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        She was everything he needed

        He was the last thing she expected.

      

      

      When Prince Christian of Höhenburg accepts a summer internship in the United States, he doesn’t expect to come face-to-face with the charming American who’d rescued him from a faulty GPS some months earlier before rushing away like Cinderella.

      Katrina Williamson anticipates another routine summer in retail before returning to her history studies. She isn’t prepared to encounter the guy who’s been lingering in the back of her mind since their chance encounter in the spring.

      It’s surprising enough when C.J. Höhenburg invites her to dinner, but it’s downright shocking when he lets it slip that he’s royalty.

      One thing is certain: Kat won’t allow herself to become a mere summer fling. No matter how much she finds herself falling for the sweet, soft-spoken prince.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONCE UPON A TIME . . .

          

        

      

    

    
      A beautiful young actress met a real-life handsome prince from a tiny European country while she was filming on location near Philadelphia and he was attending an American graduate school.

      They fell madly, deeply in love, had the big fairytale wedding, produced an heir and a spare and then. . .

      Let's just say that the fairytale foundered and the couple was eventually forgotten when other more famous royal couples filled the headlines with their lives and loves..

      But many years later, the second in line to the throne of Höhenburg also fell in love with an American girl who soon realized that falling for a real prince charming was easy, the whole trying to fit into the royal world thing. . .wasn't.

      It may take a bit of trial and error (a lot of error if we're being honest), but His Serene Highness Prince Christian and Miss Katrina Williamson will achieve their very own Happily Ever After and will make way for others to experience the same. . .

      Follow the Williamson sisters and a few friends to the Principality of Höhenburg  where the men are charming princes or royal pains, the ancestral castle contains secrets, and making up frequently leads to making out. Scandals, humor, riches to rags, secret relationships, and star-crossed lovers await you.

      The Unexpected Royalty Series by Kit Forbes contains shared world, stand alone stories each with a guaranteed Happily Ever After

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SERENDIPITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Pennsylvania,

      March

      

      Kat Williamson pulled her pre-owned Buick alongside her aunt's convenience store.

      A distinctive diplomatic license plate on a gleaming dark Mercedes nearby caught her attention. Such vehicles were commonplace in the Georgetown area where she studied history, but she'd never expected to encounter one in a blip on the map Pennsylvania town like this. She also wasn't used to seeing an attractive guy around her own age driving such a car.

      The drivers she'd seen were older and gave a general mind your business vibe.

      He was kind of cute holding up his cell phone in various directions, and wearing an adorably peevish expression—no doubt from the lack of service. She'd offer help but her own signal had dropped after she'd left her grandparents' place. She should have packed the Sat phone before coming up here to visit. Her dad's favorite phrase echoed in her mind.

      Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.

      The truck carrying the cell tower parts would pick today to have the cargo break loose, and block the interstate. Now she'd have to take a more scenic route back to Virginia.

      Getting out of her car, she couldn't resist taking another peek at diplomatic plates man with his black, perfectly tailored, and undoubtedly, cashmere topcoat. His pants and shoes were pretty sharp, too.

      Smiling to herself, she walked around the building to the entrance door. She should pay a visit to the men's suit department when she returned to her part-time job at Mason's back home. The senior salesman would be impressed she'd retained the knowledge of fine gentlemen's clothing he'd imparted when she'd been thrust upon him her first week at the store.

      "It's just me!" she called out when her aunt Terri bobbed up from behind the candy rack at the sound of the bell jangling on the door.

      "Are you leaving, honey?"

      Kat nodded. "I should have left at 0600 when I woke up. Grandpa heard on the news there's a detour, so I'll be taking the longer way home."

      "Then maybe you can help that nice young man outside. I tried to, but he's obviously not from around here and didn't seem to understand my directions. Maybe it's the language barrier."  She paused, puzzlement playing across her features. "He spoke perfect English though." She shrugged.

      Kat glanced out the large window to that sharply dressed lost soul who was now making angry faces at his phone. She looked back at her aunt. "Do you know where he's trying to go?"

      "He said he'd gotten lost after leaving Elias college, so I imagine he's going in the same direction you are."

      "I suppose I'll do my good deed for the day, then." Kat smiled and hugged her aunt, who stuffed Kat's jacket pockets with a few candy bars for the drive home.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Christian Josef of Höhenburg convinced himself there must be a curse lurking somewhere in his family's long history.

      It was the only plausible explanation CJ could think of for this awful American trip. But surely, his brother or their eldest cousin would have used the legend of an inherited family curse to frighten him when they were children.

      He couldn't wait to get back to where he belonged. If only his blasted GPS made sense or would even work at this point. It seemed to have turned back on, but did he dare trust it now or would it lead him further astray? Shoving the mobile phone into his coat pocket, he looked at the convenience store. The older woman at the counter had been kind enough, but her convoluted directions were still making his head spin.

      The female customer speaking with her glanced over her shoulder out the window when the older woman nodded in his direction. Had the older woman recognized him? Had she purposely confused him as a distraction to delay him so she might contact the press.

      Damn.

      As if he hadn't gotten more than enough of that in New York earlier in the week.

      He could never understand why strangers were interested in him. They knew nothing about him. He doubted that more than a handful could even point out the principality of Höhenburg on a world map. The unwanted attention never failed to set his nerves on edge, though he'd learned long ago to suppress it in public. It still troubled him that this last appearance had been a difficult one.

      He'd been out of sorts that entire day. He couldn't believe his father had chosen to make a personal appearance at a charity film premiere--a remake of Mother's signature role. This public appearance made no sense at all, especially since Father had spent a fortune pulling everything she'd ever appeared in from circulation.

      Father seemed oblivious to it all, while his own unease had grown with each passing hour, culminating in a rush of inner turmoil once they entered the theater lobby.

      All attention fell his way, from those associated with the film, to members of New York high society and an assortment of international dignitaries. Most had brought their marriageable female relations for presentation as if he'd come to look for a wife. It was like being trapped in a reenactment of Pride and Prejudice.

      Worse than the public attention that night was the sight of Mother's poster paired with the new one. It pained him to look at it, to see her as he remembered her, to see that smile, so similar to the one she'd given him that night before her accident.

      Clamping his eyes shut, CJ inhaled the chilled air slowly, forcing the pain in his heart to stay buried.

      His brother Alex was right. It had been foolish to even consider attending a graduate school here in the States. How news had gotten out he would tour a few universities here, he didn't know, but online speculation that he might follow in his father's footsteps and find a prospective American bride had already begun and would never stop as long as he was here.

      There was too much to accomplish in the next two years and he had neither the time nor desire to consider a relationship.

      CJ pulled out his mobile again. Two bars might be good enough. Still, he hesitated to place a call to his father, who was visiting with old classmates at his alma mater near Philadelphia. It had been good to see him relaxed and happy.

      At the time, CJ was glad Father hadn't insisted on calling another security officer from New York to escort him to the economics lecture some kilometers from Wharton. But now . . .

      "Excuse me. Sir?"

      CJ Slowly turned, pleasantly surprised not to see a camera, or recording device in the hands of the younger woman from the store. The outpouring of warmth in her brown eyes so captivated him, he had to remind himself to speak. "May I help you?"

      May I help you? Of all the stupid things to say. Could he be a bigger ass if he tried? He offered her an embarrassed smile, hoping she didn't think he was too incompetent to be driving at all.

      Breaking their eye contact, she toyed with the black and golden yellow fringe of her knitted scarf.

      "My aunt said you were ambushed by an unexpected detour on your way from Elias College."

      "It was indeed unexpected. I'm certain it wasn't there earlier."

      "It probably wasn't," she said with a hint of a grin. “A truck dropped its cargo, so detours rule the day. Luckily, I've been in the area enough to know my way around the secondary roads. Are you trying to get back to Elias?"

      "No. The University of Pennsylvania is where I started from."

      "Oh." she said, her tone flat, almost dismissive.

      "Do you not approve of that university?"

      "No." She rolled her eyes, then gave him a strained smile.  "I don't mean no, as in, I don't approve of it. I mean no, as in I have nothing much against UPenn."

      CJ couldn't help but grin at her telling word choice and he couldn't resist teasing her a bit. "But you do have some reason to dislike the school?"

      "No comment."

      The way she forced the words out intrigued him even more. He hoped his steady gaze would coax more from her, but it didn't. She averted her eyes to the car roof separating them. He studied the play of sunlight on the silky strands of chestnut hair poking from beneath her black and yellow knit cap.

      She looked at him again, completely changing the subject.

      "I apologize if Aunt Terri's attempt at giving directions confused you. She grew up in Pittsburgh and has this strange way of guiding people by businesses and buildings that are long gone and places where friends used to live or have moved to. It's apparently how they do things over there. Anyway, I'm headed in the same direction. If you want to follow me, I promise to keep sight of you in my mirrors, so you don't get lost again."

      "Thank you. That would be kind. You will be compensated, of course."

      Her pleasant expression fell, those enchanting warm eyes turned icy, and he didn't understand how she could be offended.

      "Payment isn't necessary, but thanks for the offer."

      She pulled her car keys from her jacket pocket and a chocolate bar tumbled out. With a sheepish grin, she retrieved it. "Let's hit the road, unless you need to use the restroom or top off your gas tank."

      "No, but thank you for asking."

      There was something about her. They'd only shared a few words, but the atmosphere surrounding this American was light, soothing in a way he'd never be able to explain. And he was intrigued to learn what caused her disdain of the prominent university and her flat "no comment".

      His fascination with her grew when they were separated at a traffic signal upon exiting the highway. She pulled to the curb until the traffic signal changed, and he could directly follow her to his destination, the parking area of the on-campus hotel where his father was meeting with fellow alums.

      Rehearsing the best way to ask her to share a late lunch with him, CJ jumped when she knocked on the window. He lowered it. "Yes?"

      "Are you okay?" she asked, her fine brows knitting together.

      "I'm fine. You didn't need to go to so much trouble on my behalf."

      "It wasn't that far out of my way."

      She paused, her warm brown eyes taking on a playful shine. "Helpful hint for the future-always have a paper map handy. Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it."

      "I will remember that⁠—-

      "Great. I should get going. I still have a long drive. You take care and enjoy your time here at the evil empire."

      Amused by the sweetly spoken sarcasm, he grinned, but before he could properly introduce himself or ask her name, she returned to her car and drove away, exiting his life as quickly as she had entered.
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      Late May

      Virginia

      

      CJ acknowledged his bodyguard, Anton, who stepped over when the hotel's irritating General Manager returned to his office.

      "Sir, if you would text me what it is the man expects you to retrieve, I will take care of it. He has no right to treat you as a common employee.”

      "But I am technically a common employee at the moment." CJ slid his hands into his trouser pockets. "It's only for the summer. Besides, the store isn't far, and I'd like a bit of time to myself. I'll let you know should I need assistance."

      "As you wish."

      Anton escorted him to the lobby doors.

      Working as an assistant to the General Manager wasn't difficult. In fact, his faculty advisor had suggested that it put him on more equal footing with the others in the MBA program he'd begin once he returned to London.

      But that was only partially true, for the real reason he'd wanted to gain practical work experience close to his country's main embassy in Washington was the young woman who'd come to his aid months ago-the one who continued to hover at the edge of his consciousness. The one who'd had a license plate from Virginia on her car.

      It was embarrassing to admit what a grand idea returning to America had seemed once he was back in London. How could he ever imagine he would stumble upon his unexpected Cinderella in a place that was two hundred times the size of the principality he called home?

      But now—finally—CJ had embraced the reality and settled into the truth that this position would make practical use of his undergraduate management class, however much it galled him to follow a directive which should have fallen to the banquet management team.

      Luckily, the hotel was part of a large shopping and entertainment complex; the weather was lovely, and it gave him an excuse to get some much-needed fresh air by walking to Mason's, the nearby department store. While he noticed a few second glances from those he passed, it was a relief to not be recognized or approached.

      Finding the upper-level section of the store housing small appliances, CJ looked around, hoping to see the item he needed. He stroked his chin. What were those damned things called again? Grillers?

      "Hello there, Mr. Tall, Fair and Brooding."

      Caught off guard, he turned toward the lilting female voice. "Come again?"

      The pair of teenage girls looked at one another, then burst into giggles. The pony-tailed blonde whistled through her fingers. "Kat!"

      CJ followed the blonde's gaze toward a white, louvered door behind the sales desk. A frowning brunette exited, glaring at the one who'd summoned her.

      "Sara! Keep it down."

      "I didn't want you to lose out to the sales goal sniper."

      Giggling again, the girls walked away. Once the brunette finally turned his way, her frown dissolved into a gleaming smile that wiped his mind of everything but her soul's inner brightness, radiating toward him from behind her soft brown eyes.

      Time froze with the realization that this was indeed her, the one who'd helped him at the petrol station in the Spring.

      "I'm so sorry. That was my sister. I swear, she saves money to have a reason to shop here just . . . to . . . annoy me . . . "

      She took a step closer and stopped.

      His breath caught and he hoped she recognized him.

      He needed her to recognize him.

      "It looks like you got caught in another detour. You should have taken my advice on the paper map."  She wagged her index finger and shook her head.

      "That's a pity, because Mason's at the King of Prussia Mall is bigger and will have a nicer selection of small appliances and bedding once the back-to-school sales come around."

      Her deadpan tone was no match for the playful smile teasing at the corners of her mouth.

      "Ah, but The Fates have put you in my path again to set me on course."

      He mentally kicked himself for lacking the skill of being charmingly witty like Alex. "Forgive me. That was a horrible attempt at a joke. Actually, I've taken a management internship nearby and was sent to make a purchase."

      CJ breathed a soft sigh when she broke eye contact to shuffle through an assortment of pricing signs on the sales desk between them.

      She raised her head.

      "We have a sale starting tomorrow, but I'll be able to ring it as a presale today, so you don't lose out on the savings. What is it you need?"

      Caught in the lure of her gaze, he fought the urge to blurt out you as the name of the thing he needed came to him, then faded away the instant she smiled again.

      Tearing his attention away, he scanned the area to his left and fiddled with his shirt cuffs. "The catering staff needs something to set up small refreshment stations for a conference we're hosting tomorrow."

      "Drink refreshments?"

      He turned and she pointed to a stainless steel rolling cart.

      "If you plan to do smoothies or even mixed boozy drinks, you need this blender. It can turn ice cubes into snow in seconds."

      "Really?"

      "Yes! It's amazing! We have one at home."

      She winced, and he wondered if she felt as ridiculously awkward as he did. It was as if he'd been transported back into his teenaged self on the evening of his first unchaperoned date.

      "Actually, I'm looking for a cooking appliance. A grill. No, a griddlecooker."

      "A what? Greta Coker?" she asked with a puzzled expression.

      Why was he an absolute idiot suddenly? It wouldn't surprise him if the waves of incompetence had already crossed the Atlantic. The university in London was going to rescind his undergrad degree or bar his entrance to the business school before he returned to Europe to start the MBA program.

      Softly clearing his throat, he spoke slower, remembering the American inflection his late mother had taught him when he was small. "Forgive me. I am seeking a griddle cooker."

      She chewed her lower lip a moment, and he couldn't take his attention off her mouth.

      Time seemed to slow as she tried to make sense of what he'd attempted to describe. CJ savored the odd disconnect to study her. Around his own age, she was attractive, but without the polished modelesque look of most of the women he knew. And he finally knew why she'd made such an impression that wintry day in March. Her personality defined her, its inner warmth calm, inviting.

      "Oh! I know what you want."

      The next smile she gave him was the brightest yet. And he desperately wanted to kiss her.

      She lifted her hands and said "Stay put," before stepping back through the door she'd exited, returning with another of the silver carts, this one stacked with yellow boxes containing exactly what he was tasked with purchasing.

      "Yes. You have precisely what I need." He loved the way her cheeks flushed ever so slightly as he moved around right side of the sales desk to approach her. She broke eye contact first, and it was as if a cloud had moved across the sun.

      "I'm glad. This model is pretty popular."

      She took one of the boxes and stepped left to the cash register and scanned it, then shuffled through a small stack of paper signs on the edge of the high counter.

      "List price is $74.99 but if you can wait until tomorrow to take it, I can ring it at a presale price of $49.99. Your credit card won't be charged until tomorrow when the sale goes live."

      "I will purchase them today and take them with me."

      "All twelve? At full price?"

      She clamped her hand over her mouth as if trying to shove the excited flow of words back in.

      "All of them, yes. The cost is not an issue."

      Her eyes widened slightly, but she recovered quickly, and he hoped she didn't judge him harshly for his lack of concern over what many might consider a sizeable expense.

      "All righty then. A dozen electric griddles, it is."

      He stepped closer to the sales desk and removed the hotel's credit card from the breast pocket of his suit jacket while she grabbed the wireless hand scanner and returned to the cart. She took care in scanning each box before returning to the cash register to total the sale, her smile gracing him with a ray of sunshine that once again to melted away his odd feeling of insecurity.

      "Your total with tax is $953.87."

      He was unable to  tap the card because the card reader had a note taped to it and he had no trouble believing she’d placed it there.

      
        
        Out of Order.[image: frowning face]

      

      

      She grimaced “I forgot. I should have used the register on this side. I'm not absent minded. Ever."

      She bit her lower lip again.

      "If it's all right with you, I can swipe it on my end."

      "That will be fine." He handed over the card, fighting the urge to let his fingers touch hers.

      She processed the sale, and his gaze shifted momentarily to her name tag then back to her face when she looked up to return the card and long receipt.

      "Thank you so much. You put me way over my sales goal for the day."

      "The pleasure was all mine, Katrina."

      "Kat. Everyone calls me Kat."

      His inner teenager awakened once again, and he imagined touching the silky chestnut waves of her hair and whispering her full name before coaxing her in for a kiss. Damn. What was wrong with him? Shifting his attention to the appliance cart, he shoved the credit card and receipt into his pocket.

      Would you like me to bag these or . . ."

      CJ winced at his unaccustomed lack of foresight. "Let me contact someone from the hotel to come retrieve them." He pulled out his phone and stopped mid text when she spoke.

      "You came from the Wyatt, yes?"

      "Yes, and I should have driven, but I've been indoors all week and fancied a walk. I'm not sure why my brain chose today to skip the necessary details of getting these to the hotel."

      "I know that feeling."

      Her gentle laughter slid through him.

      An older woman approached; her name tag proclaimed her a manager.

      "Kat, you can leave for your lunch break. Daniel is on his way. I'll finish assisting your customer."

      A near gasp escaped him, drawing the attention of both women, and he turned away to feign a cough.
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      Apologizing, CJ made use of the sanitizer dispenser and muttered something about seasonal allergies.

      Thankfully, Katrina broke the embarrassed silence with a warm smile before speaking to her manager.

      "Thank you, Liz. I'm going to help this gentleman with his items. He works at the Wyatt and didn't drive. If it's okay, I'll use my break to walk the cart over and bring it back. He bought them all, and not as a pre-sale."

      The older woman grinned.  "And Thank you, good sir, for giving a boost to my area's numbers."

      "You are most welcome." He offered a slight nod to the grandmotherly woman.

      "Take your time, Kat," she said, her grin growing broader.

      "Once you reach the hotel, you can text me, then start your lunch break. I can manually clock your time."

      Katrina's cheeks flushed yet again and CJ gave the older woman a nod.

      With the customer elevator occupied, Katrina led him to an employee elevator. The squeak of old pulleys and gears filled the awkward silence, and yet it wasn't as uncomfortable as being forced together with a random stranger could be.

      The elevator stopped and she led him then through a maze-like corridor between departmental stockrooms. The last turn brought them out into a corner of the ground floor sales area where they walked toward the main entrance.

      "Are you sure you will be safe returning alone? I can have someone accompany you."

      She gave him a puzzled look. "Why do you ask?"

      CJ glanced over his shoulder. "There was a man near the counter with the display of sunglasses. He's been watching you the entire time we crossed the floor and not in a mildly appreciative way one might expect from a gentleman. In fact, I believe he is still staring."

      "Is he taller and heavier than you with a backpack and beard?"  she asked in a low tone, as if not wanting to be overheard.

      "Yes. Has he been a problem? If he is, I⁠—"

      She stopped pushing the little cart, then laughed.  "That's Jerry from Loss Prevention. He isn't a stalker."

      She reached out to touch his forearm. "I appreciate the concern, though. Thank you."

      Smiling, he placed his hand over hers, forcing back the urge to lift and kiss it in the old-world way his father often did when greeting female friends. "You are welcome. Please, if you ever do need assistance of any type, don't hesitate to seek me out."

      She withdrew her hand, rather quickly, it seemed. How stupid of him. Why did he feel so out of his depth? Why did she fascinate him so?

      Katrina began walking again, her pace the same leisurely one as before, and his anxiety dialed itself back.

      "I usually have my purse when I leave the building and I carry pepper spray so I'm not helpless."

      "That is very prudent of you."

      Her softer laugh this time warmed him as much as the early afternoon sun that hit their faces when they exited.

      "It was more a requirement of my dad's when I was asked on my first date."

      His own father wasn't overprotective, but he was a stickler for making his high expectations for his sons known from the time they were young, especially when it came to his eldest son and heir, Alexander.

      "Being somewhat overbearing is a parental prerogative, I suppose."

      Kat laughed again, and he wondered if she was romantically involved with someone. Of course, she had to be. She was beautiful, personable.

      "Jilly, my stepmother, says that he went from helicopter pilot to low-level helicopter parent in the time it took for him to pack away his uniform for the last time."

      The hotel loomed ever-closer with each step and CJ needed to prolong their time together. He stopped causing her to do the same. "Please, allow me to push it the rest of the way." Their hands accidentally touched, and he loved the sight of her cheeks flushing ever so slightly. Hopefully, he hadn't shown any sign of the tiny jolt the brief skin contact had given him.

      He slowed their walking pace a bit more. "Did your father work in law enforcement?"

      "He served in the Marines. My mom was a pilot, too. Dad's best friend set them up on a blind date"

      "Sir!"

      Damn. He should have given Anton the remainder of the day off.

      "Did I make you late for a meeting or something?"

      "Not at all, that's only my…my fellow intern, Anton."

      She bit her lower lip in a shy sort of way he found rather charming.

      "I didn't even think to ask your name. You don't need to tell me, of course."

      "I should apologize for not making a proper introduction of myself from the start." He cast a sharp look to Anton, who halted a short distance away before continuing. "My given name is Christian Josef, but those close to me often simply use my initials CJ You may do that if you wish."

      She stared into his eyes and he wanted more than ever to kiss her. He'd been taught not to show strong emotion in public, yet found it difficult to resist. He didn't realize he was leaning into her until Anton drew his attention by feigning a slight cough.

      "Please, allow me."

      He let Anton take the cart and told him to deliver the electric griddles to the foodservice area, instructing him to return the cart to the store when he finished.

      "That's not necessary, He shouldn't do my work for me. I'll walk with you to the hotel and bring the cart back myself."

      "But you are on a meal break, yes? Technically, I have been intruding on your personal time." CJ motioned for Anton to carry on.

      "Well . . . "

      "May I ask how much time you have?"

      She looked at her delicate gold wristwatch.

      "I suppose if we count now as the end of my delivery, I have about forty-five minutes. I get an hour break today because I volunteered to stay for a full shift since we had to get things ready for the sale tomorrow."

      If only this internship wasn't a short-term assignment. As indelicate as it might be he rather wished he'd taken his cousin Karl's suggestion to have someone at the embassy use their various connections to track her down after their chance meeting a few months back.

      As trite as it seemed, Katrina was unlike most young women of his acquaintance. Poised and guarded, it could be difficult to judge their true demeanor or intentions.

      But he had full confidence this genial American was exactly as she appeared-warm, caring, conscientious. Someone he could count on to become a true and lasting friend. He could certainly use that now that Alex was becoming more involved in their country's politics and governance issues.

      Kat pulled a small front pocket wallet from her slacks and took out a business card with star-shaped holes punched into it.

      "Do you like smoothies, by chance? One more regular purchase and I'll get a free one over at the Smoothie Palace."

      She turned and gestured to a shop they'd passed.

      A silvery tiara literally crowned the stylized cup and straw logo. The evening he'd first arrived, countless tiny lights made the tiara sparkle in the night, and he'd found it to be the height of garish American commercialism, but now the sign charmed him, and he couldn't think of any other place he'd rather be.

      "I would enjoy that, thank you." With a bow of his head, he let her lead the way.

      They paused when a young girl rushed toward them, her harried mother close behind, calling to her. The child stopped short to show off the few artificial carnations she carried.

      "I has flowers!"

      "And they're very pretty! The pink matches your outfit."

      "That's what Mommy says, too."

      The child's mother scooped her up and apologized, then cautioned her daughter about speaking to strangers as they walked away, the little one protesting that Kat wasn't a stranger but her "store friend".

      Kat smiled.

      "She's got an excellent memory. I was coming back from my break a couple of weeks ago and saw her trying to play hide and seek in the clothing racks while her mom was paying for their items."

      "You took it upon yourself to watch over her."

      "It was more instinct. I had to keep an eye on my younger sister when we shopped because she was a bit of an escape artist, too. She also seems to have Sara's love for color coordinating accessories with her outfits. I think I envy that."

      Kat's soft laugh was infectious in a wonderful way. She was most definitely someone he wanted to know better.

      When they entered the smoothie bar, CJ found a small corner table for them while Kat queued up to place the order. Using her absence to text Anton, he directed his guard to purchase a flower arrangement from a nearby floral shop and bring it to the hotel so that he might include a personalized note.

      He was glad when Anton responded quickly for clarification.

      
        
          
            
              
        Anton: The usual rose arrangement?

      

      

      

      

      

      Surely, she would love roses but it was such a cliché, and too apt to be seen as the type of unspoken pickup line his cousin would use.

      Definitely not roses at this point. He wanted something that fit the soft, carefree feeling she gave him.

      
        
          
            
              
        CJ: Something simpler, I think. Perhaps carnations.

      

      

      

      

      

      He stood when Kat returned with two swirled white and pink concoctions, then quickly stepped around to pull out the opposite chair for her. Her awkward smile showed she wasn't accustomed to this. Was it foolish to want to change that?

      "I got us two strawberry deluxe cremes, which is more milkshake than healthy fruit drink, but this is my go-to, quick lunch. Don't judge me."

      He absolutely adored the way she swirled the plump stemmed cherry through the dollop of whipped cream crowning the drink before eating it. She toyed with the fruit out of pure enjoyment and without that suggestive air he'd witnessed in others. He spooned the cherry from his smoothie and offered it to her, receiving a skeptical look in return.

      "You're sure?"

      "Yes. I don't much care for their sweetness."

      She took the spoon from him, and he wished she'd have let her fingers touch his.

      "Thank you."

      "You're welcome." He never felt this at ease around new people, and he certainly hadn't entertained silly romantic thoughts. Needing to distract himself, he stared down into the tall cup as he took a long sip of the creamy concoction. His thoughts drifted to the times when his late mother would make him and his brother thick milkshakes. She'd used the ice cream she'd let them take turns churning with an old hand-cranked contraption she'd brought to Höhenburg when she'd married his father. If only there had been more enjoyable days like that than the others … He gave a start when she touched his hand. He stared a moment, wondering if she'd somehow sensed the sadness deep within him.

      "Are you okay? Am I holding you back? If you need to leave, it's fine."

      He shook his head and smiled. "Would you mind continuing your story about how your parents met? Your eyes had a hint of laughter that leads me to think it's quite amusing when you mentioned a blind date."

      She gave his hand a quick squeeze before withdrawing it to hold her cup and stir the straw around.

      "As I said, they were both helicopter pilots assigned to the same air station. My mom flew transport helicopters, my dad flies—flew—an attack helicopter."

      "That's quite impressive. They both flew combat missions?"

      "Yes, but by the time they met, my mom was in what they called a stand down mode because they were in a transition phase for a different aircraft."

      "Are you or will you become a pilot?"

      She laughed.

      "This apple was captured by a gust of wind and fell very far from the military and aviation branches of my family tree."

      He adored her gentle humor. "I can relate to that feeling." He sipped the smoothie then turned the topic back toward her. "You mentioned your parents meeting was arranged?"

      She nodded.

      "They had mutual friends. The name of my dad and his friend Jesse's squadron was The Warriors. So, when my mom came into the bar near their base and waved to Uncle Jess, he turned to my dad and, referring to her by her squadron's name, says, "Here comes your little Thunder Chicken."

      CJ almost choked from laughter. "Thunder Chicken?"

      "Someone must have been drunk to come up with that. Anyway, Daddy, being snarky, called her versions of that the entire night. He didn't stop until the next time he saw her, and she out-flew him in a marathon flight simulator competition."

      "It must have been like a scene out of a romantic film."

      The happiness slowly died in her eyes, and she stared down into her half-finished drink. What an ass he was. She'd mentioned a stepmother. Clearly, it hadn't been a grand, lasting romance. He placed his hand over hers. "I am sorry to have upset you."

      She looked up, tears brimming.

      "You didn't. My mom was killed in a training accident when I was in kindergarten. The anniversary of her death was hard for me this year. I'm not sure why. I haven't felt that sad in a long while."

      She pulled her hand away, then lowered her head to dab at the tears with a napkin. "I'm sorry."

      CJ hesitated before reaching out with a gentle touch to her chin, coaxing her to raise her head. "Please, don't apologize. I understand how haunting those memories are. I lost my mother when I was very young as well. It was an auto accident near the-close to our home. Sometimes the sad memories hit hardest when we least expect it."

      The silence fell between them like the thick curtain over his bedroom window at the castle, blotting out the sun, dampening but not erasing the coldness that forever emanated within those centuries-old stone walls. Damn.

      Kat reached out to brush her fingers against his, driving the sense of chill far away. Still, the hint of a different shiver tickled his spine.

      Everything he'd ever done, everything about his life had been planned or guided by others.

      Did he dare continue to follow this startling impulsiveness that had led him back to America?
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      Kat couldn't believe she was talking to him like he was her closest friend from high school. It felt weird to feel so comfortable with a practical stranger, and yet it was nice . . . maybe too nice?

      She glanced at her watch while moving her empty drink cup to the side. Her break would be over soon and this interlude would be a hazy memory by tomorrow.

      No. The image of CJ with his perfectly tailored suit, Hollywood worthy face, sandy hair, and that smooth, accented voice would linger in her memory a long while. And she would never forget the way he looked at her with his hypnotizing hazel eyes.

      She needed to head back to the store but wasn't ready to walk away. "Where are you from originally? She smiled for what must have been the millionth time since she'd set eyes on him, and was glad to see the sadness of a loss she knew too well finally fade from his face.

      "I am from a small town close to the Swiss border."

      "Oohh, Switzerland."

      "You've been there to ski?"

      He asked it so casually, she wanted to laugh at the thought of her dad going to the trouble and expense of crossing an ocean just to ski. Kat cleared her throat.

      "No, I've never been there, although I have skied in the Poconos a few times. Mostly, the mention of Switzerland stirs my love of Swiss chocolate. A very deep and fattening kind of love. I hope Dad goes there on business. But then again, I don't, because, fattening." For heaven's sake, she was rambling. "I have been to London once. I'd love to spend more time there."

      "I attended university there and decided to go back for graduate school. What was your favorite place to visit? Buckingham Palace? Did you imagine yourself dancing the night away at a ball?"

      Being the center of attention at a lavish ball was definitely not something she wanted. "No. That would be number one on my sister's list. I was more than happy to tour Westminster Abbey, then spend some time alone inside Temple Church while my parents took Sara on the palace tour. By the time they came back, I didn't want to leave."

      "Tell me more."

      His gorgeous eyes held her captive, the way they seemed to peer into her as if he was watching her memories of that day. It made her wish their paths had crossed back then to make the trip absolutely perfect.

      "I can't explain it," she continued. "I've always been a history nerd but, outside of a museum, I'd never actually seen anything that old in person before. It was like a part of me could feel the enormity of it all. I closed my eyes, trying to imagine the times and people who'd worshipped in and lived near it over the centuries. Thinking and studying about the Medieval era amazes me as much today as it did then." She broke eye contact. "For someone who studies historic fact, I have an overactive imagination."

      "Your enthusiasm is delightful," he said with raw admiration that held her spellbound.

      The spell broke when Kat's phone signaled a text. Jumping up, she almost knocked over the bent metal café chair. It was her manager, asking if she was all right. "I can't believe I lost track of time. I am so late!"
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