry about. I don’t know how it is where you’re from, but you seem like you might not be from around here.”

      “You’re right,” he agrees. “I’m here on holiday.”

      “And the country you call home, does it have a royal family?”

      “It does,” he says. “And I admit, I’m more familiar with the royals in my home country than I am with the Redfall family. But I also think I’m probably an outlier.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask him, feeling bold. “Unless you were serious about me calling you ‘Prince Alessandro?’”

      He laughs. “No, I wasn’t. You can call me Alex.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Alex. And you can call me Erica.”

      We exchange a handshake. I try hard not to stare at Alex, at his soft eyes and his warm smile, but it’s not easy. He is so handsome. A part of me wants to draw closer to him, to feel the smooth skin of his arms and squeeze the muscles that lie underneath, to explore him like a work of art. I restrain myself, barely.

      “What are you doing here tonight?” Alex asks.

      “I—” I hesitate. I don’t want to talk about the party—he might suggest that we go back to it together, and that’s the last thing in the world I feel like doing. “I was having some drinks with some friends,” I say.

      “Are they waiting for you?” he asks.

      “I’m finished,” I say.

      He nods. “I was just heading to the bar for a nightcap. Would you like to join me? It’s not often a man gets a chance to meet a princess.” He quirks the side of his mouth, making sure I understand that he’s kidding.

      “Sure,” I say, “I’d love that.”

      Honestly, at this point, anything to avoid going back to that party. Even if Alex seemed boring or unpleasant, there’s a chance I’d choose an evening with him over the people who can’t stop talking about how sorry for me they feel. It’s infuriating. I don’t feel sorry for myself. I’m happy in the life I’ve made here in LA, even if things are hard sometimes. But everyone around me can’t seem to stop comparing me to the sad wallflower with no friends in school.

      Well, never mind. It’s given me an opportunity, a chance I wouldn’t otherwise have had to sit down for drinks with a handsome man with a deliciously indecipherable accent.

      He leads me up the steps into the bar, which is raised slightly above the rest of the lobby, and directs me to a table near the window. From here, we can look out on the city at night. It’s beautiful, serene and quiet.

      I know Lizzie is going to wonder what happened to me, and I wonder how long it will take her to realize I’m gone. I do love Lizzie. She’s my best friend here, and I understand her very well. I understand how easy it is for her to get caught up in an interesting piece of gossip, how much she wants to talk to people about what’s on her mind. When she learns, tomorrow, what upset me and made me leave, she’ll be effusive in her apologies. I have no doubt of that.

      But as I take in the handsome man sitting across from me, I’m feeling like an apology might not be necessary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      “So,” Alex says when our drinks have arrived and the server has left us to our conversation, “what’s it like being a princess?”

      I laugh. “That’s not what people usually ask me.”

      “What do people ask you?” he says, swirling his cocktail in his hand.

      “Oh, they want to know what’s going to happen next on the show, usually,” I say. “Or else they want to know about their favorite member of the cast, what he or she is really like.”

      “They tell you that you’re not their favorite?” Alex asks, raising his eyebrows. “That seems rude.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I can’t be everyone’s favorite,” I say. “Besides, it’s not like any of these people know us personally. And you get trends. Young women tend to like Chris a lot. Older women prefer Gary, or sometimes Lizzie.”

      “Who likes you?” Alex asks.

      “Guys,” I say. “Young ones, mostly. Some older, kind of sleazy ones. But like I said, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s not like they know me, or anything about me.”

      He nods and sips his drink. “I bet you’re probably not even allowed to tell them what’s coming up on the show, right?”

      “Right,” I confirm. “Not that I know that much about it either, at least not right now. Season three hasn’t even been written yet.”

      “Wow,” he says. “But you could tell me how season two’s going to end, I’ll bet?”

      With a shock, I remember that the airing dates of the episodes are a few weeks behind the shooting dates—of course they are, but it’s something I never really think about. The huge cliffhanger we shot today isn’t public knowledge yet. I could definitely tell Alex something that no one else knows about the direction of the show.

      I lean in conspiratorially. “I wouldn’t normally do this,” I say quietly, “but we did shoot the season finale earlier today, and if you want, I can tell you how it ends.”

      I’m not sure why I’m doing it. Ordinarily, I would never betray the show I love so much. Maybe it’s just the shock of having heard my colleagues talking about me. Lizzie and the girls betrayed the trust I had in them for a moment of fun gossiping together. It doesn’t seem like such a big deal, right now, to betray the show for a moment of fun with a handsome stranger.

      But Alex is shaking his head. “I wouldn’t ask you to tell me anything,” he says. “I’ll wait and see it when it airs like everyone else.”

      I’m surprised. “Really? I never offer people information about the show, but most fans I’ve met are dying to find out anything they can.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask you to join me as a fan of your show,” Alex says. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I am a fan of your show. But to be honest, I think you’re pretty, and since you were finished at your party, I saw an opportunity to get to know you. That’s all.”

      I’m taken aback. “That hasn’t happened to me since I was cast on the show. Everyone just wants to get to know Princess Aeryn.”

      He waves that idea away. “I already know Princess Aeryn,” he says. “Everything about her is what’s on the show. It’s not like she keeps existing after the director says cut, right?”

      He’s not entirely right about that. I’ve always felt like kernels of Aeryn exist in my heart, empowering me to approach intimidating situations with her trademark bravado. But I do understand what he’s saying, and he’s right.

      “Yeah,” I say. “But so many people seem to think I have some kind of inside information about her. You wouldn’t believe the questions I get.”

      “Like what?” he asks.

      “Oh…” I think back. “‘In season one, episode fourteen, Aeryn and Boniface exchanged a meaningful look over dinner. Are the two of them concealing something from the rest of the family, and if so, when is it going to be revealed?’”

      “Seriously?” Alex raises his eyebrows. “People think you were teasing out something for that long? Just by looking at the man who plays your brother?”

      “After getting asked that question, I went back and reviewed the tapes,” I say. “And you know what? I wasn’t even looking at him. There was a cut in between the two shots. Chris wasn’t even sitting at the table when we shot my side of that scene.”

      Alex laughs. “Amazing.”

      “So what do you do?” I ask him. “You’re not from Hollywood. You’re not an actor, are you?”

      “No, I’m not,” he agrees. “Would you like another drink?”

      I look down at the cup in my hand. It’s empty.

      “I would,” I say, even though this will be my third drink of the evening.

      The swimming that’s starting to take place in my head is pleasant, light rather than heavy, giving the night a frothy feeling. Everything I’ve been worrying about feels very far away, suddenly.

      Who cares if Jay decided to sell my story to the lowest bidder? Jay’s a terrible person anyway, and he must be very unhappy if he needs to do things like that. And Lizzie and the others gossiping about me? What difference does it make, really? I don’t need to impress those girls. It’s more important that I am happy than it is to look happy.

      And right now, I’m very happy. Alex is so easy to talk to, so pleasant to be around. How could anybody not feel like opening up to him? What’s more, he’s so clearly interested in me, in Erica. He looks at me and sees a girl he met at a bar who just happens to have an interesting job. Despite the way he initially introduced himself, he’s not writing me off as Princess Aeryn and nothing more. It’s such a refreshing change from what I’m used to that I feel as if I could happily spend the rest of my evening in his company.

      “Alex,” I say, inspiration striking me in a rush. “Would you like to come to a party with me?”

      “A party?” he asks, squinting.

      “The friends I was with earlier,” I clarify. “They’re in the main ballroom. Actually, the assistant director of the show owns this hotel.”

      I flush as these words come out. It’s the kind of thing I sometimes catch myself saying without realizing how it sounds—braggy, name-droppy. I’m not trying to show off. I’m just stating a fact. This is Peter’s hotel, and that’s why the party is here. But it sounds so self-important: oh, I know the guy who owns this hotel.

      If Alex picks up on that, though, he doesn’t say anything about it.

      “I thought you’d had enough of that scene for tonight,” he says. “You want to go back?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, sensing his hesitance. It’s unexpected. He’s been so enthusiastic about getting to know me so far, I thought he’d be into this. “I mean, if you don’t want to go—”

      “Please don’t take it personally,” he says earnestly. “I’m just not the sort of person who gravitates to parties. I always feel a little out of place. That’s all.”

      “But so do I!” I tell him, feeling more of a connection than ever. “That’s it exactly, see? It’s a party of work people, and I really should be there, put in an appearance, let them see me being social. But the whole thing is so draining for me, and I could use a little moral support. It would be so much better if I could do it with someone.”

      Alex smiles, and it seems to light up his whole face.

      “In that case, how can I refuse?” he asks. “Lead the way, princess.”

      “Okay, but you’ve seriously got to stop calling me princess,” I say. “Once or twice before someone in the cast has brought along a date to something who insisted on calling them by their Royal Blue name or title, and we always tease them mercilessly. You can’t walk in there and call me princess in front of them.”

      “Promise,” Alex says, shooting me a grin. “Erica it is.”

      I pause outside the entrance to the ballroom and thread my arm through his. I can feel the strength in him, the muscle of his solid arm making me feel small and delicate by comparison. It’s not a feeling I’m used to. Aeryn is short in stature, but she’s a fighter. She would never take a man’s arm like this and float into a ballroom as if wafted inward by the force of her attraction to him.

      Does he know, can he sense, how attracted to him I am?

      It’s ridiculous to think that anything real could come of tonight, this chance encounter, but even the feeling of being paired up with him is magical. I feel like some of his attractiveness is rubbing off on me, like glitter, leaving me luminescent as the two of us make our way through the crowd.

      I can sense the eyes on us. Peripherally, I catch a glimpse of Lizzie. Her jaw is hanging open, and I feel a rush of pleasure at how much I’m going to enjoy telling her this story later.

      All around the room, eyes are finding their way to me and Alex, and I know people are wondering what happened. I was here long enough before that they know I didn’t arrive with a date. Everyone is aware that I simply wandered out of the party for a few minutes and returned with this handsome man on my arm.

      I have to admit, it feels great.

      I ignore the faces around me and let Alex tow me through the crowd and toward the dance floor. I can see what he has in mind, and I’m hesitant. I don’t have a lot of confidence in my skills as a dancer.

      Aeryn doesn’t do a lot of dancing on Royal Blue—she’s a fighter—so when Lizzie and Chris are in dance training for royal ball scenes, I’m usually practicing my kickboxing moves. And there’s nothing in my life before acting that I can draw on. At school dances, I was always the girl who jumped around in a big group of girls, more interested in exerting energy and yelling than in dancing with any grace or style.

      What’s more, I know that people expect me to be a good dancer. It’s come up with a few guys I’ve dated, who have assumed I’d want to do old-fashioned things on a date. Or so they claim.

      “I thought you’d like to go on a ballroom dancing date night!” one man whined, shortly after I’d started my role on Royal Blue. I didn’t believe him for a minute. He wanted to go on a ballroom dancing date night with Princess Aeryn. He even had the nerve to ask me for a picture as he was dropping me off at home, despite the fact that the date had been a clear catastrophe. It was never about what I wanted.

      So as Alex pulls me toward the dance floor, I’m tempted to pull away. Surely his interest in me will diminish once he sees how pathetic I am on my feet? I’m about to tug his sleeve and suggest we go sit down instead, but then he slides his arm out of mine, catches my hand, and pulls me tightly into a spin.

      I land against his chest, gasping for air, stunned.

      And then we’re moving.

      I couldn’t say where my feet are going, where they’re going to land at any given moment. It feels like flying. He’s so strong and so confident that it doesn’t seem to matter that I don’t know what I’m doing—my feet always land where they should anyway, as if I’m his puppet. He spins me out, reels me back in, dips and twists me, and all the while my brain struggles to catch up with what’s happening, until finally I relinquish control completely and decide to just enjoy the ride.

      The song comes to an end, and right on the beat, Alex pulls me into his chest. I rest there for a moment, catching my breath, looking up into his warm chocolate eyes. The moment seems to spool out forever. I am vaguely aware that we’re still in a ballroom full of people, that many of them are probably looking our way, but I don’t care anymore. I’ve never had an experience like this in my life.

      I think—I would swear—we lean in at the same moment.

      It’s been so long since I kissed someone like this, without agenda or obligation. For so long, kisses have either been functional overtures toward sex or else the way I’ve propelled bad dates toward the moment when the man will go home and leave me alone.

      This kiss is neither.

      This kiss, in and of itself, is better than, more than, any other I’ve ever had. I could lose myself in it. It’s kissing the way kissing was when that was all that was on the menu, when sex was still too adult and frightening to consider, and so kissing felt extreme and ultimate and like everything two people could do together.

      We break apart, and I’m pleased to see that he’s as lost for breath as I am.

      I slowly become aware of the fact that his hands are still on my body. Our hands are clasped together as if we never stopped dancing, our arms wrapped around each other. And, indeed, the next song has started to play, its slow melody driving people all around the room into each other’s arms, so maybe our dance really has continued, one merging seamlessly into the next.

      Then he pulls away from me.

      “I need a drink, I think,” he says, and his voice is huskier than I’ve heard it so far.

      Whatever’s going on, it’s affecting him as much as it is me. That much is unmistakable. I feel a faint sense of pride. It’s a nice feeling, unbalancing someone this much, having such a powerful impact on him.

      “Can I bring you anything?” he adds.

      “Another rum and cola?” I ask.

      “Sure.” He disappears into the crowd, leaving me alone with my thoughts, my racing heart, and my overheated blood.

      I decide to take the opportunity to retrieve my purse so as not to be caught without it again. The idea of approaching the table where people were gossiping about me just a short time ago should be unnerving, but thanks to Alex’s kiss, I still feel like I’m floating. I feel untouchable.

      I make my way over to the table, where Lizzie is still sitting. She doesn’t bother to hide her amazement as I bend over the back of my chair to scoop up my purse.

      “Who was that?” she demands. “He’s not a member of the crew.”

      “No, he’s not,” I agree. “He’s not from the show at all.”

      “So what is he doing here?”

      “I brought him.”

      “But I saw you arrive!” Lizzie says. “You didn’t have a date.”

      “I know that. I went out to the lobby a few minutes ago and met him there.”

      She screws up her face, a little bit of judgment showing through.

      “You just went out to the lobby and picked up a guy there?”

      “Are you questioning my taste?” I ask. I indicate Alex, who’s now up at the bar ordering drinks. “He’s gorgeous. And he’s sweet, too.”

      “Yeah, but I mean, just bringing any old guy you could find…”

      “I didn’t go out there looking for a date,” I say, exasperated. “I met a cute guy, and we hit it off. I can’t help that it happened in the lobby.”

      A hand grabs my arm. “Erica. Oh my God.”

      I turn. The hand belongs to Melissa, one of our makeup artists. She specializes in two things: gore—open wounds, blood, ugly scars, things of that nature—and gossip. She makes Lizzie look bush league by comparison. Lizzie’s form of gossip is like a group of water-cooler hens in an office, but Melissa is more like a tabloid. She likes to know everything, and she like to tell everyone.

      “What’s up, Melissa?” I say.

      Her eyes are wide. “How do you know Prince Alessandro?”

      “Prince who?” I ask. “Are you talking about Alex? The guy I was dancing with?”

      “Yes!”

      “I just met him,” I say. “Why are you calling him Prince Alessandro?”

      It occurs to me for a moment to wonder if he’s an actor after all, perhaps on a competing show.

      “You don’t know?” Melissa asks. “He’s the prince of Avaran.”

      “He’s what?” I stare at her. “No, he isn’t.”

      “Oh yes, he definitely is. Remember how during the last hiatus I was in Italy working on that location shoot?”

      I don’t remember that at all, actually. Melissa and I have never been close, and I have no idea where she goes during breaks. It’s very like her to assume that everyone is constantly aware of what she has going on at all times.

      “Sure,” I say.

      “Well, he was in all the tabloids and gossip rags,” she says. “And I was buying everything I could get my hands on, because…well, honestly, I had a bit of a crush. I mean, look at him.”

      We all do. He’s on his way back now, carrying two cups in one massive hand.

      “That’s Prince Alessandro, all right,” Melissa punctuates this statement with a nod. “I can’t believe you didn’t know.”

      Lizzie turns to me, mouth agape. “What are you going to do?”

      I have no idea. But I need to figure it out because Alex—Prince Alessandro—is walking up to our table now, a smile on his face and a drink held outstretched for me.
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      Since joining the cast of Royal Blue, I’ve been through plenty of awkward situations. I’ve had to answer every question under the sun about my situation, and I don’t feel qualified to speak on most of them at all.

      “What’s it like to be royalty?” I wouldn’t know, would I? I’m not really a princess.

      I try to answer this question with as much sincerity in my voice as possible, but I’m afraid I sound like I’m making fun of the person asking. People know I’m not a real princess, of course they do, and yet it feels like they expect me to have some insight into the world of royalty. I doubt the lives of real royals are anything like what I experience on the show.

      “What’s it like to be famous?” Another question I get all the time, and another that I feel woefully unqualified to answer, though in this case, I have little excuse.

      I’m famous, I know I am. My show airs worldwide and has won awards. My face has been on billboards and magazine covers. And yet, every time I’m asked this question, I feel like an imposter. “I’m not famous,” I want to say. “I’m just Erica from Ohio.”

      Then there are the questions about my personal life, maybe my least favorite of all. Eager fans want to know all about what’s going on with me, what it’s really like to be Erica Steadman. “Are you dating Chris Watson?” eager girls ask me as they reach the front of my autograph line. Their eyes flick from me to Chris, who usually sits next to me at these things, and I know they’re examining us for some secret sign that will indicate we’re together, some flicker of sexual tension.

      There’s nothing there. But more than half the time, I would say, the fans walk away with a knowing gleam in their eye, looking satisfied and sure that they were right all along.

      Then there are the journalists. They’re even worse, because their job is to make stories out of lives, and lives are not simple narratives. When they find out I’m single, they start looking for reasons. Did I suffer a tragic heartbreak? Am I pining for someone I can’t have? Or, perhaps, is it that I’m just too difficult, too unpleasant to be around, and I can’t keep a man because of it?

      The journalists don’t want to believe the truth, which is that as nice as dating sounds, I haven’t had the necessary time to devote to it since being cast on the show. Sure, I’ve been on a few dates here and there—Jay comes to mind—but the men who have sought me out for dates have invariably been either jerks or weirdos more interested in Princess Aeryn than they are in me, and I haven’t been able to look for men on my own.

      And now here I am standing opposite Alessandro—Prince Alessandro, if Melissa is to be believed. I can feel Lizzie’s eyes boring into me, her desperation to know what’s going on here ripening on the air.

      I take the drink held out to me and sip it, giving myself time to think. Do I confront him with what Melissa said? Do I put him on the spot right now, the way fans and reporters do to me? The way I hate?

      I have to know the truth. I have a right to know who I’m spending my time with. I’m not being nosy or intrusive. It’s a perfectly valid question.

      I don’t have to do it in front of the others, though. I can spare him that much.

      “Can you come with me, please?” I ask.

      “Where are you going?” Lizzie interrupts in consternation.

      “I’ll be back,” I tell her. “I just need to speak to—to Alex for a moment.”

      He looks mystified, but he follows me back out of the ballroom and down the hall toward the hotel bar.

      “I thought you wanted to go to that party?” he says. “I assumed we’d stay a little longer than that.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. I’m acutely aware that this is the second time I’ve walked out on Gary’s party tonight. “I really just wanted to put in an appearance,” I add. “Everyone’s seen me now. It’s an okay time to get away for a while.”

      Alex—or Alessandro—nods his head. “If you say so.”

      The booth we left at the bar is still empty, so I return to it. He takes a seat opposite me and watches me, evenly, calmly, waiting for me to say something. But what I have to say feels ridiculous out here in the open atmosphere of the bar, away from Melissa’s gossip. She can’t be right, can she?

      “You’re not a prince, are you?” I finally blurt out, feeling foolish.

      He raises his eyebrows. “What makes you ask that?”

      “My friend Melissa thinks she saw your face in the papers when she was in Italy.”

      He lowers his eyes. “She’s correct. You’ll have to congratulate her. Most people don’t recognize me when they see me. I’m used to traveling fairly unnoticed in this part of the world.”

      I’m boggled.

      “It’s true? You’re really a prince?”

      He takes a long sip of his drink. “Is it a problem for you?” he asks. “I mean…if we’re going to continue our evening together. Which I would like to.”

      I have to admit, I’m charmed. He seems so flustered, not taking my interest for granted at all. Still, I can’t let him off scot-free here.

      “I can’t believe you’re a prince and you weren’t going to say anything to me about it,” I say, shaking my head in mock disappointment.

      “But…I did say something,” he counters.

      “What? No, you didn’t!” I’m trying to be flirty and figure this guy out at the same time.

      “The very first thing I said to you,” he protests. “I introduced myself as Prince Alessandro, remember?”

      My cheeks flush as the memory comes flooding back. “You told me that was just a joke, though.”

      “I suppose I did do that,” he admits easily. “You didn’t seem very receptive to hearing I was a prince. And in a way, I was joking. Being a prince of Avaran isn’t quite the same as being a princess on Royal Blue.”

      “Right,” I say hotly. “Because one of them is real.”

      “No, no, that’s not what I mean,” he says. “Avaran is a small nation, one very few people are familiar with, and that means I can move through the world without the kind of attention that’s focused on you. I imagine it’s much more difficult to be in the position you’re in, where you’re recognized everywhere you go.”

      “That is hard,” I admit. “And…well, this is embarrassing, but you’re right to say people don’t know much about Avaran. I couldn’t really tell you much about it at all.”

      “You’re not alone,” he assures me.

      “I feel bad,” I say. “I’ve been talking about myself all evening, and I haven’t made any effort to learn more about you or where you’re from.”

      Our glasses are empty.

      “Would you like another drink?” he asks, starting to get up.

      “No thanks.” I want to keep a clear head. Tonight has had enough surprises already. “So what am I supposed to call you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…well, do I address you by a title?”

      “No. Definitely not. I don’t want it to be like that. Besides, I’m not your prince,” he points out. “I’m not royalty in this country. And even if I was, I would only want you to call me by my name.”

      “Okay,” I say. “What is your name, though? Are you Prince Alessandro, or Alex?”

      God. I sound accusatory now. I’m sitting here and accusing a prince, a real prince, of setting out to deceive me. Of dishonesty. He’s been spending the evening with me, being nothing but kind and supportive, even accompanying me back to the party when there’s no reason he should want to be there, and I can’t seem to stop questioning him.

      But then, I have to have something to call him, don’t I? I’m feeling overwhelmed.

      “I will take that drink,” I say suddenly before he can answer my question.

      I’m expecting him to point that out, but to my surprise, he nods and rises gracefully, departing for the bar and leaving me alone to sort out the tangle of my thoughts.

      As soon as Alex, or Alessandro, or whatever I’m supposed to call him, is out of my immediate vicinity, I whip out my phone. I feel at such a disadvantage, and I’ll take any opportunity to gather a little information that will help me interact with him more appropriately

      Avaran. I’ve heard of it, of course, but it’s one of those little nations that have worked their way into my awareness without my being able to say exactly when or how it happened.

      It’s not as if I’ve ever met anyone from Avaran—until today, of course. I’ve never been there or dreamed of going there. I’ve never eaten at an Avaranian restaurant or studied Avaranian art. I couldn’t even point to it on a map.

      Deciding to start there, I quickly pull up a map. There it is, right on top of the boot cuff of Italy, tucked up under Slovenia like it’s actually trying to hide. It’s a tiny little place, smaller than any of the other countries around it, and suddenly it comes back to me where I first heard of it—a fifth-grade geography unit that had us memorize the largest and smallest countries on every continent.

      But seeing it doesn’t actually tell me anything about the place. There’s a feeling you get in your mind when you think about a country you’re familiar with, a sense of the national flavor, and I feel nothing here. What is Avaran like? What does it stand for? Are its people ruggedly independent to a fault like Americans? Are they cold and structured, like Russians, or more ‘live and let live’ like the French and Italians?

      And what might being the prince of Avaran consist of? Does the country have resources that need to be controlled and distributed carefully? Does it have allies that need to be placated or enemies that need to be guarded against?

      I look up at Alex getting our drinks from the bar. He’s so gorgeous my heart speeds up just looking at him.

      What is he doing here? The prince of a European nation…is he here for political reasons? Will he be meeting with world leaders, maybe in the conference room of this very hotel? It’s not impossible to imagine— this is a really nice place, and I know that Peter does rent the conference rooms out to important people for meetings. But why would anyone come to California to do politics? That part of it doesn’t make any sense.

      I set my questions aside. He’s on his way back now, drinks in hand, and the time he spent away from our table hasn’t brought me any closer to being ready to deal with the fact that I’m sitting opposite a prince. I should have done more internet searches, read more articles—but I don’t know what I would have been looking for. I’m completely out of my depth here.

      He sits down opposite me and slides me a drink. “It was a rum and cola, right?”

      “That’s right.” I take the drink and sip it to give myself a little more time to think. “Thank you.”

      “It’s no trouble at all. Are you feeling any better?”

      “What?”

      “Well, you looked a little dizzy when I stepped away. I had the feeling you were having trouble processing things.”

      Was I so transparent? I feel my face flush.

      “I’m fine,” I say, not troubling to confirm that he was correct in his assessment, that I was indeed rocked backward a bit by the news that he was a prince.

      He nods. “You wouldn’t be the first one to be thrown for a loop upon finding out who I really am,” he says. “Unfortunately, it happens more often than I’d like. People don’t know how to deal with royalty, how to talk to royalty. It’s just like I was saying before, really. It’s similar to what I’m sure you go through as a famous actress.”

      “The difference being that you knew I was an actress when you approached me,” I point out.

      “Bumped into you,” he corrects me easily.

      “Either way.” I tilt my head and laugh.

      “I understand your point,” he says. “I did know what I was getting into when I started talking to you. When I asked you to join me for a drink.”

      “I’m so glad you did, by the way. Ask me for a drink. But now I’m not sure how I’m supposed to be treating you,” I say.

      I’m a little embarrassed that all my insecurities about this situation are just pouring out, but I feel completely unglued—scattered—and I know I haven’t got a hope of keeping it together. It would be hard enough anyway, given how distractingly handsome he is. But then there’s the fact that I’ve never been around royalty before, and I have no idea how to act.

      “What do you mean, how you’re supposed to be treating me?” he asks, a shadow of a frown crossing his face.

      “Well, I just mean…” my face is burning. “I don’t know. Am I supposed to bow to you or something? I mean, curtsey? I mean—” My God, I am really making a mess of my words here. “I don’t want to disgrace the United States in the eyes of the ruler of Avaran or cause some kind of diplomatic incident or something. I just don’t know what’s appropriate in a situation like this.”

      A smile lights up his face. “You don’t need to curtsey.” His tone is warm and sincere, and his eyes hold mine. “We’re just having a drink together. Treat us as two regular people having a drink together.”

      “We’re definitely not that,” I say.

      It’s so long since I’ve considered myself just a person. Always, I have to be aware of my other identity, my identity as Aeryn Redfall, my identity as a celebrity. Before, in my life back home, going out for a coffee or to pick up a bottle of my favorite nail polish was an impulse. Now it’s a carefully choreographed routine.

      And maybe this is what I get for sitting down with a stranger. Maybe I’m asking to complicate my life even further than it already is. But how could I say no? How could I turn down those hands, those eyes, those muscular arms? Even if this is just a drink. Even if I never do get to feel them around me—

      Oh my God. Am I fantasizing about a prince?

      I need to lock this down immediately. Alex is kind, yes, and I’m enjoying spending the evening with him, but I can’t allow myself to think that this is going anywhere. He’s a prince. I’m sure he’s not allowed to get involved with girls like me even if he wanted to—which, of course, he wouldn’t. There must be dozens of European royals interested in him, given the fact that he’s heir to a throne and absolutely gorgeous to boot.

      He’s watching me. “You’re really uncomfortable being around royalty, aren’t you?” he asks. “I wouldn’t have thought you would be.”

      “Why? Because I’m famous?” I say the word almost ironically. I have never felt my own fame less.

      “Well, partly that,” he says. “Being a Hollywood star is the American version of royalty, isn’t it? That’s what I’ve always read. And—well, let’s just say you aren’t the first actor I’ve met, and many of them do seem to have a superior attitude. But it isn’t just that. You play a princess on TV.”

      “A fictional princess,” I remind him. “You might as well say I know how to live without indoor plumbing because there isn’t any on the show.”

      He laughs at my joke.

      “I watch your show,” he counters. “I see the way you go through the routines of royal protocol. People who visit Redfall Palace treat you with the respect due their rulers. And you have to hold yourself apart from the rest of your community, the people who live in your town, both for your safety and for theirs. You understand more of the royal lifestyle than you know, Erica.”

      I like the sound of my name on his lips.

      “It isn’t like you think,” I say. “Those scenes are shot all out of order, for one thing, and sometimes they’re even split in half, so the person you would be talking to isn’t in the shot. Remember what I told you about Aeryn and Boniface, and how everyone thinks they’re seeing some secret chemistry between me and Chris, and in reality there’s nothing? What you see on TV has nothing to do with real life. When the cameras stop rolling, we all turn back into our true selves.”

      “You don’t feel some reality in your role as Princess Aeryn?”

      “No,” I say emphatically. “I’m not a princess. I’m just this girl from Ohio, and it’s still incredibly weird to me that I’m on TV at all. When people tell me I’m famous, I feel like they must have made a mistake, like they must be confusing me for someone else.”

      “You’re very humble,” he says. “You’re a beautiful and talented actress, and people all over the world know your name.”

      He smiles suddenly, and it lights up his face like a floodlight before he continues.

      “I have to say, there’s something stunning about the fact that you’re the one who’s flustered to meet me.”
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      “Listen,” Alex says, playing with a packaged pair of crackers. “Try to put it out of your mind. It was easier, wasn’t it, when we first met?”

      “It was. I didn’t know who you were then,” I point out.

      “I liked that you didn’t know,” he says. “That’s why I come here. To America. To California. I’m not a famous face the way you are, of course”—he inclines his head respectfully—“but Avaran is a small nation, and among my people, I am certainly one of the most famous faces. Back home, everyone knows me. Everyone gives me special treatment because they think that’s what’s required of them. They think that’s what they’re supposed to do. Maybe they think that’s what I want. I don’t know.”

      He gets a far-off look in his eye for a moment. Then he turns his focus back to me. He looks almost sad for a moment. His deep brown eyes pull me into his warmth.

      “But as often as I can,” he continues, swirling his now empty glass so they ice clinks around in it, “I like to get away. I like to come here, where most people haven’t even heard of Avaran, where the concerns of my country are half a world away. People here just look at me and see an average person. Nobody special.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” I blurt out before I can think through what I’m about to say to him.

      He raises his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      But I can’t say it. I’m blushing furiously.

      He watches me, curiosity etched all over his face. “Tell me. What did you mean by that? Why don’t you think I can blend in?”

      “Because…”

      Oh God, am I really about to say this to a prince? Out loud?

      “Because you’re gorgeous,” I blurt out. “You must get attention everywhere you go. I know I had my eyes on you well before I understood who you really were.”

      He smiles faintly. “This is a city of beautiful people.”

      “Alessandro—”

      He waves a hand. “Call me Alex. Please. I don’t come here to be treated with formality. I come here to escape from that.”

      “You don’t like being a prince?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, exactly,” he says. “I do like it. I like the responsibility, most of the time, and I like that I have the ability to do good work for my people, to enact policies that will help shape the fate of our nation and the way Avaranians live. I guess I think of it as a job, a lot of the time, and it’s a good job to have. It’s important. I feel…useful.”

      “That does sound nice,” I say. “I suppose I can relate a little bit. I mean, not that my work changes people’s lives in the same way. I don’t make national policy, obviously. But…well, I feel a little self-important talking about this, but some fans of the show have taken the time to tell me some wonderful things. I’ve heard stories from people about how Royal Blue gives them hope, how the show gives them something to look forward to every week, and Aeryn is someone they look up to and admire.”

      “That must be a nice feeling,” Alex says.

      I feel warm inside, and I don’t think it’s the liquor.

      “It is nice,” I say. “It makes me feel like what I’m doing is more than just having fun. Because it is fun, you know. Acting. The costumes, and the stepping into someone else’s life and personality. Becoming Princess Aeryn Redfall. I like the idea that all this fun I’m having is actually doing people some good.”

      Alex’s eyes are soft. “I feel exactly the same way. All the privileges I enjoy as a member of the royal family…don’t get me wrong, I do enjoy them. But I wouldn’t be able to accept them if I didn’t feel I was giving just as much back to my people. I would feel like an unjust ruler.”

      “It’s so strange,” I say.

      “What is?”

      “Everything tonight. The idea that I could have something in common with a prince. And not only that, but the fact that I met a prince here at all. It’s a bit surreal.”

      “I’m sure we have more in common than even that,” Alex says. “I meant what I said, you know, about celebrities being the royalty of America. You have your film stars and your TV stars, and everyone knows their faces, their names, the intimate details of their personal lives.”

      I think of the story Jay sold about me. It had honestly left my mind until just now, and I feel a sudden wave of dread at the thought of it.

      “Have you read articles about me?”

      “Yes, I have,” Alex says quietly.

      My heart sinks.

      “I don’t want to lie to you,” he says. “I don’t want to put you at a disadvantage in that way. You deserve the truth, Erica. But I want to be clear. Whatever I’ve read about you in any articles, I understand that it’s as likely to be false as true. I don’t enter this—whatever this is—assuming that I know anything about you. Reporters can be wrong, and they can exaggerate things to get a better story, and I know that as well as anyone. It’s happened to me. Back in Avaran, everyone who meets me thinks they already know who I am.”

      I don’t know what to say. I feel on the verge of tears, suddenly. What Alex is saying is exactly right—exactly my experience and the way I feel. He understands me like nobody has.

      These are problems I can’t complain to my old friends in Ohio about because they don’t know what it’s like to find yourself suddenly famous. I can’t talk to Lizzie about it either, because she feels so comfortable and at home in this world. But Alex is like me. Suddenly the things that divide us—our different nationalities, the fact that he’s a prince and my royal status is completely fake—seem not to matter at all.

      And before I can think about what I’m doing, I lean across the table and kiss him.

      Our lips meet for only a few precious moments before Alex breaks the kiss, and there’s a horrible moment in which I think I’ve crossed a line.

      My mind goes a mile a minute. Have I violated some unknown rule? We kissed before…I thought that was mutual, but what if I was wrong? What if that was just me kissing him, and he didn’t want to make things awkward by pulling away? What if—

      Then all my what-iffing is driven away as quickly as it began. Alex rises from his seat, takes a seat on the side of the booth next to me, and returns his lips to mine.

      And I know. I know I wasn’t wrong about that last kiss. I can feel the intensity, the passion, pouring from him, crashing into my own passion like two waves colliding and sending up a spray.

      My thighs clench, and I’m suddenly aware of my own mounting desire. I want to press my body into his. I want to climb on top of him, right here in this bar. I feel lit from within, like I’ve swallowed a star and it’s settled somewhere deep within my core. Surely he can see the need shining out of me.

      Do I dare make the move my body is yearning for?

      It’s been so long since I let myself become entranced by a guy like this. It’s not a sensible way to behave, not when so many people are just interested in dating me because of what I represent, as opposed to the person I am. But I’m confident that isn’t the case with Alex. He doesn’t want me because I’m famous or because he has some kind of fantasy about Aeryn he wants to live out.

      Ordinarily, I’d like to have a few dates with a guy before taking him home—Jay was a prime example of the thinking behind that approach. But this is different. This isn’t a potential relationship. It’s just an instance of physical chemistry like I’ve never encountered before.

      I take a break from kissing and lean my forehead against Alex’s, my chest heaving. Everyone in this bar must have noticed us by now. I can’t bring myself to care.

      He’s a prince. That’s the thing I can’t allow myself to lose sight of. He’s royalty. He’s not just some random dude I met at a bar. He’s been kind to me so far, and easy to get along with, but if I ask him back to my house, he’s just going to laugh at me, isn’t he?

      I feel another rush of heat. God, I’ve never wanted someone like this. It feels necessary. It’ll be a waste if I don’t see this through. I’ll never experience chemistry like this with anyone again in my life. I need this.

      “We should go,” I say. My voice sounds like a gasp. I can’t help it. “We can go to my place.”

      And Alex is nodding, fast and eager. “Yes. Please.”

      The world seems to shimmer around me, and I lose track of how things are progressing, how we’re moving from place to place. Because we can’t be moving to these places. It’s surreal. It’s like something out of a dream. And I can’t focus my attention on my surroundings at all, and I can’t keep events in their proper sequence, and I almost don’t know where I am. All I know for sure is who I’m with and how he’s making me feel. Does the rest of it even matter?

      We’re outside the hotel, in front of the valet stand, and we’re not touching each other because if I touch him at all, I’m going to start tearing his clothes off.

      I don’t care that we’re at a massive luxury hotel and that people are coming and going and perfectly able to see us. I don’t care that all my coworkers are right inside and could walk out here at any minute. How am I supposed to think about any of that at a time like this? I can barely keep my legs under me.

      We get a cab—waiting for my driver will take too long.

      Not to mention that the anonymity of the cab is soothing. Here, we’re just two people melting into the darkness of the interior, trying our best to keep from touching one another.

      The cab ride takes forever. I sit as far away from Alex as I can, and a part of me is yearning for common sense to restore itself.

      I know what’s going on here. I’ve gotten carried away by my hormones.

      I haven’t had sex in a while—it’s been months—and now here I am with this attractive guy, this guy who seems to understand things about my life that no one else ever has, and my mind is playing tricks on me. Of course I’m attracted to him, with those hands and that chest and those deep, soulful eyes. But that’s no excuse for the way I’m losing my head. I press my forehead to the window of the cab, trying to cool myself down.

      But all my attempts fail, and by the time we reach my house, I’m more turned on than ever.

      I’m glad Alex takes responsibility for paying the cab driver, because I’m not sure I could handle counting money in my current state. I fumble my keys out of my purse, feeling helpless and caught in a tide I can’t resist. I don’t know how I’m ever going to get the door open.

      Then Alex is there, pressing my back into the solid wood of my own front door, his leg sliding between mine, his mouth covering mine, and it occurs to me that I’m not driving this train at all.

      “We need to get inside,” I gasp. I’m not telling him so much as I’m telling myself. If we don’t keep moving, if we stop and let ourselves indulge in this, I’m not going to be able to stop and we’re going to end up naked right here on my front porch. “I have neighbors.”

      I feel Alex’s hand cup against my stomach. “Keys.”

      I drop them into his hand. Without releasing me, he reaches around and fits the key into the doorknob. I feel the door give way behind me and I’m moving backward, stumbling as I go, into the familiar bright light of my foyer.

      “Bedroom?” Alex asks.

      “There.” I point to one of the doors behind me. I can’t even form full sentences.

      He steers us toward it, our hands now finding their way under each other’s clothes.

      I want his shirt off him so badly that I feel a sudden urge to tear it, an urge that surprises me—my passion has never manifested itself so aggressively. I grit my teeth against my urges and hook my fingers in the meat of his back, tugging there instead, bringing him closer to me.

      Alex, meanwhile, has found the zipper of my dress and pulled it down. The garment spills to the floor like liquid, pooling around my feet, and it is just such a relief to finally be unclothed that I kick off my own panties to finish the job. I slide my hands down his torso and tug at his pants, but he’s already helping me, fumbling with the button, sliding them down.

      He wants me just as much as I want him. I can see it whenever our eyes meet. I can hear it in his ragged breathing. I can feel it in the grip of his hands on my arms, my hips, my ass. It feels too magical, too big and too beautiful to be believed. Do things like this really happen between strangers? They can’t, can they?

      They must.

      They are.

      He lifts me in his arms, gently kicks aside the door that leads to the bedroom, and tosses me almost carelessly onto the bed. I rise up on my elbows just as he covers me with his body.

      Suddenly his mouth is everywhere and I can’t stay upright. The pleasure surging through me is too much. I fall back, desperate for more, arching into him with every kiss or lick.

      “God,” he breathes. “Erica.”

      I link my leg around his to pull him even closer to me.

      “Where did you come from?” I whisper against his cheek. “Are you really here?”

      He doesn’t answer, and I understand. There’s no real answer to what I’m asking. I want to understand how this isn’t a fantasy. I want to know what happens at midnight when the magic spell breaks and the prince turns back into a frog.

      But I don’t want to know any of that right now. Right now I want his skin on mine, his mouth on mine, my legs hitched up over his hips and my ankles locked behind his back, and he’s lifting away for a moment, a long, terrible moment when I’m sure he’s decided to stop—

      And then he’s inside me.

      His hands cradle my face for a moment. My mouth is open, some combination of amazement and trying to catch my breath.

      Always before I’ve worried about how I look during sex. I’ve always tried to make pretty faces, even in the throes of passion. I suppose it’s the actress in me, trying to imitate the sex scenes I’ve seen on TV. But there’s nothing performative about this. I don’t have the presence of mind to worry about how I look. All I can think about is Alex, big and strong and absolutely dominating me, hands roving over my body, face now nestled in the crook of my neck.

      Too slow. He’s moving too slowly. I plant my heels against his butt and pull, trying to increase the pace.

      He pulls back and presses his forehead to mine.

      “Easy, Erica,” he whispers. “We have all night.”

      No, I want to protest. I don’t have all night.

      I don’t know how to explain how badly I need more more, more, more of him, right now, how badly the idea of waiting hurts. I can’t do it. I arch, lifting my hips, grinding into him, needing—

      He groans, hips snapping forward, and I know I’ve broken him. I’ve overcome his control. I feel a surge of pride and satisfaction. It was easier than I thought.

      Now we’re both moving desperately, hands all over each other’s bodies as though fumbling for anything to hold onto, and I know this isn’t going to last much longer.

      “Erica—” he groans again, “Erica—”

      “Do it,” I grit out and lock my teeth around his earlobe.

      As much as I want this to keep going, I can’t bear to pull back even a little from him. I can’t stand to delay the pleasure I know is coming.

      And he does. One more thrust—hard, gasping, intense—his arms now threaded under mine and his hands locked on top of my shoulders so he can pull me down and into him harder.

      I feel like a rag doll in his arms. Waves of pleasure surge through me, and my head falls back onto the pillow, but I’m barely here at all anymore because my body is coming apart and Alex is the only real thing in the universe, the only thing I know is true—

      When I return to myself, I’m gasping, nearly crying from the intensity of it. I bury my head against his chest and wait for my heart to stop pounding. I can hear his heart matching mine beat for beat, hammering away, unable to recover.

      “Wow, Erica,” he says finally. “You’re really something.”

      I close my eyes, basking in the warm glow of his approval, reveling in his pleasure and in my own.

      Slowly, delicately, sleep comes to carry me away, but I stay curled in the warmth of Alex’s arms as I go.
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      I drift slowly between dreams, aware, always, that I’m dreaming. It’s strange. Usually, I’m not so certain about that fact. But now I’m completely grounded by Alex’s hand on my hip while I sleep. His touch is the only thing that’s real.

      But how can he be real? Once or twice I question it. He must be the dream.

      I dream I’m on set, that the filming of season three is beginning and someone has decided that the king’s heirs should compete in a battle for the throne. There’s a rush of pride. I’m a good fighter already. The others will have to train, but I’m ready.

      Behind me, Alex breathes softly, contentedly, his face pressed into the crook of my neck, and no, no matter what the world around me reveals, I know I’m asleep, the battle is only a dream.

      Alex. Alex is what’s real.

      I can’t possibly be getting a good night’s sleep. I must be riding the edge of waking, given how attuned I am to every move Alex makes and every sound he utters. Would I ever get used to this? Would I ever be able to sleep properly in his arms, or would the mere fact of him always be enough to keep me alert?

      All this wondering has me more in my conscious mind than in my dream, and it pulls me gently back to full wakefulness. Alex’s hand is on my hip, exactly where I’ve been aware of it resting all night, but now I feel other things. His breath, soft and even, on the back of my neck. His feet, nested beneath mine.

      I remember how animalistic I felt last night, how desperate I was for this man, and I wait for embarrassment to come, but to my surprise, it doesn’t. We’re lying here in bed together, fully naked, having been absolutely wanton just a few hours ago, and I’m as comfortable as I’ve ever been in my life.

      The hand on my hip moves, suddenly, slipping down so his arm encircles my waist and pulling me back into him. Sometime in the last minute or so, he’s woken up, and maybe I’m not the only one who was aware of our closeness all night, because he’s already hard, lifting his hips into me and making me gasp.

      “Morning,” he whispers, directly into my ear.

      “H-hi.”

      How quickly I become unglued in his arms! How little it takes for me to lose myself completely. I’m not the kind of woman who turns into a mess around a man, but this is something else altogether. I’ve never experienced anything like it in my life.

      He hums a little. “Did you sleep well?” he asks.

      “Not very,” I admit, surprising myself by telling the truth. I don’t know what makes me do it. Maybe it’s just the fact that I feel so close to him right now. It’s as though any deception would be putting up a wall between us.

      “I didn’t wear you out enough?” he asks, a laugh in his voice, pulling me closer. “Do we need to try it again? I hate to leave you disappointed.”

      “I wasn’t disappointed—” I break off in another gasp as his hand slides up my stomach and cups my breast.

      I know what he’s doing. I know this is banter. Ordinarily, I’d enjoy it, wordplay back and forth like this, but my head is too scattered to play along.

      “What should we do today?” Alex muses. “Should we go out to brunch? Is there a good place near here? I could really go for some bagels and lox. My treat, of course…”

      “Bagels?” I practically whimper.

      He’s not seriously talking about bagels at a time like this, is he? The very idea of putting clothes on and sitting across from him in a diner booth seems impossible. How can he be thinking of breakfast when we’re right here, when we’re this close to each other and that beautiful bliss we created together last night? We’re already naked. It’s just a matter of making the right moves at this point.

      I press back into him, trying to make it plain that bagels are not what I want right now.

      He huffs out a little breath of air, and my heart sings.

      “Well,” he says huskily, “maybe brunch will have to wait.”

      Relief floods me. I roll over in his arms and press my lips to his. His hand cups the back of my head, holding me close.

      We can stay here all day, I think to myself, molding my body to his. Forget brunch. We can just stay here and do this. It’s hiatus, so I don’t have to be on set, and he’s on vacation and probably doesn’t have anywhere to be. There’s no reason to leave this bed for the next twelve hours.

      Then a phone rings.

      It’s like a bucket of ice water has been thrown over me, bringing me crashing down from my high. At first I think it’s my phone, and that I’m somehow about to be called to set after all, but then it rings again, and Alex mutters a curse under his breath. I recognize that the chimes are different from the pattern of the chimes on my own phone. The call is not for me.

      “You can get that if you need to,” I say.

      He shakes his head and kisses me again, more urgently, as if the force and fire of our passion could make the phone disappear.

      But it rings again, and I pull back.

      “Really, it’s fine. I’ll be right here.” I push him away from me gently, even though every fiber of me is screaming to pull him closer instead. “Find out what they want.”

      He gets to his feet reluctantly.

      “Stay,” he says, holding a hand out to me, as if I might possibly decide to go anywhere else knowing that he’s coming back.

      He steps into his boxers and pants, immediately disrupting my view, and scoops his phone out of his pocket.

      “Hello?” he says easily.

      I wait, hoping whoever’s on the other end of this call can be gotten rid of quickly.

      He frowns. “I told you my itinerary—”

      Then the frown deepens. He glances at me and holds up a finger, indicating that he’ll be a minute.

      I nod in what I hope is an agreeable way. I want to make things easy on him. I don’t want to be the girl who demands constant attention, even when other things are going on in his life.

      After all, this was just a one-night stand.

      Right?

      Of course, the night is over now, but he’s still here. We still want each other in the light of day. That doesn’t have the feeling of a one-night stand. That feels like…well, it feels like something with the potential to be more. Is it possible that this could be, not the end of something, but the beginning? Is it possible that Alex and I could have a future together?

      No. That’s crazy. He’s royalty.

      But he sees me as royalty, too. He said so himself. Celebrities are America’s royalty.

      That’s ridiculous, though. He meant that we seem that way to the public. He meant that we’re treated with over-the-top amounts of adoration, and we get the royal treatment from businesses. Things like that.

      Being royalty is more than just being worshipped by fans. I know enough to know that. He has responsibilities I don’t have in life. He can’t feel that we’re peers just because I’m famous.

      And I’m barely famous. I mean, one TV show, two seasons—yes, it’s been successful, but at the end of the day, it’s one role. Without Royal Blue I’d still just be Erica from Ohio, going on auditions for TV commercials.

      The sound of my balcony door sliding open brings me back into the present. Alex is stepping outside. He slides the door closed behind him but leaves it cracked, and a few words float back to me. “Urgent” and “parliament” and “make sure you inform.” It’s somber, serious, and nothing like the Alex I’ve gotten to know over the past twelve hours.

      Something has changed in him. What is it?

      He’s pacing back and forth, as if he’s stressed to the breaking point. Once, he stops and grips the railing on the balcony’s edge, his shoulders hunched and leaning forward. I feel a desperate yearning to throw off the blankets and go to him, wrap my arms around him, and ease his suffering. But I can’t. He went outside because he wanted to have a private conversation, and I know it would be invasive and inappropriate for me to following him out there.

      The only thing I can do is to sit here and wait, and hope I’ll be able to do something when he comes back in.

      When finally he returns, however, the vibe coming off him is so stressed that I know at once our day in bed together is no longer an option.

      Sure enough, before I can say anything, before I can ask him who was on the phone or what it was about, he’s reaching for his sweater and pulling it over his head. I grab an extra-large T-shirt from my dresser that I usually sleep in, pull it over my head, and clamber out of bed.

      “What’s going on, Alex?”

      “Nothing,” he says.

      I’m stunned by the distance, the coolness, in his tone. It’s not impolite, not exactly, but he’s talking to me as if we’re strangers instead of people who spent the night together. All the closeness that was between us, all his attentiveness to me, seems to have evaporated in the time he spent out on the balcony.

      How could it all have just gone away so quickly?

      I’m not the kind of person who’s prone to overly romanticizing things. It’s not like me to make more of something than was actually there. And last night with Alex was absolutely the most amazing connection with a man I’ve ever had. Both mentally and physically, it seemed like we were in exactly the same place. And now it’s just gone? It doesn’t make sense.

      He goes into the living room and sits down on the couch to pull on his shoes. I follow.

      “Are you leaving?” I ask, feeling pathetic.

      “I have to,” he says.

      “I thought we were going to get brunch.”

      I feel like the saddest girl in the world. I didn’t even want to get brunch with him. I wanted to spend the day in bed. But now it feels like everything is slipping through my fingers and I’m grasping to hold on to anything I can. It’s humiliating.

      Alex shakes his head. “No time. I’m sorry. I need to get to the airport right away.”

      “To the airport?” Now I’m confused. “I thought you were here on vacation. Didn’t you say you were staying for a while?”

      I try to think back over our conversation last night. I could have sworn he told me he’d be in California for a few weeks. Did I just imagine that because it’s what I wanted to hear?

      “I have to cut my trip short,” Alex says. “I need to get back to the palace. It was a mistake to think I could stay here for any real length of time. I should know better, really.”

      “Alex, who was that on the phone?”

      But he just shakes his head again. He’s patting his pockets now in a way that’s all too familiar to me. I’ve seen men do this dozens of times, always right before they walk out the door. He’s making sure he has everything.

      “Please, Alex,” I try one more time. “Can’t we just get breakfast before you go? Maybe talk about this?”

      We’re never going to see each other again if you leave this way, I think, but don’t say aloud. I guess I do have a scrap of dignity left.

      “I can’t,” he says firmly. “I need to catch a plane.”

      “There are planes leaving all the time,” I protest. “What difference is an hour going to make?”

      And for the two of us, it could make all the difference in the world. We could make a plan, arrange to see each other in the future, at least discuss the possibility of keeping in contact…

      “Listen, Erica,” Alex says. “This was fun. I had a really nice time.”

      I feel humiliated tears welling up behind my eyes and swallow hard to choke them down. So it was only a one-night stand. How foolish I was to imagine something more.

      “I think,” Alex continues, “that it would be best if we ended things now. On a positive note. Any kind of future for the two of us…it’s just too impractical, isn’t it? You need to be here so you can film your show, and I need to be back in Avaran taking care of royal business.”

      “Is that what that call was?” I ask, and to my surprise, I manage to keep all bitterness out of my tone.

      A few tears spill over, and with them, my embarrassment and feelings of being pathetic seem to dry up. It’s okay that I’m sad about this, I realize. The connection between Alex and me—that was real. I didn’t imagine it.

      “I can’t really talk about that call,” he says, and for the first time, I’m acutely aware of the status of the person standing in my home. The difference between celebrities and royalty has never seemed so stark. I don’t have secrets the way he does. I don’t have anything I couldn’t tell him.

      “So this is it,” I say quietly.

      It’s not really a question. He’s been telling me since he got off the phone, and I understand him well enough. He has to leave now, and we have to end whatever this is before it starts.

      Maybe he can see how sad I am about that, because something in his face softens.

      “I really did have a wonderful night,” he says, and for a moment I’m caught all over again in the warmth of his eyes. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way. Really I do.”

      “I know,” I say regretfully. “I know you’re right, Alex.”

      “We’ll always have last night,” he says. “One perfect night. I know I’ll always remember it that way. I wish it could have been more, but I’m glad we got to have what we did.”

      I nod. “Thank you,” I say. “For everything.”

      He crosses the room in two strides, sweeps me into his arms, and kisses me, long and hard. It feels like he’s pouring the entire future we’ll never have into that kiss, and everything that might have been is being explored and celebrated between us right now.

      The kiss goes on and on, and for just a moment I start to believe that he might have changed his mind. Maybe he isn’t in such a hurry to leave. If I can just get him back to bed…

      He pulls away. “It was wonderful meeting you, Erica,” he says.

      And then he turns and disappears, the door closing behind him, and it’s as if he was never here at all.

      I press my fingers to my lips, which are still sore, reassuring myself that I didn’t imagine him. He was really here. I had a prince—the sexiest man I’ve ever met—in my house just a minute ago.

      And now I’ve lost him. He’s out of my life for good.

      I know he’s right. There’s too much in the way of our pursuing any kind of future. How could we have a relationship when he lives in Avaran and I live in California, practically on opposite sides of the globe? How could we even be friends when he’s busy all the time with whatever royalty does and I’m working eighty-hour weeks on film sets?

      Yes, he’s definitely right to end things now.

      I’m glad. I’m glad he had the strength to do it.

      It would have dragged on, rotted, turned from beautiful and magical to stale and painful as we struggled to make a complex long-distance relationship work.

      And in the end, of course, it would have ended, and it would have been a horrible, very public breakup because there’s no way we could keep Princess Aeryn Redfall dating the real-life prince of Avaran out of the tabloids. Everyone would have known, and everyone would have had an opinion, and there would have been articles on the internet from people who knew nothing about either of us about which of us had done the other wrong.

      He’s right, so why do I feel like my heart is breaking?

      I collapse onto my sofa, exhausted, overwhelmed by how quickly my plans for the day have changed. I’m not going back to Ohio for another week. Alex is gone. All my friends are people from the show, and they’ve already started to scatter for the hiatus. And if anyone is left in town, I’d be too embarrassed to face them after ditching the party the way I did last night.

      I pull a pillow over my face and let myself imagine I’m back with Alex, that his hands are roaming over me again the way they were last night. The chemistry between us, the connection, was truly unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, and I doubt I’ll ever find anything like it again.

      No sooner had I found it, it was gone.
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        Six Weeks Later

      

    
    
      Today, I tell myself firmly as I get dressed, I am not going to think about Alex.

      The only problem is that I’ve been making this promise to myself every morning, and never once have I succeeded in keeping it. And I know that part of the problem is the fact that I’m pledging not to think about him—trying not to think about something or someone almost guarantees that you will think about it. Them. Him.

      Alex.

      I wish I’d had the presence of mind during our short time together to take a photo of him. I wish I had some kind of evidence of our time together. But, of course, if I did have a photo, I’m sure I’d spend all my time staring at it and never get anything done.

      God. This was supposed to be a one-night stand. I shouldn’t be this hung up on it—on him.

      I grab my keys and head out the door, fully aware that, contrary to my pledge, I’ve done almost nothing but think about Alex so far this morning.

      When push came to shove, I found I wasn’t able to tell Lizzie what happened that night. I don’t know why. Maybe I just wanted to keep the truth for myself.

      “Yes, it was him,” I said when she called me up the next day to press me for details about the mysterious prince of Avaran. “Melissa was right. He was trying to keep a low profile, though.”

      She was ecstatic. “You hooked up with a European prince!”

      “We just had drinks,” I lied. “He’s a fan of the show, so he wanted to hear all about it, and I thought his life was interesting too. It was just one of those fun encounters.”

      “Some people have all the luck,” Lizzie moaned. “Why is it that whenever I meet a fan, it’s either a skeevy dude or a huge nerd?”

      “Women like your character, too,” I pointed out.

      She made a dismissive noise. “That’s great and everything, but come on. A real live prince? That beats everything.”

      She didn’t know the half of it. The more I look back on that night, the more I feel like I was in a fairy tale. A handsome prince emerging from out of nowhere—almost literally out of nowhere, just bumping into me as we turned a corner in opposite directions. Discovering that we hit it off more perfectly than I have with anyone I’ve ever met before.

      It’s surreal and wonderful in my memory, but always, always, I wake up in the cold reality where it’s already happened and slipped through my fingers. The most magical event of my life was over almost before it had a chance to begin.

      I drive to my favorite coffee shop to pick up a drink. It’s a new routine for me. When I’m filming Royal Blue, I don’t drink coffee, because the physicality of my work gives me plenty of adrenaline. You don’t need caffeine when you’re filming fight scenes. But during the hiatus, I’ve found my body craves that spike of additional energy.

      I pull into the parking lot outside Alabaster Studios and climb out of my car and into the sunlight, juggling my purse and my coffee. There must be something wrong with me, I think wryly as I make my way toward the door. This was supposed to be my vacation, my time to go back to Ohio and feel normal for a little while. I was going to be back with my parents, having breakfast made for me by my mom every morning, playing chess with my dad by the fire in the evenings, and just generally not being in Hollywood. But before I had even unpacked my bags, I was on my way back.

      It’s all my agent’s fault, really. I told Debra I was going to take the hiatus off and do absolutely nothing. I knew she didn’t like it. I’m her most successful client, after all.

      She took me on when I was small time—she mostly works with commercial actors—and when I landed the gig on Royal Blue, she worried I was going to ditch her for a more hotshot agency. I could have. They courted me. But Debra was the one who got me that audition in the first place. She’s always believed in me, and I’m loyal to her.

      She doesn’t like it when I’m not working, though.

      “Couldn’t we book you some paid appearances, at least?” she asked. “You could do a signing in Vancouver. I know you’ve always wanted to go there.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go there on vacation,” I corrected. “And that’s what this hiatus is going to be. A vacation. Not work.”

      She let it go. But one week later, she sent me the script that made me eat my own words with a knife and fork.

      I’ve always been in awe of the work Alabaster Studios produces. It’s an independent studio, which means they don’t have as much money as some of the big guys, but they have a lot more freedom when it comes to deciding which scripts to make. They take chances on the kind of projects that big studios would be afraid of.

      The film I’m working on is about a girl who becomes lost and stranded out on the tundra with only her sled dogs for company. My scenes are almost entirely nonverbal, and I get to work closely with the animals, which is so much fun. There are horses on the set of Royal Blue, but I’ve never shared a scene with them.

      Inside, the director, Martine, is sitting by craft services and snacking on a donut. She waves when she sees me come in and beckons me over.

      “You’re early,” she says.

      “I’ve been sleeping weirdly,” I admit. “I was awake.”

      She examines me. “You do look a little tired. But that’s probably good for the character. I’ll have makeup check you for continuity though. We don’t want you looking a lot more tired than you did in yesterday’s shots.” She tosses me an apple. “Eat something, for God’s sake. You’re so skinny it’s ridiculous.”

      “I’ve actually gone up a few pounds,” I confide.

      She rolls her eyes. “Actresses.”

      Almost pointedly, she takes a big bite of her donut. I bite into the apple and head to my dressing room to prepare for the day’s work.

      The scene we’re shooting today is one in which my character takes shelter in a cave with her dogs and tries to build a fire. Once I’m dressed in the dirty rags that comprise my costume, I head out onto the set to greet the dogs. Part of the schedule is always spending a few minutes with them so they can get acclimated to me.

      Liam, the trainer, has them all seated and waiting for me.

      “So, today you’re going to be working very closely with Nome,” he says.

      He makes a signal with his fingers and one of the dogs steps out of line. I recognize him by his darker coat and bright blue eyes. He’s the one who ran at the head of the pack, back when my character still had a sled.

      “The others are going to pile up at the back of the cave, but on his cue, Nome is going to come over and lie down on top of you to keep you warm.”

      I nod. “What do I need to do?”

      “Just keep still. He’s not expecting you to move, and if you do, he’ll think that means get off.”

      “They won’t go too near the fire, will they? I don’t want anyone to get burned.”

      “No, no. They’re sensible enough to keep clear of that,” Liam assures me.

      I nod and head over to the stage.

      It occurs to me, suddenly, that I haven’t thought about Alex since I arrived at the studio, and I take a moment to congratulate myself on that feat, but of course now I’m thinking about him again.

      This is how it’s been every day. I try to lose myself in my work. It’s such an interesting movie, and I really am excited to be a part of it. At any other time in my life, this would be all I could think about. But now I can barely keep my mind in the present.

      It’s not just his body, either—although it totally is his body. I’ve felt more sexually voracious in the past few weeks than I think I ever have in my life, even as a teenager. And I know exactly what’s causing it. It’s got to be the memory of that night with Alex. It’s running through the back of my head all the time, and I feel like I’m always watching a dirty film.

      But it’s more than that. I want to talk to him. I want to tell him about the movie I’m making. I want to tell him about Nome and ask him if he likes dogs. I want to know what’s going on in Avaran. I could use a search engine to find the answer to that last question, of course, but every time I sit down at my computer I pull away. I don’t want to ask the question. Maybe I’m just afraid of what seeing his face again will unlock in me.

      I can’t believe it’s been six weeks already.

      Six weeks.

      Six weeks…

      Something clunks into place in my head, suddenly and unpleasantly, and my stomach swoops with realization.

      I’m late. My period is very, very late.

      It’s circumstantial, it must be. It doesn’t mean what my first thought is that it must mean, but suddenly other things are starting to add up, and they’re forming a complete picture that’s all too telling. Things like how tired I’ve been. It’s not because I’m not getting my usual adrenaline rush. My libidinousness isn’t due to constantly reminiscing on my time with Alex—or, at least, it’s not solely due to that. Even my weight gain makes sense.

      I’m pregnant.

      But I can’t be, can I? Alex and I used protection. I remember my lessons from health class that protection isn’t one hundred percent effective, but it’s damn close. How could this have happened?

      Feeling shaky, I turn and walk back off the set.

      Martine stares at me as I approach her.

      “What’s with you?” she asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Not feeling well,” I say, hearing the tremor in my own voice. “I’m sorry. I think I might be sick. Do you think we could postpone the shoot a few hours?”

      “Do you need me to call you a car?” she asks.

      “No, I’ll be fine to get home,” I say.

      “All right. Take the rest of the day off, then. We’ll just pick it up tomorrow. But call me if this gets any worse, okay? If we’re going to have to cancel tomorrow too, I’d rather switch the shooting order so we can shoot one of the scenes you’re not in.”

      I nod. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Martine says, not unkindly. “Get some rest.”

      I stagger out to my car. Once I’m inside, I rest my forehead on the steering wheel and try to think.

      Pregnant.

      Honestly, there’s a part of me—under all the anxiety and worry and dread about what’s to come—that’s a bit excited. It seems like every day one of my old high school friends is announcing her pregnancy on social media. Some of them have babies already and send me pictures in the mail or on holiday cards. They all look so happy.

      Although I haven’t had time to make any deliberate strides toward it, I want a family of my own. I feel a pang every time I see my friends with babies and toddlers. And lately, with how busy I’ve been working on Royal Blue and handling life in the public eye, I’ve begun to wonder if normal family life will ever be possible for me.

      Of course, there isn’t anything normal about this situation.

      I stop at a drive-through pharmacy to buy a pregnancy test. I put sunglasses on even though it’s a cloudy day and let my hair down to disguise my face. I’ll have to hope the clerk doesn’t figure out who I am, or if he does, that he has enough discretion not to leak it to the press. There’s nothing to stop him.

      Most women in my position would send a friend or assistant or their agent to the drugstore for them, but I don’t have anyone I trust enough, and I don’t have time to track someone down. I need this answered now.

      Back at home, I make my way to the bathroom, tearing the little pink box open as I go and shaking out the package with the test inside. I rip it open with trembling fingers. I have no idea at the moment what outcome I’m hoping for. The only thing I know for certain that I want is information.

      Is it true?

      The waiting is the hardest part. I place the test on the edge of the bathtub and pace, not daring to look at it, waiting for the timer on my phone to inform me that the results are in. It feels like forever. I lose a year of my life waiting on that test.

      The alarm rings.

      I freeze for a moment in the eleventh hour. Once I look, there’s no going back.

      Then I cross the floor quickly before I can stop myself and grab the test.

      Positive.

      I’m pregnant.

      I’m pregnant, and the father is a prince.

      I’m having a prince’s baby.
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      It takes me a long time to calm down. I sit in the bathroom, frozen in shock, for at least a half hour. Even though I suspected it, even though I was pretty sure, I wasn’t at all prepared for having it confirmed. Even now, it feels like there must be some mistake.

      I can’t be pregnant. I’m not. I don’t feel any different.

      That isn’t true, of course—haven’t I already been noticing ways in which I feel different? But it should be more than that, shouldn’t it? I’m having a baby. I’m growing a whole person inside me. And the difference I notice is that I feel a little more tired? That’s nothing. Compared with the magnitude of the news that I’m pregnant, that’s not even worth talking about.

      Finally, I scrape myself off the floor and make my way to the bedroom to lie down. I don’t bother turning the lights on.

      I feel like I need to call somebody. I don’t know what my next step is here. There’s never been anything like this in my adult life. I’ve always known what I needed to do next, even if that thing wasn’t easy. When I wanted to become an actress, I needed to move to LA, get an agent, and start going on auditions. It was straightforward. But this? What do I do next?

      My friends back home, the ones who’ve had babies, they could tell me how to handle a pregnancy. But they wouldn’t have any idea how to keep sensational news out of the press. Can I trust the entire staff at my doctor’s office not to leak something like this? Lizzie, on the other hand, is great with advice on avoiding publicity, but what does she know about babies?

      Besides all of which, the person I really need to talk to is Alex.

      We agreed we’d let things die between us, that our one great night together would be just that, but this changes everything. Doesn’t it? Wouldn’t he want to know about this?

      I realize, suddenly, sharply, that I don’t know.

      How well do I honestly know Alex? It felt like we had such a connection that night. But can I honestly claim to know him? We barely had time to talk. I know nothing about his family, his childhood, even the country he comes from. I don’t know what his values are at all. And I don’t know anything about the strictures placed on him by his title, either.

      This baby is his, there’s no doubt about that, but it was conceived out of wedlock on a one-night stand with a woman who is decidedly not royalty, and not Avaranian either. How much of a problem might that be for him? It’s possible he’ll want nothing to do with this child.

      What would I do if that were the case?

      I have to tell him about the baby. That much is clear. He has a right to know he’s going to be a father. No matter how he feels about it, he has the right to the information, and he has the right to decide what he wants to do next.

      And, if I’m honest with myself, I want his involvement. It’s more than just wanting Alex in my life, too, although I definitely want that. If I had my wish, this would bring us back together.

      But I can’t count on that. He’s made it clear that a relationship between us won’t work no matter how we feel about it, and his reasons do make sense. So I’ll just have to hope that he wants to be involved in the life of his child. I hope very much that he will. I want my baby to know his or her father.

      Telling Alex the truth will be hard, there’s no doubt about it. But I feel confident in my decision. It’s the right thing to do for everyone concerned.

      And now I have a path forward.

      I close my eyes and pull my pillow over my face, stunned at how quickly my entire world has changed around me, and how much.
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      I’m expecting another sleepless night, like the one I passed when Alex was here in bed with me, because I’m once again so distracted and caught up that it seems impossible I could ever relax enough to drift off.

      And yet, to my surprise, I find myself waking up as the early rays of sun slot their way through the windows. It must be the pregnancy, is all I can figure, ensuring that my body gets the rest it needs.

      I really know nothing about being pregnant. I feel like a book will spare me days getting lost in the myriad of information online, but it’s not like I can just walk into a bookstore and buy a pregnancy guide—the news would be out before I even got home.

      Fortunately, I have a P.O. box set up under a pseudonym, so I can shop online without having to attach my name to the shipment.

      I reach over to my nightstand and pull my tablet out of the drawer and tap a few buttons to place a quick order. The book won’t arrive for a few days, but that’s okay. I can look for information online until then.

      And speaking of looking for information online…

      The problem is that I don’t know any details about Alex, and that’s going to make it next to impossible for me to contact him. We didn’t exchange phone numbers or any type of contact information. Of course, there’s the significant fact of him being the prince of Avaran, and that makes him fairly traceable, I would assume. But it doesn’t tell me how to get in contact with him at all.

      Really, he was right about one thing. His situation is incredibly similar to my own. I know I have thousands of fans, but it’s almost impossible for them to talk to me directly. Fan letters have to be sent to the production company, and they have people whose job it is to screen them before I receive them. Even once I do, I would never have time to read them all. And my public social media accounts are managed by other people. I’m sure Alex has exactly the same setup—not reachable to the public.

      But I have to try. I have to do everything I can to let him know.

      Before I can think about what I’m doing or try to talk myself out of it, I’m typing “Avaran” into a search engine.

      I steel myself, half expecting Alex’s face to pop up immediately, but it doesn’t. The first few images shown are all either maps of the little country or photos of a city I don’t recognize. I suppose it must be the capital. I scroll down. The search results page offers me a tourism guide, a list of hotels, and—an encyclopedia article.

      It’s as good a place to start as any.

      I click the link and skim the article, waiting for something to jump out at me. The article seems to cover the entire history of Avaran. The first part shows me where Avaran is in the world and talks about things like major imports and exports and what the currency is. Nice to know, but not the kind of thing I’m looking for.

      I scroll down a bit, not sure exactly what I’m hoping to see, and stop at a heading that says “Politics.”

      “Avaran is a monarchy with a recent history of turmoil,” the article reads. “Although the throne has been occupied by the Gosar family for several generations—”

      Gosar. His last name must be Gosar.

      I open another browser tab, type in “Alessandro Gosar,” hit search, and click back to my encyclopedia article to finish reading.

      “Although the throne has been occupied by the Gosar family for several generations, a recent ruler, former king Enzo Gosar, was forced to abdicate the throne thirty-five years ago. Enzo Gosar now holds the title of Duke of Avaran. Meanwhile, his younger brother Donato Gosar has assumed the throne and now holds the title of King of Avaran. Because of Enzo’s abdication, the line of succession has shifted from his family to Donato’s.”

      Which means that Alex must be Donato Gosar’s son, right? And Enzo is his uncle. Forced to abdicate… I wonder what happened there?

      I open a new tab and run a search on the name Enzo Gosar. Then I click back into the tab with the results from my search on Alex himself.

      My jaw drops.

      I don’t know exactly what I was expecting—maybe another encyclopedia article or a nice shot of the royal family—but it’s all tabloids. They’re not in English, so I can’t read the headlines, but God knows I’ve seen enough of this kind of publication to recognize what I’m looking at.

      This must be what Melissa was talking about when she said she’d seen Alex’s face everywhere while she was in Italy. Based on the design choices and layouts of the magazine covers, I’d be willing to bet they were fairly recent.

      I return to the tab about Enzo Gosar. There are tabloids here too, but there are also actual news articles, text instead of just photographs of magazine pages, so I’m able to have the internet translate them into English.

      The articles are old, probably older than anything I’ve found so far. It looks like there isn’t really any recent news about the former king—despite being a titled member of the royal family, he’s faded into obscurity.

      So much the better for me, really, because what I want to know about is what happened back then, not what he’s up to now. Why was he forced to step aside? Why is his brother—Alex’s father—now on the throne? Could something like that happen again?

      The encyclopedia article said that the country was in turmoil, but I know enough to know that those things are just written by internet users who may or may not know what they’re talking about. Newspaper articles are a much better source.

      The page finishes translating, and I settle in to read.

      “Enzo Gosar has abdicated the throne in disgrace after news emerged that Countess Giovanna Mancini is pregnant with his child.

      The countess and Gosar had been courting for several months, and this publication has speculated on his intentions to marry her. However, no proposal has yet been extended, and the couple remain unmarried.

      The throne will be assumed by Enzo Gosar’s next eldest brother, Donato Gosar. The royal family has yet to release a statement.”

      Oh, my God.

      Enzo Gosar, Alex’s uncle, impregnated a woman out of wedlock, and it was such a scandal that he was forced to give up his throne to his brother? The word disgrace catches and holds my eye, like a flashing red sign on the page. Disgrace. Is that what I’m going to bring to Alex? Will I humiliate him in front of his family by telling the truth? Will I cause him to be disinherited?

      I don’t think I could stand that. This whole situation is messy enough, but if I had to watch Alex lose his title because of me, it would break my heart. I was so certain when I made the decision to tell him I was pregnant, but now I have to admit that I had no idea what the stakes were, and I’m second-guessing everything.

      And from what I can tell of Enzo’s story, mine is even more scandalous. At least he knocked up a woman he was in a relationship with. A woman he knew well. A titled woman of Avaranian heritage. If this article is to be believed, he was on the verge of marrying her anyway, and things just happened a little out of order. Yet they still stripped him of his title. If that’s how they respond to unplanned pregnancies in the royal family of Avaran, what are they going to say when the unwed mother is some random girl from California—from Ohio?

      They’re not going to want anything to do with me in Avaran. And Alex—what if Alex hates me for disrupting his life, for putting him in an impossible position? I know it takes more than one person to become pregnant. It’s not my fault this happened. But maybe he’ll expect that I should know I’m on my own at this point.

      After all, he did say we shouldn’t keep in contact.

      I lean forward, bracing my elbows on my knees, trying to collect myself. This is crazy. This exact same thing happened to Alex’s uncle, and it’s happening again now, just one generation later. And I have no idea anymore what I should do.

      Maybe I shouldn’t tell him.

      But no. Something deep within me refuses to accept that option. I have to tell him.

      I’ll do whatever I can to tell him privately, so he’ll have the power to keep it a secret at least until we decide what to do. I don’t want to bring him public shame or do anything to mess up his life, but he needs to know he’s going to be a father—not only for his sake, but for the sake of the child. This isn’t a secret I can keep for the next twenty years. My baby is going to want to know who his or her father is. I’m not going to be able to lie about that.

      But how on earth am I supposed to get in touch with a prince?

      If only I’d asked him for a contact number! Would he have given me one? I have to admit, I wouldn’t normally give my personal cell phone number to a guy after a one-night stand… Although, if Alex had asked, I would have done it in a heartbeat.

      Why does this have to be so difficult?

      I wish I could call Lizzie. She’s been in Hollywood so long that she’s become an expert at penetrating the layers of security around famous and influential people. She’s always getting us dinner reservations at some pop star’s favorite restaurant or taking us to the salon where a movie star gets her hair done on the off chance that we might run into someone who’s more of a big deal in this town than we are. It always seems like a long shot, and I always tease her, but it works out more often than you’d expect. We’ve come across our share of big names, and most of them recognize us from the show and are happy to chat a little.

      But that strategy wouldn’t work with Alex anyway, because he’s on the other side of the world. I can’t just try to figure out what bars or coffee shops he frequents. They’re all in Avaran. Of course, he did mention that he likes to come to California when he wants to get away from it all, but who knows when he’ll next want to do that?

      I can’t rely on it being anytime soon.

      Is it possible that there just isn’t a way to get in touch with him? That as much as I want to do the right thing here, the right thing is out of reach?

      It can’t be, can it? There’s got to be something I can do. He’s out there. There must be some way of reaching him, even if it is difficult, even if it involves a lot of leg work. It can’t be impossible.

      Maybe there’s contact information for the royal family at the palace. That seems like a long shot, but I search the words “Avaran palace address” just to see what comes up.

      They have a website! Avaran Palace Residence and Administrative Headquarters. It looks like an informational page, much like the encyclopedia article I began with on the country itself.

      I scroll down a bit further and a subheading appears.

      “Contact the Royal Family.”

      Really? This seems too good to be true. Can it really be as simple as clicking on a link and getting an email address or a phone number that will lead me to Alex?

      With bated breath, I click.

      The website surprises me. I’m expecting something ancient and very formal-looking, but it looks like it could belong to the administrator of an elementary school. It’s headed by an image of friendly looking motherly women attending to paperwork.

      I read:

      “Members of Avaran’s royal family may be contacted by mail at the following address:”

      An address follows. Immediately, without meaning to, I commit it to memory. This is where my baby’s father lives. This is where I can find him. It’s the most important piece of information in the world.

      And I can write to him! I can actually send him a letter, and it will get to him! He’ll open it, of course. I don’t doubt he receives hundreds of letters every day, but he’ll open mine. The time we spent together was enough to ensure that. The feeling of relief that floods me at the knowledge that I’ll be able to reach him, after all, is indescribable. I didn’t realize how afraid I was that it was hopeless.

      Then my eyes move further down the page.

      “All correspondence sent to the royal family is received and reviewed by private secretaries before being shown to the addressee.”

      The reality of it splashes through my elation, shattering it and sinking into the pit of my stomach like a stone.

      Who are these secretaries? How private are they? Would a letter to Alex remain confidential, seen only by himself and the person whose responsibility it was to read it first? Or would the reader divulge the salacious information I’d have to include in the letter to someone else? Would they tell the king, Alex’s father?

      If there’s even a chance of Alex’s father reading my letter, I realize, I can’t send it. Not when it could cause such damage in Alex’s life, cause him to lose his throne and his title.

      I press my fingers against my temples, trying to think. Just when I thought I’d found a solution, it evaporated. Of course they’ll show the letter to the king. That’s probably why they employ private secretaries to open letters in the first place—to control the flow of information.

      Maybe I wouldn’t even be believed. Maybe the king would assume I was a chaser of gold or titles, trying to get attention. Maybe, after hearing that Alex and I had indeed met in California, he would assume that now I was lying, trying to leverage our meeting for power or fame.

      Maybe he would convince Alex that I was lying.

      I hate this. I hate thinking these awful things about a man I don’t even know. But how can I trust him with my future and the future of my child, especially knowing what happened to his brother when he was in this situation? Enzo Gosar was removed from the throne, and Donato Gosar benefited directly from that removal. I can’t put my faith in such a man.

      So what’s left? Do I send Alex a letter with no information in it, asking him to contact me? He won’t, will he? This is the same conversation we had as he was leaving. It’s better for us to cut ties and not try to hold on to each other, that was Alex’s opinion. And if I write to him now, even if I say I have something important to talk about, he’s just going to think I’m trying to revisit that question. He’s going to assume I’m writing to him to reestablish contact and for no other reason.

      He might even throw my letter away unopened. He might consider it too painful, reading my words, hearing what he’ll assume are going to be pleas for reconnection.

      There’s no point in trying to establish contact this way.

      And, I realize heavily, that means there’s only one option left. There’s only ever been one option. I think it’s been in the back of my head since the little plus sign appeared on that pregnancy test. I think I knew when I was searching for information on Avaran and saw the pictures of the narrow, cobbled city streets and brightly colored buildings.

      I’m going to have to go there.

      I’m expecting it to feel like a chore. I’m expecting to dread it. But as soon as the decision crystallizes in my mind, I’m surprised by a fluttering of excitement. How long has it been since I’ve left LA, not including my brief trips home to Ohio? How long has it been since I’ve been somewhere new? I don’t even remember. And I’ve never been to Europe before.

      And I’ll see Alex again.

      At least, I have to hope that I will.

      I know it will be complicated. I know I can’t just walk up to the door of the palace and ring the doorbell. But I’ll have to figure out exactly how to put myself in contact with him once I’m there. Maybe Lizzie’s tricks will come in handy, and I’ll run into him getting coffee. And if not…I guess I’ll just have to speak to whoever’s in charge of admitting visitors to the palace and see if I can be granted an audience.

      It’s a long shot. But there’s nothing else for me to do but try.
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      I want to leave right away, but life is never so accommodating, and I can’t disappear from filming or I’ll never be hired again. Fortunately, Martine has a family vacation planned in a few days, so we have a scheduled break in filming. It’s only for about a week, but it will be long enough for me to do what I have to do.

      Avaran is so small, it turns out, that I can’t buy a ticket directly there from the United States, so I end up with connections through New York and Rome. It’ll be the longest plane trip I’ve ever taken by a significant margin, and I’m not especially looking forward to being crammed into a metal tube hour after hour.

      I’m not afraid of flying, exactly, or of traveling alone, but I feel a need to let someone know where I’m going just in case something goes wrong. I decide, after careful consideration, on Gary Breyer, who has never been a gossip and who I think I can trust to keep sensitive information to himself. If Lizzie or Melissa find out I’m in Avaran, this thing is going to grow legs in a hurry. I shoot Gary a quick email explaining that I’m going on vacation for a week and that I just wanted to make sure somebody knew where I was, and I attach my itinerary.

      He must be at his computer because a minute later a reply pings back: “Have a great time! Let me know if you need anything.”

      With my trip planned and the details taken care of, the days start to flow together. Before I know it, I’m at LAX waiting to board the plane that will take me to Avaran and, hopefully, to Alex.

      The flight is interminable. I try to pass the time by watching movies on the little screen built into the back of the seat in front of me, but everything I find is either a shoot-’em-up-style action movie, which doesn’t appeal to me at all, or a story of lovers reuniting, which hits too close to home.

      The best thing to be said about the journey is that at least I haven’t been seated next to any overeager Royal Blue fans. The idea of spending the entire journey talking about the show and Princess Aeryn is overwhelming. I need to relax so I’ll feel calm when I arrive.

      The last plane, from Rome to Avaran, is shockingly small and largely empty. I have a whole row of seats to myself, which is unprecedented for me on a plane. I know Avaran isn’t a well-known place back home, but surely the Italians must know about it? They share a border. I wonder why so few people are traveling this direction.

      We land after just an hour, and I watch as a rolling set of stairs is wheeled up to the plane. I’ve never exited a plane straight into the outdoors before. Already this trip is foreign to me.

      I step outside into early morning, sunrise. It’s just a little off somehow, the air just a slightly different color and weight than what I’m used to back home. It’s not uncomfortable, and it’s nothing I can put a name to, but the difference is enough to be distracting. There’s something about Avaran that just doesn’t feel like home.

      I’ll have to ask Alex about that. He’s been to both countries. He’ll understand what I mean.

      Of course, first I’ll have to find Alex. And get him to agree to talk to me. And if we do get that far, I doubt we’ll be talking about the weather for quite some time. There are more important things to cover.

      Welcome to Avaran, I think to my baby. I’ve gotten into the habit of imagining that he or she can hear and understand my thoughts. Even though I know it makes no sense, it feels true, in a way. We’re so closely linked. We share everything right now. Why shouldn’t we share a mind?

      This is where your father lives. You don’t know it yet, but you’re royalty here.

      Well, that or an outcast. Or both.

      I feel a flare of anxiety. How are we going to be received here? I don’t think I’d be shocked by anything, from a welcome to exile from the country. It’s terrifying to face what’s in store, but I know I have no choice. I’ve made my decision. I’ve come this far.

      God, it all started out so simply. The purity of my attraction to Alex, my determination to get him into my bed, feels like a lifetime ago. How could I have imagined that an encounter like that would have no fallout? Even if I hadn’t gotten pregnant, I can’t ignore the fact that I’ve been mired in my feelings about him for weeks now. He’s proven impossible to get over.

      And now I’m going to be seeing him again.

      A vision of him, naked in my bedroom, flashes into my mind, and I close my eyes as a delicious shiver passes through me. That body. Those eyes. The way his hands felt on me all night long. The way I yearned to be closer to him, even as we became more and more intimate.

      I know it’s extremely unlikely that anything physical can happen between us again, and that’s going to make it even harder to face him than it would have been. And it’s going to make it doubly hard if he’s unhappy to see me.

      But how could he possibly be happy to see me? Alex must have been raised knowing the story of his uncle, Enzo, and the scandal that removed him from power. He’ll be mortified to find himself caught up in the very same situation.

      Inside the airport, the signs are in multiple languages. Luckily for me, one of them is English, and I’m able to find my way to baggage claim and then to the exit without too much trouble. There’s a line for taxis outside, and I join it.

      Once I’m inside a car, the driver says something to me in what I assume is Avaranian, and I hand him the slip of paper with the name and address of the hotel where I booked a room. He looks at it and nods, shooting me a thumbs up.

      “English?” I ask.

      He shrugs and smiles.

      Just as well. I’m not sure I feel like talking.

      I settle back in my seat and watch as the Avaranian landscape surrounding the airport gives way to the city. It’s so strange that I was just looking at this place in the image results of an internet search, and now I’m really here. I can feel the cobblestones I noticed beneath us, rattling the car in a way I’m not used to. It’s different from driving on asphalt-paved American roads.

      The streets are narrower, and the rules of the road seem less stringent. My driver weaves in and out among traffic that doesn’t even seem to be staying in any particular lane. I’m glad I’m not the one driving, because I think I’d be completely spooked.

      The drive goes by quickly, and before I know it we’re pulling up in front of the hotel. It takes me a moment to recognize it for what it is, because it looks nothing like an American hotel. It’s more like my idea of an old boarding school, with stone walls and a red tiled roof, columns and a walkway with arching windows. It’s not until I get out of the car that I realize I’ve forgotten to exchange my money.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to my driver, displaying a few American bills. “This is all I have…”

      He reaches into my wallet. It’s awkward, but he does it gingerly, pinching with two fingers as if he doesn’t want to disturb any but the bills he’s taking. He removes a twenty and a ten and shows them to me with raised eyebrows.

      I nod.

      He gives me another thumbs-up and drives off.

      Checking in goes easily. I give my name at the desk and receive a key with a room number on it. Finding the room itself is a little more difficult—none of the signs in this building are in English, and the receptionist doesn’t speak it either—but I follow the numbers and eventually find my door.

      It’s very different from an American hotel room. French doors open onto a balcony that overlooks the city. The floor of the room is tile instead of carpet, and the bed is a four-poster draped in mosquito netting. Do I need to worry about mosquitos here? I suppose I probably do if I sleep with those French doors open.

      I make a mental note not to do that.

      After a quick shower, washing off the stale feeling of the long hours of travel, I change into a fresh set of clothes. And just like that, I’m out of things to do. I’m here in Avaran, and I’ve got a whole day ahead of me.

      I could claim jet lag and take a nap, put off what I know needs to be done next, but I know I’d never get to sleep. My nerves have been jumping since we taxied to the runway at LAX. And now I’m here. I’m so close.

      It’s time to go to the palace and see how close I can get to Alex.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The taxi driver seems highly amused when I hand him the scrap of paper on which I’ve written the address of the palace. He chatters at me in Avaranian—or, more likely, about me. I’m sure he knows I can’t understand what he’s saying. He’s probably making jokes about the tourist who came to Avaran to see the palace. He must deal with dozens of people like me every day.

      If only he knew the truth.

      I’ve noticed that I’m not being recognized here in Avaran the way I am back home. It doesn’t bother me—it’s a good thing, in fact, because it lets me move around a bit more freely than I’m used to. But I am curious about it. Royal Blue is an internationally famous TV show. Does no one in Avaran watch it?

      The taxi pulls up outside a large pair of wooden doors. The sign over them reads Tours in several languages, followed by a list of times. I glance at my phone. The next tour begins in an hour. I don’t want to wait that long.

      Fortunately, there’s a young woman sitting at a desk just inside the doors. The place has the look of a lobby. It doesn’t feel like part of a residence at all. Which makes sense, I suppose—the business of leading the country happens here too, it’s not just someone’s house.

      This woman has the look of a receptionist—she’s working on a slimline computer that completely fails to blend in with the rest of the space’s aesthetic. She’s flanked on either side by enormous, burly looking guards, and I imagine they’re here to protect the entrance to the palace as much as they are to protect her.

      She looks up when I come in. “May I help you?” she asks in accented English.

      Nothing to do but go for it. “I’m here to request an audience with Prince Alessandro.”

      The girl laughs. “His Highness doesn’t receive unscheduled visitors. I’m sorry. Would you perhaps like to sign up for the next tour of the palace?”

      “No, I need to see the prince,” I insist. “He knows me. Can someone take a message and let him know I’m here? I can wait.”

      “I’m afraid you don’t understand,” she says, rather patronizingly. “Tourists are not permitted to meet with the royal family. The prince is not going to take a meeting with you.”

      “Listen,” I say, hating what I’m about to do. “My name is Erica Steadman. I don’t know if you know who I am or not, but I play the character Aeryn Redfall on the TV show Royal Blue. I met the prince a few weeks ago when he was visiting Los Angeles—”

      I stop mid-sentence. She’s waving her hand for me to be quiet, an irritated look on her face.

      “Do you think I am a fool?” she asks. “I’ve seen that show. I know the woman you are talking about. Her coloring is different. And she is very fit. You do look somewhat similar, and maybe this has worked for you before, but this is the royal palace of Avaran, and we are not fooled by celebrity lookalikes.”

      My face grows hot. Of course my coloring is different under makeup and lighting! And I’m wearing loose-fitting clothes right now, but that doesn’t mean I’m not in shape. Does this woman really think I’m an impostor? This has honestly never happened to me before.

      As I stand there, gaping like a fish, she turns to one of the guards behind her.

      “Please escort this woman off the premises,” she says. “Before she can make any trouble.”

      I can’t believe it. I stand like a statue, unable even to fight back or defend myself, as one of the bodyguards comes to life and moves toward me.

      “Erica?”

      The voice is familiar but drenched in shock and pain. I turn toward it with a confused rush of relief and apprehension.

      Alex.

      He holds up a hand to the guard.

      “Stand down,” he says, but he doesn’t approach me. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “I—I came to see you…” I say, not knowing where to begin. The conversation we need to have obviously can’t take place in front of these guards and this rude receptionist. “I wanted to speak to you. I hope that’s all right.”

      “Of course it is,” he says, and for the first time, there’s real warmth and welcome in his voice. “God. Of course. Francesca, can you cancel my afternoon meetings?”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I say quickly. “I can wait until you have some free time.”

      “Nonsense,” Alex shakes his head. “You came all this way. It’s the least I can do. And Francesca doesn’t mind rescheduling a few things, do you?”

      He glances her way, and automatically, I do the same. The woman’s face is as red as a sunset and she’s openly gaping, but she manages to nod.

      “Wonderful,” Alex says. “That’s all taken care of, then.”

      “And you’re sure it’s not a problem?” I say. “Really, I don’t mind if you need to go. I have a hotel here in town, and we can arrange a time to meet later and talk.”

      “Erica,” Alex says quietly. “You don’t need to be so accommodating. I want to see you.”

      My heart begins to race. Can that be true? Even though he left? Even though he decided it didn’t make sense for us to see each other again?

      “Shall we go somewhere we can speak privately?” Alex asks, cutting his eyes at Francesca the receptionist, who’s still hanging on our every word.

      “Where did you have in mind?” I ask.

      “I know a place,” he says. “Come with me.”

      And he takes me by the hand.

      Immediately, my hand becomes the most pivotal part of my body. I’m aware of every inch of it. I’m hyper-focused on how tight my grip is—tight enough to show him I want this, but not so tight as to seem clingy. It’s like walking a tightrope. And a little bit like coming home.

      He still feels something for me. Even if it’s only physical. There’s still something here.

      He leads me to an underground garage, to a dark blue car whose make and model I don’t recognize.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as I climb in.

      “To the coast,” he says.

      He starts the car and pulls slowly out of the garage. I can feel the thing rumbling with power, much more power than I’m used to, and I’m sure that once we get out of the city, it’s going to be incredibly fast. I don’t know what the speed limits here are, I realize, but if the traffic in town is anything to go by, speeding down the freeway is status quo. I’m a little nervous and a little excited.

      Maybe that’s just his presence, though.

      “There’s a private cottage on the coast,” Alex says. “A private stretch of beach. It belongs to the royal family, but no one will be there right now. We can spend the day out there and…no one will need to know about it.”

      “It’s a problem, isn’t it?” I ask. “People knowing about us.”

      “It’s something we need to be judicious about, that’s all,” he says. “I’m a public figure. So are you. I know you understand.”

      “I do,” I say.

      I understand better than he knows. I understand what happened to his uncle when he stepped out of line. Alex is almost certainly afraid of suffering a similar fate.

      Even though he doesn’t know I’m pregnant, it must make him nervous to see me and to know what I could reveal about our history together. Maybe he’s taking me out to the beach to talk me into keeping my silence.

      Well, that’s fine. I’m not here to sell him out to his family or the press. The only one I want to tell the truth to is Alex himself.
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      The drive to the ocean is surprisingly calm once we get out of the city. Without the hectic motion of other cars rushing around us, the speed at which Alex drives isn’t so nerve-wracking.

      I sit back in my incredibly comfortable leather seat and take in the beauty of Avaran. It’s a region of low-lying mountains with rolling green fields leading up to them. Now and then we pass an orchard and the smell of lemons permeates the air. A part of me wishes I was just here for vacation, with no stressful responsibilities to take care of. It really is a beautiful place.

      Of course, my ability to just relax and soak up the scenery is somewhat compromised by the fact that Alex is sitting next to me. My body is so aware of his. It feels like every cell in me is reaching for him, trying to close the distance between us. My hand is still warm from being wrapped in his.

      Every few minutes, he glances my way. Each time we make eye contact, a stupid grin comes over my face. I can’t help but smile. He smiles too, every time, but is he smiling for the same heart-pounding reasons I am? Or is he just returning the expression on my face?

      Eventually Alex parks outside a large white house with a screened-in, wraparound porch. I stare at it out the window.

      “I thought you said we were going to a cottage.”

      “This is it,” he says.

      “This isn’t a cottage; this is a mansion!”

      He shrugs. “We just call it the cottage.”

      I shake my head and climb out of the car. “I was picturing something small and quaint. Are you sure there’s nobody here?”

      “Definitely,” he says. “No one’s allowed to come to the cottage without a contingent of royal guards. It’s a whole production.”

      “We’re here without any guards,” I point out.

      “It’s different,” he says. “We’re just here for the day. For a few hours. If we were planning to stay, we’d have had to go through security procedures.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you want to take a walk?” he asks. “We can go down the beach a bit and talk. Or we can go inside, if you’d rather, and get something to drink.”

      I take one more look at the big, imposing house. I don’t want to go inside yet. I’m having enough trouble getting my bearings here in Avaran, where all the architecture feels foreign. To go into a building that belongs to the royal family and make my confession in their space would be downright intimidating.

      “The beach,” I say.

      The beach is familiar. It reminds me of home.

      He nods and starts off, slowly, letting me set the pace.

      I wait a moment, hoping he’s going to take my hand again, but he doesn’t. Instead, he takes off his shoes and picks them up so he can walk down to the surf and drag his toes through the water.

      After a moment, I follow his lead.

      The beach here isn’t like the ones in LA. The sand is rougher, a little rockier, and the waves are smaller and gentler. Even though being on the beach is a familiar feeling for me, I’m surprised by how different it is.

      The extent to which this is not my beach, not even my ocean, is very apparent. And suddenly it seems representative of everything that’s happened to me lately. How quickly my life has changed, and how completely out of my element I am. If someone had said to me two months ago that I’d be walking down a beach next to a European prince and trying to work up the courage to tell him I was having his baby…well, I wouldn’t have been able to fathom how such a thing might happen.

      And yet, here we are.

      Alex speaks first, after we’ve come several yards.

      “So what are you doing in Avaran?” he asks. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, of course, but I have to admit I thought I’d seen a ghost when I first spotted you in the reception hall.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, taken aback. “I told you what I was doing.”

      “No, you didn’t,” he counters with his eyebrows furrowed.

      “I definitely did.”

      I’d told him I’d come to talk to him. I remember it clearly, because it was a difficult thing to say, not knowing how he would respond to my presence. I remember my relief at realizing that he wasn’t judging me for coming or wishing that I would go away.

      Maybe he was too surprised to see me. “I told you I came to see you.”

      “I know that’s why you came to the palace,” he says. “But I meant why are you in the country in the first place? Are you working? You’re not filming here, are you?”

      He misunderstood me, I realize. I told him I came to speak to him. I thought he understood. Didn’t he even say “you came all this way?” What was that supposed to mean, if it wasn’t an acknowledgment of the fact that I flew here from California to talk to him? Could he really have just been referring to the taxi ride over from my hotel?

      I suppose he very well could have. Maybe I should have been more clear. But now I’m going to have to tell him all over again, and it’s going to be that much harder because I’ve allowed myself to relax. Because I thought part of the hard work was already over.

      I turn away from him and face out to the sea for a moment. I’ve already done most of what I need to do. I’ve made the trip, which was a huge leap of faith since I didn’t even know whether I’d be able to see him once I got here. I’ve been to the palace, faced down the snotty receptionist, and by sheer luck, managed to actually gain access to Alex. If he hadn’t just happened to walk into that reception area at that very moment, I’d still be there arguing that I needed to see him. So far, everything that could have gone wrong has gone right instead.

      But now I’ve reached the most crucial point. It’s time to start the truth-telling, and I have no idea how he’s going to respond. I can feel myself shaking, anxious and terrified. But I’m not going to turn back now. I just have to rip the Band-Aid off.

      I take a deep breath and release it slowly, hoping my voice will be steady when I speak.

      “Actually, I came to Avaran to see you.”

      He seems not to register what I’m saying for a moment. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I don’t have any other reason to be here,” I say. God, my hands are shaking. “I’m not here for work or on vacation or anything like that. I came to see you.”

      He’s quiet for a long moment. Too long. I can’t look up from the sand. I dig my toes into the beach as if I’m getting a grip on the earth, desperate not to be washed away. I can’t deny that that is sort of how I feel.

      Then he speaks, and his voice is husky with emotion.

      “I’m glad you did,” he says.

      I look up quickly. “You are?”

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.” And he reaches over, hesitantly, and takes my hand again.

      My heart beats double time. It’s the first time he’s touched me since we’ve arrived at the beach. I feel my skin heat up, spreading from my hand to the rest of me more quickly than I would have thought possible.

      Behind me, a wave crashes. The sheer noise and power of it seem to press up against me, driving me closer to Alex.

      His eyes. Those deep brown eyes. I’ve thought about this feeling dozens, maybe hundreds of times—what it was like to look into his eyes and feel the force of gravity shift, so I was falling forward instead of being held down, drawn irresistibly in by him. I’ve thought about it, but I’d forgotten what it actually felt like, how heady and wonderful it felt to surrender.

      “I’ve missed you,” Alex says. “Leaving you…it hurt, Erica. It was painful. The night we spent together was the best of my life.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. After all this time. He’s been suffering just as much as I have.

      “Mine, too,” I say, unable to do more than whisper.

      “It may be unwise,” he says. “I’m sure it’s unwise. But I can’t deny I’m happy to see you. And my God!” he laughs suddenly. “You were so bold! To walk right up to the palace and demand an audience! Not many people would have had the confidence to do that.”

      “I had to do it,” I say. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “No,” he agrees. “Once you’d flown all the way over here, I suppose you didn’t. I can’t believe you did that! What on earth made you decide to do it?”

      “I needed to talk to you…” I trail off, hesitating again.

      I need to force the words out, but they won’t come. He’s being so kind, so welcoming. It’s more than I ever expected and more than I had any right to expect.

      If I tell him the truth now, the spell will be broken. This won’t be about the strange surprise and pleasure of seeing each other again after believing we’d said goodbye forever. We won’t be able to hover in this place we are right now, pretending the future doesn’t exist, just enjoying the moment.

      “I should have given you a phone number,” Alex says. “I don’t know what I was thinking, forcing a clean break on us like that. Well, no, that isn’t true. I was thinking that it would be easier. That we’d be able to put each other out of mind. But that didn’t work, did it?”

      “No,” I agree. “That didn’t work out.”

      “I wish I’d been the one to come to you,” he says. “I should have. I shouldn’t have pulled away from you like I did. And when I realized I couldn’t just forget you, the way I had planned, I should have been the one to seek you out again.”

      That surprises me. “Why should you have been the one to do it?”

      “Because you’re easier to find than I am,” he says. “And besides, I already knew where you lived.”

      “It’s not exactly hard to find a palace,” I point out. “I didn’t have any trouble tracking you down.”

      He laughs. “I suppose not.

      “Alex,” I say.

      “Erica?”

      I take a deep breath. I know this is the moment. I need to do it before I lose my nerve and decide it’s better to just stay in this safe, easy place where he’s happy to see me.

      “Alex, I’m pregnant.”

      He doesn’t respond.

      I dart a look up to his face. He’s staring at me, eyes wide, mouth just slightly open and working as if he’s trying to say something but not finding words. Is he angry? Afraid? My breath is coming faster, and my heart is pounding, and I’m suddenly very, very nervous.

      “Alex?” I whisper, hardly daring to speak.

      When he moves, it’s so sudden I can’t process it, can’t keep up. His arm is thick and heavy around my shoulders, wrapping me in toward his chest, and I can feel the massive rise and fall as he breathes deeply and unevenly.

      “Oh my God,” he whispers.

      He’s startled. He’s overwhelmed. He’s all the things I felt when I first found out. But he’s holding me.

      I wrap my arms around his broad torso and hold onto him too, hanging on as if I’m gripping a sturdy tree in a storm. His hand finds the back of my head and strokes my hair.

      He’s not angry.

      And it doesn’t feel like he’s about to send me away.

      And I’m still thinking he’s probably alarmed, probably at a loss for what to do, probably downright scared, when he finally speaks again. His voice is thick. If I didn’t know better, I would say he was crying.

      “That’s wonderful, Erica,” he says. “That’s such amazing news.”

      I pull back so I can look him in the eye. I search his expression, wonderingly, expecting to see some shadow of worry or disappointment there, at least something that complicates this moment, but there’s nothing. There’s nothing written on his face but pure joy.

      “You’re happy?” I say, unable to keep the shock out of my voice.

      “It’s mine, isn’t it?” he asks, suddenly uncertain. “That’s why you came? You wanted to tell me?”

      “That’s why,” I confirm. “It’s definitely yours. There aren’t even any other contenders.”

      He closes his eyes and doesn’t say anything for a moment. I wonder what he’s thinking. Was he worried, perhaps, that I’d found someone else? That I was telling him about this pregnancy out of obligation while my heart belonged to another? Is it possible he’s been as worried about losing my affections as I have been about losing his?

      Then, without warning, he takes me in his arms and kisses me.

      And all my thoughts are lost.

      I forgot about his kiss, I realize. I forgot about the strength and the passion and the power behind it, the way he makes me feel like he’s the only thing in the world. I’ve been dreaming about this kiss for six weeks straight, and yet the real thing makes my dreams seem washed out and pale by comparison.

      How could I have convinced myself that what existed between us wasn’t real? How could I have let myself believe that I’d exaggerated it in my mind? Something this intense, this wonderful—there’s no way he doesn’t feel it just as much as I do.

      “Alex,” I murmur, my lips moving against his.

      “Mmm?”

      He doesn’t want to stop kissing me, I can feel it. He wants to let me talk, to hear what I have to say, and yet he doesn’t want to disengage. I’m so in tune with him that I can feel that conflict taking place. Or maybe it’s just that I’m struggling with the same thing myself. It’s not like I want to stop, either.

      But I need to know. I need answers.

      “You said we weren’t going to pursue anything long-distance,” I point out. “When you were leaving California. Remember? You said it would be impossible for us, since you live here and have to rule, and I live there and have to be on set. You said we’d drive ourselves crazy trying to make it work.”

      He nods. “I did.”

      “Well,” I bite my lip, not wanting to continue, knowing that I have to. “I’m glad you’re happy about this. I really am. And I’m very relieved. So please don’t get me wrong here. But it doesn’t make sense to me. A child…that’s a huge commitment. And all the problems you mentioned…all the problems that were going to keep us apart…those all still exist. You’re a prince, and I’m the star of a TV show in Hollywood. Our lives are still going to come between us.”

      “I know,” he says quietly, his hands sliding down my arms to catch mine. He grips them, and it feels like the two of us are our own world, like the only problems in the universe are the problems the two of us are facing right now, like the only solutions are the ones we come up with together. “I know that’s all still true.”

      “And what about your uncle?” I ask fretfully. “I’m sorry, I know that might be sensitive, and I didn’t really plan to just blurt it out like that. Truly. But it’s all I’ve been able to think about for days now.”

      “Hold on,” he says, a frown crossing his face, brow furrowed in confusion. “My uncle? Which uncle?”

      “Your uncle Enzo,” I say. “I read all about him online. How he used to be king, before your father, but when his girlfriend became pregnant, he was forced to abdicate the throne. According to the articles I read, he was disgraced, and he lost all his power.”

      “You read all that?” Alex asks, sounding impressed. “You really did your research.”

      “Well, I had to, didn’t I?” I ask. “You left me no way of getting in touch with you. My only recourse was to go online and turn up everything I could find about the Avaranian royal family. I found out plenty about the history of your country, and what happened with your uncle.”

      “I see,” he says.

      “And I’m afraid, Alex,” I continue. “Aren’t you worried about it? If your uncle was forced to abdicate because of what happened to him, what are they going to do to you? His girlfriend was royal, at least. She was a countess. Me, I’m a commoner. I’m not even Avaranian. I’m not even your girlfriend, for God’s sake. Isn’t that going to be ten times more shameful than what happened with your uncle? He was judged incredibly harshly, and I’m sure many of the same people who were in power then are still in power today. What are they going to do to you if you stand by me and the baby now?”
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      Alex takes me by the hand and leads me down the beach a little bit. I can see right away where we’re heading. There’s a series of large rocks that jut outward into the ocean, a natural draw for anyone exploring the beach.

      If I was here on my own with nothing but time, I’m sure I would choose to head this way too. But in the moment, it’s frustrating.

      I don’t want to look at rocks. I didn’t come all this way for that. I want to talk about the future. I’m glad Alex is happy to hear about my pregnancy, but I can’t help but notice that he hasn’t actually made any suggestions regarding what we’re going to do yet.

      But as we walk along, hand in hand, my frustration begins to shift.

      Here I am, in a country I’d never thought to visit, walking along a beautiful beach that’s so different from the beaches I know back home, the sexiest man I’ve ever met beside me. And for a moment, I allow myself to forget everything I’ve been worrying about since I discovered my pregnancy.

      I just focus on the moment. His hand in mine. The sound of the waves lapping the shore. The electricity crackling between us, giving me the sure feeling that even now, even after all that’s been revealed and even with all that has to be solved, anything could happen between the two of us.

      I must be out of my mind to think something’s still possible. And yet, something within me takes flight every time he touches me. I can’t give up on the idea.

      “I used to come here when I was a child,” he says as he leads me out onto the rocks.

      I step carefully so as not to slip, paying attention to where he places his feet and following behind him. When we’ve reached the farthest rock, Alex sits down and dangles his feet over the side. We’re just barely high enough up that the water doesn’t splash our toes as it crashes against the rock face.

      “Sometimes it was the only way I could be alone,” he goes on. “There have always been a lot of expectations on my time. But everyone needs to be alone to think once in a while.”

      “I can relate to that,” I say, thinking of the many Royal Blue parties I’ve ducked out of early.

      “So,” he says. “You know about Uncle Enzo.”

      “I know what the internet says about him,” I clarify. “I’ve been in Hollywood long enough to know that the internet doesn’t always get it right.”

      “True enough,” Alex agrees, “but in Enzo’s case, the public story is the true one, at least in broad brushstrokes. He and Aunt Giovanna—”

      “Countess Mancini?” I ask.

      Alex smiles. “That’s right. Well, they’d been together forever. Everyone knew they were getting married. When she got pregnant, she didn’t even consider trying to hide it. They were happy. They were celebrating. They even announced the news publicly. And that was probably their big mistake.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Parliament got involved,” he says. “I wasn’t even born when all this took place, of course, but I’ve heard the story often enough from my father. Our country’s stability depends on a good relationship between the ruling monarch and Parliament, and when there’s conflict, it leads to trouble. When some of the old traditionalists in the House found out about Enzo’s child, they were outraged. They insisted that a king producing a child out of wedlock was a scandal that couldn’t be borne.”

      “And so they forced him out of power,” I say.

      He nods. “But the tragic thing is that it didn’t have to be a scandal at all,” Alex says, sounding frustrated. “It was two people in love who had always planned to marry and have children. And since marrying, they’ve had three more children together. My cousin Lauro, the eldest, is the only one who’s looked at differently by the people of Avaran. Because of what happened to his father, he’ll carry that so-called ‘scandal’ with him for the rest of his life.”

      I’m touched by Alex’s compassion for his cousin.

      “If it hadn’t happened, though,” I point out, “you wouldn’t be next in line for the throne. Your father wouldn’t have become king.”

      Alex shakes his head. “It’s a dirty way to come to power. I would rather give up my rule than see my family harmed.”

      Instinctively, my hand goes to my stomach, where I still haven’t felt any change. He would rather give up his title than see harm come to his family. I wonder if that includes this baby. I wonder if he’d really choose us over ruling his country, if it came to that.

      God, I hope it doesn’t come to that.

      Alex seems to sense what’s on my mind. As he gazes out at the horizon, he wraps an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close.

      I lean into him willingly. It feels so natural to be close to him. It’s hard to believe we’ve only ever spent one night together.

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “It won’t be like that for us.”

      “You don’t know that,” I protest. “Your country still has a parliament in place, doesn’t it? That hasn’t gone away.”

      “No,” he admits. “But we’ve held elections many times over the last thirty-five years, and most of the old men who banded together against my uncle are no longer in office. Their antiquated ideas left with them. It’s a different parliament now, a younger body with fresh ideas and an attitude of acceptance.”

      “Really?” I frown. I find it a little difficult to take at face value. “Acceptance? But thirty-five years isn’t that long a time. Do you really think things can change that fast?”

      “Of course I do,” he says. “It’s a new group of legislators now. Young people. People our age. The mood of the country is different now. We’re no longer subject to a bunch of old men who are more interested in protecting traditional attitudes than in showing respect to a family.”

      He shakes his head. “My father said once that if Enzo had denied Aunt Giovanna’s baby was his and turned her away, he might have kept his throne. Can you believe that? Who could think that kind of behavior was less disgraceful than standing by his partner and unborn child?”

      I can’t believe it. “Would that really have happened? That’s horrible.”

      “I don’t know it for sure,” Alex says. “It’s what my father believes. As far as I know, it’s not an offer Parliament actually extended, but maybe it was unspoken. Maybe it was understood in some way. I’m sure Father and Enzo discussed it at the time. After all, they would both have known that Father would assume the throne if Enzo abdicated.”

      “Your uncle must be a good man,” I say. “If he believed he had that choice and did the right thing anyway, it speaks well of him.”

      “Yes,” Alex agrees. “He’s honorable. He was a great king, and it’s Avaran’s loss that they forced him out. Even Father says so. Father is a good king too, but Enzo was groomed for it his whole life.” He gazes out at the ocean again. “When you’re in line for the throne, much of your life is spent preparing.”

      “Your life has been spent that way, hasn’t it?” I ask him.

      “Yes,” he says. “I’ve been taught the history of my country and the nature of its politics. I’ve learned how to work with our allies, and how to keep the peace with our enemies. Most of all, I’ve learned how best to serve the people. It’s important to me to do that well.” He hesitates. “I’m sorry for what happened to my uncle and to his family, and I’ll never think it’s fair, but I am glad to have the opportunity to serve as king someday.”

      “You’ll be a good one,” I say.

      It’s a strange thing to say since I haven’t known him that long, but I feel the truth of it. Alex cares for his people, and I know he’ll serve them well. Provided he has the chance, that is.

      “Alex,” I say softly. “I don’t want you to lose your opportunity. I know you’re confident Parliament won’t put you in the same position your uncle was in, but I’d feel terrible if you had to give your crown up because of me. I can’t let you do that.”

      He turns and places a soft kiss on my temple.

      “It won’t come to that,” he says gently. “We’re going to learn from Enzo’s mistakes. We’re going to do it differently. We won’t release a birth announcement like he did, forcing Parliament’s hand. I’ll go to them directly. I’ll summon the members to a session and explain our situation.”

      “And you think that will work?” I ask. “They’ll accept that?”

      “If I’m honest and straightforward, I don’t see why not,” he says.

      I wish I had his confidence.

      I plant my palms on the rock behind me and lean back, letting the wind off the sea blow my hair back from my shoulders. I breathe in deeply, trying to believe, trying to absorb some of Alex’s surety that everything will be fine.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks. “You’re troubled.”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “It seems like so many things can still go so wrong. It’s hard to believe that everything’s just…going to be fine.”

      “It will be,” he says firmly. “I’ll see to it, Erica, I promise. That’s my child. I’m not going to let anything bad happen to either of you. I couldn’t.”

      “I don’t want you to feel like you have to risk yourself for me just because…just because of this baby,” I say.

      It’s hard to force the words out. Of course I want him to do it. I want him to be in this with me—with us. I want us to be a family. But I don’t want him to do it out of obligation or duty. I want him to be sure.

      “We’ll be all right on our own,” I say. “It’s not as if I don’t have money. And I have a supportive family, and friends who can help me. If I have to do this on my own, I can.”

      “No,” Alex says. “Erica, no.”

      “I don’t want you to stick with me because you feel like you have to.” My voice falters. Suddenly, I’m feeling tearful. “You don’t have to.”

      “I know I don’t have to. Erica—”

      “When you left LA,” I say, cutting him off, “you said we shouldn’t try to be together.”

      I hate that I keep bringing this up. He hasn’t latched onto it yet, and God, I just want to let it go, but it stays there in my mind, like a splinter I can’t stop picking at.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, the first few tears spilling over at last. “I know it sounds like I’m angry with you for that, or…I don’t know. Maybe it just sounds bitter. I don’t have bad feelings toward you, I promise. It’s just that I don’t understand how all that could have changed. I don’t understand what’s different now.”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing’s different now.”

      My heart drops.

      His hands grip my shoulders. “Understand me, Erica, please. I never wanted to leave you. I’ve thought of you every day since we’ve been apart. The night we spent together was the most amazing night of my life. I’ve never experienced anything like it. I don’t just mean the sex was great—although—”

      He lets out a low whistle, and I laugh a little through my tears.

      “But it was more than that,” he goes on. “I actually felt as if I knew you. We’d known each other such a short time, and yet I felt so close to you.”

      “I felt the same way,” I whisper.

      “I left because I thought that if I tried to make it work out, I’d tear myself apart,” he says. “How could I go back to Avaran and leave my heart with you? Not knowing when we’d next be able to be together?

      “I was afraid, Erica. I was a coward, I admit it, but I was afraid it would hurt me too much to try. I believed that if I left you behind, I’d be able to move on. I believed we both would, and that it would hurt us less in the end.”

      “I haven’t moved on,” I tell him. “I haven’t been able to leave you behind.”

      “Neither have I,” he says.

      I shift closer to him.

      “And I think this baby is a sign,” he says. “It’s a sign that I went about the whole thing all wrong. I should never have left. I should have been stronger. Bolder, like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “You were bold enough to walk into the palace and demand to see me, after all.” He shakes his head admiringly. “And we’re both lucky you were. Because I think you and I are meant to be together.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. My hands are shaking, and I find myself gripping the edge of the rock I’m perched on, trying to keep steady.

      “Is that really how you feel?” I ask.

      “All this time,” he says, “I’ve been kicking myself for failing to get your phone number. I spent weeks trying to put you out of my head, Erica. When the final episode of Royal Blue aired, I couldn’t watch it. I couldn’t even bear to look up the plot online, because even reading about Princess Aeryn would have forced me to think of you.”

      “You should have tried turning to other girls,” I say, chuckling a little.

      “It would have been monstrously cruel to them if I had,” he says, shaking his head. “When all I could think of was you? I couldn’t use people that way, as distractions. And no one else could possibly have distracted me anyway. It would be like…” He pauses, searching for an apt comparison.

      “Like being distracted from gravity,” I supply.

      “Exactly!” he says, slapping his hand against the rock. “No matter what you turn your attention to, gravity will continue to exert its force.”

      “That’s exactly how I’ve been feeling,” I say.

      “And I can only beg your forgiveness,” Alex says. “It was wrong of me to leave the way I did—it might have been the biggest mistake of my life. And thank God you decided to come and find me. I don’t deserve this second chance. But I’m asking for it anyway.”

      “God,” I say. “Alex. Of course. You don’t have to ask. Of course.”

      He catches me up in his arms at that, and I feel as if I might drown in my relief and gratitude. So long I’ve worried about what would happen when I found him again, when I told him the truth. But this couldn’t have gone any better. He’s not just accepting me and our baby. He wants me. He’s glad about it. And he’s put to rest all my fears about his government rejecting him because of me.

      Sitting in his arms on this rock, looking out at the waves, I feel safe and secure for the first time in a long time. I know everything’s going to be okay. Better than okay. It’s going to be wonderful. Alex and I are really going to be together.

      And I don’t know what that means exactly. I don’t know what it’s going to look like. Alex is royalty, and that’s going to make things complicated. I’m sure there will be things expected of me, and of my unborn child. But right now those worries feel far away, unable to touch us. I feel just as distant from the concerns that once plagued me about how we would balance our lives. I have Royal Blue to think of, and he has his country, and neither one of us can just walk away to be with the other.

      And I can’t make myself care about that at all. Not now.

      All I care about are his hands, now turning me to face him, now tipping my chin up to him. All I care about are his lips as they find mine.

      The salty air swirls around us, lifting my hair off my shoulders. Alex’s hands slip beneath the hem of my shirt and up my back as he pulls me to him. I feel that I’m at the edge of the world, where it no longer matters who’s a prince and who isn’t, who’s from Avaran and who’s from Ohio. All that matters are our bodies finally finding each other, despite all the factors that have conspired to pull us apart.

      I’m crying as we’re kissing, overcome by a mess of emotions that will probably take days to sort out. Alex strokes my hair and murmurs things I don’t understand. I don’t need to understand. I have no doubts left. Everything he’s feeling is exactly what I’m feeling, and everything he wants is exactly what I want. I can feel the joy and the relief in his touch, the giddy excitement in his kiss.

      For the first time since we parted, the future looks bright, and suddenly it’s almost too bright to look at.

      If this is going to be my life—a family, just like I’ve been wanting, with Alex by my side and a baby of our own—then I can die happy, because what else is there in the world? What more could I possibly want?
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      I’m expecting Alex to pull away and wait for me to gather myself, because I’m sure there isn’t anything attractive about watching me go to pieces like this, but to my surprise, his kisses don’t stop. They trail away instead, down the length of my jaw, allowing me space to breathe. But he doesn’t want any distance between us any more than I do.

      At some point my tears dry. It’s hard to say when, exactly, because my breathing never levels out. I’m still taking in air in great gasps as he finds sensitive spots along my shoulder, in the crook of my neck, behind my ear.

      Every other man I’ve been with seems to have had the belief that all women’s bodies are exactly the same, leading them to spend hours doing things to me that their past partners liked but that do nothing for me. But Alex is different. He’s attuned to my responses. Every time my breathing quickens or a tiny moan escapes me, he knows he’s found something and focuses his attention on it.

      He pulls me astride his lap. I’ve never been so glad to be wearing a skirt in all my life. It would be a simple matter to reach down and shift my panties aside, but before I can do that, he catches both my wrists and holds them, gently but firmly, in one massive hand.

      I whine a little and grind my hips forward. The rocks are hard under my knees in this position, but I don’t care. I want more.

      Alex chuckles lightly, his face still nestled against my neck, and I’m infuriated. I want him to feel just as strung out and desperate as I do. I want him to need me as badly as I need him. But with his hand on my wrists, there’s nothing I can do. He’s in full control of the situation.

      My only recourse is to keep pressing my hips into his, but that’s driving me just as crazy as it is him, and I’ve had a head start.

      “Take it easy now,” he murmurs in my ear, and wow, that does not help.

      “Take me back to your cottage,” I growl back at him.

      “You don’t like it here on the rocks?”

      Damn it, he’s toying with me. How dare he?

      I lean forward, elbows out, hoping to catch him in the chest and knock him onto his back, but he’s so much stronger than me that it has absolutely no effect. I might as well be attacking a brick wall.

      A thrill of excitement courses through me. I’ve never been in a situation like this, where everything is completely out of my control.

      It’s a stunning thing to realize, and as I acknowledge the fact that whatever happens next is in his hands, I cease struggling to knock him over or get closer to him. Whatever’s going to happen will come when it does, and there’s nothing for me to do but wait.

      “Let’s go back to the cottage,” I say one last time, but I’m not growling now, not demanding. I’m begging. I want a bed and pillows and Alex, miles of clean sheets and hot skin and nothing else in the world.

      He turns me in his arms so I’m facing out to the sea.

      “Look,” he says quietly. “Just look at the water.”

      I look out, watching the waves chop their way toward us. Alex’s arms encircle me, one wrapping my torso from hip to shoulder, the other tight around my waist, and then he lifts me from the rock and stands me on my feet. He takes my hands again and places them, palms down, on the gritty surface of the rock, so I’m still staring out at the sea.

      He wraps his body over mine. “I want you,” he whispers. “I want you right here.”

      He can have me anywhere.

      “Take me, then.”

      I feel the rush of sea air as he lifts my skirt and slides my panties down to my ankles. I don’t bother to step out of them, and he doesn’t bother with the rest of my clothes. We’ve been waiting too long for this moment, and now I feel like it was bound to happen, like nothing on earth could have kept us apart.

      And I understand, now, why he wanted to be here, as he moves in time with the crashing of the waves. It’s as if the chemistry between us is as natural and organic as the ocean itself, and as powerful, too. Everything feels big and strong, desperate and crashing, and the sounds of the sea swallow my cries of pleasure.

      I lose track of time, standing there on the edge of the world, Alex and I wrapped around each other and moving as one. It feels like we’re a fixture, a feature of this beach. Maybe this is where we belong. Maybe this is where we’ll always be.

      My head is cloudy with lust and exhaustion, and I don’t want him to stop. I hope he never stops, but my knees are weak, and my legs are shaking, and it’s all just been too much, too good—

      He stops.

      I moan softly. “No…”

      “Come here.” His voice is suddenly gentle, much more gentle than it’s been since we began. He slips his arms under my shoulders and lifts me upright, turning me to face him. “Erica.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “I didn’t want to.” He rests his fingers on my upper arm, and I’m surprised to find that it hurts. “You must have scratched it on the rock,” he says, looking pained. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

      “I don’t mind it.”

      He scoops me off my feet and into his arms. “Let’s go inside,” he says, striding off toward the cottage.

      “I didn’t want to stop, though,” I protest.

      “Oh, believe me, I’m not done with you yet.”

      “Is that a promise?”

      His only answer is a feral grin.

      Alex is as good as his word. When we get back to the cottage, he insists on washing my cut, arguing that it could get infected. No sooner has he applied a Band-Aid, he’s stripping out of his pants.

      I can see immediately that I don’t have to worry about him neglecting me. His self-control is positively masterful, but he’s as wildly turned on as I am, and there’s no way our lovemaking is done.

      The bed is laid with the softest sheets I’ve ever felt in my life. Alex lays me down and moves on top of me, his warm brown eyes roving over my body.

      “You’re perfect,” he whispers, lifting a hand to trace from my shoulder over my torso and down to my hip. He pauses for a moment on my stomach, feeling the flat expanse that we both know will swell soon enough. “Perfect,” he says again, shaking his head in what looks like wonder.

      Our lovemaking is much slower now, blissfully, agonizingly slow, and again I curse Alex’s otherworldly self-control, because I just want to wrap my legs around him and pull him as close as possible.

      His eyes hold mine the entire time. I feel so close to him, as if we can understand each other’s thoughts, and I know we’re both thinking the same thing: Thank God. Thank God we found each other again. This will be our life now—beautiful nights filled with each other, and days spent raising and nurturing the child we’ll soon have.

      The sun dips below the horizon outside. I know we must have been at it for hours. I feel utterly pliable—Alex could do whatever he wanted right now, and I’d welcome it—and I can tell his control is finally starting to slip. He’s increasing the pace, his fingers digging into my hips, pulling me to him with every thrust, and yet we haven’t broken eye contact. At some point, my hands found their way to his upper arms, and I’m gripping his biceps.

      Alex cries out, his voice sudden and loud, his body spasming forward. Just the sound of his cry is enough to cue another spike of pleasure in me, and I gasp and throw my head back, exposing my neck. Right on cue, his mouth finds that sensitive place and I feel like I’m about to explode.

      And now I do wrap my legs around him, and my arms too, keeping him close, holding him against me until he’s finished, until we’re both finished. My fingers stroke slowly up and down his spine as our ragged breathing slows and steadies, until we can no longer feel the wild pounding of each other’s hearts.

      He rolls away slowly, but pulls me with him, bringing me to rest my head on his shoulder. I curl my leg over his.

      Neither of us says anything for a long time. It’s enough to be here, in the moment, together. It’s enough to know that the future will belong to us as a pair now.
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      This time, the night seems to pass in the blink of an eye. The next thing I’m aware of is the sun, coming in bright off the water and through the bedroom window. I roll away from it and bury my face in Alex’s shoulder, and he stirs, his arm tightening around me.

      “Good morning.”

      “Hi,” he says, his voice thick with sleep.

      He sits up and kicks off the blanket, stretching, highlighting all the magnificent muscles in his back. I take in the sight.

      “So you’re a morning person,” I say as he gets to his feet.

      “Not at all, actually,” he says with a grin. “I just find myself with an uncommon amount of energy this particular morning.”

      I have to admit, I’m in the same state. I sit up and draw my knees up to my chest.

      “I think I left my panties out on the beach.”

      He bursts out laughing. “No objections here!”

      “Yeah, well, that’s fine for you, but I only brought a dress, and if a gust of wind comes along, Avaran is going to get a free show. Can you take me back to my hotel?”

      “Do you want to go right now?” he asks.

      “No, of course I don’t,” I say. “I don’t want to go ever, Alex. But…” I study my fingers. “I came out here to tell you about the baby, and now that I’ve done that, I have to get back home.”

      I can’t look at him for a long moment. When I do, he’s staring at me as if I’ve sucker punched him.

      “You’re going home?” he says. “Already? You just got here. I thought you’d want to see the city. I was going to introduce you to my family. And don’t you want to take a tour of the palace? This is the country your child is going to rule, Erica.”

      There’s a thought I can’t quite get my head around yet.

      “I know that,” I say. “I get it. But I’m in the middle of a film shoot right now. They’re waiting for me. And once it comes out that I’m pregnant, I’m not going to be able to get any more work for a while. Not until after the baby comes, not until after I get my figure back.”

      “What about Royal Blue?” Alex asks.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I’ll have to talk to the producers. But my responsibility right now is to finish the project I’m on, so I have to go back to LA.”

      “I can’t believe it,” he says quietly. “I never thought I would lose you again so soon.”

      I stand up and cross the room, embracing him, letting myself be held.

      “We’re not losing each other,” I say. “We’ll see each other again soon. And it won’t be like before, either.” I grab his phone off the nightstand and punch in my number. “There. Now you can call me. We can talk to each other every night if we want to. It won’t be like it was before.”

      “It won’t be like seeing you every day, either,” Alex says, his voice filled with regret. “It won’t be like having you in my arms, and in my bed.”

      “Soon,” I breathe. I close my eyes and press my forehead to the hard heat of his chest. “Soon it will be like that all the time.”

      “I’ll drive you back to your hotel,” he says. “And the airport after that?”

      “No,” I tell him. “I don’t want to say goodbye to you like that, half in and half out of a car on the side of the road with everyone around us honking and baggage handlers giving us dirty looks. We’ll say goodbye at the hotel, where we can do it in private. Besides, we don’t want to be photographed together until you’ve had a chance to talk to your family and your parliament. We should be the ones to share our news, not some tabloid journalist.”

      He nods “You’re right. That makes sense. But…that means I have to ask you to do something difficult.”

      “I expected it,” I assure him.

      “I have to ask you to keep the pregnancy a secret,” he says. “Just for now. Just until the time is right for us to go public.”

      “I completely understand that,” I say. “I’m a public figure, too. I’ll have to discuss with my agent what the best way to go public is. But I’ll include you in that discussion. We’ll decide together.”

      “You can keep it quiet?” he asks.

      “It won’t be a problem,” I say. “Trust me. I have a lot of experience with protecting my private life from the public eye.”

      “I can believe that,” he agrees. “All right. But before we go, will you at least allow me to make you some breakfast?”

      “I think I can allow that,” I say with a grin.

      Alex makes crepes and brings them to me in bed. Before he joins me, he throws open the curtains so that I can look out at the beach and the ocean waves rolling in beyond.

      “It really is a beautiful place,” I say. “It feels fit for royalty.”

      He nods. “My great-grandfather had it designed when he sat on the throne. He always regretted the fact that the palace had to be in the city. My father feels differently—he says it’s important for us to be close to the people, and that if we isolated ourselves on the coast, we couldn’t appreciate the needs of those we ruled. But it is nice to have somewhere to get away to. It’s one of the perks of royal life that makes me feel a little guilty, but that I can’t help enjoying.”

      “I know what you mean,” I agree.

      “At least you have a job,” he says. “You work hard for your status.”

      “Ruling a country is much more of a job than what I do,” I object.

      “But I don’t do that yet,” he points out. “Until my father passes the throne to me, I’m basically in school. I accompany him to meetings and meet with heads of state, but it’s all just training for the role I’ll have someday. And yet, all my life I’ve been treated like I’m important.”

      “You are important,” I tell him, resting a hand on his.

      He smiles and leans his head into mine, our temples meeting.

      “I can’t believe I’m here with the star of Royal Blue. Who would have thought?”

      “Who would have thought I’d be here with a prince?” I counter. I can’t keep myself from laughing. “We’re ridiculous. Do you actually think I’m a bigger deal than you are?”

      “In some ways you are,” he says. “And, of course, you’re a much bigger deal to me. I feel like I’ve been looking for you all my life.”

      “You’re so sweet.” I kiss him on the lips. “When will we see each other again? Will you come to LA?”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “I would like to. But I won’t be able to do it until I speak to Parliament, and to my family. Maybe not even then. It’s possible they’ll insist that their meeting you be the next step we follow.”

      He meets my eyes. “Please don’t take offense, Erica, but they are going to want to know who you are. They’ll want to make sure I’m not being taken in by someone with bad intentions.”

      “You mean someone who wants to hurt Avaran?” I ask. “I’d never do that.”

      “I know you wouldn’t. I’m not suggesting you would. And the idea is offensive to both of us. That I could be fooled like that.” He shakes his head. “Still, Parliament won’t allow anyone close to the throne without a review. So you’ll have to come back here at some point and prove your integrity.”

      “At some point I won’t be able to travel, though,” I say. “I’ll be too pregnant to fly. We need to answer some questions before that time comes. Like, where are we going to have the baby? Here or in LA?”

      “I assume here,” he says slowly. “It’s important that my child have Avaranian citizenship.”

      I want my parents to be around when my child is born, but I have to admit, Alex’s point makes sense.

      “Well, if that’s the case, we’ll have to figure out when I’m coming here to give birth, and where I’m going to be. And then…there’s the issue of living arrangements after the baby comes, and where we’re going to be…I know this is a lot, and we don’t have to figure it all out right now, but there’s plenty to think through.”

      “Yes, there is,” Alex agrees. He’s not smiling anymore.

      He drives me back to my hotel after breakfast and kisses me goodbye, but it feels like the trip has already come to an end. There’s a distance between us now, wedged in by the worry about the decisions we need to make together.

      The future is no longer a clear blue sky where everything is going to work out perfectly for us. At the moment, it feels more like a sea that looks beautiful and serene but contains hidden dangers just below the surface.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        Three Weeks Later

      

    
    
      My mornings have become routine, even though I’m not working right now. I roll out of bed and make my way to the full-length mirror in my bathroom, stopping along the way to start a pot of water boiling. I’m lucky in that one of the most annoying things about pregnancy has been having to vastly reduce my daily coffee intake. I feel sort of noble about the fact that I’m sacrificing my go-to energy boost for the sake of my unborn child, even though I know there are a thousand larger sacrifices to come.

      In the bathroom, I shower, taking my time about it since I don’t have anywhere in particular to be today. The book I managed to order without alerting anyone to my condition has led me to expect that pregnancy will give me thicker hair, and the doctor I saw in confidence told me that my prenatal vitamins might cause my hair to become shinier than it normally is. I’ve been monitoring both factors carefully, but so far I haven’t seen any change.

      I stand naked in front of the mirror and examine my body, turning first to the right and then to the left. I know I’m not visibly pregnant yet when I’m dressed, and thank God for that—I haven’t had to explain anything, answer awkward questions, or pretend I’m just putting on weight.

      Standing here unclothed, though, I can see it. At least, I think I can. Maybe I’m just imagining that swelling between my hips, that place where my usually flat stomach bows out ever so slightly.

      I take the tape measure I’ve been keeping here in the bathroom and wrap it around myself, checking. The number hasn’t increased yet.

      I put on my underclothes, turn sideways, and snap a picture of my profile with my phone. I’ve been doing this every day, saving them up to make a slideshow so I can show Alex all the days he missed of our baby’s growth.

      When I first had the idea, I felt certain it was a good one. I was sure he’d be grateful for my efforts. I was excited to be able to show it to him, so excited that I had trouble not texting him and letting him know what I was doing.

      But things have changed since then.

      It’s been three weeks. Three weeks since I returned home from Avaran. Three weeks of the same routine, wandering around my house, trying to keep myself busy.

      And three long, lonely weeks with hardly a word at all from Alex.

      What could possibly have happened? We parted on such good terms. I was sure our future held nothing but bliss, and I half expected him to call me as soon as I texted him that I’d landed safely in LA. When he didn’t call that night, I chalked it up to the time difference, did the math, and stayed awake the next night, hoping my phone would ring.

      It didn’t.

      It still hasn’t.

      I tried to force myself to stay busy. The first week was easy enough. We were finishing up filming at Alabaster Studios. That was a bit of a mixed blessing for me personally.

      On one hand, I have to admit that it’s a good thing I’m not going to be coming into work in a few more weeks, when my pregnant belly starts to show for real. It’s a good thing I won’t have to try to mislead a production team about a pregnancy. I know actresses who have done it, been discovered, and lost their contracts on the grounds that they lied. I know others who have succeeded and told me in secret how emotionally exhausting it was to cover something like that up, combined with the physical exhaustion of just being in the beginning stages of pregnancy. So I’m grateful that’s not something I have to worry about.

      On the other hand, it was good to have something to do every day. I have my morning routine now—wake up, shower, measure my belly while checking myself out in the mirror. But after this, I have nothing.

      I try to make sure I get healthy meals so my baby can be well nourished, which means I spend more time going through cookbooks and preparing things than I used to. I spend a lot of time with my pregnancy book, too, curled up on my bed or in a warm bath or out in my garden, reading up on what I can expect in the months ahead.

      But my mind always drifts to Alex. Why hasn’t he called me? I was so sure he would, after the closeness between us when I went to Avaran. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind.

      I was happy to go along with his request for these first few weeks. Keeping my pregnancy quiet until we had the chance to work out our own plans made sense to me too—the last thing I wanted was gossip columnists and tabloid journalists speculating about the father of my child, pairing me up in their publications with God-only-knows who, or worse, getting it right and calling Alex out publicly. I would have hated to see him humiliated like that.

      But keeping quiet isn’t going to make sense for much longer. I may be done with the Alabaster Studios shoot, but I’m still a famous face. Everywhere I go, my picture is taken. Every picture that’s taken is analyzed by the gossips. They notice if I’m wearing sunglasses—maybe it means I’m hungover—or if I’m not wearing makeup. And if I start to become visibly pregnant, or even to wear baggier clothes, it’s not going to go unseen.

      I need to announce this pregnancy myself before I lose the opportunity to control the story. But I can’t do that until I speak to Alex and get his consent. And I can’t do that until he calls me.

      We’ve texted a few times, back and forth, but nothing of substance has been said. And I’m clever enough to read the signs. Always, I am the one to initiate conversation. His answers are quick and direct, but always short. There are no terms of endearment and no indication that he misses me at all. We might as well be business partners, for all the warmth he shows me. I haven’t dared to bring up the question of what the future holds for us. With the way he’s acting right now, I’m not sure I want to hear the answer.

      My social life has already begun to suffer. Even though I’m not sure whether or not my pregnancy is showing, I don’t dare to take any chances. What if I went to a public function, an awards show or a party, and a reporter asked an uncomfortable question? How would I handle it? What would my answer be? I’d probably blurt out something completely unhelpful and damning out of sheer nerves.

      Then there’s the issue of morning sickness. I’m not suffering today, thank God, but it’s been very unpredictable and on some mornings very severe. I’ve spent hours hunched over the toilet, then crawled back to my bed to lie in the dark, only to discover that it wasn’t over after all.

      That means I’m completely out of commission when it comes to anything that takes place in the morning. I’ve canceled meetings with my agent twice now because I don’t want to risk throwing up in her office and having to explain myself.

      Even my parents don’t yet know that I’m pregnant, and that’s the most painful thing of all. I’m used to keeping parts of my life secret from my fans and from journalists. I’m not used to keeping secrets from my family.

      My original plan was to return to Ohio after I finished filming at Alabaster and spend the rest of hiatus holed up at my parents’ house, but I haven’t been able to return for fear they’ll put the signs together and figure out what’s going on with me. My parents have always been intuitive. Fooling them would be much harder than fooling anyone else.

      And more than that, I want to tell them. Their first grandchild. I know they’d be excited. They’ve never been the sort to pressure me about giving them grandchildren, but they love kids, and it’s a big deal. They’ll be ecstatic when they hear the news, and they’ll be deeply hurt, I know, by the fact that I waited so long to tell them. Every day I put it off is one more sprinkle of salt in that wound.

      But I can’t tell them. Because the first question they’d ask would be “who’s the father?” And that’s the one question I can’t answer. Until I know what Alex and I are going to do, I can’t tell anybody. It’s excruciating.

      He’ll call me. He’ll call me once he has a resolution from his family and from Parliament. I have to believe that.

      I pull on a green jersey dress and examine myself in the mirror again. I think maybe the dress fits a little more tightly than I’m used to—the top part across my chest is definitely snug. It’s amazing how much I’m yearning to see my belly swell up when I know it’s the evidence that will blow my cover. I want my baby to grow big and healthy. I want it deeply, viscerally, in a way that subverts and surpasses all logic.

      I’ve been completely alone for the past two weeks, with the exception of a few phone calls to my parents and to my agent. I’ve had no one else to talk to. It’s not just the lack of Alex’s voice that’s driving me crazy, it’s the lack of anyone. But who could I call? It’s not like I can talk about what’s going on with me. For lack of anyone to converse with, I’ve found myself going deeper and deeper into my own mind, questioning everything I think I know.

      Like that night in Avaran. Was it really as magical as I thought it was? Could any night be that magical?

      I must have blown it up in my mind, convinced myself it was more than it was.

      I hate that I’m thinking this way. I was so certain when I was with him. I remember that certainty—it’s imprinted on my heart. I can feel it even now, when I think of the feeling of his hands on my body, his breath on my neck, the gentle way he carried me across the beach and back to his cottage.

      But he knew the truth at that point, a small voice deep inside me argues. He knew you were pregnant. What if he was already plotting to escape any responsibility for it? What if he wants nothing to do with you or the baby, and he was just too much of a coward to admit it?

      No. Alex isn’t like that. He’s a good man. He wants to serve his kingdom. He wants to do right by the people of Avaran. Surely the same intentions apply to his son or daughter.

      That’s just what he told you, the voice says. It feels like it’s mocking me. I can actually feel myself blushing. Of course, he would present himself as noble and upstanding. Of course, he wants you to believe he’s a good man. How else would the trick work? You’d never have left him alone if you didn’t believe he was honorable.

      I did believe he was honorable…

      Could it be true? Could he have been lying the whole time, adopting a false persona, treating me kindly so I’d never suspect that his true intentions were to get rid of me?

      I have to admit that his messages have been abrupt to the point of coldness. If I weren’t carrying his child, I would have taken the hint by now and stopped reaching out to him. But this is Alex. It’s so much harder to believe that the man who held me and told me we were meant to be together, and that our baby was a sign, could want me out of his life.

      That could be what he wants, though. How well do I really know him?

      I know he’s royal, and that he’s been raised to deal with heads of state. Surely he must have the skills of a politician—the ability to flatter and lie, to tell people what they want to hear with the ultimate goal of getting his own way. How easily he convinced me to keep my pregnancy a secret, even from my own family! What a clever strategy it would be to think of a story that makes perfect sense and assure me that that was the reason for the secrecy.

      And what a genius move it would be, too. If his ultimate plan is to claim my child isn’t his, then the more time he can put between the night we spent together and my declaration of pregnancy, the muddier the waters will become. Already I could have been with a dozen men. It’s a story tabloid writers won’t hesitate to believe. And it’s not as if I can demand a paternity test of a prince—nor do I want to, really. I don’t want to entrap him into some kind of relationship, and I don’t need his money.

      But I do want my child to have a father. I won’t pretend I don’t want that.

      And even though I have serious cause to doubt the bond I thought I shared with Alex, I have to admit that I still want the beautiful future with him that I dreamed of.

      I still fantasize about his touch and the sound of his voice in my ear, his thick, powerful muscles dominating me, taking command as we make love, then losing it at the very last moment. I fantasize about the thrill of my body being enough to shatter his perfect control. That much happened the way I’m remembering it; I’m sure it did. Sex like that couldn’t have been faked. It was real, and it was the most intense thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. Alex couldn’t possibly walk away from that twice, could he?

      Unless it was only good for me?

      No. I don’t believe that. I refuse to believe that. I was there in that moment with him. This isn’t about him not having an interest in me, physically or even personally. This is about him wanting nothing to do with my pregnancy and trying to establish a credible distance between us. This is him dropping hints that I should just go away.

      I rest a hand on my belly, where even now my child is growing. I have to protect my baby. I have to provide the best possible life for him or her. I am not going to just go away.

      I grab my phone, intending to call Alex and force him to speak to me. I pull up his contact information, but as my thumb hovers over the call button, I lose my nerve.

      Who knows what he’s doing right now? Even though he’s treated me poorly, even though I do want to call him out on it, I still don’t have any wish to shame him in front of the rest of Avaran. If the wrong person is in the room when my call comes through, if someone overhears me, it could spell trouble for all of us.

      All of this is true, but it’s also an excuse. Really, I’m just too nervous to speak to him.

      I type out a text—“we need to talk”—and press send.

      I’m expecting his usual quick reply, but there’s no answer.

      I set the phone down, walk into the kitchen, and occupy myself by making a sandwich. When I pick up the phone again, there’s still nothing from Alex.

      Is he ignoring me altogether now?

      “Get back to me ASAP.” I type. “This is important.”

      I know he’s a prince, but I’m used to him responding promptly. It’s the one thing I’ve grown to count on. Yes, his answers are short and impersonal, but they always come. It’s the one thing I’ve hung my hopes on as it’s gotten harder and harder to keep faith in him. Why would he keep answering me if I meant nothing to him? It’s hard to know.

      But half an hour goes by, and then an hour, and there’s still no answer. I have to assume he’s avoiding me. And I can’t allow it. Fine for him to ignore this pregnancy, shove it under the rug and pretend it doesn’t exist, but I’m not going to be able to keep up the pretense much longer.

      “Just so you know, I’ve kept my promise and not told anyone what I told you on the beach,” I write. “But that can’t go on forever. It’s going to be obvious pretty soon. People will be able to see, and then there will be questions. You know which questions I mean.”

      I send that text, think a moment, then text again:

      “Are you expecting me to come up with a lie? People are going to ask me for a name. I’m going to have to say something. These are things that have to be decided sooner rather than later.”

      There. I think that gets the point across without making it too obvious what I’m talking about, in case the message falls into the wrong hands.

      I hit send again and cross my fingers that he’ll finally respond with something I can actually work with.
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      The day passes, and no response comes. I am tortured by my silent phone. I put it in my bedside drawer and walk away from it, hoping to distract myself, and then moments later I run to retrieve it, terrified that I’ve missed my chance to talk to Alex.

      This is crazy. I must be losing my mind.

      When the phone finally does ring, around seven o’clock in the evening, I’m so sure it’s finally Alex that I dive across the room for it and bang my knee on a chair, yelping when pain spikes through me. My dignity has completely evaporated at this point. But it’s not about me, I remind myself. It’s about the baby.

      Right. Nice try, Erica. Of course, this isn’t about me wanting to hold onto the best sex I’ve ever had, the best connection to a man I’ve ever had. No, I’m just being a good mother. I have to roll my eyes at myself as I answer the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Erica?”

      My heart sinks like a stone. The voice is brusque, businesslike, female. The voice of my agent.

      “Hi, Debra.”

      “I have an audition for you, hon. You’d be perfect for it. Can you come into the office so we can discuss?”

      I sigh. “Deb, I told you. I’m taking some time off.”

      “Yeah, you told me,” she says. “Thing is, I’m not sure you’ve really thought that through. You need to keep working, hon. You’re not going to be able to coast on that Royal Blue gig forever. You saw what happened to Gary Breyer this season. His character was killed off, and now he’s out of a job.”

      “Gary’s going to be fine,” I say. “He’s a great actor and a big name.”

      “Yes, he is,” Debra says, her voice thick with false patience. “But you aren’t, are you? You’re new to the industry, and no one knows you as anything but Aeryn Redfall. If you don’t use this time off to prove you can do more, you’re going to end up getting typecast. Or worse, not cast at all.”

      “I just did a movie,” I protest.

      “And that wrapped, and now you need to put yourself back out there. I have a four-episode guest spot on a crime series, and your combat training would really come in handy.”

      Combat. There’s no way I’m going to involve myself in combat while I’m pregnant.

      I close my eyes, wishing more than ever that Alex had come through with a plan so that I’d have something I could say to Debra right now.

      “I’m really sorry,” I say. “I can’t do it now.”

      She’s silent for a moment. “You know, I took a chance on you,” she says, her voice chilly. “Do you know how many girls come to LA looking for their big break?”

      “I think I’ve been worth your time, Deb,” I say, a little more sharply than intended. “We’ve made plenty of money from my work on Royal Blue. I’d say it’s been a solid return on your investment. And I really don’t appreciate being called up and chastened by you like all I ever do is sit around. I work hard on that show, and I know I’m one of your highest earning clients.”

      “You’ve been successful so far,” she admits. “But that comes of listening to me. Following my guidance. If you’re not prepared to keep doing that, maybe you should consider finding new representation.”

      I’m shocked. “You don’t mean that,” I protest. “Deb, I’ve been with you since the beginning.”

      “I’m thinking of your career,” she says. “I want you to keep growing as an actress. But if that’s not what you want for yourself…” She trails off.

      I say goodbye, barely able to hold back tears. I’ve been extra emotional since becoming pregnant, so I’m not surprised to find myself dissolving like this, but my stunned sadness is real. I hope she’s bluffing as a ploy to get me to take another role. I love working with Deb. She’s gotten me every break I’ve had since coming to Hollywood. If only I could tell her the truth, I know she would understand.

      If I lose her because of the way Alex made us handle this, I don’t know what I’ll do. But I do know that I’m becoming more frustrated with him by the minute.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At some point, I sleep. My sleep has been heavy and dreamless these past few weeks, and I don’t wake easily, so when a heavy pounding works its way into my dream, it’s several minutes before I realize it’s actually happening in the waking world.

      “Hang on,” I call, still half asleep, fumbling around for my bathrobe and slippers.

      I squint at my bedside clock. It’s seven thirty in the morning. Who would be here at this time?

      It must be Debra, come to fight me on her audition proposals. How will she react when I turn her down in person? Will she be able to tell I’m pregnant?

      I stumble to the door and pull it open.

      And gasp.

      Alex, my Alex, is standing at my door.

      And the moment I see him, I know I’ve been wrong, wrong about everything. All my doubts and worries fly away. Of course, he cares about me. He always has. Whatever the explanation for his distance over the past three weeks, I will hear it and accept it, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’s here. The two of us are together at last.

      His eyes drink me in for a long moment that seems to go on for an eternity, and during all that time I’m held paralyzed in his gaze. Then, suddenly, he crosses the threshold, catching me up in his embrace, crushing the air from my lungs and squeezing a few unexpected tears from my eyes. They trickle down my cheeks, and as he holds me away from him, he sees.

      “Oh, Erica,” he whispers, brushing the tears away with his thumbs. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Can you forgive me?”

      I shake my head, swallowing hard. “There’s nothing to forgive.”

      “Of course there is.” He pulls me to him again, resting me against his broad chest. “I’m sure you must have been confused all this time. Maybe even angry. I anticipated it. I knew that with every day that went by, you’d be feeling more and more alone. I knew, and yet I was distant with you. And then, when my flight landed and I saw your most recent message…”

      “So that’s why you never answered?” I interrupt. “You were on a plane?”

      “That’s why. And when I landed, I rushed straight here so that we could talk face to face rather than by text. Erica, please, please tell me I haven’t ruined everything. Tell me you’re not planning to cut me out of your life, and our child’s life.”

      “What?” I pull my head back to stare at him. “Of course I’m not. I would never do that.”

      He sighs, closing his eyes. “I was afraid I’d lost you.”

      “I was afraid we’d lost you.”

      “No,” he says. “Never.”

      “Come inside,” I suggest, taking his hand. “I’ll make some tea. You must have had a long journey. You can lie down in the bedroom if you want to.”

      He shakes his head vigorously. “I’m not going to sleep until we’ve had a chance to talk.”

      He follows me into the kitchen and leans up against the counter as I start preparing the tea.

      “I should have expected it, Erica,” he says. “They’ve been watching me, and closely.”

      “Who has?”

      “Parliament. And they’ve set members of my own household guard to keep an eye on me, too. Those men and women are supposed to report to me, to follow my orders, but I know some of them feel more loyalty to Parliament, and their eyes are open. If I spend too much time on my phone, someone appears over my shoulder to see what I’m doing. The last thing I wanted in the world was for them to find out your name.”

      “Did they?” I ask. I set the kettle on to boil.

      “No. They know I’m having an ‘affair’”—he puts the word in air quotes, as if it’s rotten and distasteful to him—“with an American woman, but that’s all they know. And that you’re pregnant, of course. But they don’t know it’s you.”

      “So you told them about the pregnancy?”

      “I did. That’s why they’ve been monitoring me so closely. When I refused to give up a name, there was a bit of an uproar.”

      “You’ll have to give my name eventually,” I point out, wondering at his long-term strategy.

      “I want to secure royal protection for you first,” he says. “If you’re under the protection of my name, there are limits to what the press can write about you. You’ll also be able to come and stay at the palace. I’m not going to let them rake you over in the tabloids. I have to know they’re willing to work with us.”

      I frown. “I thought you said getting Parliament’s support wouldn’t be a problem. You said the people who had a problem with situations like ours were all old and out of power now.”

      Alex sighs. “It didn’t go exactly the way I’d hoped. But let’s sit down and talk about it. We have plenty to discuss.”

      The water boils, and I pull down two mugs, faintly embarrassed when I realize they’re both novelty gifts from my father. Nothing else is clean right now. I hand Alex the one that says “vodka” on it, and he reads it and laughs.

      “I hope not,” he says. “I’m afraid I’d pass out on your couch at the first taste.”

      I drop a tea bag into his mug. “It’s blackberry. Come into the living room, and we can talk.”

      We settle ourselves on the couch. Whatever’s coming isn’t going to be good news, I know, and yet I can’t stop smiling at him.

      He smiles back.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I’m just so happy to see you!” I say. “I know it’s ridiculous, and that we have a lot to work through, but…I don’t know what I can say. Every time I see you, it’s as if everything I’m worried about disappears. It’s been that way every time.”

      He nods. “I feel the same way.”

      “You do?”

      “It’s very hard to be worried about Parliament when you’re sitting in front of me,” he says. “But I can’t allow myself to be distracted. We need to talk about this, Erica. You were absolutely right in your message to me.”

      “Okay,” I say. “What happened when you told them?”

      “I was sent out of the chamber so that the ministers could discuss the matter,” he says. “Even then, I assumed it was only a formality, and that when I was called back, I would be congratulated. I thought everyone would be pleased that I was expecting a child, happy that there would be a new member to the royal lineage.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not what happened.”

      “Far from it. When I was brought back in, the ministers were in the midst of a fiery debate. About half of them were ready to support me—support us—and bring you over to Avaran right away. Introduce you to the people, and reveal the story publicly. They said the same things I’ve been saying. In this day and age, there’s nothing shameful about a man and a woman having a child outside of marriage, and plenty to respect about their standing by each other and committing to giving that child a good life.”

      “So, that’s good,” I say. “That’s what we were hoping for.”

      He nods. “But then there was the other half. And, I’m sorry to say, they were actually the scant majority. They didn’t like it. I expected that the younger members of Parliament would support us, but many of them are from the same families as the older members who have retired. There are also many who support my uncle, who gained their government seats thanks to his help. So they weren’t happy at the thought of me being supported for the very same action that got him condemned and forced him to abdicate.”

      “So they want you to suffer simply because your uncle had to suffer?” I frown. “That wasn’t your decision. You had no part in it. Why should you be punished for it?”

      “I don’t know if it’s exactly about punishing me,” he says. “But you have to understand, it’s only been one generation. My uncle is still around, and everyone knows him as the man who was once their king. Everyone knows me as the boy who came into his inheritance thanks to the king’s downfall. It’s been hard for some people to embrace my claim to the throne. And for those people, this feels like a double standard.”

      “You’re awfully understanding,” I say. “If it were me, I don’t think I’d be so willing to appreciate their side of it.”

      “It’s something I’ve been coached on my whole life,” Alex says. “Politicking is an important part of the role I was born to play. I’ve been trained to face a room full of angry people, listen to their complaints, and help them find a solution.”

      I sigh, cradling my cup of tea in both hands, letting the warmth seep into my fingers.

      “What are we going to do?” I ask. “If Parliament can’t come to a consensus, where does that leave us?”

      “For a while it left us deadlocked,” Alex says. “The two sides argued, back and forth, and heatedly, for hours. My father was called in, in his official capacity as king, to give counsel.”

      “Was he on our side?” I ask anxiously. If we don’t have the approval of the king, we’re lost for certain.

      “He supports us,” Alex says, and I breathe a sigh of relief. “But his motives seem suspect to a lot of the legislators. His position is the same as mine, after all, in that he only came to power after Enzo was forced to abdicate. There are people who consider his claim to the throne shaky. They say if he’s going to overlook this…this indiscretion, as they call it, that he should pardon Enzo and hand the throne back to him.”

      “Would he?” I ask.

      “No,” Alex says. “I asked him that too, and he says it’s not an option. The people might think of it as justice, but too many changes in who rules a country does nothing but make it unstable. It would be bad for Avaran if he turned the throne back over to his brother. My father is a strong king, and he’ll do right by his people.”

      “So what happened?” I ask. “Was your father able to persuade them? Or overrule them?”

      “No, the king doesn’t have the power to overrule Parliament,” Alex says. “The two seats of power are meant to keep each other in balance. That way nobody has too much control. But enough members of Parliament are against the idea of my being allowed to keep my title if I recognize this child that we’re going to face a problem.” He shudders. “They really did have some cruel things to say.”

      “What did you do?” I ask, even as I’m afraid to hear his response.

      “My father told me to be patient, but I was angry,” he admits. “I went to Parliament a second time, alone, to address them once again. I told them they would have to listen, that I would stay there in their chambers until they’d heard me out and given me a final answer. I told them my child was growing every day and that I couldn’t wait around while they debated what our life was going to be. I needed an answer.”

      I feel my breath catch in my throat. “That was very brave of you,” I say. “Or…very foolish.”

      “A bit of both, I’m afraid,” Alex says. “That was why my father didn’t want me to go. But I was stubborn. I stood before the members of Parliament and told them I wouldn’t be blackmailed into denying my own child. I told them the choice wasn’t mine to make, but theirs. They could accept me, and accept you and the baby along with me, or they could demand my removal from the throne and let their reason for doing so be known to all.”

      “You can’t,” I protest. “You can’t give up your title, Alex. That’s the last thing I ever wanted. You can’t let them make you do that.”

      “I don’t want to,” he says. “But what kind of ruler would I be if I allowed bureaucrats to push me around and force me into actions I was morally opposed to? Avaran shouldn’t have a king like that. That’s a far worse thing than having a baby out of wedlock.

      “That’s true,” I agree.

      “The ironic thing is that I feel more capable of leading now than I ever have,” he says. “I feel aware of right and wrong. I feel confident in my choices. I stood up to Parliament. I stood up to my father, the king. All in the name of what I know to be right.”

      “And that would make you a great leader,” I agree, resting a hand on his arm. “Avaran would be lucky to have such a king.”

      He smiles. “I’m glad you think so. But I’m not sure they realize it. And if they give me an ultimatum, I know now that I’m strong enough to walk away from the throne.” He holds up a hand before I can protest. “It’s the right thing to do, Erica. It’s what’s best for the people of Avaran, and it’s what’s best for our family. I couldn’t possibly make any other choice.”
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      The telling of Alex’s story, like a session of lovemaking or a good long cry, seems to have exhausted us both. I feel physically and mentally drained by it. I turn around on the couch and lean into Alex’s chest, my head on his shoulder.

      “I can’t believe all this,” I say. “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      He nods. “I can’t believe it either. The whole flight over, I never really processed what I was doing. I’ve never flown commercial before.”

      “You flew commercial?” I look up at him.

      “I flew coach, actually,” he says, grinning. “It was all I could get at the last minute.”

      “Poor baby,” I tease him, stretching up to plant a kiss on his jaw.

      In actuality, I am impressed. It’s a long flight from Avaran to LA, and for someone who’s never been on a commercial airliner before to spend all that time in coach just to see me…it’s a big deal.

      We sit quietly, for a few minutes, him stroking my hair, me trying to nestle closer into his chest. His arms tighten around me and one hand slides down to rest on my stomach.

      “You’ve gotten bigger,” he says quietly.

      “Have I?” I thought I had, but there’s been no one to confirm it. Hearing him say it makes it all real in a way it hasn’t been. “The baby’s only about as big as a seed right now. According to my book, I mean.”

      “Your book?”

      I point it out, on the table by the TV. “I’ve been reading up.”

      “Can I have a look?” he asks. “I’d like to know what’s going on with the baby too.”

      “Later,” I tell him. “You’re in the middle of something right now.”

      “Am I? What’s that?”

      “Hugging.” I pull his arms tighter around me. “And you never finished your story, either. What happened when you told Parliament they had to make a decision? I’m guessing it didn’t go the way you’d hoped, or you wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “Actually, the whole thing was kind of a mess after that,” Alex says. “The prime minister called for a vote, but they need a strong majority to force abdication, and they just didn’t have it. But since just slightly more than half of the ministers did want me to step aside, I couldn’t just ignore them either. The preliminary vote was fifty-two percent in favor of my giving up the throne and forty-eight arguing that I should keep it.”

      “What percentage do they need to force you off the throne?” I ask.

      “Sixty-six.”

      “Well, that’s good then,” I say. “They’re not anywhere near that.”

      “No, but that was just the preliminary vote. Then they went into debates about the issue. And any time there’s a debate in Parliament, it’s an opportunity for the members to haul out pieces of legislation they’ve wanted to get passed that haven’t had a chance to make it through. One man was very dedicated to the preservation of national parks, for example, and pledged that if the budget found a certain amount of money for that endeavor, he would switch sides.”

      I’m aghast. “That’s terrible! He’s selling you out!”

      “That’s politics, I’m afraid,” Alex says. “People will figure out ways to get what they want.”

      I don’t like it, but I know he’s right. That’s how things work here in the U.S., after all. I had hoped that a monarchy like Avaran might be a little more…genteel.

      “All right,” I say. “So they started debating. Then what?”

      “Well, then it turned into a bit of a fight, to be honest,” Alex says, sounding embarrassed. “It seems that while some people were willing to use the question of my rule as political capital, others felt more like you do. There was talk on both sides of the others being traitors to the crown. Amid all that, someone leaked the story to the press, and headlines started showing up online.”

      I stiffen in his arms, and he kisses the crown of my head.

      “They don’t know it’s you,” he says. “But now public opinion is part of the conversation, and it’s bound to have an impact on Parliament’s eventual decision.”

      “Bound to? You mean they haven’t made a decision yet? What are they waiting for?”

      “I don’t actually know what happened,” Alex admits. “I left before it was resolved. I got your text message, you see, and I knew that I had to put my money where my mouth was. I’d been telling Parliament for hours that I was willing to put family before my title, to give up the throne for the sake of love. And yet here I was, arguing with them, while you so clearly needed me. I left for the airport right then and there.”

      “So you could have answered my text!” I swat gently at his hand.

      He presses his face to the top of my head. “I couldn’t have said that to you in a text.”

      “Said what to me?”

      He doesn’t answer, just rests his chin on my head.

      And then his words catch up with me.

      “You said love. You said you’d give up your throne for the sake of love.”

      He still doesn’t answer, but his arms tighten around me in response.

      “You love me?” I ask, my voice a whisper, barely believing.

      “You didn’t know?” he asks.

      “I knew there was…something. You flew all the way here for me when your government was in total upheaval over what to do with your title and your crown. I knew I wasn’t nothing to you. But I’m carrying your child. I didn’t know how much of it was me and how much was the baby.”

      He shakes his head. “But how could you not have known?” he asks. “The time we spent together in Avaran…nothing else in my life has ever been like it. We connected in a way that was profound. Surreal, almost.”

      “That’s just it,” I say, unsure why I’m pushing back at him, why I can’t just accept the words I’ve wanted to hear. “It was surreal. It felt like…like something that doesn’t happen to people. Nobody just meets and feels a connection like that. So I convinced myself I was imagining it, or believing in it because I so badly wanted it to be there. It couldn’t have really been as powerful as I thought it was.”

      “But it was,” Alex insists. “I felt it too.”

      To my embarrassment, I’m shivering a little in his arms. I’m just so overcome by all this. After all the waiting and wondering, after having convinced myself that I was truly alone in my feelings, he shows up at my door and tells me he was right there with me all along? It’s too much.

      Alex crushes me against his chest. “Erica, what is it?”

      I swallow hard. I don’t want to cry when I speak.

      “It’s just that I’ve been waiting here,” I tell him. “I’ve been waiting for you to…I didn’t even know what. To call me. To come for me. To tell me what’s going on. And it was so jarring, Alex, because one day I was in Avaran with you and everything felt so divine and perfect, and then as soon as we were out of each other’s sight, it was like you’d forgotten all about me. I expected to hear from you as soon as I landed, and that didn’t happen. And every time I reached out to you, it was like you were too busy for me.”

      He turns me in his arms and pulls me against him. To my utter embarrassment, I find that I’m crying. He strokes my hair.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ve been emotional lately.”

      “It’s understandable.”

      “It’s annoying.”

      “I don’t find it annoying.” He slides a hand down my back, rubbing slow circles along my spine. “It comes with the territory. Your body is dealing with a lot right now. And…you’re also right. I have been distant. I was busy.”

      I nod against him. “I don’t want to be needy.”

      “You’re allowed to be a little needy. You’re pregnant. And I never told you that I loved you, did I?”

      “Not…not in so many words.” I swallow. “I know I should have trusted the way it felt when we were together. I shouldn’t have needed it spelled out for me. I felt all the same things you did. I don’t know why I couldn’t just have faith in that.”

      “You’re having to cope with a lot of unusual things in your life right now,” he says.

      “So are you,” I point out. “You’re the one who’s standing up to his father and Parliament. You’re the one who’s being maligned by his people and who might lose his throne.”

      “I’m the one who’s falling in love,” he counters.

      I close my eyes. “You’re not the only one who’s doing that.”

      He sighs, but for the first time since our conversation began, his sigh doesn’t sound frustrated or overwhelmed. It’s almost a laugh.

      “We’ve done this all out of order, haven’t we? We’ve mixed everything up,” he says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve hardly even been on a date. Oh, I know we had drinks at the hotel on the night we first met, and we walked on the beach in Avaran, but if I was courting you properly, I would have taken you out for a nice dinner. That would have been our first date. And I would have dropped you off back at your home and asked if I could see you again, and if I was very lucky, there might have been a kiss.”

      “I don’t wish it had been like that,” I say. “I wouldn’t trade those nights we spent together for anything.”

      “No,” he says. “Neither would I. I wouldn’t trade any of it. Even though you got pregnant before you knew I loved you. Maybe even before I truly knew I loved you. We did everything the way we needed to do it, and it brought us here, and I couldn’t be happier.”

      His hands move to my belly, and his lips brush away my tears. “It doesn’t matter what Parliament thinks,” he says. “It doesn’t matter what my family thinks. All that matters is that I love you.”

      I lean into him. “I love you too,” I say and catch his lips with mine.

      Our kiss is long and luxurious. Only now do I realize how much I worried, both times we were together before, about our time together coming to an end. Both times, I knew we would have to say goodbye, and it lingered over everything good we shared between us like a storm about to break. But now that fear is gone.

      Even though I don’t know all the answers yet, his love is answer enough for me. Wherever we go from here, we’ll go together. If Alex has to return to Avaran, I’ll go with him. If he can stay in LA for now, maybe we’ll do that. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except the man I love and the child we made together. Nothing matters except the future of our little family.

      He scoops me into his arms and carries me to the bedroom. In a few months I know I’ll be too big to be carried around like this, so I need to enjoy it while I can.

      There’s a part of me that wants to be thrown down on the bed and taken roughly, but I know he doesn’t dare toss me around while I’m pregnant. He’s gentle instead, settling me onto the pillows, standing at my feet to remove his clothes.

      He pulls open the tie of my bathrobe and lays me bare, kissing his way from my ankle all the way up one side of my body and down the other. He’s deliciously patient, taking his time, leaving me squirming and begging for more.

      “God,” he says, his voice husky with want. “I could watch you all day. I should. I should do this all day.”

      “You’d better not.” I reach for him, but he pulls back, smiling.

      “You can’t tell me what to do,” he says. “I’m a prince, remember? I outrank you.”

      “You do not. I’m Princess Aeryn Redfall, and I command you to get over here and finish what you started.”

      He laughs. “As you command, your highness.”

      When we’re finished, he pulls the blankets up over both of us and wraps an arm around me.

      “I could use a nap,” he says. “It’s been a long day already.”

      “Mmm, a nap sounds nice,” I say softly. “Will you be here when I wake up?”

      “What?” he asks. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “One of us is always leaving the morning after,” I say. “That’s how it’s been so far.”

      He kisses the back of my neck. “I’m not leaving,” he says, and I hear the promise in his words. “Rest now, Erica. I’ll be here.”
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      At first I’m not sure what woke me, because my nap hasn’t been that long and I’m still feeling tired. I’m anxious and uneasy, but I don’t know why. Alex. Is he gone?

      No. No, he’s still here, a big warm presence in the bed beside me. Even as I think it, his hand wraps around my hip and subconsciously pulls me closer.

      I’m worried about nothing. Everything’s fine. I allow my eyes to drift closed again…

      And then I feel it—an intense pressure, bordering on painful. And I know immediately that this is what woke me up, that I felt this once before because it’s familiar. It feels like my insides are in a vice. My hands move to my stomach, cradle it, and I wish I could reach in to my little one and reassure myself that he or she is okay.

      The pain fades, leaving me gasping. What was that? And should I be worried? I know better than to ignore any pain when I’m pregnant, but I feel fine now. I’m sure I just ate something funny. It was just a little cramp, right?

      The tightness hits again. This time it’s so intense that I can’t help myself—I cry out. Just a little, but he shifts beside me, and I know he’s awake immediately.

      “Erica? What is it?”

      I want to say “I’m fine, go back to sleep,” but the words won’t come. To my astonishment, I find myself crying, overcome by fear.

      “Something’s wrong,” I whisper. “I think something’s wrong, Alex…” Another wave of pain hits and I gasp and double over.

      He’s on his feet. “Okay,” he says. “I’ve got you. Look at me. Hey, focus on me. I’m sure this is nothing to worry about. How long has it been going on?”

      “Just a few minutes, I think…” I’m breathing heavily, trying to recover. The pain has receded, but I’m sure now that it will be back.

      He slides out of bed and dresses quickly before helping me to my feet. From somewhere, he produces jeans and a sweater.

      “Here we go, put these on.”

      “Why…?”

      “We’re going to head over to your doctor’s office and make sure everything is okay. I’ll call on the way if you give me the number.”

      I nod. “On the fridge—no, don’t leave me,” I beg as he pulls away to retrieve it.

      I feel pathetic, but I also feel like I’ll fall to pieces if I don’t have him to hold on to. This is terrifying. What if something is wrong with our baby?

      Alex nods. “All right,” he says, and he stays with me while I dress.

      Together, the two of us go to the kitchen and retrieve the info for my OB/GYN from the fridge before Alex leads me outside to a small blue rental car that waits in my driveway. He opens the passenger door and helps me inside just as another cramp hits.

      It’s not until he has trouble extricating his arm from my grip that I realize how hard I’ve been squeezing him. I hope I haven’t hurt him. I add that to the list of wishes that are running desperately through my head right now.

      As we make our way to the doctor’s office, Alex showing his usual disregard for speed limits, I’m vaguely aware of the sound of him talking on the phone. I hear a few words that I know pertain to my symptoms, “cramping” and “woke up with it.” I wrap my hands around my stomach and try to imagine I’m giving comfort to my child.

      It’s all right, I think desperately. Hang in there. You’re going to be fine. I love you, and your father loves you, and we’re going to get you the best care there is. Everything’s going to be okay.

      I wish I believed it. I wish I could feel as calm and confident as Alex seems to, because I know the baby can pick up on changes in my body, and the rush of anxiety I’m bringing to the table right now isn’t doing anyone any good.

      I take deep breaths, trying to steady myself, trying to keep my body at peace. I can’t hold my distressed child. The only thing I can do to take care of him or her right now is to keep calm.
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      It worries me not to be walking into the doctor’s office under my own steam, but Alex has me in his arms almost the moment the car stops. He carries me so easily. And, in truth, there’s a bit of relief to relaxing and letting someone else handle things right now. He places me in a chair and speaks to the receptionist in low, urgent tones, and I stare at the paintings on the wall across from me and try not to think about what might be happening.

      Pain during pregnancy isn’t good. I know that. It’s not supposed to feel like this.

      Is it my fault? I’ve been so stressed out. I know I have. Maybe it’s wrong that I’ve allowed my personal worries, my fears about my own life, to get into my head. All the time I’ve spent wondering what’s going to happen between me and Alex—has that been harmful to our child? I feel tears welling up in my eyes. I only wanted to help. I wanted my baby to have a father. I never wanted to cause any harm. Am I a terrible mother?

      “Hey.” An arm settles around my shoulders. His lips are at my temple. “Hey. Calm down. Everything’s all right.”

      “No, something’s wrong…”

      “I told that receptionist about your symptoms, and she said everything was probably okay but that the doctor would take a look for us,” Alex says. His hand rubs slow circles on my back. “He’ll be right out, okay?”

      “It’s my fault.”

      “Shh, no, it’s not.”

      “I wasn’t careful enough. Alex, if something happens to the baby…”

      “Nothing’s going to happen,” he says firmly. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Erica?” a voice calls.

      I look up. There’s Dr. McGill, waiting in the doorway and smiling that easygoing smile of his. I get to my feet before Alex can pick me up again.

      “I understand you’re having a little pain?” the doctor asks as he walks me back to an exam room.

      I stop and double over in the hall as another spasm hits. Alex catches me with an arm around the chest and supports me until I can stand again.

      “How long has this been going on?” the doctor asks.

      “Not long,” Alex says. “Less than an hour.”

      “Okay. Let’s have a look.”

      Dr. McGill guides me into the exam room and indicates that I should undress and get up on the table. I do so, letting Alex help me into my gown.

      Ordinarily I’d feel shy about this exam happening right in front of him like this—he might be the father of my child, we might be in love, but we’re still very new to each other—but I’m so anxious about the results that the last thing I want is to be alone.

      The doctor runs several scans I don’t really understand and examines me up and down. Finally, he seems to have all the information he wants.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and get dressed, Erica, and I’ll have a nurse bring you a cup of juice,” he suggests. “I’m sending your tests to the lab for a quick turnaround, and when they’re back we’ll discuss the results.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Alex’s arm wraps around me, and I lean gratefully into his warmth.

      Dr. McGill nods and leaves the room.

      “He doesn’t seem worried,” Alex notes, tightening his arm around me just a little. “I’m sure that’s a good sign.”

      “He’d be a terrible doctor if he showed he was worried,” I say. I close my eyes.

      “Are you okay?” Alex asks.

      “I feel a little dizzy.”

      The door opens, but I don’t open my eyes to see who it is or what’s going on. A moment later, Alex speaks. “Orange juice, Erica.”

      I shake my head. I’m so nervous, I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      “You need to have some,” Alex insists. “You didn’t eat any breakfast, and your adrenaline has been through the roof because of this incident. You’re going to crash in a minute. Come on.” I hear the crinkly sound of a lid being peeled back from a cup, and then he’s closing my hand around the plastic. “Here. Drink.”

      I don’t have the energy to argue. I raise the cup to my lips and take a sip.

      “Keep drinking,” Alex urges, so I do.

      Sure enough, the juice seems to revive me a little, and after some time has passed, I open my eyes. He’s watching me, concern written all over his face.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I just need to know about the baby,” I say.

      Alex opens his mouth—perhaps to say that we’ll find out about the baby soon enough—but the door opens again, cutting him off. Dr. McGill has returned to the room, clipboard in hand.

      “Okay, Erica,” he says, and a smile breaks across his face. “It’s good news. All your tests came back fine. You’ve got nothing at all to worry about.”

      I can’t believe it. I’m stunned into silence for a moment. Finally, I find words.

      “My baby is okay?”

      The doctor pulls something off his clipboard and hands it to me. I look down. It’s an ultrasound photo.

      “Is this him?” I ask. “Or her?”

      “Them,” the doctor corrects me.

      Alex gasps, but I don’t understand.

      “Who?”

      “Your babies,” Dr. McGill says. “You’re expecting twins, Erica.”

      “I’m what?”

      “Are you sure?” Alex asks.

      “I’m certain,” the doctor says. “Look.” He approaches and points to the ultrasound photo. “Here’s one, and here’s the other. There are definitely two. And all our tests indicate that they’re both healthy and strong, and you’re doing well, too. Get home and get some rest and you’ll feel much better.”

      “So she’s all right?” Alex confirms. “There’s nothing wrong with her?”

      “Just a bit of anxiety, I’d say,” the doctor says. “Take care of her today.”

      Alex nods. “I can do that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back at home, Alex carries me to bed and tucks me in.

      “You’re staying right here for the rest of the day,” he insists. “No moving. Anything you need, I’ll get it for you.”

      “Come on,” I say. “I’m not comfortable with that.”

      “Please.” He sits on the foot of my bed. “Let me do this, Erica. You’re carrying our baby—our babies. You get to give a part of yourself to them every single day. I can’t do that, so please let me do what I can. Let me wait on you a little. It would be a gift to me.”

      I close my eyes. It’s hard to accept someone serving me. I’ve always been self-sufficient. I’ve never even gotten comfortable with the costumers and hair and makeup artist helping me get ready for a day of filming, and I never sent anyone to get food for me during work hours. But Alex is looking at me with a genuine plea in his eyes, and I believe what he’s saying. He wants to help with the babies, and really, there’s so little he can do. Taking care of me is his only recourse.

      I nod assent. “I could use my book. I left it in the living room. And maybe…some breakfast?”

      He jumps to his feet eagerly. “What would you like?”

      “Oh, anything is fine.”

      “Pancakes?”

      “That sounds great.”

      He squeezes my hand and disappears. After dropping off my book, he heads to the kitchen, and I hear him rattling around with pots and pans. Has he ever cooked before? He’s a prince, after all. He must have someone in his employ who does that sort of thing for him. I wonder whether he has any idea how to make pancakes.

      But he must, because a few minutes later he returns with a huge, fluffy stack and a bowl of cut-up strawberries and bananas.

      “Breakfast is served,” he says, bowing slightly enough that it feels sincere and not like a mockery.

      I smile and pick out a strawberry. It’s perfectly ripe and delicious, the flavor bursting across my tongue.

      “Do you mind if I call home?” Alex asks. “My family will want to know about today’s news.”

      “Of course not,” I say. “Please, go ahead.”

      He pulls out his phone.

      “I should really wait,” he confesses as he dials. “It’s the middle of the night in Ava—Father? It’s Alessandro—no, let’s speak English, I’m in America, and Erica is here with me.” He shoots a glance at me. “We’ve just been to the doctor.”

      A pause. I can hear a voice on the other end of the phone. The king. It gives me a little shiver to think about it.

      “She’s fine,” Alex says. “But we did get a surprise. She—we—we’re expecting twins.”

      Another long, ominous pause.

      Then I hear a burst of laughter through the phone, and a rattling of Avaranian as the king forgets to speak English. I don’t know what he’s saying, but a smile breaks across Alex’s face like the dawn, and I know instantly it must be good.

      “That’s right,” Alex agrees. “Two royal babies.”

      The voice over the phone laughs delightedly and then continues to speak in Avaranian. Alex gives my hand a squeeze, gets to his feet, and leaves the room to speak to his father.

      I rest a hand on my belly, wondering. Two royal babies. Two little princes, or princesses, or one of each. What will their lives look like? What will it be like to grow up as the children of a Hollywood actress and a member of the royal family? How famous will my children be, and how sought after by the paparazzi? Will they ever know a moment’s peace or privacy?

      Royal babies, Alex called them. And he was echoing the king. So what does that mean? What are royal babies, royal children, expected to do? And how will that change if Alex is stripped of his title? He doesn’t have a sibling, so who will be next in the line of succession? Will the throne fall to his cousins, to Enzo’s children? And if so, would our babies still be in line?

      Royal babies.

      I think about my friend Lizzie, who grew up in Hollywood, whose perspective on life and the world is so vastly different from mine. I’ve often felt she wouldn’t make it in the real world, that if she was transplanted to Ohio and had to deal with things like shoveling snow and paying taxes and taking her car to the shop she would fall apart. But it’s unfair to judge Lizzie on those terms, and I know it. That isn’t Lizzie’s world. Her world is the world of fame and fans and followers, and she navigates that like a pro.

      That’s the skill my children will have to have. They’ll have to learn their way around Avaranian courts, in addition to managing the perils of Hollywood. Their upbringing won’t be anything like mine was. They won’t have the struggles of getting by in an average high school. They won’t learn to drive when they turn fifteen—will they ever?

      Even if Alex is forced to give up his throne, they will be highborn royals in Avaran. Alex will no doubt take some lesser title, just like his uncle did. My children will never be normal.

      Alex comes back into the bedroom, phone in hand, all smiles. “Well, he’s happy,” he says.

      “I could tell,” I say. I reach behind me to rearrange my pillows, but Alex jumps in and does it before I can. “What did he say?” I ask.

      “Good news on that front too,” Alex says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Parliament came to an agreement.”

      I grab his hand. “Tell me.”

      “They’re not going to force me to abdicate,” he says. “My father went back and pled my case after I left Avaran, and in the end, enough of them saw sense. I’ll retain my title.”

      “Oh, God, Alex, that’s wonderful.” I fling my arms around him.

      He nods. “And it means our children will be the rightful heirs to the throne.”

      And there it is, the part that frightens me. But I am not going to allow myself to be worried by that, not right now. Not on this miraculous day when everything is going so well. Alex is here with me, and we are in love. Our babies are healthy and whole, and there are two of them, two new children to welcome into our family and share our love. And now Alex will get to remain as prince of his beloved country.

      This couldn’t possibly have worked out any more perfectly.

      Alex is watching me carefully. “Are you all right with it?” he asks.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “There are going to be challenges,” he says. “There are going to be complications, raising royal children.”

      “I’m trying not to focus on that right now,” I tell him honestly. “I want to have your children. That makes them royal. It’s a fair bargain.”

      He laughs.

      “What?” I ask. “What’s funny?”

      “It’s strange to hear you put it that way,” he says. “Do you know how many people feel the opposite way about it? That they wouldn’t mind whose children they had to have, as long as those children were royal? As long as their children could help them gain status, power or money?”

      “I already have more status and power and money than I need,” I say.

      “This is what I meant when I told you that celebrities were American royalty,” Alex says.

      I nod. “I suppose you had a point there.”

      “We’re going to need to go back to Avaran,” he says. “My father’s insisting upon it. And honestly, I think he’s right. He says we’d do best to have the babies born there.”

      “That’s not a problem,” I say. “We already talked about it, remember? We wanted them to have Avaranian citizenship.”

      He nods, seeming relieved that I’m taking it so well.

      “It’s also custom that members of the royal family are born in the palace, so it’s a good way to honor our children and legitimize their place in the line of succession,” he says. “Even though Parliament has agreed, there are plenty of people in Avaran who will dispute my claim to the throne and the legitimacy of our children. By adhering to custom, we’ll take our first steps toward sweeping away those doubts.”

      “That makes sense,” I say. “I do want to honor royal tradition in some way, at least. I want the babies to begin their lives the right way. You were right before when you pointed out that we’d gone about this whole thing out of order.”

      “I don’t have any regrets,” Alex says quickly.

      “No, I don’t either,” I reassure him. “But moving forward, we need to be careful to do everything right. We need to follow the rules and stick to traditions. Because it’s not just us who will be paying for our mistakes now.” I rest a hand on my stomach and look at him significantly. “We can’t afford to alienate the Avaranian people.”

      “It’s a lot to ask,” Alex says. “I know it’s a lot to ask. You’ll be leaving behind your family, your country, everything that’s familiar to you.”

      “It’s not as if I’ve never done that before,” I point out. “I did that when I left Ohio to come to Hollywood. I traded familiarity and comfort for the promise of something I wanted even more. That’s what I’m doing this time, too. I can handle it.”

      “And there’s your career to think of,” Alex persists. “You’ll be away until the children are born, at least. Your acting career is just getting started. Your star is rising. To be away for so long…”

      “It doesn’t matter where I am,” I say firmly. “I’m not going to be able to act until after the babies are born anyway. Royal Blue will either have to extend the hiatus or write my character off the show.”

      “And that’s okay?” he asks. “You won’t be violating any contracts, or, I don’t know, making anyone angry? I worry about you, Erica. I know this isn’t just complicated for me. I’m not the only one who has a life that this has to fit into, and I realize that.”

      “It’s all right,” I say. “I haven’t signed my contract for next season yet. I suppose they might get angry when they find out I’ll have to take a few months off from filming, but there’s very little they can reasonably ask me to do about it, and I haven’t broken any contracts.” I take his hand. “There’s nothing keeping me here, Alex. There’s only my parents, and they’ll be able to visit, won’t they?”

      “Of course,” he says.

      “Then I have no reason to stay,” I tell him. “Let’s go to Avaran. Let’s take our children home.”

      “You know you’ll be seized on immediately, don’t you?” Alex asks. “Everyone is going to want to know everything about you. You’re the American girl who captured the heart of the prince.” He chuckles a little at his own spin job. “People are going to be clamoring to get your story, to get photos of you, to get you to sit down for interviews or give them sound bites.”

      “That happens already,” I point out. “That doctor we went to today was specifically chosen because he deals with celebrities and doesn’t sell our stories to the press.”

      “It’ll be worse in Avaran,” Alex warns. “Here you’re famous, but you’re one of hundreds of famous people, and many of them are a lot more famous than you are. In Avaran, you’re all anybody’s talking about right now. The royal family is big, but it isn’t that big, and none of the rest of them have anything exciting going on. You and I are the only news, and you’re the only one they don’t know. They’re going to be on you as soon as we land.”

      “I don’t care,” I say. I know I sound stubborn, but I don’t care about that either. “It doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is that we’re all together.”

      Alex nods and pulls me close for a kiss. “Then I’ll make the arrangements.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        Six Months Later

      

    
    
      “I brought you more books,” Alex calls from the door to my bedroom.

      I’m reclining on a chaise on my balcony overlooking the capital city of Avaran and feeling every bit a princess. This is nothing like playing Princess Aeryn was. Aeryn was always dirty and grimy, always running around the unseemly parts of the kingdom, getting involved in swordplay and even fist fights. She was a compelling character, to be sure, but she did not remind me of a princess.

      But here in Avaran, it’s a completely different story. Since I arrived here six months ago, I’ve been treated like royalty. I have my own suite of rooms in the palace, adjoining Alex’s, and my own staff of maids and butlers to help me with anything I need.

      I’m uncomfortable calling on them for anything, despite the fact that they’ve reassured me hundreds of times that that’s what they’re there for, that it’s part of their job and that they want to help make my life easier. One butler, after I told him I couldn’t possibly ask him to bring me the milkshake I was craving at two in the morning, even took me aside and showed me one of his pay stubs, and after that I did feel better about it.

      Alex appears on the balcony and dumps the pile of books beside me. “I was at the library for over an hour,” he says. “I’ve never spent such a long time among the books before. But you read them so quickly.”

      “I have to,” I say, looking through the stack. “My children are going to be Avaranian royalty. It’ll be my job to teach them the history of their country and their people.”

      “They’ll have tutors for that,” Alex points out. “And me.”

      “Even so, it wouldn’t be right if their own mother didn’t know anything about the country they’re going to rule one day, would it? Besides, there will be plenty of people who have problems with me raising them,” I point out. “If I can demonstrate from the start that I understand their importance to the country and that I want to help prepare them for their future roles, so much the better.”

      Alex takes a seat at the foot of my chaise.

      “What have you been studying this morning?”

      “Language,” I say, showing him the app on my phone that’s been pronouncing Avaranian words into my ear all day. “It sounds a lot like Italian.”

      “You know Italian?”

      “I know Spanish. Spanish also sounds like Italian.”

      He smiles and reaches out to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear.

      “You’re so dedicated,” he says. “I can’t believe how hard you’ve been working since you arrived here. How quickly you’ve been learning. Our children are so lucky to have you for a mother.”

      I pull the new books into my arms. “What did you bring me today?”

      He picks up the book that’s on top of the stack. “This is a history of our establishment as an independent nation,” he says. “Avaran takes pride in the fact that we’ve never been involved in a war. Even for our independence, we never went to battle.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “Read the book,” he says with a grin. He places it on the table and takes another from me. “This is a biography of Avaran’s best-loved prime minister. It will give you some history of the politics of our country, and it’ll also provide some insight into how the royal family interacts with Parliament.”

      I nod. “That’s something the kids will need to know about.”

      “Yes, exactly,” he says with a smile. “It important that they keep the body of elected officials happy at all times, because nothing can be accomplished unless Parliament and whoever is on the throne are in agreement. When there’s a standoff, it can lead to hard times for the country and the people. A good ruler has to learn when to compromise and when to hold fast to his ideals.” He taps the cover of the book. “This prime minister dealt with a king who was particularly good at that, and it was one of the most prosperous periods in Avaranian history.”

      I nod and think about the fact that someday the little babies I’m carrying will be in history books. Someday they’ll be remembered as rulers. I have to make sure history looks at them as good and wise ones.

      Alex rises, leaving me the books, and walks back into the sitting room that sits behind my balcony.

      “Did the doctor come today?” he calls out to me.

      “Yes.”

      I get to my feet and follow him, feeling ungainly as I waddle in his wake. I know it’s important for the health of my little ones that I keep moving around, and I want to keep moving around, but it’s much easier to lie on the chaise with my hands resting on my enormous belly and look out at the city than it is to try to walk.

      It’s not just the weight of my twins, although that is considerable, and it makes things hard. But it’s also the weight distribution of my body, so different now from what I’m used to. I walk with my hands on my lower back, bracing myself, slowly as a brachiosaurus.

      By the time I reach the kitchen, Alex has been there long enough that he’s begun chopping up fruit for my daily smoothie. I lean on the counter and watch his deft hands at work.

      “What did the doctor say?” he asks. “Is he worried about your food aversions?”

      I laugh gently. “No. I told you that wasn’t an issue, didn’t I?”

      Not only did I tell him, but I also showed him the chapter in my pregnancy book that explained why I craved some foods and couldn’t stand the sight of others. But Alex has proven to be a very anxious father-to-be.

      It’s sweet, really. It’s so plain how much he cares for me and the babies. He’s going to be a wonderful father. I believe that with all my heart.

      Alex finishes making the smoothie and pushes it across to me. He used to include banana in the mixture, but banana is one of the foods I can’t stand now, so it’s a variety of berries. I haul myself onto a stool at the counter and begin to drink.

      “The doctor says I’m coming along nicely,” I tell him. “He says everything’s looking good for the C-section in two weeks.”

      Alex nods. “That’s great.”

      He opens the refrigerator and surveys the contents. I know he’d like to have a beer, but he rid the house of all alcohol the day I moved in, declaring that as long as I couldn’t have a drink, he wasn’t going to have one either. It was needlessly noble, in my opinion, but at the same time, I can’t deny that I’m a bit touched by it. Alex settles on a fruit-flavored soft drink and returns to the counter.

      “Are you ready, do you think?”

      “I think so,” I say. “The nursery is almost all set up. They still need to paint the pattern on the focal wall, but I guess that’s not very important, is it?”

      “It is if you want it,” Alex says. “I’ll make sure the painters come tomorrow.”

      “Will the C-section be here in the apartment?” I ask.

      It’s been really nice having a team of doctors come here for my checkups, not having to go sit at a clinic or worry about being seen by the public or having medical details leaked. But a C-section, an actual surgical procedure, is different. I’m nervous at the prospect of not being in a hospital for that.

      Alex seems to understand. “The team is the best in the kingdom, if not all of Europe,” he says. “And they’ll have all the equipment they need to do the job. Don’t worry. I would never make a sacrifice when it came to your health and safety, or that of our babies.”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” I say. “I just get nervous.”

      “I understand.”

      He walks around the counter and takes me in his arms. It’s harder for Alex to hold me now than it once was, and the position we’ve both come to favor is him standing behind me, arms wrapped around so he can rest his hands over the babies. He holds me that way now and kisses my shoulder.

      “It’ll be all right,” he says. “If a hospital was safer, we’d be doing that. I promise you.”

      I nod. “I believe you.”

      I finish my smoothie and push the glass over to him. So far, he hasn’t mentioned tonight’s big event, and in a childish way, I’m half hoping he’s forgotten it and that I won’t have to go. But when he speaks again, my hopes are dashed.

      “Have you chosen an outfit for tonight yet?”

      I close my eyes and indulge in a brief moment of disappointment.

      “Not yet. I was hoping you would help me.”

      He nods. “It’s really your first royal appearance, isn’t it? Not counting the time you were presented to my parents, of course.”

      “I’m not sure you can say ‘not counting’ the time I was presented to the king and queen of Avaran,” I object. “That was actually a pretty major event for me. That definitely counts as my first royal appearance.”

      I think back to that meeting, less than twenty-four hours after my arrival in Avaran. I’d been sent a hair and makeup entourage that would put my Royal Blue team to shame and a royal outfitter to sew me into a perfect pale gold gown. I was presented to King Donato and Queen Filippa by Alex himself, who escorted me on his arm into the throne room and bowed—bowed to his own parents—before declaring my name.

      By rights, tonight shouldn’t be as intimidating as that was. And yet there’s another factor here, one that complicates things dramatically. Because I knew Alex’s parents were happy about the twins, ready to welcome them into the royal family. I knew they would be pleased to meet me. Tonight, I don’t have that feeling at all.

      Tonight, I’ll be meeting Duke Enzo Gosar for the first time.

      And I would not be at all surprised if the duke and his family had no good feeling toward me or my babies. Not after the way their country treated them when they were in the same position Alex and I are in now.

      How could they not feel resentful? They’re welcoming us into their home because it’s politically necessary, but that doesn’t mean they want us there. How could they?

      Earlier this morning, one of my maids delivered a rack of dresses, all tailored to my exact current measurements. I was supposed to be choosing something to wear. But I’ve been avoiding it because I can’t stand to think of what might happen tonight when we face Alex’s uncle and his family.

      Will they curse me for the fact that my children will be royal when their family was forced to give up the throne? Will they let us into their home but be cold and hostile the whole time? How much I’d rather stay here in my comfortable suite, relaxing on my feather bed with Alex beside me or going out onto the balcony to look at the city as it comes to life for the night.

      Alex disappears into the bedroom and returns with a wine-colored dress draped over one arm.

      “This one,” he says. “You’ll look beautiful in this. Try it on.”

      Resigned, I step out of my sweatpants, pull my tank top over my head, and allow Alex to help me into the dress.

      I must admit, it does fit perfectly. The tailors have done their job well. It hugs my baby bump without being tight, showing off my pregnancy tastefully. I examine my reflection in the mirror, turning this way and that.

      “It does look nice, doesn’t it?”

      “You do,” Alex corrects, taking me in his arms again. “You’ll amaze everyone tonight. I don’t know what you’re worried about.”

      “Of course you know what I’m worried about.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “Uncle Enzo has always been kind to me. He’s never shown any resentment for the fact that his family lost the crown to mine.”

      “Okay,” I say, “but there was no double standard before. Things are different now. You’ve done exactly the same thing he did, and you’re not being punished. He’d be only human to be upset about that, Alex, no matter how kind a man he is.”

      “Even if he is upset about the inequality of it,” Alex argues stubbornly, “he can hardly blame us. We weren’t even born when he lost the throne. We had nothing to do with that. And I’m sure he doesn’t expect us to walk away from our responsibilities out of some sense of fairness. What happened to Enzo was an injustice, but it wouldn’t make it right if I sought out the same fate for myself. It would just mean that a wrong had been done twice.”

      I shake my head. “I sure hope he sees it the same way you do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    
    
      Alex’s uncle and aunt have a huge estate that covers several acres of land. It’s located deep in the countryside, so far from the city that you can’t even see the twinkle of the lights anymore, and it’s about as different from the palace as anything could be. The palace is all smooth stone and pillars, the outside a gleaming marble white, but the duke’s estate is rough-hewn and gray, a look that nods to its ancient heritage.

      Alex helps me out of the car and up the steps to the front door, and we’re shown in by a butler. The man smiles as he takes our jackets, which is an encouraging sign, and then he shows us down the hall to a great dining room featuring a long wooden table set for six. The king and queen are already there, and they rise to greet us, as do another man and woman who must be Enzo and his wife.

      They take me in for a long, loaded moment, and a part of me longs to run back out to the car as fast as my heavily pregnant belly will allow. What are they thinking? Do they want me to go?

      Then Enzo extends a hand. “Welcome, Miss Steadman,” he says cordially. “We’ve heard quite a lot about you.”

      My eyes dart to Alex. “Good things, I hope?”

      It’s impossible to tell, under Enzo’s bushy mustache, whether he’s smiling or not. His eyes give nothing away.

      But his wife has none of his subtlety. “This is the American movie star?” She nudges her husband out of the way and takes my hand. “We’re so pleased to meet you, dear.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, ma’am,” I manage taken aback. “And no, I’m not a movie star. I just have a television role.”

      She waves a hand at that. “I have seen you on your show, of course. Oh, you must call me Giovanna. Look at your lovely hair. But please, sit down. I know your feet must hurt; when I was carrying my Lauro…”

      She chatters on as Alex helps me into my seat and the butlers emerge from the kitchen to place the first course before us. The lid is lifted and I inhale warm cheese and fresh bread. Alex picks up a piece of bread and dips it into his cheese.

      “Fondue is my uncle’s secret indulgence,” he says, leaning over. “He’s celebrating tonight. This is good.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes. If he wasn’t happy to be hosting us, he’d have served small portions of something that would have us out of here quickly, not something we’d savor.”

      I dip the bread in the cheese and pop it in my mouth. It’s hot and delicious.

      “I’ve never tasted such fresh bread.”

      “His boulanger makes it daily. How do you think he got so fat?” Alex grins.

      “Boulanger?”

      “Bread cook.”

      “He has his own bread cook?”

      “Uncle Enzo likes a good meal.”

      “What’s that you two are talking about?” Enzo asks, and my spine stiffens a little. Have I offended him? “Do you like the cheese course, Miss Steadman?”

      “Very much, sir, thank you.”

      His mustache twitches. “She’s a polite one,” he says to Alex. “The politest American I’ve ever met, for certain. Ever since Lauro moved over to the States, his manners have been going downhill. That wife of his means well, but she doesn’t have the same upbringing, and their children might as well be zoo animals.”

      “Enzo,” Giovanna chides. “That’s your son’s family you’re talking about.”

      He shakes his head. “When she’s right, she’s right, is she not? And God knows I love them all. But you, Miss Steadman, you have the right grace about you.” He nods. “She’ll do well in court, Alessandro.”

      It’s hard to believe what I’m hearing. Did I just win Uncle Enzo’s approval?

      Alex smiles at me across the table and gives a little nod, as if he heard my question, as if he wants to let me know that I’ve done well. I’ve made him proud. And if Enzo Gosar approves of me, that must mean he welcomes my children and plans to support their eventual reign. It means that instead of growing up with an uncle who resents them, they’ll grow up with one who loves them and wants to help them succeed.

      I help myself to another bite of fondue. This really is the best cheese I’ve ever had in my life.
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      “Your uncle doesn’t think much of Americans, does he?” I ask Alex after dinner.

      The two of us are walking hand in hand through the gardens behind the old stone house. It’s like another world back here, fragrant with the aroma of olive and lemon trees, and I feel very far away from the stress of the dinner.

      “Not very much, no,” Alex chuckles. “I hope you weren’t offended.”

      “I wasn’t, but what was that about?”

      “It’s nothing very serious,” Alex says. “His oldest son, my cousin Lauro, went to live in America. He actually went there for college, and while he was there, he fell in love with one of his classmates. I don’t think Enzo ever recovered from the shock.”

      “Why was that a shock?” I ask.

      “Because Lauro was supposed to be a prince of Avaran, and instead he’s in New Jersey married to a kindergarten teacher.” Alex shrugs. “I can never predict what my uncle will choose to be upset about or who his feelings of ill use will target. But he doesn’t seem to resent you at all, does he? That’s something.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I agree. “He didn’t seem to mind me a bit, unless he’s much more subtle than I’m giving him credit for.”

      Alex shakes his head. “If he’d had an issue with you, you would have known about it. He was being genuine when he said you had manners, and I think he likes that about you. I think he’ll probably rub it in Lauro’s face the first time the two of you meet…”

      “Oh, no,” I say, anxious. “I don’t want that. I want Lauro to like me.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Alex smiles. “Lauro’s used to the way his father is. He won’t blame you if something like that happens.”

      I nod, trying to feel reassured by Alex’s steady, calm presence. “Your uncle and your father didn’t have much to say to each other either.”

      “There are old disagreements there,” Alex says. “Enzo doesn’t blame Father for assuming the throne, but I think he believed he’d be able to give counsel, to help guide the running of the country. After all, he’d been groomed his whole life to be a ruler, and Father didn’t have the same preparation. But Father had different priorities than Enzo, and he ignored a lot of his brother’s advice.”

      “And now Enzo’s mad about it?”

      “Probably more hurt than mad,” Alex says with a small frown. “His pride is wounded. But there isn’t much he can do about it now unless he wants to sulk forever.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” I agree. I lift my hands over my head and stretch. It feels good to be moving around.

      Alex is watching me anxiously. “Are you in pain? Are you tired? Maybe we should go back to the house.”

      “No, Alex, I’m fine.”

      “Seriously. We could have lemonade made for you. You know, they pick the lemons right here in the orchard and squeeze them fresh every day. It’s very good. And you probably shouldn’t be spending this much time on your feet anyway.”

      “Yes I should,” I object. “My doctor said it was a good idea for me to get some exercise. That’s the doctor you hired, I might add, the one you said was the best in all of Avaran.”

      Alex looks doubtful. “He said it was okay for you to do a lot of walking around?”

      “I haven’t done a lot of walking around,” I point out. “The house is just a few yards over that way. And it’s good for me to get a little exercise, Alex. It’s good for the babies.”

      “That’s what the doctor said?”

      “That’s what he said. I promise.”

      Alex allows a smile onto his face. “You must think I’m completely neurotic.”

      “I think you’re concerned, which is a quality I’m more than happy to see in the father of my children.” I smile up at him. “Believe me, it doesn’t bother me at all that you want to make sure they’re well taken care of.”

      “Not just them,” he says. “It’s you, too, Erica. I worry about you. I want to make sure nothing happens to you.”

      “I’m almost at the end of this pregnancy,” I point out. “Two weeks from now, we’ll have our babies.”

      “I can’t wait,” he says.

      “Have you thought about names?” I ask him.

      He laughs. “I thought you’d never ask! I’ve been thinking about names ever since I found out there was a baby.”

      I swat his arm. “You never told me that.”

      “Well, once you decided you didn’t want to find out the sex of the babies until they were born, it seemed like there wasn’t much point in speculating,” he says. “But of course I’ve thought about it. I can’t help but think about it, any more than I can help picturing them. God, I hope they look like you.”

      “No way,” I object. “I at least want them to have your eyes. A little girl with your eyes…can you even imagine how beautiful she’d be?”

      Alex wraps an arm around my shoulders. “As long as they’re healthy and happy, I’ll be more than satisfied. That’s all that really matters.”

      “So what names have you been thinking of?” I ask him as we follow the stone path of the garden into a little clearing ringed with sturdy-looking benches. I make for one of them, and Alex helps me to take a seat. “They should have Avaranian names, right? Names the people of this country are going to be familiar with?”

      “I think that’s best,” Alex agrees. He leans back, bracing the palms of his hands on the stone of the bench, gazing up at the stars. “I wish we knew if they were boys or girls!”

      “So impatient,” I say. “Have you always been like this? Unable to wait for anything?”

      “I can wait for things.”

      “They’ll be here in two weeks, and then you’ll know. Enjoy the anticipation.”

      He nods. Alex doesn’t agree with my decision to wait to find out the children’s sexes, but he respects it. I’m the mother, he says, and I should be allowed to make that choice. I don’t necessarily agree that my voice has to be the dominant one in that decision, but the way he defers to me makes me feel honored and special.

      “I’ve thought of some old family names,” he says. “Vito for a boy, Marianna for a girl.”

      “Who were Vito and Marianna?”

      “My great-grandparents on my mother’s side,” he says. “It’s always strange to me that my father’s side of the family is so well remembered, such a strong lineage, and my mother’s side is basically lost to history. Bringing them forward would mean something to me.”

      “I can understand that,” I say, thinking about my own parents and how they’re never mentioned in any of the press about Royal Blue, or about Alex and me. It feels strange that the entire world cares about us and no one cares about the people who are most important to me. It feels like an oversight.

      Suddenly I wish I could name the babies after my own parents, bring their names into the spotlight a little and help them be remembered as a part of history. But I know our first instinct on the matter is right. The children should have Avaranian names.

      I feel a bit of tension in my back and shift on the bench, adjusting my position and trying to find and stretch the muscle that’s causing pain. Beside me, Alex seems to sense my discomfort.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, just something…ow.”

      “What is it?” he asks, brow furrowed, his eyes filled with concern.

      “It’s nothing,” I assure him. “A little back spasm, that’s all.”

      “All right.” Alex gets to his feet. “I really think it’s time we got you back to the house.”

      “I’m fine,” I say. “I can hear a fountain. I want to see it.”

      “You can see the fountain anytime.”

      He braces me, hands under my elbows, and lifts. It’s the method we’ve developed in the last few weeks for getting me on my feet in public, when it’s not appropriate for me to roll and contort my body and grunt my way upright.

      I rise, not protesting, because I do want to see that fountain. I’m ready to defy him and keep moving, but as soon as my feet are under me the pain sharpens and I’m hit with a burst of it so sharp that my vision whites out for a moment.

      “Erica!”

      I feel Alex’s arm around me, hard against my back. I’m about to tell him to be gentle when the world tilts and I realize he’s holding me upright. It’s not Alex putting that pressure on me, it’s gravity.

      The pain tears through me again. I force my eyes to focus and look up at Alex. He’s staring down at me, an expression of panic etched into his face. I’ve never seen him look afraid like this.

      “What’s wrong?” he begs.

      “Something hurts.” I cling to his arm and my vision blurs as pain radiates through me. “The babies, Alex, the babies…”

      “What about the babies?” He sounds frantic. His hands are moving over me now, one pausing on my forehead to check for fever, one moving to my belly to feel for any movement or sign from our babies, an arm now sliding around my back to hold me upright. “What’s wrong with them? What’s going on?”

      And I know what’s going on, even though it can’t be what’s going on, even though it’s too soon for this and totally not how we planned it. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. I’m frightened and overwhelmed and at the home of Duke Enzo, of all people—why did we have to come here tonight? Why couldn’t we have just stayed home?

      I look up at Alex, doubling over a bit as another wave of pain takes me. “It’s happening,” I gasp. “The babies are coming now.”

      He shakes his head vigorously. “No. No, they’re supposed to be born in two weeks. It’s what we planned. It’s the plan.”

      He sounds so stunned, so ready to argue the point, and I want to yell at him and kiss him at the same time because I love him so much and yet how can he think this is something that can be argued with? He can’t tell our babies to wait. They’re coming now.

      “We need to get to the hospital,” I tell him. “Oh, God, Alex, this really hurts.”

      That spurs him. “Okay,” he says. “I’ve got you. It’s okay, Erica. Let’s get back into the house. And then we’ll have someone drive us.”

      I’m so relieved that he’s not arguing that we should send for the private doctors. The birthing suite we planned to use is all set up in the palace, but we’re not at the palace now, and the last thing I want is to give birth on Enzo Gosar’s living room floor. I want a hospital, with doctors and drugs and the reassuring voices of nurses coming and going in their clinical scrubs. I want to be in a place where the strange and painful things that are happening to my body are seen as standard, everyday events.

      The walk back to the house seems to take forever, even though it would ordinarily take a matter of minutes. Every few feet, it seems, I’m stopping, my knees weak with pain.

      I’m lightheaded, unable to focus clearly on much of what’s going on around me. I’m aware of the intense pain, yes—can’t help but notice that—and of Alex’s voice, penetrating the fog of agony. The fear has gone now. He’s steady, stable, sure.

      And I know he’s just putting it on. I know he’s being brave for my sake, because he was terrified just a few minutes ago and nothing has changed since then. I know it’s an act, but he plays his part so well that I’m buying it completely. The confidence in his voice fills me with strength. Everything is going to be fine. We’re just going to go up to the house, and then we’ll drive to the hospital, and then everything will be fine.

      Alex leads me through the back door and into the reception room at the rear of the house, which opens onto the parlor where everyone is enjoying after-dinner drinks. There’s a commotion as we enter the room. Queen Filippa jumps to her feet and hurries to my side.

      “Alessandro, my goodness, what’s wrong with her? She’s gone pale!”

      “She’s in labor,” Alex says, and another twist of agony drives away any embarrassment I might have felt.

      The family all jump to their feet, and Queen Filippa helps Alex guide me over to the couch. It doesn’t feel better to be off my feet. I feel like I should be doing something, like there’s some kind of movement that would ease the pain I’m feeling.

      Alex smooths my hair back. “We need to take her to the hospital,” he says. “Can someone drive us? I want to stay with her.”

      But Giovanna shakes her head. “It’s too late for that, Alex. This is happening fast. I don’t think she’s going to make it to the hospital.”

      “I have to go to a hospital!” I protest. “What are you talking about—” but I’m cut off by the sharpest pain yet. It makes me cry out and sit up a bit on the couch, and Alex grabs my shoulders and looks up at his mother for help.

      Queen Filippa kneels beside me.

      “It’s all right, Erica,” she says quietly. “Giovanna’s right. We’re about an hour away for the hospital, and your contractions are too close together. I think this is going to happen right here.”

      “No…” This is unbelievable. This is horrifying. “The babies. They need a doctor.”

      Queen Filippa turns to her husband. “Run and call an ambulance,” she says. “Make sure they know it’s the royal babies. Tell them to get out here as soon as possible.” Then she addresses Alex. “You keep her calm,” she says. “Enzo, go get some ice for her to suck on. Giovanna, you help me.”

      “What are you going to do?” I ask, my voice wavering all over the place.

      “We’re going to deliver those babies,” Filippa says. She is firm, commanding, and her tone gives me some of my confidence back. “It’s going to be fine, Erica, you hear me? Your body was made to do this.”

      “But I need a doctor. We had a plan—”

      “I know,” she says, meeting my eyes. “I know you’re afraid. This is scary. It’s okay. Alex is here with you, and Giovanna and I are going to help you, and everything is going to be okay. Your babies are going to be born tonight. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      She’s so utterly in control. She’s masterful. I can’t help but trust her.

      “First things first,” Filippa says. “We need to get her down to the floor. Alex—”

      He doesn’t wait to be told. He takes me in his arms and lifts me—actually lifts me, heavy and cumbersome as I am with the weight of the twins—down from the couch to the floor. Giovanna passes him a pillow and he places it under my head. Kneeling behind me, he leans forward to plant a soft kiss on my forehead.

      “You’re doing great,” he says quietly. “You’re handling this like a champion. I’m so proud of you.”

      “I just want them to be okay,” I say. I feel like crying. “We had a plan, Alex.”

      “I know, my love. But none of this has gone according to plan. We didn’t plan for these babies, did we? We didn’t plan to fall in love.” He squeezes my hand. “The most beautiful things in my life have happened when my plans were disrupted.”

      I laugh shakily.

      “Won’t this make a good story someday?” he asks, his lips caressing my skin. “We’ll tell our children about the way they were born, here at Great Uncle Enzo’s house, because they were so ready to join the world they couldn’t wait even two more weeks.”

      And at those words, for the first time since this ordeal began, I feel a surge of true joy. My babies are coming. Before the night is over, I’ll hold them in my arms.

      I can’t wait.
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      I’d expected to writhe and sweat and push for hours into the night, but the birth happens remarkably quickly. Filippa and Giovanna can’t stop exclaiming about how brief my labor was, how lucky I am. I’m sure they’re right, but I can’t give any attention to that because I have two beautiful babies in my arms.

      I’m sitting upright, propped against Alex, exhausted but elated. My daughter is asleep, nestled into the crook of my right arm. My son is awake and alert, waving a tiny fist in the air as if demanding to be noticed.

      “I see you,” I whisper. “I see you, sweetheart.”

      Alex kisses my cheek, my temple, the spot behind my ear, and tells me what a wonderful job I did and how much he loves me.

      I can’t look away from my children’s faces. They are so beautiful. They’re the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

      I almost don’t notice when Alex steps away from me to speak to his mother. A moment later she’s shooing the rest of the family out of the room, quietly but insistently pressing Enzo and Donato out the door. They both look over their shoulders for one last glimpse of the babies before they go. I can’t say I blame them.

      Alex comes over and sits beside me. “I thought it would be nice if we had some time alone. Just the four of us.”

      “Thank you.” I rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Are you doing all right?” he asks.

      “I think so. I feel fine.”

      “That could just be adrenaline, though,” he says. “I’m going to have the doctors look you over when they arrive.”

      “Whatever you want.” I’d agree to anything right now. I’ve never been in this good a mood in all my life. “Look at them. Who do you think they look like? Me or you?”

      He smiles softly. “All babies kind of look the same, in my opinion. I imagine we’ll see the distinguishing features more as they get older.”

      As they get older.

      Of course, I’ve thought of my children at various ages, but this is the first time it’s occurred to me since they were born. They’re going to grow up. The tiny people in my arms are going to be three-year-olds, and five-year-olds, and twelve-year-olds, and adults. They’re going to have lives full of love and adventure. What a strange, amazing idea. I look down at my baby girl and try to imagine what her future holds, but the possibilities are too vast. I’m so lucky I get to go on the journey with them, to see what they become.

      “So,” Alex says, “a boy and a girl.”

      “Vito and Marianna?”

      “If you like it?”

      “I do,” I say. “They’re beautiful names.”

      He beams at me. “Thank you. It means a lot to me. And I had a thought.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, even though we agreed on Avaranian names because of their royal status, it doesn’t seem fair not to have your family and culture represented. I wondered if you had some family names you’d like to give them as middle names.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that,” I say. “That’s a great idea, Alex. Thank you.”

      He reaches over and lifts the boy out of my arms, allowing me to cradle our daughter closer.

      “So what names will you give them?”

      “My own grandparents, I think,” I say. “That makes sense. My mother’s parents as well.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Marianna Lynn,” I say, kissing her gently on the forehead, “and “Vito Paul.”

      “Marianna Lynn and Vito Paul Gosar. Heirs to the throne of Avaran.”

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “The doctors are here, Alessandro,” his mother calls.

      Alex hops to his feet and shows the doctors into the room. I’m reluctant to part with my babies long enough to be checked over, but I allow it so everyone’s mind will be put at ease, and soon enough the doctors declare that I’m doing fine. My primary concern is for the babies, but they both receive clean bills of health too. The doctors are polite, discreet, and gone as readily as they arrived.

      As the doctors depart, the rest of the family sidles back into the room. Alex notices them lurking and rolls his eyes.

      “Come in, then,” he says, waving them forward. “Don’t just stand there. The doctors say everyone is healthy. Come meet the children.”

      They file back into the room and find seats. I feel strange lying on the floor in the middle of the circle of people in formal wear. The doctors gave me a gown to put on, thankfully, so my ruined dress is gone and I’m comfortable, but I can’t help noticing that everyone around me is still in their evening gowns and tuxedos.

      Alex’s family, however, only has eyes for our babies. The doctors have wrapped the twins in blankets like little burritos and put hats on their heads, and they’re both fast asleep now. Alex hands Vito to his father, and I reluctantly pass Marianna to Filippa.

      “She looks just like you,” Alex’s mother says. “Those eyes, and that little chin dimple. She’ll be a beauty.”

      “Let me see.” Her husband looks over her shoulder. “Oh, she’s pure Alessandro, you’re right about that. She’s got my father’s genes!”

      “I think he looks more like his mother,” Filippa says, looking from Vito to me. “Do you see it? The face shape?”

      “Not to mention his eyes,” Enzo says. “They’re so light, look. Just like Erica’s.”

      I lean back, resting my head on Alex’s shoulder, and close my eyes. I’m overcome with exhaustion, suddenly, and very aware that I’m sitting on the floor. I want to let myself drift off to sleep, but I know this is not the place to do it.

      “We should get back to the palace,” Alex murmurs, his hand grazing up and down my arm.

      “You’re not going back tonight,” Enzo objects.

      “Of course not,” Giovanna agrees. “Do you think we’d have you just get in your car and drive home? Do you even have car seats for those babies?”

      I have to admit we don’t. It’s not something I thought about. I was supposed to deliver at home, and I saw no reason why the babies would need to leave the palace for a good long time. We’d need car seats eventually, but not right away.

      “We’ll send someone out to buy some,” Giovanna says. “But all of you will stay here tonight. You’ll be our guests. We insist. Alessandro, you and Erica can take the blue room on the ground floor, will that be all right? Erica probably shouldn’t be taking the stairs right now. And we still have the bassinets from when our children were born. We’ll bring them in for you to use.”

      “Thank you,” Alex says. “That’s very gracious.”

      “You’re family,” Enzo says gruffly. “Of course we want to do our part.”

      Alex helps me to my feet, then sweeps me into his arms. I don’t need his help to walk, but I appreciate his touch, anchoring me and making me feel safe.

      He shoulders open a door at the end of a long hall. The room is painted pale grey, with navy window hangings and bedspread.

      “The blue room,” he announces, depositing me gently on the bed.”

      “Mmm.”

      It’s nice, but I’m almost too tired to think. I settle into the soft mattress, the warm blankets, and let the obviously expensive pillows cradle my head as I sink down, down into sleep.
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* * *

      Before I know it, I’m waking up with a start. I have no idea how long I’ve been asleep.

      “Where are the babies?” I ask, panic in my voice.

      “They’re right here,” Alex says.

      He pulls a pair of bassinets up alongside the bed so I can look down into them. Both children are fast asleep now.

      “I can’t believe they’re really here,” I say quietly watching them sleep. “I feel like we’ve been waiting forever for them.”

      Alex slides up onto the bed behind me and wraps an arm around me. My body feels different, strange, now that the babies are out and on their own, but his touch is soothing and familiar.

      “I feel just the opposite,” he admits. “I feel like I just learned I was going to be a father yesterday, and now they’re already here. This has happened so fast.”

      I close my eyes and let myself drift for a minute, half awake, listening to the precious sounds my children make in their sleep, enjoying the feel of Alex’s hand on my hip. I feel myself trying to sink deeper into sleep, but I hold on. I need to watch the babies. I need to make sure they’re okay, now that I’m no longer holding them safe inside me.

      A loud pop explodes through the silence, jerking me fully alert. I bolt up in Alex’s arms, but he catches me and eases me back down.

      “Easy,” he says quietly. “It’s all right. Sounds like they’ve opened a bottle of champagne.”

      I feel a warm glow in my chest start to spread. “They’re celebrating?”

      “Apparently.”

      “That’s good,” I say. “That means they’re happy.”

      “Of course they’re happy,” Alex says, leaning over me and planting a line of slow kisses along my jaw. “Our babies are here, and they’re strong and healthy. How could anyone not be happy?”

      “But what about the bad blood between your father and your uncle?” I ask.

      “Mmm. Maybe they’re getting past it.”

      “You think?”

      “Well, it was never exactly like they hated each other,” Alex says. “They’ve always been civil, and there was no open animosity. Things were just…tense. But this has given them something they can both celebrate. New heirs. A future for Gosars on the throne. That’s exciting. It’s the kind of thing that would mean a lot to both of them.”

      He gives me a little squeeze. “I think we might be looking at a new chapter in relationships among the royal family. I think this is probably going to bring everyone closer.”

      “That would be great,” I say.

      “That would be amazing. And all because of you, Erica.”

      “All because of them,” I correct, reaching down over the side of the bed to touch Vito’s tiny face. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Of course you did,” he counters. “You brought them into the world, didn’t you? You carried them. You gave birth. Not to mention moving here to Avaran, leaving behind everything you know to be a part of this world. Enzo won’t say it, but I know he’s impressed.”

      “You think so?”

      “You heard how he talked about his own son, Lauro. About his family in America. It means something to him to see our family continuing on Avaranian soil, even aside from the throne. It’s tradition for Gosars to live here, to be raised here, surrounded by our culture. You’ve made him very happy.”

      “I’m glad,” I say. “But I doubt anyone’s as happy as I am.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Alex says. “I could give you a run for your money.”

      “Can you believe we have two children?” I say. I watch, entranced, as Marianna yawns in her sleep. It’s the most perfect little yawn I’ve ever seen. “I know this is insane, but there’s a part of me that wants to wake them up right now. Spend time with them.”

      Alex laughs. “Don’t do that. We’ll have plenty of time to bond with them. We should consider ourselves lucky they’re sleeping right now.”

      He reaches over me and rocks Vito’s bassinet gently back and forth. “They’re such good babies. My mother says I never slept at night when I was a newborn. Apparently, I kept her up every night for months. She was exhausted, she says. She likes to tell me that when she thinks I’m being ungrateful.”

      “Didn’t she have…I don’t know, a nurse for you or something?” I ask. “I’ve been here long enough to see how things are done. There are members of staff for every need you could possibly have at the palace.”

      “I had a nurse,” Alex says. “But my mother preferred to care for me herself. But don’t worry, we’ll be able to hire as many nurses as we want. We won’t have to lose sleep like that.”

      “No,” I say, surprised to hear the vehemence in my own tone.

      “No?”

      “I mean, we can hire help. That’s probably a good idea. It’s not like I’ve ever raised a baby before. But I can’t stand the idea that they might be up in the middle of the night crying and the person who goes to them wouldn’t be me. Or you. It should be a parent, not someone we’ve hired. They aren’t a job.”

      He kisses my shoulder. “Have I told you lately how much I love you?”

      “It’s come up,” I say, and turn my head to meet his kiss.

      We lie there for a time, entranced by the beauty of our children. I feel secure in Alex’s embrace, as though nothing can go wrong. The world seems a much more benign place than I’d ever realized. How is it possible that everything has gone so well, that with everything that could have gotten in our way, Alex and I are able to be here with our two healthy and perfect babies?

      “This is better than I ever imagined,” I say softly. “You get to keep the throne. Your father and your uncle are on good terms. And Vito and Marianna…” My voice trails away. I can’t put my love for them into words. “I couldn’t ask for anything more,” I say finally.

      Alex is silent, his hand tracing slow patterns up and down my arm.

      “Alex?” I crane my neck around to look at him.

      “Yes?”

      “Is everything all right?” I feel a sudden pinprick of unease. “You’re being awfully quiet.”

      “Everything’s fine,” he says.

      “Just fine?” I know I’m being neurotic—hasn’t he already said how happy he is?—but everything is just so wonderful that it’s hard to take at face value. My life has generally been pleasant, even a bit charmed, but it’s never been perfect.

      He kisses my shoulder again. “It’s just that you said you couldn’t ask for anything more,” he says quietly. “I wondered if that was true.”

      What could that mean?

      “I can’t think what else there is,” I say honestly. “I suppose I wish my parents were here. They’ll be sorry they missed the birth. But they have plane tickets to come out in two weeks anyway, so we’ll see them then.”

      “Yes,” Alex agrees. “We will. And I know they’ll be as pleased to meet their new grandchildren as my own parents were. You must be excited about that.”

      “Of course.”

      “But that isn’t what I meant,” he continues.

      Confused, I roll over in his arms so I’m facing him. “I don’t understand.”

      He inhales deeply and closes his eyes. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you, Erica.”

      “What is it?”

      “Everything we’ve done together,” he says, “our whole relationship, we’ve done backwards. Our first date was a whirlwind, barely a date at all. We were expecting children before we exchanged phone numbers. Everything we’ve done has been out of order, without a plan or any kind of organization. But I’ve felt that it’s all been for the best. Don’t you think so?”

      “Yes,” I agree. “We’ve been very lucky. If this had happened with anyone else, I probably would have regretted it, but with you…it’s like it was meant to be. It’s like the children came to let us know we were meant to be a family.”

      “Well, that’s what I think too,” Alex says. “And that’s why I think…” He cradles my face in his hands. “Erica, will you marry me?”

      I’m struck dumb.

      He misinterprets my silence. “We don’t have to,” he says, and I can see the disappointment registering on his face. He’s trying to hide it. It’s heartbreaking. “I know it’s not something we planned on. I just thought, since none of this is what we planned…and I can’t imagine being with anyone else…I love you. You know how much I love you. But I understand if you don’t want—”

      “Alex,” I interrupt, finding my voice. “Stop. Stop talking.”

      He stops.

      “Of course, I’ll marry you,” I whisper.

      There’s an instant that seems to last a lifetime, an instant in which our eyes lock and I lose myself entirely in the beautiful brown of his gaze. Then he moves, quickly, so gently, pulling me close in his embrace and kissing me fiercely.

      I have no idea how long the kiss lasts, but I know it’s the sweetest I’ve ever experienced in my life, filled with promise and hope and the beautiful, bursting feeling of a dream coming true.

      He breaks the kiss but keeps me close, pulling back just enough to talk. Our foreheads are still resting against each other.

      “You’ll be royalty,” he says. “Really royalty.”

      “I don’t care about that,” I say. “I don’t care about the crown. I just want you. I want you forever. I want everyone to know I’m yours.”

      “And they will,” he promises. “They’ll know it, and they’ll know that I’m yours as well.”

      “I’m just a commoner,” I say. “I’m not even Avaranian. Will your people accept it? Will it be another scandal?”

      “You’re the mother of my children,” he says. “That’s more important than anything else you are. And you’ll help raise them to rule so that one day they’ll be able to lead this country.”

      A little shiver passes through me.

      Alex’s arms tighten around me. “What is it? Are you all right?”

      “I just don’t think I could be any happier,” I say. “I’m overwhelmed.” A few tears escape my eyes and trickle down my cheeks, and I smile as they reach my lips. “I love you, Alex.”

      “I love you too, Erica. Forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        A Year Later

      

    
    
      “Vito! You scoundrel! What are you doing?”

      Vito looks down at the sound of his name and laughs. He is sitting at the top of the main flight of stairs in the palace, leading from the entry foyer to the receiving rooms and ballrooms above. At a year old, he’s bold, daring, and adventurous, but he turns to putty at the sound of his own name.

      Thankful that I haven’t changed into my dress yet, I take the stairs two at a time and scoop him into my arms.

      “Down!” he demands, pounding a fist on my shoulder. “Down!”

      Unlike his sister, who adores being carried, Vito wants to walk everywhere he goes. The better to get into trouble, I can only imagine. I ignore his demand and carry him back to the room where I’ve been getting ready for the day’s events.

      Alex’s cousin Ilaria looks up from her makeup as we walk in. “How did he get out of the playpen?”

      “I have no idea,” I admit. “He’s a little escape artist.” I set him down next to his sister, find his favorite stuffed alligator, and hand it to him. “That ought to keep him busy until Lauro gets here to pick them up.”

      “I hope so,” Ilaria says. “You need to start getting ready.”

      “The wedding isn’t for two more hours,” I point out. “I have plenty of time.”

      “That isn’t plenty of time,” she says. “People are already arriving. The ballroom is full of guests who aren’t attending the church ceremony.”

      “You’re kidding. I didn’t see anyone in the foyer.”

      “Well they’re not being permitted to linger around there. The butlers are escorting them straight up.” Ilaria shakes her head at me and smiles. “Sometimes I forget how new you are to all this. You are marrying the king today, you know. It’s a very big deal. The whole thing is tightly organized.”

      “I’m beginning to see that,” I say.

      In my defense, Alex has only been king for a few months, since his father voluntarily abdicated. Just when I was getting used to life with a prince, he rose to power. And today I’m marrying him. The king of Avaran, my husband!

      I consider myself lucky in that the people of my new adopted country have welcomed me and my nontraditional family with open arms. After the conflict with Parliament, I was concerned about how the Avaranian public would respond to the news of our engagement. But I shouldn’t have worried. Everyone seems to agree that the stability of a nuclear family is what’s best for the children. Not only that, the public appearances I’ve done since I’ve been here have gone well. Everyone has responded to me very positively. Avaran truly seems to like me.

      And I like Avaran. I like the city; the way people trade in open markets right across the street from corporate stores. I like visiting the shore with Alex and his family, letting the children play in the sand and kick at the waves as they crash on the beach. And I love the people. They’re fiercely proud of their country. I admire them for it.

      But Alex being the king hasn’t always been easy. It comes with a lot of responsibilities. Most of those involve governing, which is, of course, a big job.

      I’ve done my best to be a good support system for him. In the evenings, after the children have gone to bed, we sit together and I listen as he tells me about disputes he’s settled and decisions he’s made on behalf of the country. Often, he asks me for my advice. It’s a bit frightening to advise someone so powerful, knowing that if he acts on something I say it will have real-world consequences for the people of Avaran. But it’s a bit heady too. My ideas, my insights, can actually help people on a significant scale. It’s an amazing thing.

      I’ve also had a lot of opportunities I never would have had in my old life. Alex was wrong when he compared being royal to being famous in America. The two are nothing alike.

      As an actress, I met other people in the entertainment industry sometimes, and I had fans and fancy dresses to wear to award shows. But now, going through the world on Alex’s arm, it’s completely different. The palace is surrounded by armed guards, and I see them in the halls all the time. That took a lot of getting used to. Their training forbids them from talking to me while they’re on duty, so I have to treat each one like a piece of furniture instead of a human. It’s a habit Vito and Marianna have already picked up just by watching us—though they both run to engage everyone else they see, from butler to visiting heads of state.

      It was a relief, in a way, to go back to LA in the months leading up to King Donato’s decision to pass the throne to Alex. We had obtained permission to spend a few months living in California so that I could shoot one final season of Royal Blue before leaving the show for good. I’ll always be grateful to my new father-in-law for agreeing to that—it allowed me to leave the show gracefully without having to separate our family.

      Filming my last season was bittersweet. I’d planned on staying with the show for much longer, but nobody faulted me for the choice I was making. To my delight, the showrunners didn’t even kill off Princess Aeryn. In a nod to the events of my real life, they had her marry a distant prince and travel abroad to rule his kingdom as a warrior queen. It made a great ending for the character I’d put so much of my heart into.

      And being back in LA let me tie up some other loose ends too. I turn to my second bridesmaid, who has been fussing with her hair for the past twenty minutes.

      “Lizzie, leave it alone. It looks fine.”

      “I told them I wanted an updo,” Lizzie protests.

      “That is an updo. What are you talking about?”

      “No, but I meant like…up.” She waves a hand around the crown of her head, several inches above where her hair has been arranged in a chignon.

      I have to smile. Lizzie will never change, not even as a member of the king’s wedding party. I’m just glad I had the chance to heal our friendship while I was back in LA. I wouldn’t have felt right leaving things the way we did.

      Of course, Lizzie, being Lizzie, had no idea I was ever upset with her at all.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked when I told her I wanted to put it behind us. “We didn’t have a fight.”

      And, in her defense, I never had told her I’d overheard her gossiping about me. When I confessed to having overheard that conversation, she turned bright red.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m such a mess when I’ve had a few glasses of wine. God, I know how you felt about that stupid magazine article. You must have been so pissed off.”

      “I was mostly just embarrassed,” I admitted. “But I’m over it now. And I’m sorry I used it as a reason not to tell you about Alex back then, and about what was going on with us. You’re my best friend, Lizzie. I don’t want anything to come between us.”

      “It won’t,” she promised. “Never again.”

      As a testament to our newly repaired friendship, I invited Lizzie to come to Avaran a week before the wedding. She’s been staying at the palace, and she’s had a great time experiencing royal life for herself. She took to it much more naturally than I did at first, taking full advantage of all the services the household staff offered. I followed her as she explored the palace, enjoying it vicariously through her eyes as she saw my new life for the first time.

      It was a strange feeling, showing off the palace and the country of Avaran as if it were my own, but it was fulfilling at the same time. This is my home now, after all. Avaranian royalty is who I am.

      As much as Lizzie loved the palace, she loved the children even more. I’ve never thought of her as someone who particularly warms to kids, but she and Vito and Marianna are as thick as thieves these days. She’s spent every evening with them since she’s been here in Avaran, giving Alex and me a much-needed break. Thanks to her help, we’ve found ourselves able to spend time together every evening in the week leading up to the wedding, a luxury we’re not often afforded between the demands of raising two toddlers and running a country.

      Lizzie gives up on her hair and stands. “Ilaria is right. You need to get into your dress.” She indicates the elaborate gown that was tailor-made for me. “That thing is going to take us forever to figure out. Why don’t you have a royal dresser? You’re a princess.”

      Lizzie has proven fond of ending sentences with “you’re a princess,” usually as a tag to some query about why I don’t have something she feels I should.

      “I don’t like being dressed by strangers,” I say. “You already know that. I never liked being helped into costume on the set of Royal Blue.”

      Lizzie laughs. “That’s true. I used to think maybe that was the driving force behind your whole character development. Maybe they wrote Aeryn as a princess who wears pants just so you’d be able to dress yourself. I’ve seen stranger things in Hollywood.”

      Ilaria, over by the window now, calls out to us. “Quick, come and see this.”

      Lizzie and I run over and peer out. The street is packed, lined with Avaranian citizens on either side, the crowd so thick I can’t begin to guess at how many it contains. It looks like a parade route.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. “What are they doing?”

      Lizzie rolls her eyes. “It’s for you, silly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re celebrating the wedding,” Ilaria says. “Look, there’s a TV news crew.”

      Sure enough, a woman with a microphone and man with a camera have set up several yards away, well off the palace grounds.

      “They’re reporting on the wedding,” I say aloud. Of course, on one level I understood that this was a big deal, that it would be national news, but it’s something else to see it playing out.

      “There’s so many of them,” Ilaria says. “It’s a shame we couldn’t invite more people to the event itself.”

      “How many are coming?” Lizzie asks.

      “Only about a hundred to the church,” I say. “It’s a tiny building, but generations of Gosars have been married there. So we invited our families and friends and a few notable people—members of Parliament, foreign heads of state, things like that. And then everyone we couldn’t fit into the church is invited to join us at the reception. That’s why there are already people upstairs in the ballroom. They’re so early, though.”

      “Not so early now,” Ilaria says. “Come on. Let’s get you into your dress.”

      Together, my bridesmaids help me into my wedding dress, careful not to smudge my makeup or mess up my hair. It takes both of them to lace it up the back.

      I admire myself in the mirror as they do. The dress is absolutely regal, and though it’s hard to truly believe it, I feel like a princess wearing it. I feel like the woman looking back at me is someone who should be marrying a king today.

      The church is only a block away, but there’s a car to take me and my bridesmaids over. Lizzie stares out the window at the waving well-wishers as we drive past them. Ilaria adjusts and readjusts my veil. All I can do is look down at my hands, drawing in and releasing deep breaths, trying to stay calm. I’m surprised to find myself having stage fright—after all, I’ve appeared on television dozens of times—but this is different. This time I’m appearing as myself.

      The only thing that keeps me calm is the thought of what awaits me at the end of this car ride. Soon I’ll be seeing Alex. He and I have already been through so much together. Compared to that, today will be a cakewalk.

      The car drops us off outside the church, and we head up the stairs. My father is waiting for me in the atrium. He hugs me, careful not to disturb any aspect of my carefully arranged appearance.

      “You look beautiful,” he says, his voice husky with the kind of emotion he generally doesn’t like to show. “I’m so proud of you, Erica.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I say, blushing. “Did Lauro bring the kids over yet?”

      “He did. They’re with your mother and Alex’s parents,” he says. “Waiting to see their parents tie the knot.”

      “Good.”

      I was reluctant to let them out of my sight today, not because I don’t have confidence in Lauro’s ability to look after them—he has children of his own, after all, and Alex vouched for him—but just because there are so many people around. My children have been exposed to a lot of things, but crowds of people have never been so close to them. I’m a little nervous about how they might react.

      “And they’re doing all right?” I ask.

      “Just like any toddlers in a situation like this would be, I imagine,” Dad says. “They’re curious. They’re restless. But they’re okay.”

      He smiles. “You’re so like your mother. You worry about them so much. I’ll never forget her calling the emergency room at three in the morning because you had a stomachache.” He rests a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so lucky to see you become a mother yourself.”

      “God, Dad…” I swallow hard. “I don’t want to ruin my makeup before I even get in there. Let the cameras get at least a couple shots of me looking nice.”

      He laughs. “Don’t worry about that. You just enjoy today, okay? Don’t worry about what anyone else is thinking.”

      I’m an actress. I’m a princess. My whole adult life has been about paying attention to the way I’m perceived. That’s all I’ve ever done. But my father’s words strike a deep chord in me, and something seems to release.

      He’s right. Today isn’t about putting on a show for the people of Avaran. I want my new country to be included in this, of course, but today is really for me and Alex. That’s what this is all about. Me, Alex, Vito, and Marianna.

      And all my nervousness suddenly drains away.

      I expected to cry walking down the aisle. I expected to be focused on holding back tears, not wanting my face to go blotchy before we can say our vows. But to my pleasant surprise, as the music swells and Dad takes my arm and leads me through the door, I feel no urge to cry at all. Instead, a huge smile breaks across my face, like the rising sun.

      Alex is waiting for me at the altar. He’s dressed in full military regalia and looks so devastatingly handsome that I actually can’t believe it’s me he’s waiting there for. He meets my eyes as I walk to him, holding my gaze until my father has placed my hand in his.

      We deliberately planned the ceremony to mix historic Avaranian traditions with ideas of our own, making it unique. We follow the basic structure of an Avaranian wedding, reciting the usual words a couple says to each other, overseen by a minister. Because it’s a royal wedding, the national anthem is played, and an honor guard is put through a perfunctory exercise. But when it comes time to say I do, Alex and I deviate from tradition. This is our wedding, after all, and for these few minutes, it will be as my father described it—about the two of us and no one else.

      Alex speaks first. He slides a beautiful wedding band onto my finger.

      “Erica, when I met you in that hotel in Los Angeles, I had no idea who you would become to me. I had no way of knowing how our lives would intertwine. And now, just two years later, standing here beside you, I find it’s impossible to imagine a life without you. The fact that I lived so long without you in my life is incomprehensible now, and I’m so thankful that I’ll never have to do it again. Now that I know you, I know I could never let you go.”

      I take his hands in mine, sliding a wedding band onto his finger.

      “Alex, you were the first person to see me as a princess,” I say. “Millions of people saw me play a princess on TV. But you were the first person to see me, Erica Steadman, and think that I was regal. To me, you have always been a prince. But I want you to know that I would marry you if you lived in a one-room apartment. I would marry you no matter what. Because what makes you the man I love doesn’t come from titles or money. It comes from your heart.”

      Without waiting for the minister’s say-so, Alex wraps his arms around me and kisses me, and my ears fill with the sweet sound of applause.

      The minister gives his blessing and we turn, wide smiles on our faces as we walk arm in arm down the aisle, taking our first steps together as king and queen, husband and wife.

      

      
        The End
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          Carmen

        

      

    
    
      “To Tyra! Happy birthday, girl.”

      “To thirty!”

      “To crawling ever closer to a mid-life crisis!”

      “Oh my God, Val, why?” I laughed in shock as Valeria flashed me a wicked grin.

      “Whatever, ladies, I live on the edge,” Tyra said, tossing her thick, dark hair back. “You can’t scare me.”

      “I bet I can,” Alana said smirking. She dropped her voice dramatically, as if she were telling a scary story around the campfire. “Even as we speak, your eggs are shriveling up and dying, neglected and alone…”

      Tyra screamed wordlessly and smacked Alana with her purse. Alana flung her head backward laughing, and the other girls joined in.

      I’m sure it was hilarious. I, however, couldn’t see the humor. I had turned thirty ten months prior, being the first of our group to reach that particular milestone, and while Tyra had a loving fiancé and a spare room just dying to become a nursery, I had a cheap loft apartment in the city and nobody to share it with.

      “You know that’s a myth, right?” Staci chimed in, flipping her bleached tips over her shoulder. “Eggs don’t go ‘bad’ like that. You’re a woman, not a refrigerator.”

      “Wait, eggs aren’t supposed to go bad in the fridge either though?” Valeria’s eyes took on a hazy look of tipsy confusion.

      “You know what I mean,” Staci said, waving the comment away. “The point is, you have plenty of time to have a baby.”

      Hope rose in me as she said that, and Tyra visibly relaxed. “Whatever,” she said. “Tonight’s not the night to talk babies anyway. I just want to party with my girls like old times.”

      “Like old times? We do this all the time,” I pointed out.

      “Not Staci,” Tyra argued. “Not since she had the baby.”

      “Fair,” Staci sighed as she pulled out her phone. “Speaking of which, I better make sure Marco hasn’t burned the place down yet.”

      “Relax,” Alana said, reaching for Staci’s phone. “He’s a grown-up, right? I’m sure he can handle a few hours alone with the baby.”

      Staci gave her a flat look and turned her screen around to show her the string of texts Marco had sent since the last time she checked her phone half an hour before. There were at least a dozen of them.

      “That’s it,” Staci said. “I’m calling him. Back in a minute, girls.”

      “I guess it’s good Donovan isn’t thrilled about the idea of kids,” Tyra said wryly as Staci walked away. “Keeps my future girl nights safe from that nonsense.”

      “That’s why ‘must like kids’ is at the top of Valeria’s dating list,” Alana said with a slow, teasing smile.

      “Man, at this point I’d settle for a man who can do me right—you know what I’m saying?” Valeria pouted as she sipped her drink.

      “What happened to Kevin?” I asked.

      “Girl, Kevin has never done it for me. I tried. He’s so pretty—you saw how pretty he was—and so funny, and smart, and let me tell you he was…” She held her hands about ten inches apart, waggling her eyebrows suggestively. “But he was a total ass about it. He had a whole two moves and tried to convince me that female orgasms were a myth. A myth! Just ’cause I never had one, and he couldn’t get me there, he thinks it’s impossible for women to get off.”

      I’d wondered that myself, honestly, but I wasn’t about to say so.

      “So I ask him, you ever had a girl get there? He’s like nah, it’s a myth. I’m like, maybe it’s no myth, maybe it’s a ‘you problem.’ He’s like, you see what I’m working with? It ain’t no ‘me problem.’ Says he’ll prove it to me. You know how this boy decides to prove it?”

      “Do I want to know?” Tyra asked dubiously.

      “Girl, I didn’t even wanna know. This boy goes out and hooks up with a bunch of chicks. A bunch of them, like six whole women. Tapes it. Shows me the tapes to prove that women don’t orgasm.”

      Eyes popped and jaws dropped all around the table.

      Tyra was the first to shake off the shock. “So…do you need help hiding the body?”

      “Whoa, whoa, body? What did I miss?” Staci slid back into her seat, tucking her phone into her back pocket.

      We got her all caught up, and she stared at Valeria. “Holy cow, I would have lit his stuff on fire and mailed his junk pics to his mother. Need a lawyer, hun?”

      Valeria laughed. “Nah, I’m good. I got better revenge.” She smirked secretively and sipped her drink.

      “What’d you do?” Alana asked, leaning close with shining eyes. “Baseball bat to the car? Sledgehammer to the video games?”

      Valeria shook her head. “Better.”

      “Slept with his brother?” Staci guessed.

      Valeria laughed. “Nah. Better than that.”

      “Proved him wrong?” I asked tentatively.

      Valeria pointed at me and winked slowly. “Bingo.”

      “How’d you do it?” I asked, trying very hard to look interested in her story for the sake of the story itself.

      “I—nah, you don’t want to hear it.” Valeria flushed red and took a sudden interest in her drink.

      “Yes, we do!”

      “You can’t leave us hanging like that.”

      “Spill, woman!”

      “Was it a toy?” I asked.

      “Or a new boy?” Tyra suggested with a waggle of her eyebrows.

      “Or a new boy-toy!”

      “Now you’re just mashing words together, Alana,” Staci laughed. “Come on, Val, how’d you do it? And, I mean, I know that living well is the best revenge, but…I mean, after all that, I feel like you were justified in doing a lot more.”

      Valeria laughed. “I mean…I sort of did? He watched the video.”

      “There’s a video?”

      “We want to see!”

      “Speak for yourself!” I told Alana with a shove. “I love you, Val, but I can go my whole life without seeing your solo porn.”

      “Who said it was solo?” Valeria asked innocently.

      A stunned silence fell over the table, surrounded on all sides by bar-room chatter. We stared at her, wordless, as she turned a deeper shade of red.

      “Oh come on, don’t leave us hanging!” Tyra burst out.

      “Orin! Another round!” Valeria called to the bartender.

      “Please?” I asked, invested in the answer. “We’re your best friends. Who else are you going to tell?”

      “Keep your pants on, ladies, let me get a little drunker,” she said giggling.

      “How drunk do you gotta be? You’re two deep already,” Alana pointed out, poking Valeria in the ribs.

      “Knock it off!” Valeria’s words got lost in giggles. “I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you, just—oh thank GOD! Orin, you’re a lifesaver.”

      “Anything for my girls,” the bartender said with a grandfatherly twinkle in his eyes. “Now, sip slow. I have to meet a man about a horse.”

      “Did he say horse or whores?” Tyra asked, blinking after the old man.

      “Definitely whores,” I said sarcastically, rolling my eyes.

      “Be nice to Orin,” Staci admonished. “He’s like a hundred.”

      “Old men gotta get theirs too.” Alana giggled.

      “All right, Valeria. You have your drink, now spill!”

      “My drink?” Valeria asked, wide-eyed.

      Tyra looked at me with exasperation all over her face. “Carmen, you’re the mom around here. Do something about your child.”

      “My child? I don’t claim her.” I laughed. I never let on how much being the nominal “group mom” had started to sting. I’d always been the oldest of our group, and back in college it felt like a badge of honor; but the older I got, and the more real motherhood seemed out of reach, the more I resented the title.

      “Aww.” Valeria pouted, and I relented.

      “All right, all right, fine. You’re my child. But only if you tell the story.”

      “Okay, okay,” Valeria said, waving her hands as if to stop the nonexistent conversation. She took a long drink through her straw, draining it down to the ice and surfacing with her eyes crossed. “Woo! All right, so there’s this guy… He calls himself the O Doctor.”

      “The O Doctor? So, he’s like, what, an old-timey gynecologist?” Staci said.

      “Eww, no!” Valeria made a face. “No, he’s like…a male escort, I guess. But he’s so good. So good.”

      “Hold on, hold on,” Tyra said, getting her auntie face on. “You’re telling me that you hired a hooker, recorded it, and showed Kevin the recording?”

      “He deserved it!” Valeria said defensively. “And that’s doctor, not hooker, thank you very much. Besides, I thought Kevin would learn something if he watched someone else do it.”

      “Did he?” I asked, entranced by the drama.

      “You bet your butt he did. He learned that I can, in fact, achieve orgasm. Guess I learned that too—”

      “Hold on,” Tyra interrupted. “You’d never had an orgasm before? Not even solo?”

      If Valeria turned any redder, I thought, her head would explode. She shook her head. “I never could figure it out. But since the O Doctor…” She trailed off in a shrug, her eyes twinkling. “Kevin wasn’t too pleased about it, though.” She dissolved into giggles, which were infectious.

      “I bet he wasn’t. He didn’t do anything scary after, did he?” Alana asked.

      “Oh, no. He just blocked me on everything and started trashing me in cruddy memes.” Valeria shrugged, but we could all clearly see that it had bothered her more than she was letting on.

      “Well now you’re free to find someone who cares enough to learn how your body works,” Staci said comfortingly. “Or at least free to call your O Doctor again.”

      “Is that the only name he uses?” I asked dubiously. I was trying not to sound like I was fishing for information, and crossed my fingers that everybody was too buzzed to notice. There were some personal problems I wouldn’t even tell my best friends.

      “Oh no, he goes by Nick Steel.”

      “Nick Steel? The man’s name alone is an advertisement.” I would definitely remember that, I thought. I glanced at my drink and revised. I hope I’d remember that. Or anything after Tyra’s finished giving us all alcohol poisoning.

      “Right? That’s why I picked him. I figured any guy with a name like that must have worked really hard to live up to it. And boy, does he live up to it!” Valeria sighed dreamily, cupping her chin in her hand.

      “You think that’s his real name?” Staci raised an incredulous brow.

      “Does it really matter?” Tyra laughed.

      “Not a bit,” Valeria said. “If his name was Picklesack Gangrene, you’d be singing it by the end.”

      Laughter rang around the table, and we toasted to that. Pretending to text somebody, I pulled out my phone and left myself a note: Nick Steel, O Doctor. I hoped I would remember what it meant by the end of the night; at the rate we were going, I’d be half-dead before morning.

      “What about you, Carmen?” Valeria turned her big blue eyes to me, obviously trying to change the subject. “Any new men in your life?”

      “No such thing as a new man,” I said with a little devil-may-care toss of my hair. “I swear, I keep dating the same guy in different skins. I’m about to give up.”

      “About to?” Tyra scoffed. “Honey, you haven’t been out with a guy in, what, a year?”

      “Something like that.”

      “A year!” Staci gasped, pressing a hand to her heart. “Good lord, woman, aren’t you going insane?”

      “Eh, it’s…whatever.” I shrugged to hide the misery awakening in my chest.

      “You can’t give up now,” Alana said. “What about your plan?”

      I was hoping nobody would bring that up, and I silently cursed my younger self for being so open about my life goals. “Plans change,” I said.

      “So what’s the new plan?” Valeria pressed.

      “To get plastered with my girls and go home to a house with no dirty diapers or man-hair,” I teased.

      “Low blow!” But Staci was laughing. “I swear, if Marco doesn’t stop shaving right after I clean the sink, I’m going to lose my entire mind.”

      “The whole thing?” I asked.

      “The whole thing!”

      Our laughter was interrupted by the bar’s office door slamming open on the wall across from us. Orin stormed through it, shouting.

      “7th Heaven! 7th Heaven! Not Seventh Mediocre Coffee Shop on Seventh Street!” Orin’s bellow rolled like thunder over the din, and every head in the crowded bar turned to see what the trouble was. Orin’s Russian accent got thick when he was upset, increasing his intimidation by a factor of ten. A skinny hipster shrank away from his fury, cowering behind a briefcase.

      “But sir, you don’t understand—”

      “Don’t understand? Don’t understand? No sir, you do not understand! Get out!”

      “If I may, I’m willing to offer you—”

      “You offer me nothing! Get out!” Orin was shaking now, and the bar had fallen silent. Realizing that every eye was on him, the hipster slunk away out the door. Orin wiped his brow and shook his head, then made his way to our table.

      “Another round, ladies?” he asked, his voice still vibrating with leftover anger.

      “What was that all about?” I asked him. He’d been running this bar since the five of us had turned old enough to drink, and he was like an uncle to us.

      “Well, I was not going to tell you until it had happened. I am beginning to think of my retirement.”

      “You’re selling the bar?” Tyra asked, visibly distressed.

      “Not right away, zaika,” he said affectionately. “Simply seeking out the right offer. Someone who will keep my baby heavenly, yes?”

      “Oh, good,” Tyra said, breathing out a sigh. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh yes,” he said, shrugging the altercation off of his massive shoulders. “Another round?”

      “Yes, please,” I spoke for the group.

      The rounds kept coming, and soon the trouble faded away into a hazy memory. As the night grew older, the crowd grew younger, and soon dance music filled the bar. The five of us clustered in the very middle of the dance floor, with Tyra the center of attention.

      Better her than me. My friends’ comments on my love life had left me feeling more than a little insecure, and I was hoping to forget they ever happened. My dream life was rapidly fading into the realm of never-gonna-happen, and it was going to take at least another pitcher of drinks before I could forget about it for the time being.
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