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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Kellan

	 

	“It was just a game of strip poker. It is not as if I married a stripper.”

	That I could understand my older brother flipping out about.

	“You couldn’t have just closed the curtains?” Kristopher Kenningston, my older brother, huffs. “The damn curtains, Kellan!”

	“I could have, but then how would they have taken such a fantastic shot of the lucky ace tattoo on my ass?”

	You want to see it, don’t you? You want to be flashed or see me completely naked? Naked. Always choose naked.

	His wife giggles from behind the magazine she’s pretending to read.

	“Really, Soph?” His annoyed expression falls to her. “You do realize laughing does not help this situation.”

	“What situation?” Sophia Kenningston, my sister-in-law, snips on another snicker, dropping the object back into her lap. “Kellan was simply...being Kellan.”

	“You’re defending him?”

	“No,” she says slowly and looks up to lock eyes with my brother. “I’m just saying he has a point. It’s not as if he married a stripper or did something worse like burn down a church in the middle of Sunday service.”

	I extend my legs across the red cushioning of the love seat. “Are you saying if I burn down a church not on a Sunday that’s acceptable?”

	Sophia rolls her espresso brown eyes.

	Did you not feel as if that was valid information to have? Oh, relax. I would never burn down a church. I prefer my media attention to center around my clothing or lack thereof.

	“Your brother was simply having a little fun.”

	“Something I swear you used to be,” I tease. 

	They say blondes have more fun. Truth is…we really do. Between my hair, my bright blue eyes, and my toned muscles from a timeless love affair with lacrosse, let’s just say the fun never stops coming my direction with open legs. Or mouths. Rarely hands. I prefer the other options first anyhow.  

	“Correct, Soph? He used to be fun, did he not? He wasn’t always…scowling?”

	She giggles again, and my older brother oscillates his glare between us.

	For the most part – looks-wise – we’re practically identical, except for the fact that expression on his face has been more prevalent lately.  I blame the pressures of being the royal couple. Our entire country, Doctenn – along with several others – is waiting and watching for their next move. Speculating. Scrutinizing. Spreading lies about Soph having surgery to tighten her tummy to keep my brother happy. People gossip about his wife’s choice in winter wear and exercise routines. His decision for them to attend or not attend someone’s ‘grand’ birthday party. When, oh when, will they finally bear another heir to the throne that isn’t anything more than just a title in a long list of other titles? A throne built on mutually assured prosperity that’s discussed over brandy regardless of what time of the day it may be. I assume if I cared more about what they thought or gave a damn about what is expected of me, I might frown a little more than I do, which is practically never. Kristopher used to smile quite often too before his love life was all the media wanted to talk about between my father’s impeccable ability to soothe strained relationships from our family’s past, and my inability to keep the royal jewels in my pants from being shined. Or at least he used to smile…more. According to him, I came out of the womb smiling and have yet to truly stop except for our mother’s untimely death. 

	“Kristopher is fun. He’s just wearing his responsible, big brother face,” she brushes away as she turns the page in her magazine.

	“Responsible, big brother face or king in training face? Because I swear that’s the same face father makes minutes before he begins his loving yelling, or ‘shouting’ as the rest of the world calls it.”

	“Has it ever occurred to you he has merit to his shouting?” he defensively counters.

	I shake my head with a smirk. “None of my behaviors are new.”

	“Precisely.” His tan hands wrap around the back of the red couch in our palace library where his wife is sitting. “You may dread the title of Duke and the social responsibilities we carry as Princes; however, you have to grow up sometime, Kellan. For Christ’s sake, you are almost thirty! It is time you start behaving as such.”

	Dread the titles. Dread the social politics. Dread the long list of should dos and never dos. The only thing I do not dread is the royal jets I use as my private taxi service to fly around the world on every whim I have. Beats the hell out of drowning in an ocean of archaic expectations. 

	There’s a small pause that’s followed by Sophia humming, “Perhaps you’re right, Kellan. It is his king in training face.”

	I immediately chortle. “Thank you.”

	Our joined laughter – unsurprisingly – gets drowned out by another grunt of annoyance from Kristopher. “Do not agree with him right now, Sophia.”

	“Why?” She glances up. “Because you said so? Because as a ‘lady of the court’ I should hold my tongue?”

	Her mocking causes me to smile wide.

	I’ll admit. It’s a guilty pleasure to watch her push back at my brother. It’s the reason he married her. She refused to bend to his every whim and carry his opinions as her own. Just makes me laugh in moments like this he seems to forget that.

	“Need I remind you we’re not in the 1500s anymore and that you can’t behead me for having a different opinion than yours?”

	Playfully, I add, “If you beheaded her, who would suck your cock?”

	Her sarcastic look falls to me, yet she retorts, “Because that was a problem for the beloved Prince Kristopher before me? If I recall correctly, his reputation for being an insufferable ass hound was worse than yours.”

	“I’m in the room,” Kristopher joins the conversation on a pout. “And I may have enjoyed my fair share of the opposite sex-”

	“In the courtyard,” Soph begins to list, “in the pool, on top of your father’s-”

	“However,” he clears his throat, “I knew I had to grow up, eventually. Change. Become a more respectable adult and proper pillar for this country.”

	“By marrying the woman with the Jessica Rabbit tattoo on her lower back?” 

	Sophia and I laugh while my brother’s hands go flying in the air.

	Hey, it’s a pretty sexy tattoo. She’s lying on her side in that red dress in a very provocative pose. That little beauty is the reason why she’s not allowed to wear bikinis in bodies of water outside their separate home on the property. I know Soph looks like a polite, refined, and down-right proper lady, with her elegant asymmetrical dark brown hair cut and natural make up covering her golden beige complexion, but if that were the case my brother would’ve never married her. He gives me hell for being the wild one yet fails to remember once upon a time he could almost give me a run for my money. Almost.

	“All I'm saying, Kellan, is maybe it’s time to dial back the behavior? Remember that you represent a royal bloodline, hell, an entire country at times? Maybe…be less selfish in the choices you make?”

	“Are these suggestions or instructions?” 

	“Kellan.”

	As usual, his chastising begins to bore me, and I toss my head back to stare at the ceiling. “Fine. I will remember to close the goddamn curtains if it prevents you from giving me another lecture on the repercussions of such an innocent behavior.”

	“Innocent?!” His shriek makes me laugh again.

	Oh, it’s alright that you did it, too. He sounds as if he’s sucked back too much helium when it gets that high.

	“Kellan, when do you leave for the states?” Sophia’s change of topic pulls my attention back down.

	“Why? Tired of me making your husband’s blood pressure rise?”

	She gives me a slight shrug. “If it’s not you doing it, it’s me.”

	“You? I’m assuming this is bedroom related?”

	Her jaw drops when he cuts her off immediately. “Do not answer that.” 

	He plays a prude, but one of these days reminds me to tell you about the phone calls our parents received during our time at boarding school for the inappropriate study system we developed. It involved upper-class females and maple syrup.

	“When do you leave?” my brother sighs, running his fingers through his freshly cut hair. 

	“In the morning,” I announce at the same time I pull my vibrating cell phone out of my navy-blue pants pocket.

	“And you’re going just for a week this time?” Soph questions.

	“Roughly. The charity run is on Saturday. I’ll return here Sunday.” 

	Kristopher finally takes a seat beside his wife. “And what are you running for this time? The fight against childhood diabetes? The fight against childhood illiteracy? The fight against childhood petlessness.” 

	That last one is not a thing.

	“The Collin Murphy Foundation. They are a research foundation that helps fight childhood cancer. Their main base is here in Fayeweather, but they partner with a slightly smaller sister branch in the states.”

	He slowly recalls, “Oh…This is the one you do every year.”

	“Indeed,” I hum my answer as I open the text message from an unknown number. To my pleasant surprise, it’s a fair-skinned female with her long, blonde hair pulled to one side of her face and lips painted bright red to match the pushup bra she’s sporting. 

	The caption underneath reads: 

	 

	Wanna make me a princess?

	 

	Ah. This is one of the strip poker losers. Then again, are there ever really any losers in that game? Who doesn’t love to see people naked?

	The grin on my face causes my brother to grunt, “Please, tell me that is not a dirty photo.” When I glance up and expand my smile, he rolls his blue eyes. “Fine. Please, tell me you can at least remember the name of the woman in the photo.”

	Marilyn? Mindy? Melody? Melissa? I'm getting a rather strong M feeling. Doesn’t really matter, though. I’m not gonna call her. Not just because she’s trolling to wear a crown-like so many of the women I meet, but because it was just a wild weekend at the Walngnaski Ski Resort. Think Vegas in the snow. What happens in Walngnaski stays there…except for whatever the paparazzi parasites manage to document. I.E. my ass through the glass window. In my defense, that was the wildest thing I did all weekend unless you consider challenging some American senator’s son to a drinking contest crazy.

	Kristopher sighs and shakes his head. “And you wonder why I worry…”

	I don’t wonder. Nor do I actually care. As far as I’m concerned, I’m just having a little fun. And there’s nothing wrong with having a little or in my case an awful lot of fun. What else am I supposed to do to pass the time in my seemingly superficial reality? Play cards with my dead grandmother’s bridge club and pretend it’s making a difference? No. Unlike my brother, who has buckled under the pressures of being a Kenningston, I refuse to let my last name rule my entire life. Not now. Not ever. 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	Brie

	 

	I hate the youth of America. I really do.

	“And then Becky told Kimmy who told Julie who told Michael, that I was the one who said his girlfriend looked like a troll in that selfie. And I did. But she shouldn’t have told her! Becky swore she wouldn’t!” The thin, fourteen-year-old squeaks to the girl beside her as they move forward in the check-out line. “Becky is lucky I don’t Snapchat about what she did with Julie’s boyfriend while she was away with her family on South Haven Island.” 

	“ID,” I interrupt, which causes her to glare at me.

	Oh, yes. Because I’m slowing down her day.

	She rolls her eyes and reaches into her designer bag. Unable to immediately grab it, she drops her purse, and it accidentally lands on the edge of her tray. Like the world’s worst catapult, it launches a horrific combination of ingredients straight at my face. Caesar salad dressing and raspberry applesauce trickle down my glasses while I wipe away spinach leaves from my cheeks.

	I fucking hate my job.

	The laughter of the teens in line erupts at the same time strips of lemon herb chicken comically drop from my hairnet. 

	Yes. As a fucking lunch lady, I actually have to wear a hairnet. Health department requirements. Don’t think this is what they originally had in mind for the reason it needed to be a necessity.

	“Um, hello,” the bratty brunette whines. 

	I open my eyes to see her displeased expression.  

	She’s upset? Did I just shower her with food in a room full of adolescents who can’t wait to post about this on Instagram or Snapchat or Look At Me As I Go? Not exactly how I want my face across the internet…Not that I ever really want my face across the internet.

	“I need a napkin,” she huffs. “It’s on my shoe.”

	My eyes glance over the shoes that probably cost half – if not my entire – paycheck. Before I’m even given a chance to possibly lose my outwardly calm disposition, one of the older, plumpy, cafeteria women, Bernice Salapu, places a hand on my shoulder. “Go get cleaned up, Brie. I’ll handle it from here.”

	With a smile of gratitude, I whisper, “Thank you.”

	She hums, steps in my place, and says in a sassy voice, “You can get your own napkin on your way to get a new plate of food. Next!”

	I wade through lingering groups of teens where the giggles seem to be growing, straight for the employee’s restroom in the back.

	You’re probably wondering what exactly had to go wrong in my life to make me decide to take a job as a cafeteria worker at a private school, right? Well, that makes two of us. But you want the truth? It’s the pay and flexibility. My main priorities at this point in life are finally graduating and being able to pay for it. Ollander Academy here in Highland has given me wiggle room to do just that. You see, it’s not just a simple private school. No. From what I understand, you have to be on the waiting list for this place by the time you’re fresh out of diapers. The tuition alone is high enough to rival what I’ve been scraping together to pay in my college education, and the interview process for both parents as well as students is on par with the hoops you go through trying to work for Google. While you’ve seen the obvious downside to such an elitist school, the upside is they pay their employees more than you’d expect, and I don’t just mean the teachers. Most of us not in the classroom make what the average teacher does in the public school system. They basically hired me to be a fill-in. An extra pair of hands to help cover vacation days, sick days, and any other cafeteria grunt work they could conjure up around my class schedule. For the record? Oven cleaning? ‘Bout as much fun as a routine vaginal exam. Haven’t had one of those since I got an IUD put in three years ago. What? Too personal?  

	After using a damp paper towel to wipe myself down and glass cleaner for my glasses, I head towards the front, thankful this is the final round of lunch being served. As soon as she spots me, Bernice motions her olive skinned hand for me to help in the back instead. Relief instantly washes over me.

	Would you really wanna be the subject that breaks up their afternoon gossiping about who is cheating with who? I didn’t think so. And yes, they’re always that vicious. I’ve been here since August, and I’ll be the first to say teenagers are mean. Both boys and girls. That’s right. The guys are just as cruel verbally and physically. The worst part about the whole experience isn’t even the mind-boggling way they treat each other, it’s the fucked-up way they treat us. Like we’re all just servants for their whims. You wouldn’t believe how many of these private school teens treat the staff like we work directly for them. Like they’re at home and their parents could walk in to fire us for not bending to their demands. It’s disheartening to say the least. Awe. Don’t worry too hard. Just a few more months of this, and I’ll be free to pick a job that’s less torture. Or at the very least, will have the opportunity to.

	The rest of my shift consists of prepping a few items for the opening breakfast crew, washing the dishes along with drying them, wiping down all the tables once the room is empty, and cleaning the floor. By the time I’m pulling into a parking space at my apartment complex, my feet are debating whether or not to just fall off in defeat or let me get to my room before doing so. It takes a moment longer than I want to collect the items that fell out of my bag when I was forced to make an abrupt stop in rush hour traffic, but it’s the digging around for my disappeared cellphone that pushes my lingering irritation over the edge.

	Just as I unlock the front door, my roommate, Jovi Carter, and her boyfriend, Merrick McCoy, are coming out of her room on the opposite side of the apartment. 

	“There you are!” She joyfully exclaims. 

	She’s just naturally cheerful. We first met in A Thousand Words, A Thousand Pictures, a class I swear whose sole purpose is to weed out those who only picked art as a major because they thought it was going to be easy. At that time, her joy seemed forced, but after her boyfriend moved to town, I realized she was just lovesick. She’s been a bright ray of sunshine ever since she’s been back in his arms.   

	Jovi’s mocha-colored face instantly becomes concerned. “You’re home late.”

	“And messier than normal,” Merrick chuckles.

	Stop staring. He’s not that attractive. I mean…I guess if you’re into the whole hot, sun-kissed skin, tattooed, bad boy thing with a heart of gold or whatever. Yeah, I’m full of shit. Obviously, I know how yummy he looks. He’s a total hottie and madly in love with my adorable roommate. They’re so cute sometimes it’s sickening. And by sometimes, I really mean most of the time.

	After flashing him my middle finger, I sigh, “Relax. I’m fine. Margret just happened to decide today would be the perfect day for me to clean on top and underneath the tables.”

	He immediately teases, “And the white splotches on your shirt? They’re not from the principal, are they?”

	Jovi lightly hits him in his lower stomach.

	As you can see, he’s got a mouth. And he’s cocky. And charismatic. It’s a really terrible combination. I honestly don’t understand how she decides when it’s time to kiss his face or slap it.

	“Dean,” I correct with a sarcastic smirk. “And no. This is what happens when teenagers get pissy and don’t pay attention to what they’re doing.”

	“So, not a food fight?” Merrick jokes again.

	With a glare, I snap, “Please, tell me you’re leaving.”

	“Yeah,” he turns his black baseball cap around before adding, “but you’re coming with us.”

	“I’m sorry, what?”

	“Merrick got us all tickets a few weeks ago to the Treme showing at the Flatone Gallery,” Jovi attempts to spring the memory free from wherever it’s imprisoned in my brain. “Remember?”

	He drapes his arm around her black coat-covered shoulder at the same time he brags, “Because I’m an amazing boyfriend.”

	Jovi looks up at him. “Sweet.”

	“Fantastic.”

	“Thoughtful.”

	“Incredible.”

	“And humble, too,” I add with another fake smirk. 

	It takes him a minute to realize the joke.

	Okay, so not always the brightest. Just proof no one's perfect.

	He drops his jaw in preparation to retort when Jovi continues, “Come on, Brie. You’ve been dying to see this showing as much as I have.”

	“But my feet are dying more,” I counter in a whiney voice. “Plus, I’ve got a test to study for and need to work on my final portfolio project that I haven’t even started and-”

	“All of which you can do after the showing,” Jovi sweetly argues. She slips out of her boyfriend’s grasp and makes her way towards me. “Look, we won’t even stay long. We’ll go grab a quick bite at Gloria’s Grande Burgers, swing by the showing, and make sure to have you home before ten o’clock.

	Her big brown eyes suddenly become irresistible.

	Ugh. They’re made for each other. Between her pout and his charm, I swear they could take over the world. 

	“Please?”

	“Fineeeeee,” I unhappily surrender. “Let me get the smell of apples and adolescents off of me first.”

	Jovi immediately squeals over her victory.

	Maybe a glass of wine and spending some time staring at the former Ashwin University graduate’s art pieces are exactly what I need. A blunt reminder of what I’m working so hard to one day possibly achieve. Maybe I’ll be inspired to move in a new direction. See a route to take with my passion. A path I haven’t seen before. Because as of right now, I’m months away from a BA in Art with absolutely no fucking clue what to do with the rest of my life. Hell, what I want to do for that matter. Who knows…Maybe being at the showing will give my life the little nudge it needs. Can’t blame a woman for hoping, right?   

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	Kellan

	 

	I shove my hands into the pockets of my black suit pants at the same time I grouse, “Remind me one more time, why exactly we’re here. You know I hate art like this.”

	“Because Dana made me swear, I’d take her,” Hugh huffs as he swipes two glasses of champagne from a waiter passing by.

	Taking one, I question, “Is this some sort of power play? Is she withholding sex from you? Using it as a weapon in her pursuit to control your life?”

	His light beige face itself towards me. “Speaking from personal experience?”

	“Of course not,” I lightly chuckle. “You should know by now my dick is the ultimate weapon, and it’s always loaded.”

	He lifts his glass and mumbles behind a sip. “Horrific.”

	Hugh Delmar and I have been mates since his parents shipped him to boarding school at thirteen. Apparently, he had an early addiction to stealing his mother’s prescription pills and a fascination with fondling her friends. Shipping him out of his country to ours might not directly fix the issues he so clearly had, but it would at least prevent the media from watching him self-destruct his way through puberty. While Hugh's hatred for his parents continued to grow over the feeling of abandonment – according to the therapy sessions he told me about in mocking – he managed to find solace in a new sport. His first week at school I caught him staring in confusion at the game of lacrosse and offered to explain it – after poking fun at his atrocious American accent, of course. What? They are vastly inferior to ours. We all know it.

	“Look,” Hugh begins with a heavy sigh, “I really like Dana.”

	“You really like every woman you date. You are a serial dater.” 

	“You say that because you’re afraid of monogamy.”

	“I say that because you are afraid of being alone.”

	“Perhaps…” he quickly shakes his head, “but…I really like Dana.”

	“You said that already.”

	“She’s different-”

	“Three tits?”

	“She’s smart. Kind. Has a job. Doesn’t live off her trust fund. And she would rather become a lesbian than ever sleep with you.”

	“Doubtful.”

	“Direct. Quote.” He beams. “I’d really like to see where this goes, which happens to mean doing things she enjoys. Like art showings.”

	“Why can’t she enjoy things that are actually fun? Like white water rafting?”

	“You hate white water rafting. You hate how it frizzes your hair.”

	He makes that sound so feminine. What? No, it isn’t. There’s nothing wrong with caring about your hair.

	“True, but you know what I mean.”

	“I know you’re being a pain in my ass because you’re bored.”

	“Extremelyyyyy. Art showings are the very definition of boring.”

	Yes, they are! Splotches of paint covering a piece of canvas? Oooo…Call the No One Really Gives a Damn Police and let them know one of their most-wanted figures has escaped! 

	“Well, Dana enjoys them, and since you showed up a day earlier than anticipated, you’re going to have to deal with it.”

	It was either leave a day early or spend it listening to my father drone on over appropriate and acceptable public behaviors. At least this way, there’s the possibility for fun. What do you mean do I mean fun or sex? They are the same thing, are they not?

	After he has another sip, he tries to reassure me, “No need to fret, Ebenezer.” 

	He’s promptly tossed an annoyed glare.

	“We probably won’t be here too long. She really just wants to meet Treme and purchase one of his pieces.”

	“To sit comfortably above your kennel?”

	Hugh rolls his green eyes as he sighs, “I’m sure you can find something here to occupy your attention and make the headline of a bullshit blog.”

	“Are you trying to get rid of me?”

	“Yes.” Seeing Dana Reichman head in our direction, he expands his smile and commands through gritted teeth, “Now, make this portion of the evening tolerable, or I’ll let Dana play cupid for the rest of your trip making life absolutely miserable for you.”

	“You’re a bloody bastard.

	“And that’s why we’re friends,” he mumbles before asking loudly, “Have you met Treme yet, babe?

	Babe? A bit trite of a nickname for someone who claims they’re head over heels.

	“No,” she pouts and moves her fair skinned frame into his embrace. “He’s surrounded by women worshiping his every move. I can’t get even get close enough to call out his name and potentially be heard.”

	Hugh’s face seems to fall. “I’m sorry, babe. What can I do?”

	He sounds genuine. How…unexpected.

	“Would you like me to send Kellan that direction? Give the women something else to follow around for the evening?”

	With an amused expression, I ask, “Did you just offer me up as a sacrifice?”

	He gives me a quick glance. “Yes.”

	“You didn’t even hesitate.”

	“You didn’t exactly object.”

	Deeming his point fair causes me to nod and have another sip of champagne.

	Even those who don’t recognize exactly who I am in this country, still have no problem coming after me. Guess I look close enough like someone who should matter even without trying. Hey, I’m not egoistical. I was simply stating an observation.

	“Would you?” Dana’s dark eyebrows shoot up. “Would you just stand in their general eye range? I’m sure it would distract enough of them for me to actually ask about the painting that I want before another buyer beats me to it.” 

	Hugh gives me a stern expression.

	He looks constipated, doesn’t he?

	“Fine,” I sigh and have another swig. “I’ve been meaning to give Swiss a reason to earn his pay.”

	Swiss is my security detail – employed by Haworth Enterprises – in charge of following me around whenever I enter the states. We pay to keep his calendar free considering I have no defined schedule and my father requires all members of the royal family to travel in public with protection. I believe it’s ridiculous to have that rule while I’m here. Outside of the major cities that are heavily populated by celebrities, most people rarely recognize this face as anything other than a bedmate they desire. Hell, until Kristopher married Sophia – whose father is American – most of this country didn’t give a shite about Doctenn’s socialites. This is interesting considering an impressive mix of their language and culture has been smashed into ours for generations. However, the minute an American woman began dating an actual prince, their interest spiked, turning our royal family into a constant trending topic for this country as well as our own. Guess I should work on keeping my pants up or the curtains closed, hm? From the messages my brother has been sending me today, my little stunt is gaining me more attention than ever before. Apparently, the naked blonde who sent the photo yesterday is an American actress this country adores. Can’t say I feel the same. Her cock sucking ability lacked focus and effort. Hope she gives more energy in rehearsing her lines than she does in foreplay.  

	Dana quickly squeals, “Thank you, Kellan! Thank you so much!”

	I give her a wink and stroll off towards the left where a group of overly eager women are gathered around a thin man with intricate designs buzzed into his jet-black hair.

	This should be relatively easy. Like taking a toy from a toddler.

	Sauntering Treme’s direction with my glass in one hand and the other in my pocket, I scan the gallery in hopes of finding someone to actually pass the time with. 

	As you can see my best mate’s mission is to please his girlfriend for probably the next hour, and as I might’ve mentioned before, I find art dreadfully boring. You might not feel that’s necessary to repeat; however, quite frankly it is. Keep your hopes up that I find someone who feels equally annoyed by the subject so that we can sneak away together. Perhaps on the balcony. It’s been a while since I’ve made out with anyone on a balcony. Doesn’t just the idea feel like something out of Romeo + Juliet? The film, of course. Not the mind numbingly long play.

	I prepare to pause just behind the man of the evening when a pair of long, latte-colored legs glide into my view.  My eyes waste no time roaming down her backside that is presented to me. I’m immediately intrigued by the shoulder tattoo I can’t quite make out from this distance and pleased with the deliciously round ass being displayed in an unusual black cocktail dress.

	It is unusual, yes? Between the way it has one thin strap while the other is thick and how it seems to purposely hug her hips tightly yet loosely fall to the back of her knees suggests the designer was indecisive. Or perhaps, the designer made it for indecisive women. You know, women who struggle to make decisions happen to adore me. I have no problem taking control. I rather enjoy it.

	Casually moving her direction, I continue my observation while nursing my half-empty beverage. The woman – who for some reason hasn’t changed art displays yet – tilts her head to one side as if in contemplation.

	When I arrive beside her, I paste my attention on the piece of so-called art and question, “Deciding whether it looks like a swan or duck?”

	“Actually, I was wondering why this one was done with pastels while the majority of the others were done with watercolors.”

	“Maybe he got bored.”

	“Maybe this one means more to him.” 

	Oh…Lucky. Me. She’s actually into art. Figures, one way or another I would be forced to pretend that any of this shit is remotely fascinating. At least with her, it might end with the two of us mixing paints. You like what I did there? Fine. It wasn’t my most clever moment but still a good one.

	“And the answer is a swan,” she states giving me a quick smirk before strolling away. “Obviously.”

	Her remark causes me to grin in return and follow. 

	Maybe she won’t be as dull as I was assuming.   

	This time when we stop in front of a display, I ask, “What about this one? A game of Twister gone awry?”

	The corner of her lip tugs upward.

	She has a sense of humor. I like that.

	“Should I go ahead and put my right hand on red?”

	“Abstract art is an acquired taste.” She turns and gives me a snarky smirk. “Like dating you, I imagine.”

	Huh. Not sure if I’m more impressed with her remark or the speed at which she had it ready to deliver.

	“I’ll have you know, everyone loves me. I’m like a coloring book. Easy to enjoy.”

	“You’re more like finger paint. So simple that it’s irritating for anyone with a mental capacity past Kindergarten.”

	I drop my mouth at the same time there’s a tug on my arm. “Excuse me.” When I turn to view the interruption, I’m not surprised to see a woman with long blonde hair and a barely-there red dress. “Did you drop my number?”

	“See,” the brown-skinned beauty whispers seconds before the sound of her heels moving redirects my attention.

	Don’t agree with her.

	Politely, I remove my arm from the stranger’s grasp to pursue the other female – whose tattoo I now see is a bright blue, dripping, paint splattered heart. “Actually, I was in the middle of a conversation with-”

	“Not interested,” the woman calls over her shoulder as she turns the corner.

	Of course, she’s interested. She is just playing hard to get. And I am not fucking finger paint. Or paint by numbers. I heard that!

	The blonde tries to stop me again, but her words don’t register. I turn the corner in the same direction the dark-haired woman did yet am not instantly rewarded with her appearance. On a curious hum, I continue to examine the crowd on this side of the exhibit, which is filled with what appear to be portraits. While part of my attention is being summoned to glance at the bright paintings, the other is determined to find where the coffee-colored female went, not only to prove her wrong but to get the last word in the conversation.

	Bad habit. What can I say? Whenever arguing, I happen to have a compulsive need to have the last word.

	All of a sudden, an arm and arm couple steps into my pathway exposing the camouflaged minx. 

	I plant a pleased smirk on my face, move into the position beside her, and state, “Hiding?”

	She doesn’t bother looking in my direction. “Following?”

	“Perhaps,” I reply on a sip from my glass. “Are you a fan of Treme?”

	To my surprise, she questions, “As a person or an artist?”

	“Either.”

	“Not really.”

	Her answer arches my eyebrows.

	“He attended the same university as me. We actually started at the same time but because he never had a problem scraping up tuition, he graduated long before me.” The slight bitterness in her tone is unmistakable. “He was a talented asshole then, and from what I’ve managed to overhear him say to the groupies at his feet tonight, he’s a talented, rich asshole now.”

	Curiosity gets the better of me. “If you despise him-”

	“I never said that.”

	“You didn’t have to. Only a complete idiot would not have picked up on that.”

	She finally turns to me and snips, “Which you’re trying to prove you’re not?”

	The fire in her toffee-shaded eyes expands my grin. “I was trying to understand why you’re here if you hate him.” Her lack of an answer pushes me to prod. “Here to see if maybe his work was not as amazing as it once was?”

	“You think it’s amazing?”

	“I think it’s rubbish, but in all honesty, I think that way about all art in general.”

	Confusion coats her expression at the same time she folds her arms across her chest. “All art?”

	“Well, art in this form. Paintings. Portraits. Sculptures. Things of that nature.”

	“We’re talking the classics, too?”

	“Yeah. I do not really understand the point.” My indifference is delivered in the form of a shrug. “Why pay homage and thousands of dollars to people who simply threw colors together? Then there’s the fact that quite often those colors don’t even create an actual picture, just stains stupidly placed on a canvas.”

	Her jaw drops in what appears to be appalment.

	Okay. It appears as if we’re back to not having fun. I know you’re thinking that I really should find that blonde again; however, this view is much better even if the conversation is painful. Just look at her soft, full lips. The tiny mole right above them. Wonder how amazing they would look wrapped around my cock…How effortlessly they would graze my shaft while my hand grips the back of her hair to help keep her in place…  

	Suddenly, she snaps, “First off, stop thinking about me naked.”

	Taken off guard, my own mouth cracks open.

	Of course, she is naked in the scenario. Why would she be clothed? How bloody vanilla are your fantasies that you would assume she’d be clothed?

	“Second, the art of this medium isn’t about the pictures you may or may not see. Art – and I mean all art, not just paintings and sculptures, but music and literature and theater – are reflections of the soul. They’re products of passion. They’re humanity’s way of whispering through a medium to ignite, or reignite, those little sparks that set your spirit on fire. Maybe the reason you don’t get it is simply that you have yet to see one that speaks to you.” Her speech shuts my mouth, which is when she finishes with, “Hope you find it soon because I’m done talking to you.”

	She turns and heads away from me once more, except this time I’m not certain if I’m following her just because of the physical attraction or an uncontrollable need to continue to argue.

	It’s not like I’ve never met a woman not interested in me. Albeit it’s rare; however, it happens. And it’s not as if she’s the first woman to snap back or push her opinion around during a conversation. I don’t know exactly what it is that has me trailing after her like a lost puppy she needs to take home, but I have every intention of finding out.

	Her movements stop sooner than expected.

	I give the canvas covered in four blue dots a glance.

	“Now, this is just crap,” she mutters under her breath.

	“Oh?” Chortling smugly occurs. “Doesn’t speak to ‘your soul’?”

	She tosses me a sarcastic glare at the same time she bites, “Why won’t you go away?”

	“Because you don’t want me to.”

	Her ring-less left-hand lands on her hip. 

	No wedding rings. Good sign.

	“And what exactly gives you that impression? Was it when I walked away the first time? When I told you I wasn’t interested? Or maybe…maybe it was when I told you I was done speaking to you? Was that it? That was it, wasn’t it?”

	“You claim you want to me go away, yet you continue to engage me in conversation every opportunity presented.”

	By the way, she’s trying not to smile, I think it’s safe to assume she finds my logic valid.

	Obviously, you agree.

	“Look, while you’ve got the whole gorgeous True Blood actor thing going for you-”

	“Thank you.”

	“I’ve…got a boyfriend, so you should just move on now.”

	She is not a very good liar. Oddly enough, that’s a relief. Most of the women I surround myself with are professionals, like deception is an Olympic sport. At least when she says something to me, I don’t feel compelled to immediately question if there is a self-serving ulterior motive. Hey, remind me to grab her name in a moment. Can’t believe I’ve yet to do that. That’s so unlike me.

	I try not to smile. “You have a boyfriend?” 

	“That’s right.”

	“Is he here with you?”

	“Yup.”

	“Where?”

	“He’s right over there.” She motions her hand behind her. “The guy by the far wall with the backward black baseball cap.”

	My eyes immediately cut in that direction. As soon as I spot him, I nod. “You mean the one making out with the chick who is also wearing a little black dress?” Her head spins around to check, and I chuckle, “Though I must say I find yours far more enjoyable. I appreciate the angled cut in front playing peek-a-boo with the idea of what’s underneath.”

	Still facing the couple making out, she loudly grouses, “Seriously? It’s like they have fucking magnets in their mouths.”

	“It’s charming.”

	“It’s disgusting.” On a heavy sigh, she turns back around to face me with a scowl. “Fine. I don’t really have a boyfriend, but I have no interest in joining what I can only assume is a very long list of one-night stands.”

	The instant rejection isn’t surprising.

	Did you really expect anything else?

	“Kellan!” Dana’s voice calls my name with such excitement it causes my eyebrows to lower in perplexity. “Ohmygod, Kellan!” The moment I look over my shoulder, she points her olive skinned toned finger at the painting we’re in front of. “He sold it to me! Can you believe it?!”

	Disbelief drops my jaw.

	She cannot possibly be serious. What on Earth could this possibly ‘say’ to her? Shall I use this in my argument with the gorgeous girl whose name I still don’t know? Damn! How do I still not know it? 

	“Yeah, no thanks to you,” Hugh huffs from behind her. “All you had to do was stand there long enough to be the bait and somehow you managed to fuck that up. If we hadn’t bumped into Treme’s agent while having a smoke, you would be buying that painting from whoever beat her to it as an apology.”

	No…Probably not.

	I roll my eyes at his irritation and turn back to where the reason I was distracted to begin with, should still be standing. Disappointment and aggravation fill my chest at her unapproved disappearance. Refusing to instantly give up, I let my eyes search in the direction her friends were kissing to see that they’ve vanished as well.

	Of course, she’s gone. She’s used every out offered just as she’s used every invitation presented. She is exactly like her attire. Though, after having had a real conversation with her, I believe my original assumption was wrong. She is not indecisive. Quite the opposite.  She – like her dress that I wish would’ve ended up on my hotel room floor tonight – is the embodiment of a conflicting urge to remain greatly guarded and wildly wicked.  I’ll confess. The idea of a woman willing to be naughty just for me has an unexpected appeal. Hm. I like the unexpected. It’s where the real fun truly begins… 

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	Brie

	 

	The vibrating next to my ear causes me to groan. 

	Damn it. Did I really fall asleep studying at the kitchen table again?

	On another low grunt, I struggle to sit up in the wooden chair just as the vibrating stops. I grab my phone and swipe to open the new message waiting for me.

	Dad: Can’t go tonight. Sorry to cancel last minute. Needed at the store. Marissa called in. Love you.

	A heavy sigh of irritation escapes me.

	It’s not like he works at a top-secret facility that can’t function without him. He works for G-Street, a mega grocery store chain, that has at least four other managers they could call when one decides they don’t feel like showing up. But who do they always call first because they know he won’t say no? That’s right. My. Dad. Ugh. This sucks. I’m not even pissed about the fact I’ll basically be throwing money away by us not going. I’m pissed I’m not gonna get to spend time with him. Again. Between our hectic schedules, it’s something that’s crossing the very thin line into impossible, unlike my mom who rarely ever seems booked. She’s often a little too available, if you catch my drift. A benefit of being a paid hair magician I suppose. Her hours are hers to do with and reschedule as she pleases. Her clients bend to her will because the woman is. Just. That. Good.

	A light knocking on the front door drags my attention away from the disappointing text.

	Who the hell could that be? Jovi would’ve texted if she left her keys and Merrick…well, as much as I hate to say this out loud, that asshole has his own key. I swear, sometimes it’s like he already lives here.

	The knocking persists, and I stare at the door from across the room wondering how long it will continue before they give up.

	Not a huge fan of answering the door. Period. Truthfully, the only person who tends to knock at this time is our bitchy downstairs neighbor who thinks she has an elephant parade living above her.

	The knocking suddenly gets louder and sharper, almost impatient. Curiosity yanks me onto my feet and towards the demanding presence waiting on the other side. I attempt to flatten my thick, wavy hair that had been doubling as a pillow and wipe away any possible drool that proves you can’t really learn the answers to a test through osmosis. 

	Believe me. After almost ten years of cramming for tests, if it hasn’t worked by now, it’s never going to.

	I unlock the door and crack it open to see someone I have no reason to.

	What the hell? Are you seeing this shit?!

	The blonde model from the art show flashes me the same arrogant grin he was flaunting last night.

	What? No. I don’t know his name and don’t technically know that he’s really a model but come on. Teeth that white? Eyes that bright? Face that flawless? Build that…bicepy? He’s either a goddamn model or the gene pool lottery winner of the millennium.

	“Latte?”

	Without hesitation, I shut the door and lock it again.

	“Not a morning person?”

	“No. I’m not a stalking person.”

	“I’m not stalking you.”

	“The fact you’re on my front doorstep would be a valid argument for the opposite.” Leaning my body slightly against the door, I snip, “And I don’t know about whatever country you cruised over from but stalking in the United States is very much illegal.”

	I refuse to admit how sexy his accent is. Wait. Shit. I just did, huh? Nope. Never happened. You’re dreaming. Maybe I’m dreaming? Maybe I’m having a long lucid nightmare?

	“It’s illegal in Doctenn as well,” he casually informs. “Fairly certain stalking is illegal in all countries.”

	“Yet here you are.”

	A long moment of silence falls, but I’m not remotely convinced he’s given up.

	Come on. What kinda guy would go through all this effort to find you and then give up the minute you told him to?

	I lift myself onto the tips of my toes to peer through the peephole.

	Like a know it all, he raises one of the cups in front of it and repeats, “Latte?”

	“You mean the coffee you poisoned so you could rape and molest me?”

	“Does rape not cover molesting?”

	Glaring at him through the tiny hole, I grunt, “Semantics? Really? You’re a complete stranger on my doorstep, stalking me, and offering me a drugged beverage, yet you have the balls to stand there and try to argue sexual semantics?

	The blonde chortles and shakes his head. “Not a complete stranger. We met last night.”

	“You stalked me then, too.”

	“My name is Kellan. Kellan Kenningston.” After the statement, he lifts the cup he had been offering me, has a sip, and smiles. “Not drugged.” As if he can see his victory, he asks, “Now, do you mind inviting me in to finish this conversation? It’s a bit frigid out.”

	I lower myself back to my feet and reluctantly open the door.

	You better be prepared to tell the cops everything that happened here if this goes bad. I mean everything. Make sure to emphasize how he harassed me and not how hot he is. Priorities. Know your priorities. 

	“My roommate’s dad is a cop,” I inform immediately. “And not just like a run-of-the-mill cop, either. He’s a Police Commissioner. So, if you hurt me, she’ll make sure he hunts you down and gives you a cellmate who will appreciate your gorgeous mouth in a way you probably won’t enjoy.”

	Kellan steps inside past me. “I think your mouth is gorgeous, too.”

	That…That backfired a little. It’s not what I meant! I mean yeah, he’s got an incredible pair of lips. Lips that could probably pay my body the devotion it hasn’t received in a very long time, especially if they start at my inner thigh and slowly travel towards my…

	“Now, who’s thinking about who naked?” 

	Of course, he would be naked while his mouth is exploring me there! Otherwise, that would just be a waste of a fantasy! Wait. Why am I fantasizing about a stranger? A very hot, very British stranger? Not British. Doctenn. They’re like cousins or close enough, right?

	He expands his smirk as he offers me the cup once more. “Latte?”

	“How did you find me?” I take the beverage. “I didn’t even give you my name.”

	“For the right price, there are very few things that cannot be found or covered up, Brie Sanders.”

	“How very double o annoying of you to say.” Bracing my back against the door for a second time, I have the tiniest taste of the drink. “Why are you here?” Another sip is swiftly had. “What do you want?”

	Kellan rests his muscular frame along the backside of the couch. “Go out with me.”

	“No.”

	“I’m only in town until next Sunday.”

	“That sounds like nine days too long.”

	“I’d love to spend at least one of those nights with you.”

	“You’re looking for a fling,” I disgustingly declare.

	“When was the last time you were flung?”

	Not important.

	Sensing his assumption is probably correct, he continues in an unexpected kind voice, “One date. That’s all I’m asking for.”

	“Let me get this straight. You cashed in one of your Bond like favors to hunt down my name and address just to ask me out on a date?”

	“Yes.” His grin grows arrogant. “It’s quite romantic.”

	“It’s quite creepy,” I counter and move in his direction. “And a lie. You could’ve easily gotten my phone number and asked that way. Less invasive.”

	“What can I say?” His body migrates towards mine. “I’m harder to deny in person.”

	Only because his goddamn eyes and smile twinkle like some weird Pixar animation trick.

	“Not that hard.” I wink. 

	“Is that a no?”

	“That’s a hell no,” the reply is followed with me moving backward towards my bedroom. “Now, thank you for the coffee-” 

	“Latte.”

	“-but I have class I’ll be late for if I keep wasting my time arguing with you.”

	Kellan nods slowly as if he doesn’t believe he’s been completely defeated.

	Which he has. 110% defeated. I’m not going out with some smokin’ accented stranger who brought me coffee even if it’s the most romance I’ve had in my life over the past two years. 

	“Can I walk you there?”

	From the doorway of my room, I give him a puzzled look. “It’s a ten-minute drive on a good day. No way am I walking to campus.”

	“To your car then?”

	“You’re a little needy for someone so pretty.”

	The smirk I hate to admit I enjoy seeing appears again. “Persistent.”

	“Back to stalking territory,” I tease before adding, “and I’m locking my door, so don’t even think about trying to open it to confirm whether or not my measurements are accurate in your fantasies.” 

	Lord knows I’m wondering if his are.

	Quickly, I slip out of my pajama bottoms and into a pair of jeans. While the first part of my wardrobe change is always the easiest – regardless of the time of year – the inevitable hunt for my favorite sweatshirt and paint-stained chucks often has me jogging to class to prevent being late during the winter. 

	It’s what I practically hibernate in all season.

	Once I’ve completely changed, brushed my teeth, and managed to put all my hair into a frizzy high ponytail, I swipe the beverage from my dresser and exit to the living room to where Kellan is patiently waiting.

	“Not as impressive as the little number you had on last night, but nonetheless sexy in a bang me in my dorm room sort of way.”

	His comment receives an eye roll during my trek to the kitchen table to repack my bag. “Keep dreaming, James Fraud.”

	“You said you started at Ashwin the same year as Treme?

	“I never said Ashwin.”

	“It’s the only university within ten minutes of here.”

	Damn it. Why do I keep letting information slip to him?

	“Are you at least close to graduating?”

	After shutting the book that I fell asleep on, I reply, “Beginning of June is when I should walk across the stage.”

	“You’re in your last semester.”

	“Yeah.” I shove it in my notebook, close the shoulder bag, and grab my phone. “But don’t worry. I won’t bore you with details of my degree.” 

	Kellan smirks again while watching me swipe my keys off the counter. “Maybe the topic would be less boring if it were coming out of a prettier subject. Like you.”

	“Doubtful.” Opening the front door precedes me ushering him out. Once I've locked up, the two of us begin down the stairs when I notice a large, tan man with a buzzed haircut lurking just around the corner. “Friend of yours?”

	“Not by choice.”

	“Meaning?”

	“As per the royal pain in the arse known as my father, a security detail is required at all times. Distance, however, is debatable.”

	I stop my body on the bottom stair and turn to face Kellan. “Why? Are you…like…famous or something?”

	The security guard chuckles under his breath.

	Oh shit. Is he?! Not that it would’ve made a difference to my date answer. Between us though, it would be a little exciting to be able to say I turned down a celebrity. He’s probably an actor or an actual supermodel.

	“Or something,” he mutters prior to swiftly changing the subject. “Which way to your vehicle?”

	My head promptly tilts to the side. “What’s or something?”

	There’s no effort made to answer.

	“Do you not wanna tell me?”

	“You won’t believe me.”

	“Try me.”

	His hesitation is followed by a deep sigh, “I’m a prince.”

	“A prince.”

	“And a Duke.”

	“Because Disney was just handing out titles that day?”

	Kellan fights the urge to chuckle. “I’m serious. I’m Prince of Doctenn and Duke of Rockbridge. Not the only prince of Doctenn – I have an older brother being groomed to represent the crown – however, I am the only Duke of Rockbridge. All of it is really just useless bureaucratic titles at this point. A fancy way of saying whose bloodline lasted longer and rose higher than whose.”

	Great. I let a delusional sociopath in for coffee this morning. See. This is exactly what happens when I don’t get enough sleep.

	“Sure.” I shrug and turn back around to finish my route to my car. “You don’t wanna give me the real reason then fine. It’s none of my business.” When I arrive at my vehicle, I open the door and state, “Thanks again for the coffee.”

	 “Latte.”

	“God, you’re one of those people,” I mumble under my breath. 

	Thinks Monet was overrated but won’t hesitate to call his barista an artist. Ridiculous. 

	“Have a nice day, Kellan.” 

	I shut the door after he gives me one final wave from where he’s waiting on the sidewalk. I place my coffee in the receipt-filled cupholder, toss my bag in the seat beside me, stick the key in the ignition, and turn. An unusual clicking sound escapes, yet nothing happens.

	This can’t be good.

	I repeat the action again except this time I watch the dashboard for signs of life. Signs of hope. Disbelief pushes me back against the seat as I stare on in horror.

	How the hell could this morning get any worse?

	There’s a light tapping at my window.

	And that’s why you should never ask that question.

	I look in his direction with a displeased expression.

	“Problem?”

	“Pretty sure my battery is dead.” Immediate suspicion causes me to question slowly, “Did you kill my battery, so I would have to get a ride from you?”

	 

	The sarcastic expression on his face says it all.

	Hey! It could happen. He did show up with coffee out of nowhere! What? Of course, I turned my lights off last night. Oh…Oh…the light I turned on to look for my cellphone. I’m pretty sure I turned it off. Like twenty percent sure.

	“Do you need a ride?”

	I let my shoulders drop in embarrassment. “Yes.”

	“I’d love to give you one,” Kellan says sweetly before letting his smile turn villainous, “in exchange for a date tonight.”

	A combination of shock and frustration flood my face. “Extortion? You really think the way to a woman’s heart is extortion?” 

	“I honestly do not know the way to a woman’s heart.” He leans his free arm against the roof of my car. “I always end up taking a detour down south.”

	Disgusted and irked, I open the car door, pleased when it knocks into his body in what appears to be a painful way.

	Prince of Prickery. Is that a real country now?

	After collecting my things, I exit my car and defiantly state, “I’ll walk.”

	“You’ll miss your exam.”

	Fuck. He’s right. And I know he’s right. And he knows he’s right, which makes this entire situation even worse. Remind me what I did again to piss off the universe this morning?

	“How’d you know I have a test?”

	“Saw your textbook open and your notes while I was waiting for you to change.”

	“Nosy.”

	Kellan joyfully winks. 

	“That wasn’t a compliment.”

	“Come on, Brie.” His smile slyly stretches from ear to ear. “One date. That’s all I’m asking for.”

	“Why?” Adjusting my shoulder bag is casually done. “You’ve probably got a literal line of women who want to sleep with you. Why are you bothering me?”

	“I’m not bothering you.”

	“You are so bothering me!”

	“I-”

	“What’s really going on here? Is this that whole challenges are more fun to you thing? Is there some sort of wager involved? Just tell me who it is I need to lie to, and we can end this now with you appearing to be victorious.”

	He lightly laughs, and the sound is unexpectedly intoxicating. 

	Not. Cool.

	“No bets.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	“It’s the truth. You’re just fun to be around-”

	“You mean to argue with.”

	“Isn’t that what I said?” I twitch a glare, which is when he adds with another grin, “See. I like you.”

	“You don’t know me.”

	“Then let me.” 

	Don’t swoon over him! He’s not a real prince!

	Knowing that time is ticking for me to get to class, I shrug. “Fine. One date. And I get to pick where and when.”

	He surrenders his free hand. “Name it.”

	“Get me to class first.”

	“Swiss,” he yells at the man who has been waiting. “Go ahead and start the vehicle, please. We’ll be headed to Ashwin University.”

	The man nods at the instructions prior to us making our way in his direction. 

	“Swiss? Like the cheese?”

	Kellan shakes his head. “Like the army knife.”

	“That’s a little more threatening than the dairy product.”

	“Let’s hope so,” he chuckles. “Can’t imagine my father would be happy paying his retainer if he couldn’t do more than go well with roast beef.”

	“His retainer? Do you use him often?”

	“Every time I step foot in the states.”

	“And you’re from Doctenn? Which is where again?”

	“It’s an island country in the Atlantic. Bit to the right of the UK. We’re more of a mashup of them and you, Americans. Everything from culture to language. It’s a running joke that we’re the best of both worlds.”

	“I thought jokes were supposed to be funny.”

	He opens the SUV door for me, smile just as prevalent as always. “Clever.”

	Inside the vehicle, I slide to the other side and buckle my seat belt. Kellan on the other hand doesn’t bother with mimicking my safety action. His phone seems more important.

	Great date material. Can’t even spend the ten minutes in the car with me without pulling out extra entertainment. He seems like a real catch. Was my sarcasm strong enough or should I increase it?

	All of a sudden, he extends the phone in my direction. “Proof that I am not the psychopath you think I am.”

	“Sociopath.”

	Kellan cocks a grin. “Semantics again.”

	I reach for the device, surprised to see the numerous articles waiting to be read from the Google search he did on himself. Stunned, I scroll through the images, shocked at the numerous labels assuring he is indeed some line of royalty but not surprised by the countless photos with women whose names I highly doubt he can recall.

	This explains the pretty playboy arrogance and insistence on having whatever he can get his manicured fingers wrapped around. Uh…no joke. His nails are manicured. And cleaner than mine. I can’t believe I’m seriously gonna go out with a guy who probably spends more time in the mirror than I do. What? Yeah. It’s much easier to focus on that than the outlandish truth about the man in the SUV next to me being an actual, real-life prince.

	With a crooked smirk, I snidely remark, “Your brother’s hotter.” 

	Kellan snatches his phone from my hands at the same time he bites, “He’s married.”

	“The good ones always are.”

	He begins to scowl prompting mirth to flood my gaze. At the sight, he immediately looks away in a poor attempt to hide his embarrassment. The crimson color coating his cheeks causes minor guilt to cultivate.

	Didn’t know it was a touchy topic. Just thought it was typical sibling rivalry bullshit.

	There’s a long, sullen lull before I question, “So, besides stalking art students and making fun of paintings, what do you do for a living?” 

	The change in topic dissipates the red color with his natural golden one. “I find various ways to occupy my time.” 

	“From the looks of those photos, I would guess you spend most of your time slut hunting.”

	Swiss tries to hide his laugh but fails. 

	Rather than scolding him, Kellan states to me, “I do not have to hunt for women like that.”

	“Just women like me? The ones who tell you no?”

	“Do not hunt for them either.”

	“So, just me?”

	He leans over and quietly reassures, “Just. You.”

	To be flattered or freaked out…that is the question.

	“Outside of enjoying my thriving social life, I actively avoid as many royal engagements as possible, run a non-profit organization, and volunteer my time to supporting various charities centered around children.”

	My bottom lip drops in surprise.

	“See.” He lifts his eyebrows at me with a playful smile. “I’m full of surprises.”

	“And hot air,” I sneer in an attempt to mask my growing interest.  

	Kellan wets his perfect lips, yet the rest of his body retreats towards the window. “Our date. When and where?”

	“We’re not to campus yet.”

	“Almost,” he instantly informs. “On a good day, ten minutes. On a great day, seven.”

	The retort receives a glare, which I assume he enjoys by the smug smirk I’m flashed.

	Why does it seem to be every punch we exchange is entertaining? That he’s thriving on the fact I’m not just rolling over for him? This is totally “the challenge is the only thrill” concept in full effect. Only way to kill it would be to throw myself at him like every other woman. 

	Kellan’s blue eyes pierce mine with question.

	Okay, but where would the fun in that be? Yeah, I kinda want him to go away, but I also want him to realize he’s barking up the wrong tree. I’m too wrong for him and not because he’s too perfect in comparison to me.

	“You can meet me at my apartment at 6:30 tonight,” I state at the same time Swiss stops the SUV. “Obviously, you’ll need to have him drive.”

	“Attire?”

	A fun scheme to prove this is a terrible idea pops into my mind. “Dress to impress.” Instantly, a suspicious look appears, which causes me to quickly end the conversation. “Thanks for the ride. Gotta go.”

	On my way out, he asks, “Do you need a ride after class?”

	“No, Dad, I'll catch a ride from one of the other kids.” My smile meets his seconds before I shut the door. After one final wave, I fix my shoulder bag and hustle into the ocean of students.     

	About halfway to the Lancaster building, my eyes spot the two people who could have helped prevent the situation I stumbled into this morning. I swiftly snake through the crowd and bump brashly into Merrick.

	His attention drops from his girlfriend to me. “And where the hell were you two this morning?”

	“I was studying.”

	With a sarcastic expression, I ask, “First thing in the morning?”

	“No better time to study anatomy.” Merrick’s comment is followed by a chuckle that receives him a swat from Jovi whose face is beginning to change colors. 

	“Yeah, well, while you were finally learning where the clitoris is, I was stuck with a car that wouldn’t start.”

	“Aw, I’m sorry,” Jovi rushes to apologize. “I’m glad you found a way here! We totally would’ve given you a ride if-”

	“I know where the clit is,” Merrick interrupts loudly. “I’ve never missed it! Hell, in fact I-”

	“If you finish that sentence, you won’t be seeing or studying it again anytime soon,” my roommate threatens as we enter the building. 

	The two of us giggle while he pouts.  

	I was totally kidding about the clit thing. What can I say? Guess I’m still a little wound up from poking the prince all morning.

	Stopping outside our lecture room, Merrick tugs her closer to him and sighs, “Just a few more months, and then I can spend every morning with a chemistry lesson.”

	I give him a questionable look. “Switching subjects to avoid trouble?”

	He gives me a proud nod.

	“Well, can we avoid that topic, too? I’m not quite ready to face the fact in five months I’m going to be jobless and homeless,” I deeply sigh. 

	“You’re not going to be homeless. We’re not going to kick you out,” Jovi insists. “And we don’t even know if Merrick is going to move in with us or me with him or exactly how any of that’s going to work.”

	“But it is going to work,” he states, firmly. “This not living together bullshit has reached its end. Thank fuck.”

	Rather than continue the conversation or mock him for his being so in love with his girlfriend that to be away from her is some Shakespearean tragedy, I spin on my heels and say, “Grabbing our seats. See you later, Merrick.”

	“Later, Brie.” 

	I take a few steps down and slide into the first seat.

	They’re adorable. I’ll admit that. They have this whole timeless love affair romance you read about in a New York Times Bestseller by Sloan Mathers or a really hopeful indie writer’s big breakout. It’s so perfect it almost seems too good to be true, but that’s not the worst part. It’s having it flashed in your face. Having a constant reminder of how you’ve spent the last few years of your life so caught up in trying to graduate that there’s a good chance you bypassed all the roads that could’ve led you to have more than a degree to keep you warm at night. A degree in a subject you love yet one that may never love you back. A subject that may never earn its keep for all the money you’ve thrown at it. Hm…on that depressing note, wish me luck. Art History with an emphasis on the Renaissance Era sounds easier than it actually is. Let’s wish for an A on this test so that I can actually enjoy flunking Prince Kellan out of his date tonight. 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	Kellan

	 

	 

	I adjust the collar on my navy-blue suit jacket once more. “A date, Kris. It’s the thing you used to take your wife on before sitting in front of the tele with a bottle of wine did the trick.”

	“Fuck off,” he huffs. “We still go out.”

	Perhaps they do. I’m not typically around to actually know their day-to-day schedule. I’m not usually around longer than I ever have to be.

	“Who’s the unfortunate victim this evening? Actress? Model? Prime Minister’s great-niece?”

	“The states don’t have a Prime Minister, idiot.”

	“Oh, I’m the idiot? When we were in primary you could barely name five states in America let alone remember that they had a President and not a Prime Minister.” 

	What can I say? Geography became my favorite subject the minute I was allowed off the island unsupervised.

	“By the way,” my brother proceeds, “my comment was a joke-”

	“Not a good one.”

	“However, the way you redirected the conversation has struck my curiosity.”

	My lips momentarily press together to prevent from speaking further.

	“That’s not the way you typically handle that question.” 

	Instead of denying his accusation, I slide my wallet into my pocket, grab my watch to put on, and motion my head for Swiss to know it’s time to get going.

	“In fact-” 

	“Why are you still talking?”

	“-you normally cannot wait to brag about who you’re going to be shagging,” he continues on as if he’s actually deducing something.

	Which you and I both know he’s not. There’s nothing there to sort out. She’s just not one of the types he’s listed, and it’s more amusing for me to picture his brain running on a squeaky hamster wheel than to let him rest easy. Ha. Of course, I’m an arsehole. I’m the younger brother. It’s what we do. 

	“What’s wrong with her? Does she have an extra nipple or gold teeth? Perhaps six toes she hides poorly in her red bottoms?”

	His descriptions scrunch my face. “Now I know it is past your bedtime. You’re starting to sound insane.”

	“Yet you didn’t deny any of those.”

	“Why are you still up?” I fasten my watch while walking. “It’s after midnight. Don’t you and the old ball and chain usually have a romp, some tea, and then turn in promptly at ten?”

	Kristopher grouses louder than I’m sure he anticipates, “Can’t believe I actually look forward to those nights.”

	The elevator doors close with us inside at the same time I ask, “You’re serious? You enjoy that?”

	“I know it’s hard to wrap your head around, Kellan, since pint induced comas are your favorite-”

	“Sometimes vodka-”

	“-but yes. I enjoy nights where the only things I have to truly care about are getting my beautiful wife off and having her favorite type of tea to make afterward.”

	Sensing what’s bothering him, I give Swiss a quick glance and question, “Do we need to talk alone?”

	“No,” he lets out a heavy sigh. “No. It’s fine. It’ll be fine. It always is, more or less. However, I will say, Father has denied your proposal once more for sharing at this season’s annual brunch.”

	Four times a year several socially privileged countries get together to compare tiaras and diamond cuff links or at least I’m assuming since I’ve never actually been invited to attend one by our father. He swears it would be a social embarrassment that we would never recover from as a country. Yes. He is just as overly dramatic as Kristopher. Where do you think he inherited it from? Believe it or not, generally speaking, it’s always been the women who are the calm, levelheaded ones in this family. Correction. Somewhat levelheaded. Soph did demand we stop serving figs at every breakfast by covering them in hot sauce when she thought no one was watching. Anyway, these gatherings are held and multiple financial, as well as social opportunities, are presented right alongside the garlic roasted red potatoes. We’re talking investment chances for personal gain. New companies developing. Old companies that’ll be up for buying and revamping. Charities and other programs that warrant attention, attention that if just the right amount of people give enough of it to, could tremendously make a huge fucking difference. Like my non-profit for example.

	I clamp my jaw shut as I walk out of the elevator with Swiss on my heels. 

	“Don’t pout, Kellan,” my brother promptly insists. “I pushed for it this time. I really did. He just-”

	“Went with your proposal instead?”

	His silence is all the admission necessary. 

	And this is where actual sibling rivalry is an issue. You see if it’s what the oldest prince wants versus the younger, the oldest wins. The oldest has more to lose or gain. The oldest actually matters. Why else do you think it’s so easy for me to get away whenever I’ve had enough of the palace walls? Fuck whoever I want with little to no scolding?  

	“He’s…He’s having Soph and I attend this year,” Kristopher’s explanation begins right when my bodyguard and I reach the SUV. “He believes now is an ideal time to introduce us to the customs and begin the transition of trusting the next Kenningston generation.”

	The information isn’t surprising nor is it comforting. 

	“Perhaps for the summer-”

	“Don’t bother,” I mumble under my breath while climbing into the vehicle. 

	“Kellan-”

	“I should go.”

	Swiss wastes no time starting the engine and easing us into the surprisingly empty street.

	“Kellan-”

	“I actually do need to go, Kristopher.” My eyes cut out the window to the various mixture of people strolling by. I let my attention roam over a couple sitting outside at the corner coffee shop, and the instant the winter wind kicks up, he immediately tugs her in closer to keep her warm. To provide for her. The simple yet powerful action successfully springs a smile to my face.

	My father used to do that to my mother all the time when I was little. All he ever wanted was to protect her. Kris used to tell me stories of how horrible he was when she was pregnant with me. The way he had to be the one to tend to her needs. How all that mattered to him was her happiness. Not the crown. Not his social expectations. Not even the disapproval of his father for putting mum’s health needs above his own. Eventually, the overwhelming need to care for her, transferred to us. At least until she died. Then he managed to return to the Kenningston tradition of being a shitty parent.

	After a long stretch of silence, Kristopher quietly states, “You never mentioned who you were going out with tonight.”

	His voice takes me slightly off-guard since I thought I had already hung up. “What?”

	“Your date. Who is she?”

	“An art student.”

	There’s an odd shuffling noise before he snaps, “What?!”

	His surprise returns my haughty smirk.

	At least I know I’ll always matter to my big brother. Better than nothing.

	“Did you…Did you make a bet on this woman?”

	“Why do people keep assuming that?”

	“Because why else would you go with an art student? You literally had a Hollywood starlet in your bed a week ago.”

	“Had her on her knees, too, but I do not hear you mentioning that.”

	There’s a low groan from the other end of the phone.

	I chuckle just as the sight of her apartment complex comes into view. “Sleep well, big brother. I have a date to please.”

	“Stay out of the papers, Kellan.”

	“No promises.” 

	Post ending the call, I lean closer to the window in an attempt to get a better look at the figure who appears to be waiting outside of her building. With one hand still on the wheel, Swiss begins to reach for his weapon and commands, “Sir, be prepared to-”

	All of a sudden, the person begins to frantically wave, and I can’t help but smile.

	Swiss quickly arrives at the same conclusion I have, parks alongside the curb, and unlocks the doors. Before he has a chance to offer, I give him a small pat on the shoulder to let him know I can handle opening her door.

	You’re damn right, I’m a gentleman.

	The moment the door opens, I immediately drink in the face and figure I’ve been constantly thinking about. 

	Hey, it’s difficult not to. She’s absolutely beautiful. Even in jeans and a sweater she manages to enslave my attention. It doesn’t matter that they’re faded with paint stains and a couple of holes. Do you see how they hug her hips? Expose the curves down below? How the hell could anyone resist wanting to peel those off? Then there’s the fitted tight black top. The way it’s clinging to her ample chest that she doesn’t want just anyone exploring with their eyes or hands. That’s definitely a change of pace from the women I typically come across. However, nothing beats the playful smile plastered on her face. Looking at that? Well, it feels like I’m home. Oh, God. This is exactly why I should never talk to Kristopher directly prior to a date. He’s making me soft. 

	I fold my arms defensively across my chest. “I’m feeling a tad bit overdressed.”

	Brie simply smiles. “You’re on time. I’m impressed.”

	With a shrug, I state, “You strike me as the type of woman who would have considered one minute over, one minute too late.”

	“Smart man.”

	“A compliment? That’s new.”

	“Rest assured. I won’t make a habit of it.”

	We exchange taunting smirks and stifled snickers.

	“Why are you waiting outside?” I wave a hand towards the vehicle for her to get in. “It’s not very warm out.”

	Brie slides her body past mine at the same time she says, “Rather get pneumonia than have my roommate and her boyfriend meet you.”

	I shut the door once we’re both settled inside. “You’re embarrassed to be seen with me?”

	“Yes.”

	“That’s a first.”

	“Don’t worry,” she softly starts, hand stretching over to give my leg a gentle pat, “I’m sure there’ll be a second.”

	The comment causes Swiss to chuckle as well as me.

	Why an art student? Because she’s more fun than any of the other women I’ve gone out with, and we’ve been on this date for less than two minutes.

	My bodyguard glances over his shoulder. “Where are we headed to, miss?”

	“The Tervin Event Center. Do you know where that is?”

	He nods, turns back around, and puts the car in drive.

	“How’d you do on your exam?” I ask receiving a surprised look in return.  When she doesn’t answer or explain why the expression, I add another question. “Did I say something wrong already?”

	“Just…kinda shocked you remembered.”

	“Why would I not?”

	“I don't know…Maybe because you probably have more important things to think about like running a country or something?”

	“Titles and bullshit, remember?” 

	“I just assumed you were being over-simplistic.”

	“I wasn’t,” I sigh, anxious to switch subject matters. “Besides, that exam was the only reason you allowed me to save you in your moment of crisis.”

	Her gag makes me snicker. “Pretty sure you caused my random moment of crisis.”

	Honestly didn’t. Luck was just on my side. Probably preemptively paying me back for my father denying my proposal. Again.

	“No. Just benefited.”

	“Just blackmailed.” 

	After another small laugh, I ask again, “The exam? How’d you do?”

	“Wondering if you’re on a date with someone who only does well because of a different kind of brain?”

	The sexual implication has my mind turning in that direction despite the fact I know she’s still just trolling for a fight. “Do you? Are you head of the class?”

	Her jaw drops. “How dare you-”

	“Defend myself?” I angle my body so that my back is braced against the window, and we’re face-to-face. “Don’t get me wrong, Brie. I appreciate anyone who can deliver a gut check as well as they take one; however, you’re aiming for the boys – unprovoked might I add – and that’s not quite fair.”

	She presses her lips firmly together to suppress a response.

	“I know you think I am a royal arsehole-”

	“So far so true-”

	“However, there’s a little more to me than that.” Seeing her shoulders drop in retreat, I add, “Keep the punches coming, love, but at least keep the fight just.”

	Her heavily guarded nature makes every triumph I have so much more worth it. Half the fun is in the arguing and the other is in proving her wrong. Then again, I like being proven wrong as well. Unlike the others I’ve dabbled with, she’s engaging a part of me that doesn’t get much attention outside of my brother and Sophia’s verbal lashes.

	And Sophia can cut words with the best of them.

	A small lull passes before she announces, “I think I passed.”

	Unexpected success swells my chest. “What was it on?”

	“Boring art crap,” she swiftly snips. “Paraphrasing for you. You know, since all art is dreadful.”

	The mocking of my accent grabs a chuckle from me. “Was that your best accent? What’d you do? Spend the afternoon watching Chris Hemsworth films only to realize too late he’s Aussie and nowhere near Doctenn?”    

	Brie’s expression oscillates between frustration and fluster.  “My accent wasn’t that bad!”

	“It was horrific.”

	“It wasn’t!”

	“It was almost as if you had a pup’s chew toy wedged in your mouth and were trying to talk around it.”

	She immediately leans over and pegs me in the arm. 

	“Ou!”

	“Be thankful it was above the belt.”

	It didn’t actually hurt, but I am surprised she hit me. Can’t say I’ve had a female take a swing at me since my last year in lacrosse with my own lacrosse stick at that. Long story there. Short lesson? Don’t shag flatmates – during the same week – without their permission.

	“You struck royalty.”

	“I struck you.”

	“I technically am royalty.”

	“You’re more like diet royalty. It doesn’t count,” her retort gets us both laughing again.

	After another shake of the head, I inquire, “What was the exam regarding?”

	“Art History of the Renaissance Era. This was just a basic name to philosophies test.”

	“You’re right. That would bore me.” When she scowls once more, I lightly chuckle in response. “To be fair, I’m not a fan of any sort of history. Art or otherwise.”

	“Shocking,” Brie mocks. “What do you like then? Besides sports.”

	“How did you-”

	“Lucky frat boy, mindless jock kinda guess,” she sneers.

	“I enjoy music. Occasionally, the theatre.”

	“How about on a more intellectual level?”

	“Environmental effects on adolescents.”

	Her mouth becomes agape yet again.

	I do enjoy having her make that face and not only because I enjoy the idea of sliding my cock between her lips.

	Pleased with myself, I glance out the window just as we pull into the line at the event center. My eyes read and reread the sign repeatedly. Certain we’re in the wrong area or at least on the wrong night, I turn to allow our eyes to meet. “Monster Truck Mayhem? We’re going to monster truck show?”

	She battles the urge to smile. “Problem?”

	I glance down at my attire and state, “You said, dress to impress.”

	“Yes. But I never specified who your attire would need to impress.” Her expression becomes victorious. “Next time I advise you to get all the information before making wardrobe choices.”

	Swiss pulls up to the parking lot attendant who immediately asks for payment. Brie makes a motion to reach in her pocket when I cease her movements. “I’ve got it.” After handing Swiss cash from my own wallet, I state to her, “This game isn’t over.” Shedding my suit jacket, I drape it over the seat between us. “And since you do not play fair, neither shall I.”

	“Was that a threat?”

	“It was a warning.”

	“Semantics again.”

	She’s thrown a narrowed-eyed gaze that causes her eyes to flash a mesh of intrigue and excitement. Her attention drops to where I’m adjusting the sleeves of my white button-down shirt and does a terrible job at not drinking in my every move. 

	Forfuckssake, do not remind me how ridiculous I look at this moment. I do wish I had different shoes above all else. These wing tips will be absolutely ruined. Ruined. If you’ll excuse me, I have revenge to be plotting on this beautiful, brilliant – albeit –  diabolical woman. 

	“I’ve only got two tickets.” Her announcement shifts Swiss in his seat. “There might be more tickets available but-”

	“It’s fine,” I end the conversation before it can get the direction it was headed. “Swiss can wait in the vehicle. This isn’t exactly a high threat situation. Other than the fact I’m wearing a St. Valmonte suit at a monster truck show, I highly doubt anyone will give me a second glance.”

	My bodyguard’s mouth cracks open to argue yet sees the stern expression on my face in his rearview and closes it.

	Swiss, while terrifying – you can see his physical appearance – happens to be remarkably understanding. He’s mastered the art of reading a situation and declaring if my request for space is acceptable or to be ignored. Most of the time, we agree on how to handle my public presence. He rarely pulls the “your father decrees” card. God, I wish I could burn that ace in the deck. 

	“I will have my device. If I need anything, I’ll call.”

	“Don’t worry, Army Man.” Brie leans forward towards him. “I won’t let him wander into the middle of the arena to get run over or anything. Even if a big part of me does want that.”

	He resists the urge to laugh but gives into the one to smile.

	Not sure I enjoy them being on a team against me.

	Swiss drops the two of us as close to the entrance of the event center as possible. 

	The moment we’re headed towards the doors, Brie asks, “Does it bother you to constantly have a babysitter? I mean you clearly need one-”

	“Clearly.”

	“-but does it ever irritate you? Does it ever annoy the hell out of you that you can’t just walk around the grocery store without an extra pair of eyes on you?”

	Her odd phrasing kicks up the corner of my lip. “You get used to it.”

	“Ah. But that was not the question. See. You really are a terrible listener.”

	“I’m a fantastic listener. How else would I know the difference in your breathing when you’re flustered with me versus when you’re fantasizing about me.” 

	Brie pins me with a disgusted look.

	“You do get used to it. And honestly, it hardly even registers anymore. I’ve had security details since I was in diapers, so, no it does not bother me. They’re sort of like family after a while, and as you can see, you develop a relationship that allows an amount of respectable space when the time is needed. Believe me, having Swiss around is much better than Vincent, the guard I’ve been ditching since I was fifteen. He’s rarely as understanding.”

	“God, I can’t imagine constantly having a ghost over my shoulder.”

	“It’s one thing to become accustomed to it and completely another when you don’t know anything else.”

	Guards and details are mundane accessories at this point in my existence. From daily activities in the outside world to dating, they’ve never really registered as an issue. With that said, the women I’ve spent the majority of my time around also have their own eyes and ears lurking at the wayside. Brie’s not the first; however, she is one of the few who aren’t under a watchful stare. Yes, I’m sure in some subconscious part of my brain I enjoy that fact.

	At the doors, Brie presents them with her phone where she has the tickets waiting to be scanned. Afterward, the oversized woman gives my attire a long, strange gaze yet keeps her opinion to herself and motions for us to move along.

	Once we’re inside, I question, “Which way?”

	“We’re gonna head to the left, but first I’m going to get something to eat. I’m starving.” She glances over her shoulder at me. “And you’re probably going to want to pick up some earbuds. Shit gets pretty loud.”

	“You don’t need any?”

	She smugly smiles. “I came prepared.” 

	The urge for payback aggressively increases. “I’m going to go snag a pair. I’ll meet you in line?”

	She nods and migrates towards the closest concession stand. Quicker than I expect, I manage to purchase a pair of earplugs and maneuver my way back into the queue where Brie seems to be unable to decide what she wants by the expression on her face.

	“So, what are we having for our first date?” I ask, shoving the objects into my pocket.

	“Only date,” she mumbles her correction prior to letting her eyes gravitate to mine. “You like nachos?”

	I give the list of toppings a read. “Over processed liquid cheese, beans from a can, and questionable beef. What’s not to like?” When the row begins to move, allowing us to order, I add, “It’s all fine. Just no jalapeños.”

	Our eyes meet again. “You allergic?”

	“No.”

	Brie turns back to the woman waiting and states, “One order of Monster nachos, monster-size with extra jalapenos.”

	How did I miss that coming?

	“One monster order of popcorn. And two glasses of water.” She leans over and drops her voice to an exaggerated whisper. “As you can see, someone is clearly trying to watch their figure.”

	The head motion in my direction makes the workers behind the counter laugh alongside the couple behind us.

	“Twenty-two dollars even,” the woman announces, which is when Brie looks at me. 

	Promptly, I question, “You don’t expect me to pay, do you? Did Mistress Lacey forget to mention that all accommodations during my service are to be paid for by the client renting my time?”

	Brie’s eyes enlarge as it seems she’s rendered speechless.

	“Escorts do not pay for their own meals,” I pretend to be in shock. Suddenly, I say to those that are listening, “Was it not obvious? I mean why else would someone wear something like this to an event of this particular caliber? Miscommunication between her and my employer.” The eavesdroppers nod their understanding, and I let my eyes meet Brie’s enraged ones. “Obviously.”

	Her bafflement remains, yet the cashier speaks again. “Ma’am. That’ll be twenty-two dollars.”

	Brie glares at me one final time, turns towards the woman, pulls out cash from her pocket, and offers it. After returning her change, the workers behind the counter hand us our refreshments, laughter clearly trying to be contained under their breaths.

	The moment we’re no longer in line, she mutters in an irked tone, “Un-fucking believable.”

	“Says the woman who tricked me into wearing a four-thousand-dollar suit to a bloody truck show.”

	“A little different than convincing total strangers I paid for you!”

	Seeing the frustration on her face forces a smile back onto mine. “Told you it would not be fair.”

	Brie abruptly stops, looks up at me, and growls, “This isn’t over, Duke Douchebag.”

	“Would not dream of it, Vanessa van Gogh Duch Yourself.”

	The sassy expression I crave reappears. “Not sure what’s more ludicrous, the fact you think for even a moment I would ever wanna be duchess, or the fact you could turn a famous artist into an almost clever insult.” Brie hums to herself and starts walking again. “Come on. We’re right around the corner.”

	I adjust my grip on the popcorn and cheerfully follow.

	You didn’t seriously think she was that upset over what I did, did you? Ha. I haven’t even known this girl that long yet knew that was nowhere near the line of too far. Rest easily; I wouldn’t go there. The enjoyment is not found in hurting her. Come on. A little faith here. I’m not a monster.

	During our climb up three levels of stairs for the top row, we’re bumped into by out-of-control kids trying to drive their toy trucks, over-enthusiastic fans who are already slightly inebriated, and displeased ushers having to constantly redirect people to their actual seats as opposed to the ones they wished were theirs.

	They are just very large vehicles. People can’t truly be this excited, can they?

	Brie drops herself down into the end seat, and I sit in the one beside her. 

	Unable to resist teasing, I sigh with false concern, “Should I have bought gum? You know, to help keep our ears from popping at such high altitudes?”

	She gives me a phony smirk. “Keep it up and your dry-cleaning bill will be almost as ridiculously priced as the suit itself.”

	“So,” I reach for a chip, shaking the jalapenos free, “who were these tickets originally for?”

	“My dad,” Brie answers, a bit of sadness in her tone. “They were a Christmas present from me. Actually, they were his only Christmas present from me. It’s not like I have a shit ton of extra cash laying around, which is why I saved up and grabbed the best ones I could. I know they don’t feel like much, but they weren’t cheap.”

	After swallowing my bite, I curiously investigate, “Why couldn’t he come?”

	“Had to work. Someone called in, and he had to cover.”

	“And what is it he does for a living?”

	“Grocery store manager. Nothing glamorous like being king of a country, but people still need him. Too much sometimes.”

	The snide comment isn’t missed; however, I don’t take the bait to fight back.

	Told you. Not about hurting her. It’s about humoring. 

	“You two close?” I question once I receive her full attention.

	“You could say that.” Her smile softens. “Two daughters and one takes after his beer and cheeseburger loving ways while the other takes after our mother with her love of Sushi and spritzers.”

	“Glad you’re the 'All American' girl.”

	She snickers before she asks, “Why? You’re not into the other type?”

	“I’m into you.”

	My comment causes a small flush to her face.

	Rather than continue the conversation in the direction she’s anticipating, I reach for another chip. “You’re the younger one, aren’t you?”

	A playful smile forms. 

	“I bet you were trouble growing up.”

	She leans forward at the same time she whispers, “Still. Am.”

	My eyes steal a glimpse of her wet lips and longingly whimper, “Obviously…”

	Brie winks, reaches into my lap for the popcorn, and throws a handful at me. She starts laughing, and I immediately join her, tossing a handful back. All of a sudden, a man takes the spot in the center of the arena while the announcer over the speakers indicates the show is about to begin.  

	With my eyes plastered forward once more to admire the dirt-covered area, I ask, “And what exactly am I supposed to do here?”

	“Yell and scream when they do cool shit. Pretty basic. You know. Like you.”

	I give her another glance, which is when she winks again. “Is there a particular car-”

	“Truck.”

	“That you prefer we cheer harder for?”

	“My dad’s favorite is The Blue Devil.”

	“Blue Devil for my brown-eyed devil it is.” 

	My remark successfully tugs the corners of her lips upward as she turns back around.

	The host begins his opening speech, and I wiggle free my earplugs in preparation.  My attention helplessly swings between the pending event and the playful woman obnoxiously flicking popcorn in my direction. Yes, the behavior is childish, yet I can’t stop myself from responding to it. 

	Tossing pieces into the bun high on her head. 

	Smearing cheese onto her glasses for smearing some on my pants. 

	Turning the jalapeños into hockey pucks inside the nacho container. 

	By the time the show is actually starting, we’re covered in what should’ve been dinner and laughing so hard my side literally hurts.

	This is exactly the opposite of growing up like Kristopher wants. But where’s the real harm in food fighting and laughing with someone who is enjoying the moment just as much as you are? Why do ‘adult dates’ have to consist of meals with hefty price tags and conversations about politics that neither of you really care about? Shouldn’t life be enjoyed as long as no one is getting harmed?

	For the next eighty minutes, Brie and I are on the edge of our seats, hollering at mind-blowing heights reached, high fiving over the total destruction of vehicles, and swatting each other’s hands out of the way during attempts made to grab more food. Between the special effects to enhance the show and crowd participation to make us all feel like we’re a part of the event, too, it barely registers how quickly time has flown. As the evening’s final song plays and people begin to move towards the exits, it strikes me like a sharp stab in the chest, just how much I don’t want this to end. 

	Not yet.

	Brie stands, dusts off the remaining popcorn, and cheerfully squeaks, “That was awesome!”

	Her enthusiasm is so enthralling that it prompts me to loudly chime, “I couldn’t agree more! When the one that looked like a dinosaur-”

	“Dinomite.”

	Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t name the damn thing.

	“Yes. That one. That particular moment it looked like he was going to end up backward and then didn’t-”

	“Ohmygod, right!” She shakes her hands in excitement. “That was so scary!”

	“I absolutely agree.”

	Brie offers me another smile before stating, “We should get out of here. Parking lot’s gonna be a bitch to get through.”

	“Right…” I reluctantly reply.  

	Our stares momentarily lock, and to my surprise, the longing in her eyes matches mine.

	Perhaps she doesn’t want this night to end, either?

	“I’ll send Swiss a message once we’re outside and some of the crowd has begun to fade. Make his job less difficult to reach us.” Hopeful, I add, “That is if you do not mind waiting.”

	“I don’t mind.” Brie slips her hands into her back pockets. “It’s really not as ‘frigid’ out there as you think.”

	Her poor attempt at an accent scrunches my face. “You must stop that. It is like nails on a chalkboard.”

	She gives me the finger.

	“Not on the first date.” I join her in a standing position. “Not even if you beg.”

	“Who would,” she scoffs and spins around on her heels to start for the stairs. 

	“You’d be surprised.”

	“I wouldn’t.” Unexpectedly, Brie stops and turns to me. “And you’re full of shit. You would totally sleep with a chick on the first date.”

	“Never said I wouldn’t.”

	“You just did!”

	“No…” I insist, physically catching up to her. “I implied I wouldn’t with you.”

	Watching the internal debate over the notion of it being a compliment or insult merely makes me grin wider.

	It’s obvious which it is.

	Brie starts to speak but immediately decides against it. Instead, she turns back around and continues our descent towards the rest of the crowd filtering out of the venue. While the process to get to our seats was difficult, the one to get out of the building itself is twice as hard. Between the over-hyped and over-exhausted, the crowd seems easily unstable. During our attempt to make it to the outside door, someone shoves past Brie, knocking her body into mine. Instinctively, my hand tugs her closer into my protection. I swallow the urge to smile at the action. With her tightly at my side, I slip us smoothly through the gaps, eventually guiding us to freedom. 

	Outside, I lead us to one of the nearby picnic tables where we park ourselves with our butts on the table and feet on the bench.

	“That was a shit show,” Brie huffs in exasperation. 

	“It’s just the end of the night. People are tired. Cranky. Ready to get home so that they are able to have some rest before work in the morning.”

	She groans at the word.

	“What do you do for work?”

	Brie hesitates to answer. “I’m a lunch lady at a private school.”

	She’s…kidding. Is this a weird American joke that I do not understand?

	Her eyes meet mine. “Seriously.”

	I press my fist to my mouth to block the chuckle.

	“Oh…Shut up,” she viciously bites. “Not all of us are just paid to be pretty and social. Some of us actually have to work for what they have.”

	Now the defensive one, I counter, “I work for what I have, too. Make no mistake about that. Handouts may come with my name; however, that does not mean that I take them.”

	Silence falls between the two of us as our attention shifts elsewhere.

	Well. That went poorly.

	I give the back of my neck a small rub and attempt to make amends. “For the record, you are by far the hottest lunch lady I have ever met.”

	Brie lets out a small giggle. “I’m probably the only lunch lady you’ve ever met.”

	“No. I grew up in boarding school. I’ve met and learned to love my fair share of lunch ladies.”

	The word seems to part her lips in surprise.

	Not that I was indicating I am in love with her. I’m obviously not in love with her. I can’t be in love with someone after a single date. I mean I – Well, I – You see I – Hm. How do my conversations keep taking wrong turns tonight? With you, but more importantly, with Brie. Is this a normal date problem to have because I've never had it before now. Before her.

	“Do you wear a hairnet?” I tease, thankful when her demeanor changes again. “Tell me, this. Is it pink?”

	“Did they spit in your mashed potatoes and call it gravy? Because I would.”

	A laugh escapes prior to my retorting, “No. They adored me. I’m quite charming.”

	“Yeah, you keep saying that.”

	“Because it’s true.”

	Brie attempts to argue with a straight face. “To the rest of the world maybe…”

	My eyebrows lift in curiosity. “But not to you?”

	Her bottom lip momentarily slips between her teeth. She hums softly and turns away, her sweet refusal to answer endearing. 

	“I’m in town until next Sunday-”

	“So you’ve mentioned,” she interjects, her attention pasted on the honking vehicles that are poorly moving around the parking lot.

	“And I want to see you again.” This time her stare moves to mine. “Have dinner with me tomorrow night?”

	“Why…? Are you plotting some weird payback thing for the unconventional plans I made tonight?”

	“Actually no,” I promptly deny. “Tonight was honestly more fun than I’ve had in a really long time.”

	Sounds like a line; however, I swear it isn’t. Sex and gambling are definitely entertaining, but not quite like this. This was effortless. The smiles were genuine and not liquor coerced. Our conversations and laughs were innocent, not an attempt at manipulation to get something out of one another. It was all rather refreshing.  

	“You should get out more,” she teases on another laugh. 

	“Probably.” One more snicker slips between us. “So, what do you think? Dinner tomorrow night?”

	Brie battles what I assume is the desire to say yes.

	I’ll admit. It’s part of the turn on. I’ve never met a woman quite so determined to tell me no all the time. To crave the creation of a challenge for the sake of capability. Yes. I like a challenge as much as the next asshole with a list of names to cross off, but this is different. This is so much more than some chick who is pretending not to be interested. She has me actually convinced at times she’s not. At others? It’s impossible to deny. This woman makes me mad – or crazy as the Americans say –  and I crave it.

	Suddenly, she shouts, “No! You can’t keep borrowing my makeup and then not returning it! I don’t care how hot the guy is! If he really loves you for you, he’ll love you without it.”

	Okay…I do not crave that.

	Eyes from the dispersing crowd instantly direct themselves in our direction. Some sets are disapproving, and others are comedically surprised. 

	With a heavy sigh, I look back at Brie just as she beams brightly. “We can do dinner tomorrow night.”

	“Oh, you cannot pay for a date; however, I’m clearly gay?”

	“Clearly.” She playfully winks. “I mean…have you seen your suit?”

	Her infectious smile makes me shake my head. “You can sleep easy tonight. I’ll make sure to find my own mascara to wear for tomorrow’s date.” 

	“Good.” She giggles again. “Should I wear mine, too?”

	“If you want.” I shrug. “Won’t tell you what to wear, just advise you that it won’t be a pint and cheeseburgers.”

	Brie smiles seconds before my cellphone begins to vibrate with a call from Swiss.

	I answer only to immediately receive an ear full for not letting him know we were out sooner. His tantrum, however, falls on deaf ears. My eyes linger in Brie’s, thankful she agreed to see me again.

	I’ve only got nine days until I fly out. Eight, now that this one is over. I plan to occupy as much of my time with her as she’ll let me. Doubt she’ll make it easy, which will just make it more fun. My brother should worry less about my face in the papers and more about the art student effortlessly conquering my thoughts.

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	 

	Brie

	 

	 

	I place the curling iron down on the counter and give my reflection one final look. 

	“Pretty good,” my mother says proudly.

	Right? Not the greatest when it comes to the whole wavy hair, shape your face look, but I think I nailed it this time.

	“Now, who’s the guy that’s worth all this trouble?”

	I drop my focus back to the cellphone screen where we’re video chatting.

	“He’s not worth any trouble.”

	He’s not! This…This whole thing is merely my way of showcasing to him what he wants but can’t have.

	“He has to be.”

	“No, he doesn’t.”

	“Yes, he does, Brie. I can’t remember the last time you went on a date or really can’t remember the last time you cared enough to do more with your hair than a simple updo for one.”

	Blow back of having a hair genie for a mom. Constantly criticized for my love of the basic ponytail and easy bun. By the way, both are always in style!

	I quickly devise a way to avoid further interrogation on the subject. Calling out to no one, I question, “What’s that?” After a small pause, I look back into the camera with a sympathetic look. “Sorry, mom. Gotta go. Jovi needs help bringing in the groceries.”

	“She does not,” my mother sasses. “You’re as bad as your father about faking distractions.” She offers me a sweet smile on an amused headshake. “Whoever he is, I hope you enjoy yourself.”

	“Thanks, Mom.”

	“See you tomorrow for dinner?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Good. You can tell me allllll about him then.” She winks and ends the call before I can argue.

	No need to inform me that I got traits from both of my parents. I’m aware.

	I prepare to drop my cellphone back onto my bathroom counter when I notice an unread text.

	 

	Prince One-Night Stand: Change of plans. Sending a car to pick you up.

	 

	Me: Attire the same?

	 

	Prince One-Night Stand: Clothing is always OPTIONAL.

	 

	I roll my eyes at the text.

	Problem is at times I want it to be optional. How pathetic am I?! Almost everything out of his mouth is coated in arrogance or makes him sound like the pompous asshole we both know he is. For some reason though, I can’t resist not only the urge to knock him down a few pegs but getting to know the man he is once he’s there. The one I imagine the rest of the world doesn’t know exists. The one I doubt would interest them if they did. And before you start down that path, no. I don’t have the whole let the bad boy change for me complex most women phase through at some point in their lives. I just enjoy us going tit for tat. Most of my conversations with the attractive members of the opposite sex are spent walking on eggshells in an attempt to get asked out at all, or – once I’ve got the date – to prevent them from shutting down completely when they realize I’m not putting out on the first night. Like it’s a crime to not want to have some random stranger poking around down there, doing his best to prove he’s got talent? Or that he’s got stamina. Or whatever skill the last girl who dumped him said he didn’t have. Ha. Do men think women carry baggage? Nothing is worse than a guy trying to outperform his past self because someone he slept with faked an orgasm.

	My phone vibrates again with another message.

	 

	Prince One-Night Stand: How hard did you roll your pretty brown eyes?

	 

	Compliments shouldn’t go hand and hand with his impressive ability to annoy me. 

	 

	Me: Hard enough to reconsider this dinner.

	 

	Prince One-Night Stand: Liar.

	 

	I begin typing a reply when he beats me to it.

	 

	Prince One Nightstand: At least I’m HOPING you are.

	 

	Don’t swoon when he says shit like that! This is why I have a problem staying away from him. He’s like a mosquito bite that I can’t resist itching no matter how hard I try. A bug bite with a sexy as sin accent. Ugh.

	 

	Prince One-Night Stand: See you soon.

	 

	I drop the phone back on the counter and retreat to my best friend’s room. I stumble out in the living area and am immediately startled when I see her and her boyfriend relaxing on the couch with a show about classic cars.

	Merrick displeasingly grunts, “That’s barely fucking vintage.”

	Jovi turns the page in the book she’s reading completely careless of his ramblings.

	I stroll further into the space prior to poking, “Merrick, you do know that the people on the television can’t hear you, right? When they talk, they’re not talking directly to you.”

	He doesn’t bother looking away. “That’s a good thing because if they did, I’d tell them to take that piece of shit and-”

	Jovi nudges him in the side at the same time she looks up at me. “Ohmygod…Your hair looks amaaaazing.”

	I strike a pretend proud pose. “Thanks.” 

	“Can you do mine?”

	“Nope. This took me sacrificing a goat and two pairs of Chucks to accomplish.”

	“Like a real goat?” Merrick nervously questions.

	The two of us giggle at him as much as my snarky joke. 

	He continues to gawk on in curiosity, yet she questions, “Going somewhere important?”     

	If you must know Dr. Judgey, I was not being a bad friend by not telling her sooner. Just didn’t think Kellan was worth mentioning since this is a one-time thing. No. No. Not a one-night stand. Not a one-night slumber party. Not even a one-night rub under the table. I’m not the type of woman who is okay just being a drive-thru stop and bone if you get what I’m painting here.

	“I…have a date.”

	Suddenly, Merrick’s expression shifts to surprise while Jovi slams her book shut. She very slowly, very carefully investigates, “A what?”

	“A date.”

	“With another person?” Merrick chimes in.

	I give him a sharp glare. 

	“Forgive him,” his girlfriend quietly insists. “He’s just in shock. Like me.”

	“Why are you two in shock?”

	“You don’t date,” they speak in unison like a well-rehearsed sitcom.

	They do that more often than people in real life should. It’s one of their many, mannnnyyyy, disgustingly adorable traits.

	Folding my arms across my chest, I casually argue, “I do, too.”

	“No, you don’t,” my best friend immediately rebuts.

	“Yes, I do.”

	“In the years we’ve been friends, I’ve known you to go on three dates.” Jovi pins me with a stern look then repeats. “Three.”

	Uncomfortable with the acknowledgment of my lack of love life, I snip, “You’ve kept count?!” 

	“Preschoolers can count that high,” Merrick backs her.

	“Well, that explains your ability to follow the conversation.”

	He prepares to mouth off when she lifts a hand to stop him. “It’s fine that you don’t date, Brie. I always assumed between studying, working, and hanging out with us, you just…didn’t have the time.”

	The truth in her statement causes me to akwardly shift my weight.

	That’s a huge part of it. Dating doesn’t exactly fit in when you’re working two part-time jobs just to make sure you can afford rent, groceries, and tuition. Still. Hearing my lack of social life isn’t erasing any of the woes related to my pending graduation. I don’t even have anything in that department to look forward to when they finally stop billing me to learn.

	“So, who is he?” She gleefully questions. 

	“He is…a passing moment,” I declare in an uncertain voice.

	It’s not because I’m stupid enough to believe he’s not. It’s because the truth is all men who stroll into my existence in that aspect are. Guess I’m really no better than Kellan in that nature. At least they don’t all make it into my bed like I know they do his.

	“A passing moment,” she repeats in a skeptical tone.

	“Yes. Now, do you mind if I borrow one of your dresses? I’m pretty sure I can squeeze into one.”

	She gives me a sarcastic stare. “Squeeze into one? We’re practically the same size.”

	Sweet little thing, I know. My hips are wider, and my boobs are bigger, but occasionally, we can successfully share clothes. Particularly, if they stretch. 

	Instead of starting a new argument, I state, “I’ll take that as a yes.”

	Jovi nods, and I head for her bedroom at the same Merrick grumps, “Seriously, Brie. Who is this guy?”

	Hearing his big brother tone makes me smile.

	He may be younger than me, but he has no problem letting his inner protective older brother quality shine brightly. 

	Once I’m in her room, I make my way over to her closest, not answering his question.

	“Does he go to the university?” Merrick’s voice gets louder. 

	“Is he a professor?” 

	“Why would she date a professor?” He suspiciously asks. “That’s against policy.”

	“This from the ultimate rule bender.”

	“Breaker.”

	“How is that better?”

	It’s not. Just funnier.

	“It means I’m better.”

	There’s a small pause before she says, “Cocky.”

	“Confident.”

	I let their flirting fade from my ears as I thumb through her clothes until I spot the dress that I’ve had my eye on since she first bought it.

	I couldn’t afford it. Glad at least one of us could bring this baby home.

	With the delicate article in my hands, I walk back to her bedroom door, shut it, and begin to change out of my lounge clothes.

	“Are either of us, right?” Jovi impatiently asks, frustration now growing in her voice.

	I carefully wiggle into the long sleeve, black lace dress. “No.”

	“Ha!” Merrick triumphantly shouts.

	There’s a low murmured comeback too quiet to decipher.

	Probably a sex threat.

	After ditching my bra for not cooperating with the plunging neckline, I crack the door and call to Jovi. “Can you come zip me, please?”

	She shoots her boyfriend one final scold and rushes over. 

	The moment it’s zipped, I give everything an additional adjustment, equally impressed and thankful that the item fits like a dream. 

	Jovi steps back at the same time she smiles widely. “I really like this dress on you. The way the cream color on the body of the dress compliments your skin is insane. You look gorgeous! Like you’re glowing. You know what? You should add a pair of gold earrings.”

	“Good call.” I swoop up my discarded clothes into my arms. “Black shoes, though?”

	She enthusiastically nods while moving out of my way.

	Merrick doesn’t hesitate to high-pitchly croak, “That’s your dress, baby?!”

	“Yeah.”

	His eyes flash an emotion I’m all too familiar with prior to him giving me a hard look. “Keep it.” Jovi squeaks behind me, but he repeats, “Keep it. No one should ever see my girl in something like that.”

	As the two of us approach his direction, she whispers, “They’ve seen me in less.”

	“Don’t remind me,” he grouses and lovingly yanks her into his lap. 

	“Jealous.”

	“Protective.”

	“Overly.”

	The sound of their argument stops, yet I continue towards my room, desperate to get away from the foreplay in motion.

	When’s the last time I had foreplay in my life? Does arguing count as foreplay? Because by that measurement, Kellan and I should be rounding third base any second now. I wonder if Sir Notch in My Bedpost is even remotely as good as he thinks he is. I know I have no right to even ponder over that but come on. He is extremely attractive, plus he has this wolfish stare when his eyes caress my curves, which has me wishing like hell the man whore reputation – I assume he has from the Google search he flashed me yesterday – is over-exaggerated. I know it’s not. Hell, he hasn’t even tried to deny it once. Guess that’s why wishing for the opposite is pointless. 

	After rummaging around my bathroom drawers for earrings, I give my reflection one last look.

	Not too bad for the art student who's spent the last ten years so focused on trying to graduate so she basically has no life. Well...Here's to hoping dinner does a good job of helping me forget that little fact for a few hours.
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	The ride in an upscale town car to The Frost Luxury Hotel is smooth and soothing. While the drive isn’t long, it manages to give me enough time to collect my composure and convince myself to just enjoy the evening. 

	The date. 

	The brief moment of possible romance waiting to be appreciated. 

	Inside the hotel, I’m immediately greeted by a woman named Sansa Rose who insists I follow her to meet Kellan. The two of us take a private elevator hidden towards the back. On our way up, she explains a little history about the hotel, how they frequently cater to those who desire discretion, and how her service is only provided for those staying in the penthouse suite. 

	Doubt she’s actively trying to make me feel like the hooker reserved for the billionaire, but that’s what’s happening. The last thing this night needed was me feeling like an updated version of Juliet Roberts in Pretty Woman. 

	We arrive outside a set of double doors where Swiss is on duty.

	“Army Man,” I warmly greet.

	“Miss Brie,” he says with a nod before cracking the door open to grant me access inside. 

	I slide past him and step foot into a jaw-dropping surprise. The dimmed room is filled with lit candles from wall to wall. Most are along the edges on the floor; however, there is a pair on the round table that appears to be set for two. My eyes admire the other little touches of intended romance, like the chilling bottle of what I assume is champagne in the ice bucket. The sprinkled rose petals on the ground. The white curtains pulled back to expose the gorgeous view of the city at night. 

	Okay…now, I’m feeling a lot less like Julia Roberts and a little too real-life pretty, pretty princess for my own good.

	Soft jazz music saunters through my ears only seconds before a sharp, clean, enticing smell floods my system. Kellan nervously whispers over my shoulder, “You like it?”

	I fight the instinct to melt from the sound of his voice. 

	Thank God I’m not wearing underwear. They wouldn’t stand a chance.

	“Is this why you didn’t pick me up?” I ask as he moves into my line of vision. “You were too busy trying to burn down a hotel to impress me?”

	Kellan lightly chuckles, slides a hand in his black suit pants pocket, and arrogantly questions, “Are you impressed?”

	Don’t answer for me!

	“Depends,” I slowly start, giving his eyes a minute to finish worshiping me. “How many other women do you go through this much effort for?”

	He doesn't hesitate. “None.”

	“Bullshit.”

	His eyes hold mine so harshly it’s almost hard to breathe. “I do not have to try with others, Brie. They simply trip or slip into my sheets and that’s that.”

	I sarcastically sneer, “Aw, how romantic.”

	“It doesn’t have to be,” he defensively declares. “You judge me for merely enjoying the given situations. However, it’s a two-person process. I make no false claims or promises to those who wander into my bed. No delusions of grandeur. No implications that it is anything more than the moment we are sharing. Expectations conjured up on their own is not my doing. I am an adult who appreciates sex between consenting adults. There is no harm in that.”

	He has a fair point. It just so happens I am not that type.

	Rather than admit he’s right, I question, “So, all this is just a huge effort to get me into the sack?”

	A look of sadness swiftly graces his expression. “Is that the only thing you can imagine I am interested in?”

	“Convince me otherwise,” I state sharply.

	Kellan’s eyes dip down the front of my dress before the corners of his lips pull upward. “With pleasure.”

	Not a phrase he should say. Nope. Not with that accent. Because now all I want is to join the very list I shamed him for having.

	He extends his open palm for me to take. “Shall we?” The moment my hand is in his, he compliments, “You look beautiful, by the way. I would’ve said something sooner; however, you were busy scolding me for saving this date.”

	I allow him to lead us to the table. “How was it ruined?”

	“Originally, I made a reservation for us at Screaming Spoon, this eccentric spice centered bistro, just a few blocks over,” he begins while helping me into my seat. “Somehow, they double booked me and someone else, so the options were to cancel or wait until eleven for dinner.” Kellan sits in the seat across from mine. “Rather than risk the chance of giving you an out, I arranged this with the help of Sansa, the concierge lead that escorted you up here.”

	“Why not just pick a different restaurant?”

	“I did. The five-star one attached to the hotel.”

	Curiosity leans me back in my seat. “Then why aren’t we just eating there?”

	“Seemed like a smarter idea to eliminate possible pawns in our ongoing game of who can humiliate who.” 

	A small snicker proceeds my whispered words, “Well played.”

	Kellan proudly smirks.

	And damn that’s a good look.

	As he reaches for the chilling bottle, I ask, “Is there a menu for me to look at, or am I just supposed to trust your judgment?”

	He uncorks it. “Would that be so terrible?”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t think you could have possibly answered any faster.”

	“I could try.”

	Kellan grins again.

	“Seriously though, how can I trust a man who can’t even eat jalapeños on his nachos?”

	 “I can. I do not like to. There is a difference.”

	“Not really hearing one.” When he lifts his eyes to mine, I make a silly face that receives a chuckle. “Do you even have nachos in your country?”

	“Something similar,” he informs at the same time he fills my glass. “They’re made with pita bread chips, mashed chickpeas, melted Swiss cheese and topped with olives.” 

	I gag. “I think I threw up in my mouth a little bit there.”

	He shakes his head, fills his own glass, and returns the bottle to its container. “It’s actually quite delicious, especially with a pint.”

	“Nothing out of your mouth sounded remotely delicious.”

	“Not even olives?”

	“Olives are like reject jalapeños.”

	All of a sudden, the playful disagreement is interrupted by Sansa who is approaching with a tray full of dishes. Gracefully, she places a basket of fresh-baked bread, a plate of crostini, a bottle of olive oil, and an unusual looking brown dip between us.  

	You wanna know what the hell that brown crap is, too, don’t you?

	The woman sets plates down directly in front of us prompting Kellan to kindly ask, “Sansa, did you remember to bring the menu as well?”

	“I did.” She offers me the one-page menu being cradled by a thick holder. “And the special for the evening is Spicy Mussels with Shrimp Marinara.” Once the object is in my possession, she politely inquires, “May I get you two anything else at this time?”

	Kellan places his cellphone down on the table and gives her a nod of dismissal. “No, but thank you. I’ll send you a message when we’re ready to order.” 

	“Enjoy.”

	After she’s cleared the room, I quickly point to the unfamiliar food on the table. “What the hell is that?”

	“Truffle and porcini mushroom dip with artichoke chunks and feta cheese.” 

	The casualness of his answer causes me to shake my head. “You can’t say that like it’s everyday shit.”

	He cocks a crooked smirk. “To me it is.”

	“Did you forget the whole beer and burgers talk yesterday? I thought you said you were a good listener.”

	“I am, but where would the fun be if I didn’t push your comfort levels as you’ve pushed mine.” 

	Don’t agree with him again! 

	Kellan smiles even wider than before. “You like that I push back, don’t you?”

	“You like that I push to begin with.”

	“Yes,” he admits while reaching for a piece of bread. “Now, you’re not allergic to anything, are you?” Seeing the glimmer of an idea begin to stir in my mind, he points a stern finger. “Do not lie to get out of trying it.”

	“Not allergic to anything,” I sigh and sneer at the dip for a second time. “Do I really have to try that shit?”

	“Yes.” Kellan uses his fork to place a little on the soft bread. “One bite.”

	My disgusted expression doesn’t change.

	“Don’t be a pussy,” he scolds at the same time he offers me the piece.

	“Did you really just-”

	“I did,” he interrupts. “And I will continue to call you that all night until you try it.”

	No. No way. That looks like mud water with dying frogs in it.

	“One bite and you can ask me one question you want of any kind, and I will answer completely honest. No clever retorts. No circumventing.”

	The offer sways my decision. “Do I have to ask it now?”

	“It can be used as a get out of jail free card. It will never expire and can be used at any time.”

	“Even in a crowded room full of people.”

	“Even then.”

	I give the brown dip an additional glance before shaking my head. “Nope. Stakes are still too high. I love my tastebuds too much.”

	Kellan has the bite he’s been presented to prove it’s at the very least not harmful.

	Not that I was worried it was. He’s not exactly a stranger on my doorstep with coffee anymore.

	“One bite and you can ask me the one question, and I’ll have the chef prepare you the best bacon cheeseburger you’ve ever had in your life.”

	Temptation finally surpasses the point of no return. “One. Bite.”

	“One.”

	Kellan smears the dip on another piece of bread and extends it in my direction. Instead of wasting any more time staring at the questionable concoction, I shove the whole thing in my mouth and let the assault on my tastebuds begin. Burst after burst of bold flavors swarms together until I’m pushed back in my seat from the overwhelming rich taste.

	Holy hell. I think I just had a foodgasm.

	“Delectable, isn’t it?”

	I nod while savoring the flavors floating on my tongue.

	“I have fantastic taste.” His eyes give me a long, lingering stare. “Obviously.” 

	Side stepping his compliment, I reach for another piece of bread. “Can you cook?”

	“No.” He sips his champagne. “It’s never been important to learn.”

	“Meaning?”

	“When I’m in Fayeweather, if I’m not staying at the palace or our family’s country home on the outskirts, then I’m crashing at our high-rise penthouse in the city, all of which have cooks. Other than that, I live in and out of hotels, dining out almost every night.”

	Between bites, I manage to ask, “You don’t have your own place? Anywhere?”

	Kellan shakes his head. “No. I never stay in the same place long enough to need one. It’s one of the benefits of being able to work from anywhere that provides an internet connection.”

	Unsure how I feel about that, I finish the bite, grab another hunk of bread, and openly confess, “I can’t cook, either.”

	“No?”

	“Nope. My roommate does most of the cooking since it’s her boyfriend who eats most of our food, and I usually have dinner with my parents on Sundays, so I’m pretty much covered. Before living with Jovi, I grew a huge appreciation for microwavable meals.”

	Kellan has another drink. “Cannot say that I’ve ever had one.”

	“Lucky you.” 

	He flashes me an amused grin. 

	“You know, for a guy always eating meals on the go, you sure don’t look like it.”

	“You can thank lacrosse for instilling a great workout regimen in me.”

	“Lacrosse? What is that? Like hockey in the field?”

	“No…That’s field hockey.”

	His jeer causes me to playfully snap. “Thought maybe it was like the whole you call it football; we call it soccer thing.”

	“It is football. You use your feet. Hence the name. Americans are just too stubborn to accept it.”

	I glare at his comment before tossing the last piece of my bread at him. 

	He chortles prior to brushing it off. 

	“Oops.” I teasingly sneer. “Didn’t mean to get your four-thousand-dollar suit all dirty. Oh, wait. Is this one the same price, or dare I assume more?”

	“More.”

	Surprise drops my jaw. “Seriously?!”

	“Important date. Better suit.”

	I continue to impishly taunt, “Better suit, better shoes?”

	“Yes.”

	“Better cologne?”

	He winks. “You tell me.” 

	I wet my lips in an attempt to prevent myself from admitting just how much I enjoy it. “Same watch, though? Did you forget to pack others?”

	Suddenly, Kellan’s playful demeanor dissipates. 

	Not my best joke but definitely not a total mood killer.

	He gives the accessory an adjustment while informing, “It’s the only one I wear. My mum gave it to me for my birthday.”

	“Mama’s boy?”

	“I was when was she was alive, yes.” 

	The confession shuts my mouth tightly.

	Oh shit…I didn’t mean to – I shouldn’t have said – I…Fuck. I really messed this up.

	An uncomfortable silence struggles to settle between us, yet he playfully pokes, “Daddy’s girl.”

	I can’t help but beam. “What about you? You close to your father?”

	“Not really.” Kellan’s body immediately stiffens further. “When my mum passed away, we built a mutually enjoyed emotional wall between us.”

	“How’d she die?”

	“Breast cancer.”

	“How long ago?”

	“Almost fifteen years.”

	I reach for my glass. “What about your brother? Are you two close?”

	“Practically identical,” he finally starts to smile again. “Even if you think he’s hotter.”

	“By like a point.”

	“Oh, just one now?”

	“Maybe like half of one,” I whisper between sips. “Do you just look-alike, or is he a cocky, art-hating, sports-loving asshole, too?”

	Kellan lets loose a hearty chuckle, and the sound seeps through me in unexpected ways.

	Is it weird to enjoy hearing someone laugh this much?

	“We are different in ways that matter. We were actually much more alike before he met Sophia, his wife.”

	“Do you not like her?”

	“I adore her.” The sound of his laughter continues to reverberate around the room. “She drives my brother mad just because she can.” 

	No. No, it does not sound familiar.

	“In fact, he asked her out seven times in ten days before she agreed to have coffee with him.”

	“Seven times?! I knew I should’ve held out longer!”

	Kellan rolls his eyes, grin still lingering. “That long, and I would not have been in town anymore.”

	The realization of this moment being one of our only causes my shoulders to drop.

	I know I don’t have any right to be unhappy about that. We just met. We hardly even know each other. 

	“Dance with me.” His declaration is followed by him wiping his hands on his napkin and standing up. 

	“You’re not gonna ask?”

	He extends his hand for me to take. “No.”

	After wiping my own, I drop it in his and allow him to whisk me away to move to the music. 

	I swiftly wrap my arms around his neck while his hands take their time delicately exploring my curves in their pursuit to rest on my hips. His attempt to handle me with tenderness is so surprising it pulls a sweet sigh from my lips

	One minute he’s Prince of Pompous Asses and the next he’s Prince Charming. I’m gonna need him to decide one or the other. Pick a paint pallet. He can’t be both. I…I…I don’t know how to handle both.

	“What are you in town for?” I softly ask as our stares connect. 

	“The Collin Murphy Foundation charity run. They are a research foundation in Doctenn that helps fight Childhood Cancer. Their main base is in Fayeweather – where I’m from – but they partner with a slightly smaller branch here in the states. One of my old mates from boarding school is highly involved in the American division. He suggested an annual run to help raise funds in the states after hearing about the triathlon we do in Fayeweather. I have come every year to participate since it began.”

	“Which was?”

	“This will be the fifth year.” 

	Impressed by his commitment, I offer him a bright smile. “How long is the run?”

	“5K,” he casually replies. “Nothing I can’t do in my sleep.”

	His ego’s overdue appearance causes me to roll my eyes once more. 

	“Care to join me for the event? I can pull a few strings and arrange you a spot if you like.”

	“That would be the worst date ever.” The two of us laugh prior to me adding, “Totally not the way I prefer to be sweaty and winded.”

	“I can gladly arrange other ways to accomplish both of those.” When my eyes lower to a disgusted glare, he merely chuckles, “You should swing by the run. Cheer me on. The encouragement would be welcomed.”
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