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        To everyone who got shoved into a choice they never asked for, fought it like hell, and later had to admit it saved them.

        This one’s for you.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Nate

        

      

    

    
      The engines scream like banshees, roaring over the heat. The dust kicks up in angry swirls, lashing at my boots as if trying to keep me tethered to this godforsaken hellhole one last time. I don’t slow down. Not for the noise, not for the sand. My boots hit the tarmac hard, my steps purposeful. They’re the final ones here. Good fucking riddance.

      My squad walks with that same soldier’s gait: tight-lipped, eyes forward, bags slung heavy over our shoulders. We’re silent. Not because we don’t have anything to say, but because saying it would make this part real. The part where we leave each other.

      “Flight 06A to London,” Captain Marshall’s voice cuts sharp through the haze, holding the clipboard like it’s his goddamn lifeline. “You’re up, boys.”

      A few of the guys give me shoulder bumps as they pass, their grips tight, looks even tighter.

      “You sure you’re not coming with us?” Jones asks, pausing, brows furrowed beneath the edge of his cap.

      I smirk. “Tempting, but I’ve got a ride a little less crowded.”

      “You always did have a taste for fancy exits.”

      “And you always had a face for radio,” I shoot back.

      He barks out a laugh and flips me off, then slips into the metal belly of the cargo plane. 

      I stay. Wait. Watch them board. One by one, they vanish into the plane like ghosts returning to a world they never truly belonged to. We come back changed, whether we admit it or not. Some of us wear it. Some of us bury it. Me? I let mine simmer.

      My hand tightens on the strap of my duffel. Then I see it.

      The jet.

      It’s sleek, dangerous, and unapologetically luxurious—black as sin, with a golden phoenix painted across its body like it owns the damn sky. Of course it does. Of course he had to make an entrance.

      Prince fucking Sebastian.

      He stands tall near the base of the jet, his posture relaxed, but that’s just for show. The man’s always watching, calculating. His bodyguard flanks him; silent, square-jawed, and probably carrying enough firepower to start a war. Standard royal procedure.

      I drop my bag. A steward in crisp uniform moves to grab it like he’s handling a damn crown jewel.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, clapping him on the shoulder. He nearly topples over.

      Sebastian starts walking toward me, slow and smug like he’s expecting fanfare.

      I snort and offer a mocking bow, low and exaggerated. “Your highness…”

      He laughs, all polished charm. “That’s how you greet an old friend?”

      We meet halfway, and he pulls me in for a hug. Not one of those weak-ass, back-pat ones. A real hug. The kind you only give when it’s been too fucking long.

      “Welcome home,” he says into my ear.

      I pull back just enough to flash him a grin. “Thank God I’m not heading home.”

      Sebastian quirks a brow, but he doesn’t question it. He knows what I mean. Home doesn’t always mean peace. Sometimes it’s just another battlefield, quieter maybe, but just as brutal.

      He gestures toward the jet. “You ready?”

      I glance over my shoulder one last time. The plane carrying my squad is already lifting off, fading into the haze and heat.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I step toward the jet with Sebastian beside me, both of us walking like kings across a war-torn chessboard, one in combat boots, the other in royal polish. Same beast underneath. Different masks.

      And for the first time in months, maybe even years, I feel the tightness in my chest loosen. Not gone. Just loosened.

      The prince brought a jet.

      I brought the scars.

      Let’s see who lands heavier.

      The moment I step onto the jet, the world outside dulls into background noise. The scent of leather, the faint hum of the engines, the low lighting, it all screams decadence, comfort, control. A stark contrast to the rattling transports and desert sand I've been eating for the past nine months.

      Sebastian walks ahead, all princely grace in his tailored black suit, while I look like I crawled out of a trench, and hell, maybe I did. My combat boots thud against the polished floor as I drop into the nearest seat like gravity gave up on me.

      The hostess looks like she’s floating as she offers champagne in crystal flutes—thin, cold, breakable—so far from the weight of stainless steel in my hands that it’s almost funny.

      “Thank you,” I say, taking one with a nod. Her smile is warm, polite, and professional, but her eyes linger just a beat longer on me. I lean back, ignoring it.

      Sebastian takes his seat across from me and raises his glass. “To survival.”

      I smirk, tap mine against his. “To silence.”

      I let my head fall back against the seat, eyes fluttering closed. The leather hugs me like it missed me. The air is cold, filtered. Clean. Not like sand-filled tents or the metallic stench of gun oil.

      Peace.

      A word I forgot could feel this real.

      “Man,” I murmur, my voice rough around the edges. “I can’t even remember how easy it is to breathe.”

      Sebastian chuckles, low and knowing. “I bet. You wanna take a shower and rest? There’s a full suite in the back.”

      I crack one eye open. “Nah, I’m good. If I wash off the grime, I might feel human again. Not ready for that yet.”

      He lifts his glass. “Suit yourself.”

      We drink. The bubbles hit smooth. Way smoother than the rotgut whiskey back on base. This life of his, all glitz and privilege, should feel like a foreign world. But with Sebastian, it doesn’t. We've bled beside each other too many times to let gold fences get in the way.

      “So,” I say, rolling my glass between my fingers. “How’s everything on your end? Haven’t gotten hitched yet?”

      Sebastian groans, dragging a hand down his face. “It’s not funny.”

      I chuckle. “Kinda is.”

      “The closer my birthday gets, the more I feel it, like a chokehold. Grandpa doesn’t press, but he doesn’t have to. I know the moment I hit the mark, he’ll come for me with a folder of noble candidates and a damn ceremonial pen.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Would he actually choose one for you?”

      He nods, exhaling hard. Resignation clouds his face like a storm rolling in. “If I don’t pick one soon, yeah. Politics, alliances, appearances. The whole game. I’m just a piece on the board.”

      “Man, that sucks.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I lean back again, eyes on the ceiling. “Tradition’s a bitch.”

      He laughs, but it’s hollow. The kind you let out when the truth digs a little too deep.

      “Sometimes I envy you,” he admits.

      I tilt my head, smirking. “That’s new.”

      “You get to fight for something real. No masks, no tabloids, no bullshit. Just purpose.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, staring at the swirling gold in my glass. “But it comes at a price.”

      Silence falls again, thick and honest.

      I look across at Sebastian, watching him sip champagne like it’s apple juice. Cool, collected, effortlessly royal. But I know better.

      We met when he was just another guy thrown into a uniform and told to serve the crown with dignity. Except the difference was, he was the crown. Or at least the next best thing. A real-life prince, dumped in a war zone where bullets don’t care about your bloodline.

      They told us to keep his ass safe.

      Turns out, he didn’t need much babysitting.

      The guy adapted faster than I expected. No whining. No diva fits. He learned how to shoot, run, and stay alive. That earned my respect faster than his little golden crest ever could. And during those fourteen months, we bonded. Trained together. Fought side by side. Shared stories over terrible rations and worse coffee. He even started snoring during patrol naps. Human, after all.

      I remember sneaking in some late-night reading on him after a mission. Couldn’t help it; wanted to know who the hell I was risking my ass for. Their royal lineage reads like an epic. Traditions older than some countries. It was… fascinating. And yeah, an honor. How many guys can say they’ve got a prince in their contacts under Bastard Seb?

      But I wouldn’t trade places with him for anything.

      Someone ruling over my choices? No thanks. I’ve had enough of that with my own family pushing, shoving, shaping me into something they wanted. I grew out of their grip the moment they sent me to the military academy. Being told what to do, who to love, what to be? That’s a curse worse than a battlefield.

      I shake my head, brushing off the weight creeping in. Time to lighten the mood.

      “So…” I roll my glass in my hand. “Why the hell are you going to Melbourne again?”

      Sebastian sighs dramatically, leaning his head against the seat like I just asked him to march through sand for five miles. “The royal family needs to make an appearance. PR, goodwill, smile-and-wave bullshit. You know, the usual.”

      I arch a brow. “Fun.”

      He smirks. “Wanna come with? I’ll get you a suit. Or a sword. Whatever fits your vibe.”

      I down the rest of my champagne in one go. “Nope. They cannot know I’m back. Not yet.”

      Sebastian raises a suspicious brow. “Right, right…” Then his grin turns wolfish. “You need to get your dick wet first.”

      I bark out a laugh, loud enough the hostess peeks her head around before vanishing again. “Subtle, your Highness.”

      “I try.” He lifts his glass in mock salute. “So, how’s she look like?”

      “She’s a bombshell,” I admit before I can stop myself. Just the thought of Amanda makes me smile. I met her online—innocent chats that turned into late-night messages, which turned into something more than I expected. Lust.

      Sebastian perks up. “Is she waiting for you?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. I haven’t told her I’m back.”

      His eyes go wide, hand pausing mid-air with his glass. “What?”

      I shrug, suddenly unsure. “I dunno. I just… I want to see her. Not talk about it. Not prep for it. Just… show up.”

      Sebastian whistles low. “So you’re planning on showing up out of the blue? Like a war-hardened prince charming?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      Saying it out loud makes me realize how dumb it might sound. My mouth pulls into a crooked smile anyway.

      He snorts. “Well, good luck, man. Hope she doesn’t mace you.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time a woman tried to knock me out.”

      “That’s not something to brag about,” he mutters, laughing into his glass.

      “Depends on how you look at it.” I grin.

      “Is she the kind who’ll be into that surprise reunion thing?” he asks, tilting his head.

      “She’s the kind that’ll either kiss me or kill me.”

      Sebastian raises his glass again. “Either way, it’s gonna be entertaining. I have to hear how it goes.”

      “You’ll be the first to know,” I promise, then pause. “Maybe.”

      He smirks, “Spoken like a man who’s missed a good lay.”
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        * * *

      

      Steam curls around me as the hot water crashes down in steady beats against my skin. The jet’s shower is a luxury I never thought I’d experience soon. Military showers are ten seconds of freezing water and prayers, not this rainstorm-from-heaven shit.

      Sebastian's voice cuts through the sound of water like an unwanted alarm.

      “Try not to flood the cabin, pal. You’re not in a jungle anymore.”

      I chuckle, loud. “Give it five more minutes and I’ll start singing.”

      “Oh, God no,” he groans from the other side of the door. “Spare me the trauma.”

      I step out, grabbing the heated towel from the warmer—of course it’s heated, this is royal-level pampering. Tossing it over my shoulders, I push the door open and see him scrolling through something on his phone, glass of something dark in his hand.

      I whistle. “This how you travel all the time?”

      He smirks. “It has its perks. But honestly? I miss the desert grit sometimes.”

      I roll my eyes. “You miss sand in your ass crack? You’re broken.”

      “I meant the simplicity. But sure, that too.”

      We share a grin, unspoken understanding hanging between us. The war might’ve scarred us, but it stitched us together too.

      An hour later, we land.

      The airstrip smells like money, private jets, chauffeurs, glinting cars, and a silence that’s too clean. Sebastian’s driver is already waiting with a slick black car, and next to it is a rugged matte grey beast of a vehicle that has my name all over it.

      He slaps the hood. “Your ride, brother. Drive safe and don’t crash it if your online girlfriend ditches you.”

      “Har har,” I mutter, tossing my duffel in the back.

      Sebastian grins. “I’m serious, though. Keep me posted. And if you go radio silent for more than twenty-four hours, I’m assuming she tied you up in a basement.”

      I raise a brow. “Kinky.”

      He pulls me into a brief hug. “Welcome home, man.”

      “Thanks,” I say, sincerity coating the word. “See you after your Melbourne bow-and-wave bullshit.”

      He salutes me with two fingers, then vanishes behind his tinted window like the royal pain in the ass he is. 

      

      The drive is quiet. Peaceful. Almost too peaceful. I’m not used to the silence—no hum of comms, no thump of boots, no sharp bark of orders. Just the low hum of tires and the occasional thought that cuts a little too deep.

      Amanda’s street appears before I even realize it. My hands grip the steering wheel tighter. It’s not nerves. I don’t get nervous.

      But there’s something…off.

      Something wrong.

      Like my gut is whispering a warning I can’t translate.

      I glance at her house from down the block. Familiar from the pics she sent. Flowers on the porch. That little hanging swing she told me about. Lights on.

      But my brain, like a scratched record, keeps replaying the same damn line: Don’t go.

      My friends always said these online things are all smoke and mirrors. Women using lonely soldiers to make someone else jealous or the thrill. Or the attention. The sympathy. The fantasy of a man who’ll throw himself into danger and still call them sweet at the end of the day.

      Bullshit. I knew it then, and I still want to believe it’s bullshit now.

      Because women? They were never the problem. I’ve had more than I can count. Military uniform turns them on like flipping a switch. I never had to chase.

      But I never stayed either.

      Relationships? Not for me. I don’t do the feelings thing.

      No drama.

      No heartbreak.

      No mess.

      Just in, out, thanks for the memories. That’s my rhythm. Steady. Controlled.

      Then Amanda slid into my DMs. Sweet voice. Smart mouth. Pretty face. We clicked fast. Laughed a lot. Her pics? Gorgeous. But it was more than that, something in the way she wrote, the way she saw me. It was… rare.

      Still, I know better.

      I’ve seen too many of my brothers get divorce papers in a bunker. Heard the horror stories of wives cheating, friends lying, families ghosting them. Love is just a word people hide behind. No one stays faithful. No one sticks forever.

      Maybe I’m broken. Or maybe love’s just a nice little story people tell themselves to sleep at night. Me? I stopped looking for it a long time ago.

      I shake my head, trying to clear the fog.

      And yet… here I am. Parked in front of her place like some high school kid waiting to deliver flowers and heartbreak.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      For the first time in a long time, I feel it, that pull to turn back. To vanish. To book a ticket to Ibiza and lose myself in sun, sex, and forgetfulness.

      Everything feels so fucking off.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rise. I glance at the house again. Her silhouette isn’t in the window. Nothing moves. But the unease crawls deeper under my skin.

      I close my eyes, breathing in slowly.

      What the hell are you walking into, Nate?

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. Again.

      Persistent.

      I ignore it and lift my fist to knock, knuckles grazing against the wood like I’m trying to wake something dead inside me. I don’t even know why I’m doing this. I should’ve turned the damn car around. Should’ve listened to the little voice screaming don’t.

      Too late.

      The door creaks open, and the guy standing on the other side instantly throws me off balance.

      About 5’5”, stocky but not fat, with pressed chinos and a button-down shirt like he just walked out of some law firm that only people with trust funds can afford. His hair is neatly combed, glasses perched on his nose, and his vibe screams estate planner with an ego problem.

      “Yes?” he asks, with an eyebrow raised like I’m selling solar panels.

      I blink, take a step back, double-check the house number. Still hers. Or what should’ve been hers. I take off my sunglasses slowly, because something doesn’t add up.

      “Sorry. Must’ve gotten the wrong place,” I mutter. “I’m looking for Amanda Shirley.”

      His eyes widen a fraction.

      Then he laughs.

      Wait—laughs?

      “Nate?” he says with a kind of giddy familiarity that makes the hairs on my neck prickle.

      I cock a brow, stiff. “Yeah?”

      He beams like we’re best friends who did shots together at a college reunion. “Hey, man! So happy to finally meet you.” He sticks out his hand. “I’m Gabe. Come on in.”

      I stare at the hand. Tanned forearms, manicured nails, a subtle designer watch. This guy doesn’t scream ‘Amanda’s type’ in any way I imagined.

      Still, my body moves on instinct. Soldier reflex. I follow.

      Big mistake.

      The second I walk in, I don’t have to ask any questions. The answers slap me in the face like a belt to the cheek.

      There’s pictures everywhere. Beach trips. One in Singapore. One in Auckland with the sky tower behind them. A few selfies, messy hair and warm smiles. Then one framed prominently in the hallway.

      Wedding photo.

      My jaw tightens.

      “Amanda will be so thrilled to finally hug you,” Gabe says, completely oblivious to the sound of my heart slamming against my ribs like a fucking battering ram. “She can’t stop talking about you.”

      I don’t respond. I can’t. My brain is buffering.

      This isn’t disappointment. It’s not even betrayal.

      This is what the actual fuck.

      I walk slower, like the floor might collapse under me. My eyes keep darting to the images, like maybe if I blink enough they’ll vanish.

      “She’s—uh—she’s talked about me?” I ask, careful with every word.

      He laughs again, like this is some inside joke I missed the punchline to. “Of course, man. She said you’ve got this rugged, broody thing going on. I get it now.”

      I grunt. “How long have you two been married?” I haven’t seen it in her records, not that I truly had a round check on her.

      “Almost five years but it’s not, like, officially official,” he says proudly, like that’s a good thing to tell the guy your wife’s been sexting for the last two months. “I can tell why she’s into you.”

      My stomach drops. “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      “Why should it?” he replies with a cocked brow, totally unfazed. “We’ve been looking for a while for someone to join us.”

      A long pause.

      Then it’s when I get it.

      Join us?

      Oh hell no.

      I take a step back so fast I nearly trip over the corner of a rug. My face must be saying everything I’m trying not to shout.

      “This was a fucking mistake,” I mutter, already turning on my heel.

      “Huh?” he says, confused. “Wait⁠—”

      “I’m not into sharing,” I snap over my shoulder. “Tell Amanda to stick to Craigslist next time.”

      I slam the door behind me. Fresh air slaps my face, but it’s not enough. I feel sick. The kind of sick that starts in your chest and claws its way through your spine.

      My phone buzzes again.

      Same number.

      Dad’s office.

      Fuck.

      Five missed calls. This one’s about to go to voicemail when I swipe to answer. “Yeah.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Isabel

          

        

      

    

    
      Melbourne

      

      My heart races as I clutch my boarding pass, the familiar flutter of anticipation mingling with a knot of anxiety in my stomach. I miss home with an intensity that surprises me, a feeling that’s grown sharper over these three years away. The Melbourne airport buzzes around me, a symphony of rolling suitcases and murmured goodbyes. I’ve deliberately avoided London, throwing myself into work, into skill-building, into anything that would keep my mind occupied and my feet firmly planted on Australian soil. But now, as the moment of return approaches, I feel my carefully constructed walls beginning to crack.

      
        
        ‘For the flight to London, we kindly ask passengers to prepare for boarding at gate B19.’

      

      

      The voice on the speakers cuts through my thoughts, crystal clear and somehow both welcome and terrifying. My heart doesn’t just flutter, it performs a complete acrobatic routine in my chest.

      Perfect timing. My hands tremble slightly as I check my phone one last time.

      The carpet beneath my feet muffles my footsteps as I walk toward gate B19, my designer carry-on rolling silently behind me. The boarding pass feels warm and slightly damp in my palm as I present it to the attendant. Her eyes widen slightly at my original seat assignment, but I barely notice as I make my way down the jet bridge, the recycled air cooling the thin sheen of nervous sweat on my forehead. A young mother catches my eye, her baby finally peaceful in her arms, and I feel a small surge of satisfaction about our earlier seat swap.

      Dad will have that vein pulsing in his forehead when he finds out, the one that appears whenever I fail to act like the ‘proper politician’s daughter.’ I can almost hear his voice: “Image is everything, Isabel.” But I’ve never been able to stomach the first-class pretense, the artificial deference, the way money supposedly makes you worth more than the person in seat 32F. Last time, some entitled businessman couldn’t take a hint, his cologne-heavy presence becoming increasingly suffocating until I had to involve the crew. The memory still makes my skin crawl.

      I sink into my economy seat, surprisingly comfortable despite what Dad would say, and begin my settling-in ritual. Laptop out, headphones on, phone switched to airplane mode. The window beside me offers a view of Melbourne’s skyline, the city that became my unexpected sanctuary. My throat tightens as I take in the familiar landscape one last time. The sun catches on the glass buildings, creating a farewell light show just for me.

      The decision to come to Melbourne wasn’t easy. The position offered was far from my usual comfort zone, both geographically and professionally. I remember standing in my flat, staring at the offer letter, my hand shaking as I held my phone, Dad’s number ready to dial. The fear of solitude had been paralyzing – I’d already done the whole ‘starting over’ thing more times than I cared to count. But now, three years later, my chest aches with a different kind of pain. Melbourne, with its coffee-scented laneways and spontaneous weather changes, has woven itself into my DNA.

      They say your life flashes before your eyes in crucial moments, but that’s just movie magic. Instead, I feel the weight of a thousand small memories pressing against my ribs: impromptu beach trips with Chloe and her terrible navigation skills, the late-night food runs with my team after impossible deadlines, the first time I successfully ordered coffee in a local café without feeling like an outsider. These moments don’t flash, they simmer, they steep, they settle into my bones. The friendships I’ve forged here aren’t just connections; they’re lifelines tattooed on my heart, permanent and precious, transcending the physical distance I’m about to put between us.

      As the engines begin their steady roar, I close my eyes and let myself feel everything – the excitement, the dread, the love, the loss. London awaits, with all its complications and expectations, but Melbourne has taught me something invaluable: home isn’t always where you’re from; sometimes it’s where you learn to be yourself.

      I still remember my first day here with painful clarity. The heat wasn’t just uncomfortable, it was an entity with malicious intent, pressing against my skin like hot, damp hands. I pictured it as a living thing, a shimmering specter wrapping around my throat, squeezing until my lungs burned. So drastically different from London’s perpetual gray drizzle that framed my entire existence. The air conditioning in my temporary housing unit sputtered pathetically, and I spent that first night sprawled across sweat-dampened sheets, convinced I’d made a catastrophic mistake.

      However, as the days bled into weeks, my body adapted to Melbourne’s temperamental summer climate with surprising resilience. My skin stopped feeling like it was constantly on fire, and I discovered the sweet relief of sea breezes in the evening. The transformation wasn’t just physical; the people here radiate a warmth that has nothing to do with temperature. My colleagues welcomed me with genuine smiles and invitations, not the calculated networking maneuvers I’d grown accustomed to in Tokyo and Hong Kong’s legal circles. I found myself laughing—actually laughing—during lunch breaks and after-work drinks.

      The trips along the Great Ocean Road with wind whipping my hair into untamed curls; the girls’ nights with Chloe, Fran, and Priya where we drank too much wine and spoke truths we’d never dare in daylight; even the grueling work hours at the firm—it felt like I’d stumbled into some alternate universe where Isabel Barlow was allowed to simply exist rather than perform. I discovered my authentic voice buried beneath years of practiced elocution, and in those moments, I truly believed I found my place in the world, that elusive corner of heaven fate had somehow, miraculously, reserved just for me despite my father’s best efforts to map out every inch of my existence.

      But with my final exams came the barrage of recruitment offers from prestigious law firms, each envelope bearing the weight of expectation. They hover above my head like the sword of Damocles, glinting dangerously in my peripheral vision whenever I dare to imagine a future of my own making. Then, as if the universe sensed I might actually choose happiness, Dad’s call shattered everything. His voice, crisp and authoritative as ever, demolished the precious sanctuary I built brick by painstaking brick. Because that’s what Lucas Barlow always does. He doesn’t just change plans; he obliterates alternatives.

      I’ve never been truly free to chart my own course. I remember with crystal clarity the afternoon Nanny Alice told me, her eyes soft with pity, that by the time I could barely toddle, Mom and Dad already mapped out my entire educational trajectory—from primary school through to law school. At eight years old, I laughed at the absurdity. By sixteen, I understood it was my inescapable reality. The prestigious boarding schools, the elocution lessons, the carefully selected extracurriculars—all breadcrumbs leading to the path they’d predetermined.

      Going back to London isn’t just a journey across continents; it’s like voluntarily reopening Pandora’s box. Inside wait memories I’ve deliberately locked away, emotions preserved in perfect, painful clarity: my mother’s disapproving sighs when I failed to meet her exacting standards before her illness stole her away; Nathan’s betrayed expression the summer I was sent to a boarding school and everything had changed between us.

      Nathan—my childhood confidant, the keeper of my secrets, the shoulder dampened by my frustrated tears when Father’s political ambitions once again took precedence over me even after mom’s death. Just thinking about him makes my chest constrict painfully, a sob building behind my ribs. I suck in a desperate breath, the recycled airplane air tasting stale and inadequate as I squeeze my eyes shut so tightly that kaleidoscopic patterns dance behind my eyelids. I will not cry. Not here. Not now. I force the memories back into their compartments, slamming the mental drawers shut with practiced efficiency.

      I don’t understand why this summons couldn’t have been delivered through any of the countless technological options available. A Zoom call. A detailed email. Hell, even a formal letter would have shown more consideration than having his assistant book me on the next available flight without consultation. Instead, here I am, strapped into seat 24B, reduced once again to the dutiful daughter dancing on command when Lucas Barlow snaps his fingers. My fingernails drum an agitated rhythm against the plastic armrest, each tap punctuating a new, increasingly worrying theory about what could be so urgent. Political scandal? Health crisis? Another arranged career opportunity I’m expected to gratefully accept?

      Focus, Isabel. The command in my internal voice sounds distressingly like him. I exhale slowly, consciously relaxing my shoulders from where they’ve crept up toward my ears. I don’t want to poison these hours with catastrophizing. Whatever awaits in London will find me soon enough.

      When the plane finally lurches into motion and begins its ascent, I notice the seat beside me remains conspicuously empty—strange, considering Dad’s assistant specifically mentioned a fully booked flight when explaining why only first class was available on such short notice. I suspect manipulation; Lucas Barlow’s influence extends to airline seating charts when it suits his purposes.

      Shrugging away the suspicion—one more mind game in an endless series—I balance my laptop on the tray table, log into Spotify, and immerse myself in Dad’s upcoming speech. The irony doesn’t escape me: even thousands of miles away, I’ve been crafting his public persona, polishing his words until they shine with conviction I know he doesn’t possess. Sometimes I wonder why he insists on using me as his unofficial PR consultant when he has an entire communications team at his disposal. Is it simply another method of control, another invisible leash ensuring I remain tethered to his world even when physically distant?

      I order a glass of Chardonnay from a passing flight attendant, the first sip sharp and acidic against my tongue as I begin adding rhetorical flourishes to make his environmental policy stance sound sincere rather than politically expedient. My concentration shatters when a scent cuts through the airplane’s sterile atmosphere—an intoxicating blend of sandalwood, cedar, and something indefinably masculine. I inhale shamelessly, my work forgotten as the fragrance wraps around me like velvet.

      Damn, this smells so good. The thought rises unbidden, primitive and honest in a way I rarely allow myself to be.

      I permit myself a sidelong glance and immediately regret it—or perhaps regret is exactly the wrong word for the sudden rush of heat flooding my system. The man now occupying the formerly empty seat is nothing short of devastating. His white shirt, casually rolled at the sleeves, reveals forearms corded with lean muscle and adorned with intricate tattoos that curve out of sight beneath the fabric. His jawline could cut glass, shadowed with precisely the right amount of stubble, and his dark hair falls just so across his forehead in a way that seems both effortless and calculated for maximum impact.

      As if sensing my scrutiny, his eyes open—revealing irises so intensely blue they seem almost artificially enhanced. Our gazes lock for a fraction of a second that somehow stretches into infinity. Nina Simone’s husky voice fills my headphones, crooning “I Put a Spell on You,” and I can’t suppress a wry smile at the universe’s perfect timing. This scent is indeed a spell, weaving through my senses and short-circuiting my usually impeccable self-control. Again, I steal another glance at the hotter-than-hell stranger beside me, and my body responds with embarrassing enthusiasm. Goosebumps cascade across my skin like dominoes falling in sequence, and heat pools low in my belly, a sensation I haven’t experienced in longer than I care to admit.

      I drain my wine in one undignified gulp, desperately seeking relief from the sudden temperature spike in my personal atmosphere. The cool liquid does nothing to extinguish the warmth spreading through me. I signal for another glass, acutely aware of the stranger’s presence beside me, like a gravitational force altering my orbit without permission.

      My life moves at a relentless pace—client meetings bleeding into court appearances, research sessions stretching until dawn, and Dad’s political demands filling whatever microscopic gaps remain. The mere concept of a relationship seems as realistic as sprouting wings and flying alongside this plane. And after what happened with James two years ago—the betrayal still a raw, throbbing wound beneath my carefully constructed professional veneer—I’ve kept men at a clinical distance, viewing them as I might examine legal precedents: with detached interest and healthy skepticism.

      But something about this stranger breaks through my carefully constructed defenses with terrifying ease. It’s not just his obscene physical perfection—though God knows that would be enough—it’s something more primal, an electric current humming between us that makes the fine hairs on my arms stand at attention. The logical part of my brain—the part that graduated top of my class and negotiates settlements that make seasoned attorneys fidget—screams warnings about airplane infatuations and the dangers of mistaking proximity for chemistry. It’s the wine. Yeah, I blame it.

      I attempt to maintain some semblance of dignity while stealing glances that grow increasingly less subtle. My eyes trace the constellation of veins visible beneath the skin of his forearms, the way his throat moves when he swallows, the slight curve of his mouth that suggests he’s perpetually on the verge of a knowing smile. Heat crawls up my neck and settles in my cheeks, and I’m suddenly grateful for the dim cabin lighting that conceals what must be a mortifying flush. My imagination runs wild with forbidden scenarios—his hands tangled in my hair, those full lips exploring places that haven’t been touched in embarrassingly long.

      When Spotify’s algorithm shifts from Nina Simone to something more upbeat, the spell fractures just enough for me to surface from my hormone-induced trance. Shit! I blink rapidly, as if emerging from a darkened theater into harsh daylight, and force my attention back to the glowing laptop screen where Dad’s half-finished speech waits accusingly. The words swim before my eyes, refusing to arrange themselves into coherent sentences as my peripheral vision stubbornly registers every minute movement from seat 24A.

      This flight stretches ahead of me like an eternity—twenty two more hours trapped in this pressurized tube beside living, breathing temptation. I’ll need to summon every ounce of self-discipline cultivated during years of Barlow family media training not to make a complete fool of myself. I take another sip of wine, hoping it might dull the keen edge of awareness that has my body humming like a tuning fork struck against stone.

      Since when have I become this person—this bundle of raw nerves and inappropriate cravings? Years of casual dates that never progressed beyond lukewarm goodnight kisses, of throwing myself into work rather than risk another emotional laceration, and suddenly one stranger’s cologne has me contemplating bathroom trysts at thirty-five thousand feet? I mentally shake myself, disgusted and thrilled in equal measure by my body’s mutiny against common sense. Melbourne has changed me in ways I’m only beginning to comprehend, loosened something tightly wound within me—something that London and the weight of Barlow’s expectations had nearly suffocated entirely.

      I force my fingers to move across the keyboard, determined to reclaim control of my treacherous body and wandering mind. The speech. Focus on the speech. Not on the way his presence beside me seems to alter the very air pressure in the cabin, making each breath feel insufficient and laden with dangerous possibilities.
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      When I first get on my seat, I can’t help but scan the cabin—old habits die hard. The steward approaches with that practiced smile. “Mr. Weister, sir. There’s a phone call for you.” I feel my shoulders tense immediately. Just one goddamn flight without interruption, is that too much to ask? Work already consumes most of my life, and these rare moments of freedom are precious. I travel to escape, to breathe, to remember I’m more than just a uniform and a set of orders. But apparently Dad needs me, so coming home feels like another assignment rather than a choice. Every time he snaps his fingers, I find myself responding like that obedient little boy I used to be. It’s been this way for as long as I can remember, and at twenty-nine, I still wonder if I’ll ever break the pattern. I’m not a child anymore, for fuck’s sake.

      “I’ll take it in a few minutes,” I tell the steward, not bothering to hide the irritation in my voice. He nods and retreats, probably used to dealing with grumpy passengers. I stow my bag overhead, noticing how even this simple action follows the precise movements drilled into me through years of service. Fold, tuck, secure. My life in three words.

      As a kid, I was all boundless energy and wild impulses—always running, climbing, questioning everything. My commanding officer now calls it ‘natural leadership’ and ‘healthy initiative.’ Dad called it ‘disruptive’ and ‘unseemly.’ I wasn’t allowed the luxury of being just a kid; I was the Duke’s son before I was ever Nate. I needed to be calm, controlled, a perfect miniature gentleman at eight years old. Never messy, never loud, never wrong. I still hear Dad’s voice in my quiet moments: “The Dukes of Weister have a millennium-long reputation and surely, it will be passed down. You must learn your place.” The memory makes my throat tight, my hands clenching involuntarily.

      I understand his obsession on some level. The press has always circled our family like vultures, waiting for any misstep to splash across the tabloids. But understanding doesn’t ease the resentment that still burns inside me when I think about what I missed. I wanted a normal childhood—skinned knees from falling off bikes, dirt under my fingernails from climbing trees, the simple joy of making mischief without it becoming a family crisis. Those small freedoms that make childhood what it’s supposed to be. My memories of those years feel more like formal photographs than lived experiences, and almost none include my parents’ faces. The realization still comes down like a physical blow, my jaw clenching against emotions I was taught never to show.

      I’ve spent too many sleepless nights wondering why they had me at all. The conclusion I always reach is painfully simple: they needed an heir, a continuation of the bloodline, someone to inherit the title and estates. Nothing more personal than that. Sometimes I felt like a ghost in my own home, moving through rooms where no one actually saw me. That feeling of invisibility still haunts me— the sense of being hollowed out over time, until I’m nothing more than a name on the family tree. Only two people made me feel real: Nanny Alice with her endless patience and homemade cookies and delicious cakes, and Izzy.

      God, Izzy. The thought of her sends a familiar ache through my chest. Somehow she saw past everything—the title, the wealth, the carefully constructed facade—to the angry, lonely boy underneath. Unlike everyone else in our world of privilege and pretense, Izzy never wanted anything from me except friendship. She looked at the world with a clarity I envied, cutting through bullshit with a few well-chosen words while I was still learning to control my temper. It’s been more than fifteen years since we really talked, since that summer when everything fell apart, but thinking about her still does something to me—quickens my pulse, makes me more aware of myself than I want to be.

      I take a deep breath, the kind I use before difficult conversations with subordinates or when breaking bad news to families. My hand raises to signal for whiskey—no ice, double—and I turn to the window, watching clouds pass beneath us. There’s irony in how I was pushed from one rigid structure only to find myself into another. The military gave me purpose, clarity, brotherhood—all things missing from the cold halls of Weister Manor. The difference is that even though I haven’t chosen this life, I earned my place in it through sweat and blood rather than birth.

      The whiskey arrives, and I drink it in one go, welcoming the burn that momentarily drowns out thoughts of home. Whatever crisis has prompted this summons, I’ll deal with it the way I’ve learned to handle everything: head-on, with as much honesty as I can muster,, then I’ll get the hell out before the Duke remembers all the ways I’ve disappointed him. Three days max, then back to the vacation I planned for myself.

      At least, that’s the plan. Family has a way of dragging you back into old patterns, old wounds. And I’ve never been very good at walking away from a fight.

      Finally taking back my seat after that pointless phone call with Dad’s secretary—not even Dad himself, of course—I try to relax into the uncomfortable airline chair, but something keeps me on edge. The blonde next to me is the kind of distraction I’d normally welcome. Her fingers dance across her laptop keyboard with practiced precision, and I find myself wondering if she’s actually working or just putting on a show. Something about her seems vaguely familiar, though I can’t place it.

      When her lips touch the rim of her wine glass, I’m transfixed. Those full, pink lips press against the glass, leaving a faint imprint, and suddenly I’m imagining them pressed against me instead. I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with how quickly my thoughts have turned. She closes her eyes, clearly lost in whatever music is playing through her headphones, and I take the opportunity to really look at her. She’s breathtaking—not in the manufactured way of the women who typically orbit my social circle, hunting for titles and bank accounts, but in a way that feels genuine. When she unconsciously mouths the lyrics to whatever song she’s listening to, a small smile playing on her lips, something tightens in my chest. It’s adorable in a way I hadn’t expected to find appealing.

      I force myself to settle back and close my eyes. It’ll be a very long flight to London, but maybe sleep will make the hours pass more quickly. And keep my mind off the distracting blonde.

      

      A sudden flash of light jolts me from the beginnings of sleep—not the panicked awakening I sometimes experience when dreams of past missions intrude, but startling nonetheless. My reaction clearly frightens the woman beside me; her hand flies to her chest as if to physically calm her racing heart.

      “I’m sorry if the light bothers you. I’ll turn it off,” she says, her voice carrying a hint of something I can’t quite place.

      “Don’t worry. It was just a bad dream,” I lie, not willing to explain my hair-trigger reflexes. Our eyes lock, and I find myself unable to look away. Her eyes are a deep ocean blue—intelligent, expressive, somehow both challenging and vulnerable. Her voice is sweet but with an underlying strength that catches me off guard.

      It’s like being hypnotized. Damn, she’s gorgeous in a way that goes beyond simple physical attraction. A warning voice cuts through my appreciation: She’s not for you. The internal reminder is harsh but necessary. Women like her—educated, refined, probably from a good family—they don’t end up with men carrying the kind of baggage I’ve accumulated.

      I close my eyes again, trying to focus on the mission at hand: get to London, deal with whatever family emergency Dad’s cooked up, get back to my life. After a while, a delicate perfume envelops me—floral but not overwhelming, with something underneath that’s distinctly feminine. I open my eyes to find her standing directly in front of me, caught between my legs as she tries to edge past to the aisle. Her eyes widen when she realizes I’m watching her, and I can’t help but grin as her cheeks flush a delicate pink. Christ, that blush only makes her more appealing. I could easily pull her onto my lap right now, taste those lips that have been teasing me since I sat down.

      “I’m… I’m sorry,” she stammers, voice suddenly smaller. “I didn’t want to disturb you but I needed to get up for a walk.”

      I smile, oddly charmed by her discomfort. “No need to apologize.”

      “Okay…” she replies, her voice carrying that adorable timidity that makes something protective stir in me.

      As she walks away toward the lavatory, I shamelessly watch her go. Her jeans cling to curves that could launch a thousand fantasies, her ass perfectly shaped for a man’s hands. I catch myself thinking things I haven’t allowed myself to consider in years—not since relationships became just another form of collateral damage in my life.

      I notice she’s left her laptop open, and I can’t resist peeking at her playlist. It’s an eclectic mix—plenty of current pop songs I wouldn’t recognize if my life depended on it, and several classics like “All of Me” that I’ve always loved. You’re full of surprises, little one, I think, immediately questioning where that possessive nickname came from.

      I close my eyes and try to relax again, pushing away thoughts of the blonde and her perfect ass. Suddenly something—no, someone—falls against me, and her perfume intensifies as warm weight presses against my chest.

      “The fuck?” I snap my eyes open to find her sprawled across me, her face inches from mine.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, her voice carrying a hint of annoyance despite the apology. Interestingly, she doesn’t immediately scramble away, and I find I don’t mind the situation one bit. Her breath tickles my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. That perfume is intoxicating up close, clouding my judgment.

      I have to physically restrain myself from wrapping my arms around her waist and keeping her pressed against me. I clear my throat, trying to clear my mind along with it. “Hmmm, do you have to tell me something?”

      “No,” she breathes, still making no move to extricate herself.

      “Then why are you still on me?” I can’t resist teasing her, even knowing how uncomfortable it will make her. Something about her flustered state feels rewarding in a way I don’t fully understand.

      “I’m not…” She finally pushes away, eyes wide, cheeks flaming crimson. “I’m not on you. The man reclined his chair, and I fell forward.”

      “Hmm-hmm…” I raise an eyebrow skeptically. I know I’m being a bastard, but something about her brings out a playfulness I thought I’d lost years ago.

      “You know what? Let’s swap places so these accidents won’t happen again. The flight is long, and I’ll need to get up often.” Her words tumble out rapidly, betraying her nervousness, and it only makes her more appealing. There’s something endearing about a woman who can be so obviously affected yet still maintain her dignity.

      I narrow my eyes, studying her. “Are you sure?”

      She nods firmly. “More than sure.”

      I shrug and stand to let her pass. “As you like, but if the plane crashes, they’ll mistake you for me.”

      “Ahhh,” she rolls her eyes with unexpected confidence. “Your pretty face won’t get lost in the ocean, don’t worry.” Then she winks at me, leaving me momentarily speechless. “Plus, the plane won’t crash, at least not this one and not today.” She shakes her head at what she clearly considers my foolishness.

      “My pretty face, huh?” I ask, rubbing my chin thoughtfully, enjoying this unexpected turn. Well, well… the petite blonde just became significantly more interesting. Beneath the initial shyness lies a spark, a quick wit that catches me off guard in the best possible way.

      She bursts out laughing, the sound genuine and warm in the artificially cool cabin air. “You heard just that, didn’t you?”

      “Actually, I’ve heard everything, but I’d like to explore the ‘pretty face’ part,” I reply with a shameless grin, enjoying how easily I can make her blush. Something about teasing this woman feels like finding a part of myself I’d forgotten existed.

      She scoffs and huffs dramatically, but I catch the slight curve of her lips. “A pretty face isn’t everything in a man.”

      I lean closer, genuinely curious about her answer. My interest surprises me—typically I avoid these kinds of conversations, especially with attractive strangers. “I agree, but it’s a bonus. What are the qualities he should have?”

      “You know… I’ll leave you with the doubt,” she says with unexpected mischief, moving away to claim my former seat. Her strategic retreat ends our little verbal sparring match, but I suspect the battle is just beginning.

      I must admit, this petite blonde has that spitfire attitude that intrigues me more than I care to acknowledge. Beneath her professional exterior lurks someone who gives as good as she gets. I’d love to see what else she’s capable of, what other surprises she might reveal during this long flight. Maybe this trip won’t be so tedious after all.

      “Okay. Let’s see what excuses you’ll find now to touch me,” I say, unable to resist provoking her further. The expression that crosses her face—a delicious mixture of surprise, embarrassment, and something that might be of interest—is absolutely priceless. For a moment, she seems unable to form a comeback, and I count that as a small victory.

      “I’m Nate, by the way,” I tell her, extending my hand across the invisible boundary between our seats. The formality feels almost comical after our charged exchanges, but some habits from my upbringing remain stubbornly ingrained.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Isabel,” she says, taking my hand. The moment her fingers touch mine, I feel a jolt of awareness that travels straight up my arm and settles somewhere in my chest. Her hand is impossibly soft, like silk against my callused palm, and I find myself wondering if her skin feels this smooth everywhere. I shake my head slightly, trying to dismiss the inappropriate thought as my eyes dart to her hand, noticing the absence of a ring. Not that it should matter to me.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Isabel.” And I mean it more than I should. I find myself getting lost in her cerulean eyes—expressive, carrying secrets I suddenly want to uncover. She’s bewitching me without even trying.

      Even trying to relax in my new seat seems impossible as my mind keeps circling back to Isabel. Her eyes, her lips, the way she seems to switch between professional composure and playful banter with such ease. It strikes me that my life has somehow come down to only wanting things I can’t have—a father’s approval, a peaceful night’s sleep, a normal existence, and now this captivating woman who probably has a life completely incompatible with mine.

      But maybe I can try. Maybe for once, the universe isn’t working against me. Who knows? Maybe Isabel will let me get to know her better, beyond the confines of this metal tube hurtling through the sky.

      “So, Isabel,” I say, breaking the silence that has settled between us. “What brings you to London? Business or pleasure?” It’s a mundane question, but I’m surprised by how much I actually want to know the answer.

      She looks up from her laptop, seeming to consider whether to engage or dismiss me. “A bit of both, I suppose,” she finally says, closing her computer. “Family business, which is rarely a pleasure.”

      I laugh, the sound startling in its genuineness. “We might be related, then. Nothing pulls me back to London except family obligations.”

      “Let me guess,” she says, studying me with those perceptive eyes. “Demanding father? Expectations higher than the altitude we’re currently flying at?”

      Her accuracy presses on a sore spot. “Bull’s-eye. How did you know?”

      She shrugs, a small smile playing on her lips. “Takes one to know one. My father has my entire life plotted on a spreadsheet, color-coded by achievements and disappointments.”

      “Mine prefers the old leather-bound family records. More gravitas that way,” I reply, surprised at how easily I’m sharing things I usually keep buried.

      Isabel tilts her head, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Leather-bound records? How delightfully archaic. Does he also use a quill pen and seal letters with wax?”

      “Only on Tuesdays and royal holidays,” I counter with a straight face. “Other days it’s just the family crest signet ring and parchment.”

      She laughs, the sound warming something long frozen within me. “I knew it. Let me guess, your childhood bedroom was probably in the east wing of some drafty ancient mansion, filled with portraits of stern ancestors judging your every move?”

      “West wing, actually,” I correct her, enjoying her surprised expression. “Better view of the gardens. And only five portraits, though Great-Great-Grandfather Edmund’s eyes do follow you around the room.”

      “Five is practically minimalist,” she teases, mock-impressed. “Did you have one of those bells to summon the help when your silver spoon needed polishing?”

      I clutch my chest in feigned offense. “I’ll have you know I polished my own silver spoon, thank you very much. Though there might have been a bell for… other emergencies.”

      “Such as?” she prompts, leaning slightly closer.

      “Tea crises. Scone shortages. The usual aristocratic catastrophes.”

      Her laughter bubbles up again. “And here I thought my diplomat father’s cocktail parties were stuffy. At least we had electricity in all rooms.”

      “Electricity is so nouveau riche,” I say with an exaggerated snobbish accent. “Real nobility prefers the ambiance of candlelight and the lingering fear of manor fires.”

      Isabel snorts in a decidedly unladylike manner that I find utterly charming. “So that explains the military career? Escaping potential manor infernos prepared you for combat?”

      She’s already a step ahead. Of course she is. Didn’t have to say a word—she just knew. “That, and the boarding school food. Nothing builds resilience like mystery meat Wednesdays.”

      “Oh god,” she groans sympathetically. “Boarding school. Let me guess—boys only, cold showers, and Latin punishments?”

      “Veni, vidi, suffered,” I confirm. “And you? Private girls’ academy with uniforms and etiquette classes?”

      She raises an elegant eyebrow. “Curious about schoolgirl uniforms, are we? How predictable.”

      “Just conducting thorough reconnaissance,” I reply with a wink that makes her cheeks flush slightly. “Strategic intelligence gathering.”

      “For what purpose, exactly?” she challenges, eyes narrowing playfully.

      I lean closer, lowering my voice. “To determine if you’re as much of a rule-follower as your perfect posture suggests, or if there’s a rebel hiding behind that professional facade.”

      “And your assessment so far?”

      “The jury’s still out,” I say, enjoying our verbal sparring more than I’ve enjoyed anything in months. “Though I suspect anyone who criticizes her father’s spreadsheets has at least some rebellious tendencies.”

      “Perhaps,” she admits with a slight smile. “Though anyone who joins the military despite aristocratic expectations might know something about rebellion themselves.”

      “Touché,” I concede. “Though in my defense, it’s less rebellion and more… alternative tradition. Military service has its own kind of rigid structure.”

      “So you traded one set of rules for another?” she asks, suddenly more perceptive than I’m comfortable with.

      I deflect with humor, not ready to admit it wasn’t a choice. “At least these come with cool equipment and the occasional explosion.”

      She laughs again, accepting my evasion. “Boys and their toys. Some things never change.”

      “Speaking of which,” I nod toward her laptop, “what exactly are you working on so diligently? State secrets? The next great novel? Scathing review of airline food?”





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

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

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/sweetest-touch.jpg
USA Today & International Bestselling Author

ADINA D. GREY






OEBPS/images/adina-d-grey-logo.jpg





