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        “Love is a game that two can play and both can win.”
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      Princess Charlotte of Durham didn’t want to be a special guest at her ex-boyfriend’s South African hotel. But being a princess usually meant not getting her way.

      She stared out the window of her rented sedan at the magnificent marula trees rushing past, awe racing through her despite her attempts to hold it back. Sparse branches topped with a canopy of green leaves reached toward fluffy white clouds set against the bluest sky she’d ever seen. The narrow road they drove on looked newly resurfaced, and the dark of the blacktop contrasted sharply with the gold grasses on either side. Heat shimmered in the air, and for the first time in her life Charlotte understood what people meant when they talked about desert mirages. The road looked wet, like it had rained recently, but she’d been in the car for more than an hour and there hadn’t been a drop of moisture.

      Adam had spoken for hours about South Africa, describing everything from the animals to the food while they cuddled together in a hammock on his private rooftop garden. His passion for the country, and the resort he ran there, had come through in every sentence. Had that really only been six weeks ago?

      Well, his words hadn’t done this country justice. Not surprising, since Adam was a total liar.

      Emma reached across the seat and squeezed Charlotte’s hand. The cousins were only a few months apart in age and had grown up more like sisters after Emma’s parents died in a car crash and she moved to the palace with her brother. Right now, Emma’s expressive blue eyes were dark with concern. “Are you okay?”

      Charlotte forced a smile and nodded. “Of course. Just admiring the landscape. I can’t believe we’ve let the boys handle the overseas engagements for so long.”

      “I know.” Emma rested her hands primly in her lap. She’d worn a fitted white blazer and skirt today. It made her tanned skin glow and really set off her dark silky hair. “But the family dynamic is changing. Now that Alex and Stefan are occupied with their fiancées, maybe Aunt Nicolette will let us do more solo engagements.”

      “I hope so.” Charlotte’s mother was fiercely protective and had preferred to keep the girls close to home. In fact, this was the first time Emma and Charlotte had been allowed out of the country without one of their brothers accompanying them. It was a refreshing change.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Emma pursed her lips, frowning. “I know this is a lot.”

      In the front seat of the car, Joseph—one of Charlotte’s two bodyguards—shifted, murmuring something to the driver in a low voice that she couldn’t discern. Joseph was a hulking man, with a stern expression and deep love for firearms. And while he and Karla, Charlotte’s female bodyguard who rode in the sedan in front of theirs, were great at keeping confidences, Charlotte still liked to maintain as much privacy as possible.

      She leaned closer to Emma, lowering her voice. “Stop acting like I’ll fall apart when I see him. I’m not here because of that.” She’d only spent ten days with Adam—a whirlwind romance—while he dealt with an issue at one of the Durham hotel properties. No one but Charlotte’s security detail and Emma had known about the relationship, which had been fine by Charlotte. After seeing the media circus her brothers Alex and Stefan had gone through, she’d been content to hide the truth.

      It had been obvious from the start that Adam wasn’t looking for something serious. Charlotte wasn’t either, at least at first. But despite her better judgment, she’d fallen hard. And after that last magical evening together, she’d thought maybe he’d fallen for her, too.

      “Okay, okay.” Emma held up a placating hand. “This isn’t about Adam.”

      “It isn’t,” Charlotte insisted. “I never would have come if Education Beyond Borders hadn’t asked me to keynote at the conference.”

      She hadn’t wanted to say yes to the invitation, considering that this year the three-day education conference was being held at Adam’s hotel. That meant Charlotte would probably run into him at least once or twice, which would be beyond uncomfortable. But she’d never been able to refuse an opportunity to speak about the vital importance of education. Since Emma loved traveling, she’d offered to accompany Charlotte for moral support.

      Was it too much to hope that Adam wouldn’t be at the hotel at all during the conference? Although they’d parted with no promises of the future, she’d thought he’d at least call. Had been so certain he felt the same way she did.

      But he hadn’t called. First one day had passed, then two, then three. On day five, she’d seen a picture of him with Brionna Cartwright on an online gossip site. Apparently, the two heirs to hotel fortunes were dating. Charlotte really had been nothing more than a fling.

      The pain had gone much deeper than hurt pride.

      Her fingers curled around the romance novel she held in her lap, seeking the comfort only a book could bring. If she ran into Adam, she’d treat him like any other employee she encountered on the trip—polite but aloof. She wouldn’t think about how his lips could command hers with a simple touch, how soft his hair felt beneath her fingers, the way his mere presence could make her shiver⁠—

      Joseph shifted in the front seat, distracting Charlotte. Emma stared at her with a knowing expression.

      Charlotte squirmed uncomfortably, pretending to take interest in a rodent scurrying across the road. They had to be mere minutes away from the resort by now.

      “You don’t have to speak to him,” Emma said finally. “Don’t even look at him. Pretend he’s not there.”

      Charlotte rolled her eyes. “So if he shows up and tries to talk to me, I’m supposed to just ignore him and walk away? Mother will love that. Very royal behavior.”

      Emma lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “You’re a princess of Durham. You can behave however you’d like, and Adam Montgomery will just have to deal with it.”

      Charlotte’s mouth quirked up in a smile. “It’s precisely because I’m a princess that I can’t act like that. But thanks for the sentiment all the same. What would I do without you?”

      “Be totally overrun by your brothers, probably,” Emma said with a laugh.

      “Probably.” Charlotte sighed, smoothing a hand over the cover of her book. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and he won’t be here. For all I know, he’s off at some other exotic hotel with Little Miss Perfect. They only own about a billion resorts across the globe between the two of them.”

      Little Miss Perfect—that was the nickname they’d given Brionna. There was something about her that just seemed off. Maybe it was the plastic smile she always gave the cameras, or the way she had a canned answer for any question asked by a reporter. But it was hard not to feel jealous of the gorgeous brunette. Did Brionna know that only a few days before she and Adam had gotten together, he’d been kissing Charlotte?

      Probably not. Adam would have kept that information to himself, no doubt.

      “Right,” Emma deadpanned. “Because hotel managers always vacation on a foreign continent while an important conference is being held at their hotel.”

      “A girl can dream,” Charlotte said. A lock of hair fell into her eyes, and she tucked it behind one ear. The blonde color still surprised her every time she looked in a mirror. She’d needed a change after Adam disappeared and dying her hair had fit the bill. The fact that her natural brown hair color was nearly identical to Brionna’s was just a coincidence.

      “For your sake, I hope you’re right and that he’s sitting on some beach in Greece right now,” Emma said. She stared out the window and let out a contented sigh. “Not that his view could be any better than this. I had no idea Africa was so beautiful.”

      That much was true at least. Charlotte stared out the window, trying to push away her negative emotions and just enjoy the moment. In the distance, a long, brown spotted neck reached for leaves high on a tree. Her heart gave a feeble, happy flutter.

      That was an actual giraffe in the wild. She was cruising through the African savanna. This was the chance of a lifetime, and she didn’t want to spend her entire trip being angry.

      “It’s like something out of a postcard,” Charlotte said. “No wonder the boys always kept the international engagements for themselves.”

      “And I thought they were just being gentlemanly.” Emma smirked. “Think we’ll have any time for sightseeing?”

      “Maybe. I asked Becky to try to fit a safari ride into the schedule, even if it’s only a short one.” Her personal secretary was usually able to accommodate those types of requests, and the hotel website advertised safari rides as short as ninety minutes. Charlotte had spent most of the eleven-hour plane ride from Durham researching the Hotel Montgomery. Situated on the edge of tribal lands, the resort catered to tourists eager to go on safari and trophy hunters hoping to bag the Big Five. The money from the hunts helped with conservation efforts, while the meat fed the tribes. Although the resort was relatively new—not quite two years old—it had already made a name for itself as a premier travel destination.

      Emma gasped, pointing to a lion sprawled in the shade of a tree only a rock’s-throw away. It yawned, and Charlotte could make out each individual tooth in the giant mammal’s mouth. She gaped, adrenaline mixing with awe. Could a lion attack a moving car? She wasn’t sure how fast they could run.

      “I can’t believe they get so close to the road,” Emma said.

      “It’s incredible,” Charlotte agreed. No wonder Adam had been so eager to go home. At the time, she hadn’t been able to imagine why he’d chosen to manage one of the South African hotels over one in their native Durham. Now it was starting to make sense.

      “What else does the resort have to offer, aside from safaris?” Emma asked. While Charlotte had researched, Emma had paged through fashion magazines. But Charlotte didn’t mind that her cousin had let her do all the work.

      “There’s an elephant sanctuary on the far end of the reserve. Tourists can pay to help the keeper bathe and feed the animals. You can even ride them.”

      Emma’s eyes widened with glee. “Oh, we have to try to make time for that. I wish we could stay longer than three days. There is no way we’ll get to everything before it’s time to go home.”

      “Maybe we can come back on vacation sometime,” Charlotte said. Extending their trip wasn’t an option—not with Alex’s wedding coming up in barely more than a week. Three full days at the Hotel Montgomery was all they’d get, and Charlotte wasn’t about to let Adam ruin it for her.

      She hoped he was in Greece with Little Miss Perfect. She wanted South Africa all to herself.

      Charlotte craned her neck, watching as a hawk glided across the sky. It dove down, snatching some small animal from the grasses of the savanna before rising gracefully once more. She ached to run through those tall grasses—well, maybe grasses less infested by lions. To breathe in the fresh air. To truly enjoy this remarkable corner of the world.

      They rounded a bend in the road, passing a copse of trees. The hotel sprang into view, and Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat.

      “Is that it?” Emma asked, leaning forward.

      Charlotte could only nod. Gleaming white marble sparkled underneath the harsh African sun like a jewel in the desert. Calling it a resort was almost insulting. The Hotel Montgomery was an oasis. No wonder it had a waiting list nearly nine months out.

      Fountains appeared on either side of the road, their long and narrow jets of water bouncing into the air. Charlotte glanced at Joseph, knowing he’d throw a fit if she rolled down the window to get a better view. The blacktop transitioned into red cobblestones. Neatly trimmed flowers and bushes lined the front of the hotel, while the windows arched high overhead.

      “It’s so beautiful,” Charlotte breathed.

      “That’s like calling the Sistine Chapel pretty,” Emma said. “It’s magnificent.”

      Charlotte had to agree. The caravan of cars slowed, pulling around the wide circular driveway. They came to a stop underneath the portico, right in front of the sliding glass doors.

      Joseph got out of the car and was quickly met by Emma’s two bodyguards and Karla. Charlotte patiently waited for one of them to open the car door. Another fountain was just a few paces away, jets of water shooting nearly ten feet into the air. A large sign with Hotel Montgomery etched into the stone sat just in front of it.

      The car door finally opened. A blast of hot, dry air hit Charlotte right in the face, so different from the cool humidity she was used to in Durham. She accepted Joseph’s hand and exited the car, barely noting that Karla was already stationed near the sliding glass doors.

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said, smoothing a hand down the front of her skirt. Bellhops were already unloading luggage from the trunks of the cars under Becky’s direction, while the four members of the security detail watched the area with wary eyes.

      The glass doors slid open, and a man in an impeccable three-piece gray suit strode forward. He was tall, with long legs and a closely shaved beard that defined a strong jawline. His dark hair was styled off his forehead, and his piercing blue eyes seemed to stare right through her. Charlotte’s heart stuttered in her chest before beating again at double-time. He’d always had the uncanny ability to see through her façade to what lay underneath.

      “Adam,” she breathed, then immediately regretting not calling him Mr. Montgomery.

      “Princess Charlotte.” His smooth voice glided over her like water, making her shiver. She’d always loved the deep timbre of his voice. The way it vibrated against her ear when she laid her head against his chest.

      She was frozen to the spot, unable to move. He strode toward her, one hand extended. She accepted it without thinking, letting his hand engulf hers. It was pleasantly cool despite the oppressive heat, the grip firm without being painful. Her entire arm warmed with the contact while her mouth grew dry.

      “Welcome to Hotel Montgomery,” Adam said, releasing her hand after one last squeeze. “We’re so pleased you’re here.”
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      Charlotte’s hand tingled, and she could still feel the ghost of Adam’s skin against her palm. Running into him while in South Africa had always been a possibility—no, more like an inevitability—but she’d never imagined it would happen five seconds after arriving at his hotel.

      She was an idiot for not anticipating this outcome. Of course he’d known she was coming and would greet them at the door. Royalty didn’t stay at prestigious hotels unbeknownst to the ones running them, and anyway, her name was probably plastered all over the hotel lobby since she was keynoting the conference.

      Did it bother him that she was here?

      She hoped it drove him crazy. That he’d stayed up all night worrying about her arrival.

      Emma nudged Charlotte with one shoulder. She blinked, trying to collect herself. When had Emma gotten out of the car? Charlotte was suddenly very aware of the oppressive African heat, and the way it made her clothes stick to her body. She probably looked like an abandoned cat, her hair limp and clothes wrinkled.

      Her hair! The hair she’d dyed blonde when Adam left. Charlotte clutched the novel in her hands, fighting the urge to smooth back her locks. That would only draw more attention to the change.

      Emma cleared her throat and extended a hand toward Adam. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      Charlotte bit her lip, holding back a grin. Emma knew very well who Adam was—had cheerfully spent hours verbally abusing him after Charlotte had found the photo of Adam and Brionna online.

      “My apologies, Princess. It seems I’ve forgotten my manners.” He dropped an air kiss over the top of Emma’s wrist, smooth as ever. “I’m Adam Montgomery, the chief operations manager at this hotel.”

      “Montgomery…” Emma pursed her lips as though thinking. “No relation to Thomas Montgomery, Earl of Nottingshire, I suppose?”

      “My father, Your Highness.”

      “Ah. Then we’re in good hands here, I’m certain. I was so sorry to hear about the passing of your mother last year.”

      Charlotte’s eyes flew to Adam’s, catching the glimpse of pain before it cleared.

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Adam said.

      He’d only mentioned his mother a few times, but the pain in his voice had been evident each time. Breast cancer. They hadn’t caught it until it was too late, and treatments had only prolonged the inevitable. Shortly after the funeral, Adam’s father had handed over the South African hotel project—the first property Adam had managed entirely on his own—and he’d thrown himself into the task.

      Charlotte swallowed hard, feeling uneasy. Why had she fantasized for even a moment that he would be on a beach in Greece with Little Miss Perfect? He’d probably stay by their side the entire trip, making sure everything went according to plan.

      Adam motioned to the sliding glass doors that led inside the building, apparently oblivious to Charlotte’s inner turmoil. “If you’ll follow me, I can accompany you to your suite and make sure you get settled.”

      “That would be lovely,” Emma said. She wrapped an arm tightly around Charlotte’s and propelled her forward, lowering her voice. “Your face is an open book. Don’t let him know how much he hurt you.”

      Adam had said something similar once—that he always knew exactly what Charlotte was feeling just by looking into her eyes. It drove Maggie Staton, the head of public relations at the palace, batty. A good royal should always maintain a poker face, but Charlotte had never mastered that particular skill.

      The glass doors slid open, sending a wave of cool air over Charlotte. Karla and one of Emma’s bodyguards were already inside, while the two remaining members of the security detail hovered close by.

      Just inside the lobby, Charlotte was accosted by a larger-than-life poster of herself. The photograph was from the official palace press packet and showed her natural brown hair color. She winced, ignoring the photo and taking in the lobby. It was completely empty, save a receptionist at the gorgeous dark mahogany check-in desk. Charlotte wasn’t surprised. No doubt Joseph had coordinated with hotel security to make sure the area was clear.

      Their heels clicked across the white marble floors while crystal chandeliers sent rainbows of light across the room. Sleek black couches were arranged around a fireplace large enough to stand upright in. She’d known from the photographs on the hotel’s website that the place would be magnificent, but the pictures hadn’t prepared her for the reality. Lord Nottingshire had truly outdone himself with this project, although Charlotte knew Adam had been heavily involved from day one.

      “This is quite the hotel you’ve got here,” Emma said, echoing Charlotte’s own thoughts.

      Adam threw a knee-melting smile over his shoulder. “Thank you. We’re extremely proud of Hotel Montgomery. It received five stars in World Traveler Magazine last year, and I just confirmed this morning that Natalie and Shawn Erickson will be staying here in October. I’m hoping she gives us a glowing review on According to Natalie.”

      “That is impressive,” Charlotte said. Natalie’s online travel site had exploded into popularity two years earlier after an article about how she’d fallen in love on a Toujour singles cruise went viral. “I’ve been following her ever since she visited Durham last year. She’s so funny and down-to-earth.”

      “Yes, and of course she also has connections to Toujour.” Another smile from Adam. “I’m hoping to convince them to host one of their singles retreats right here at Hotel Montgomery.”

      That would be fantastic publicity for the hotel. Charlotte opened her mouth to congratulate him, but caught sight of Emma’s raised eyebrow.

      What was she doing? Charlotte quickly shut her mouth. Adam was no longer her friend, or more than a friend, or whatever he’d been back in Durham. She couldn’t allow herself to fall back into the easy conversation they’d shared then. Opening up had never come easily for Charlotte, but something about Adam made her relax and want to share her secrets.

      “Well, that all sounds very exciting,” Emma said.

      Adam shot Charlotte a glance that she couldn’t quite read. “Yes, I’m very happy with how well the hotel has done.”

      Montgomery Hotels & Resorts had a worldwide reputation for excellence, but this was on a whole other level. She knew how much this success meant to him. How hard he had worked to prove himself to his father, even if he was half a world away most of the time.

      “Was there ever any question?” Emma asked, giving a polite laugh that no one but Charlotte would recognize as forced.

      “I certainly try my best,” Adam said.

      They arrived at a set of gleaming gold elevator doors, and Joseph pushed the up button while Karla scanned the hallway. Charlotte could feel Adam’s eyes on her, but she refused to meet them.

      Why, out of all the employees in this hotel, had he decided to be the sole member of their welcoming party? Adam had to know that he was the last person on the planet she wanted to make small talk with. Sure, he was the hotel manager at this property, but wasn’t there a public relations specialist better suited to the task?

      The elevator doors slid open. Joseph quickly inspected the interior, then motioned them inside. No doubt Karla was checking out the stairwell or something with Emma’s guards.

      Soft classical music filled the elevator as the doors slid closed. Charlotte clasped her hands tightly together, taking comfort in the weight of the novel in her hands. She was all too aware of Adam’s presence—the spicy scent of his aftershave, the fine cut of his suit, the way his blue eyes made her heart throb.

      “There’s a welcome dinner tonight in the main dining hall at eight o’clock,” Adam said. “Most of the conference’s special guests are arriving sometime today, and they’re all very eager to meet Your Royal Highnesses.”

      “How lovely,” Emma said.

      A welcome dinner? Charlotte felt her cheeks heat at the thought of spending even more time with Adam. Her secretary, Becky, hadn’t mentioned any welcome dinner.

      “We’ll have to make sure there is room in our schedules,” Charlotte said. This elevator was far too small for her taste. “All of that goes through my secretary.”

      “Yes, I sent an official invitation to the palace nearly two weeks ago,” Adam said. Was that a smirk? “Your secretary accepted it on your behalf.”

      Charlotte pressed the book closer to her stomach, forcing herself to take slow, even breaths. That was the problem with a secret relationship—your secretary didn’t know to refuse invitations that forced you to spend more time with your ex.

      The elevator doors slid open, and Charlotte exhaled in relief. She quickly stepped into the hallway, noting Karla and one of Emma’s bodyguards were already there.

      “I guess I didn’t pay too close of attention to our itinerary,” Charlotte said. Oh, how she wanted to rail at Adam—to scream that this conference was about bringing education to underdeveloped areas, not drinking cocktails and making small talk. But she knew that socializing was an important part of the next few days, and she would grudgingly play her part.

      “A side effect of being a princess,” Adam murmured.

      Charlotte’s spine stiffened at the phrase—one they’d joked about often during those ten days they’d spent together. “I’m rather tired, Mr. Montgomery. Which way to our room?”

      “Yes, of course,” Adam said, all formality once more. “My apologies, Your Highness. It’s the presidential suite at the end of the hallway.”

      Charlotte waited as Adam unlocked the door and let them inside the suite. Joseph immediately disappeared down one of the hallways, no doubt to do a sweep of the rooms.

      The suite was spectacular, with floor-to-ceiling glass doors covering an entire wall and offering a breathtaking view of the savanna. A black baby grand piano sat tucked into one corner of the room, and white couches framed a cozy fireplace, with an animal-skinned rug—a cheetah, perhaps?—in front of it. The sidebar boasted a gorgeous basket of colorful fruit and a dining room table big enough for eight. But Charlotte felt more tightly coiled than a spring, and couldn’t appreciate the splendor.

      Was Adam still with Brionna? Charlotte assumed they were still together, but she wasn’t certain. Little Miss Perfect might be somewhere in the hotel right now.

      Charlotte glanced over at Adam. His eyes were on her, face unreadable. She quickly looked away again, focusing on an abstract painting in the dining room. Was it supposed to be a lion? She wasn’t sure.

      Becky bustled into the room, directing the bellhops with their carts of luggage and breaking some of the tension. Thank heaven. Charlotte sent Emma a pleading expression.

      Emma clasped her hands together and smiled broadly. “Well, thank you for your help, Mr. Montgomery. We’ll see you tonight at the welcome dinner.”

      Adam blinked, clearly surprised at the dismissal. Charlotte ignored his questioning stare. He’d closed that door forever, and she wasn’t about to humiliate herself by mistaking a casual glance for affection and trying to re-open it.

      “I’ll see you tonight, then?” Adam asked her. It was a question—one Charlotte wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of answering.

      Emma took a step forward, herding Adam toward the door. “Yes, we’ll see you tonight.”

      Adam paused in the doorway, his soulful eyes still trying to pull Charlotte in. “Please let me know if you need anything.”

      She wanted to throw her book at him. Need anything? She needed him to stop looking at her like there was unfinished business between them. Needed him to leave her alone and assign someone else to be their contact here at the hotel.

      “We’ll be fine,” Charlotte said, her words clipped.

      Emma took another step forward, placing one hand on the door. “Goodbye, Mr. Montgomery,” she said.

      “Goodbye,” he echoed.

      Emma firmly closed the door, turning to Charlotte.

      “Well,” she said. “That was incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. So much for avoiding him during the conference.”

      Charlotte let out a moan, collapsing onto the couch. “How am I going to survive the next three days?”

      Emma sat down beside Charlotte, patting her back consolingly. “It’ll be fine. I’ll run interference tonight, and hopefully Adam will be too busy to bother you during the conference.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” Charlotte said. “There’s nothing else to be done. I’ll try to ignore him as much as possible.”

      “Good plan,” Emma said. She rose, heading toward the balcony. “I’m going to check out the rest of the suite. Want to come?”

      “Sure,” Charlotte said, rising as well.

      Three days, and then Adam would be out of her life forever. What could possibly go wrong?
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      Adam couldn’t get his encounter with Charlotte out of his head. Lunch found him sitting in the dining room with Brionna, dragging his fork tines through the vinaigrette salad dressing as he remembered the way Charlotte’s eyes had flashed when she saw him that morning. The clink of silverware against fine china plates echoed off the fifteen-foot high coffered ceilings, but Adam barely noticed.

      He hadn’t wanted to be the one to greet her. But no one knew about Adam’s fling with the princess of Durham, and it would look insulting to the crown if he passed the task off to anyone else. He was heir to the earldom—a member of the nobility—and Adam didn’t want to give his father anything else to criticize. In just a few hours, his father would arrive at the resort, and no doubt he’d have enough complaints without Adam adding wood to the fire.

      His mother’s death had been hard for all of them, and Adam had been eager to lighten his father’s load by taking over the management of the Hotel Montgomery. This hotel was his baby—the first project his father had allowed Adam to take complete charge of. And no princess was going to distract him from seeing it through to completion.

      He’d known seeing her again today would be uncomfortable. What Adam hadn’t expected was the surge of emotions that had surfaced when he grasped Charlotte’s hand.

      Would she have lunch delivered to her suite, or would she come down to the dining room?

      “Adam? Are you even listening to me?”

      He blinked, focusing on Brionna. Her chocolate brown hair was pulled back in a loose bun at the nape of her neck, and she’d left a few strands framing her face. Pale blue eyes stared out at him from peaches-and-cream skin dusted with freckles. She was twenty-nine, same as him, and had a thin frame and delicate features. There wasn’t a man alive who would deny that she was pretty.

      But Charlotte was so much more than a pretty face. She had a sharp, biting wit that Adam adored. A passion for education and literacy that he admired. A vulnerability that made him want to protect her at all costs.

      What Charlotte didn’t have was the approval of his deceased mother, or a hotel empire to make his father proud.

      Adam had been shocked to return from Durham to find Brionna staying at his hotel. It had felt like his mother was gently prodding him from beyond the grave to finally date the oldest Cartwright heir. Mother had always hoped he and Brionna would eventually end up together.

      “Sorry,” Adam said. “What were you saying?”

      “I said I spoke with Blessing, and she’s threatening to quit again.” Brionna’s brow pinched with worry. “I’m concerned that this time, she might follow through. Last night’s vandalism really rattled her.”

      Adam set down his fork, despite the fact that half of his arugula salad still filled the plate. Blessing was the project coordinator for the school they were building a mile from the resort, and they desperately needed to keep her happy until the project’s conclusion. “She’s just blowing off steam.”

      Brionna pursed her lips into a thin line. “Not this time. This is serious, Adam. The council is threatening to sue for breach of contract if we don’t open the school by the first of September.”

      He already knew all of this—not that his father had bothered to give him a heads up before he started managing the Hotel Montgomery. What Adam didn’t know was how to fix the problem.

      He took a slow sip of his water, giving himself time to think before responding. Adam had known that opening the resort so close to tribal lands, which were protected by strict conservation laws, wouldn’t be easy. The deal had nearly fallen through, until the chieftain came up with a compromise—they would sell Montgomery Hotels & Resorts the land, provided the hotel built and funded a school for the tribe’s children to attend.

      At the time, the compromise had seemed perfect. The school could be run as a charitable nonprofit, which would give the hotel great PR with the locals and help funnel away some money they’d otherwise pay in taxes. Then Adam’s mother had been diagnosed with cancer, and he hadn’t thought about the school again until arriving in South Africa six months earlier to find the project woefully behind schedule due to push-back from angry members of the tribe. His father had failed to even break ground on the project.

      But Adam hadn’t let that deter him. He’d immediately set to work getting things back on schedule. And that’s when the problems had really started.

      Challenges had surfaced almost immediately—little things that chipped away at construction deadlines. The contract had specified the school be opened last September, but his father had begged for leniency due to Mother’s rapidly declining health. Now, the tribe’s patience was at an end. If they followed through on their threats and sued, Montgomery Hotels & Resorts would probably owe them a hefty settlement for damages, not to mention the goodwill they’d lose from the locals, and the respect Adam would lose from his father.

      He couldn’t let that happen. Wouldn’t let it.

      “I’ll talk to Blessing tomorrow,” Adam said. “I know there have been some setbacks, but we can still open by September if we pick up the pace.” No doubt that was exactly what Blessing wanted to hear. Nothing like begging for overtime to make her want to stick around.

      “You need new security at the construction site,” Brionna said, cutting her salad with a knife. “The guards we have now are clearly being bought off. Either that or they’re just atrocious at their job.”

      “I don’t think we need to worry about the security company, but I’ll look into it,” Adam promised. It took a lot of effort to keep his reply free of snark. Brionna often spoke to him as though he were a child she needed to command, but he knew it was a side effect of her childhood. She’d practically raised her triplet half-brothers alone, despite only being a few years their senior. It was probably partly why Adam’s mother had taken Brionna under her wing. The Cartwrights and Montgomerys had seen a lot of each other, since the patriarchs of both families owned hotel empires.

      “I hope you do more than look into it,” Brionna said. “I’ve never heard of so much vandalism at a work site. It isn’t normal. If my father finds out what’s happening here, we’ll both be in hot water.”

      “He won’t find out,” Adam said.

      Brionna was a good woman, Adam reminded himself. A little interfering, perhaps, but she’d make a loyal and dedicated wife. Not that he was anywhere close to proposing. Adam had never so much as held Brionna’s hand, and they’d never put a label on their relationship. But he knew that everyone, Brionna included, expected a proposal by the end of the year. It was what his mother would have wanted. He needed to remember that.

      “Good. Did I tell you I’m heading to Johannesburg for a few days next week? My father found some more locations for me to check out there.”

      “Keep me updated,” Adam said, even though he didn’t really care. It was why Brionna had come to South Africa in the first place—to choose a location for the first ever Cartwright hotel in South Africa.

      Adam had eagerly accepted Brionna’s invitation to dinner that night after he returned from Durham. The pain of leaving Charlotte had still been fresh in his heart, and the panic of nearly throwing away everything he’d spent a lifetime building fresh in his mind.

      He’d been so close to staying in Durham to pursue a relationship with the princess. Which would have been insane. He’d spent more than two decades preparing for a career in hotel management—one his parents had groomed him for. He’d known Charlotte ten days.

      So he’d flirted with Brionna at dinner, because his mother would have approved. And they talked hotel business, because his father would expect it. Soon Adam had agreed to let Brionna use the Hotel Montgomery as her home base while she searched for properties. As issues with the school arose, he’d taken advantage of Brionna’s listening ear and appreciated her suggestions. Now she was nearly as involved in the school’s construction as he was. Sometimes he wondered if that was wise.

      “I definitely will,” Brionna said. She took another dainty bite of her perfectly cut salad, then looked up at him from beneath lowered lashes. “One of the properties is in a prime location downtown—perfect for a high-rise. Didn’t you say that Montgomery was looking to open a location there?”

      “Yes,” Adam said slowly. “But so is Cartwright.”

      Brionna lifted her shoulder in a delicate shrug. “Maybe one day we can embark on a project together.”

      The hints had become more and more obvious over the past six weeks. But that was okay, because Adam was going to propose to Brionna. Eventually. Probably.

      It wasn’t that she wasn’t attractive. It was just that Adam wasn’t attracted to her. He’d wished he was more times than he could count, but Brionna was like a sister, or maybe a cousin, that he was especially fond of.

      And Charlotte was … well, she was indescribable.

      Adam hadn’t meant to date her while in Durham. The hotel was his life. But he’d seen her across the room at some tediously boring official function and been instantly smitten. She was beautiful in the glossy magazine covers she often graced, but she was gorgeous in person.

      He shook off his thoughts. Adam needed to pay attention to Brionna, not daydream about Charlotte. True, there wasn’t that intense heat with Brionna that he’d experienced with Charlotte. But Brionna had a solid business head on her shoulders, and the two of them would make an excellent team. His mother had known that, and so did Adam.

      Brionna’s phone buzzed, and she picked it up from the table. “That’s my reminder to get ready for the conference call. Mind if I duck out?”

      “Not at all. I think I’m finished eating, too.”

      “Walk me out, then.”

      Adam nodded and rose. He rested his hand at the small of Brionna’s back, barely touching, and guided her from the dining room. In the hallway she turned, placing a quick kiss on his cheek and giving him a full smile.

      Maybe they weren’t in love, but they definitely felt a strong affection for each other. That was more than enough to build a lasting relationship. Couples had made it work on less.

      “I’ll see you at the welcome dinner tonight?” Brionna asked.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty,” Adam confirmed.

      “Make it seven. I want to make sure the staff has everything in order before the guests start to arrive.”

      That wasn’t Brionna’s job, but it didn’t matter. Adam watched her walk away, swallowing back emotions he couldn’t quite define.

      Brionna was steady and dependable. She was a ruthless businesswoman, but had a softer side when the occasion called for it, too.

      He ran a hand over his jaw as she disappeared around the corner. Charlotte had caught him off guard, that was all.

      Adam headed to his office, hoping his assistant was back from the school by now. Keith was indeed already in Adam’s office, tapping away at his tablet.

      The office was magnificent, with a polished teak wood desk, lush animal prints, and marble floors. But it was all his father’s taste, and Adam had never felt comfortable behind the executive desk. Still, he took a seat, not letting his discomfort show.

      “How bad is it?” Adam asked.

      Keith let out a sigh. He was a few years older than Adam and relatively short, with a balding head and stocky frame. “Well, it could have been worse, which I guess is the good news. The vandals managed to destroy most of the drywall on the main floor before the security guards spooked them. Blessing is furious. The general contractor says we’ll have to rip out all the drywall and replace it.”

      Adam leaned back in his chair with a groan. That would cost a fortune, not to mention the loss of time. “How do they keep getting in there?”

      Keith shrugged. “I hate to say it, but maybe Brionna is right, and it’s time to question the security guards. Might not be a bad idea to replace them entirely with a new company.”

      “We’ve used Edgemont Security for more than a decade at our other South African properties without any issues.” Adam didn’t know why, but it irked him that Keith was listening to Brionna’s advice. “I really don’t think they’re the problem.”

      Keith grunted, but didn’t argue. “At any rate, Blessing says this will set us back at least another week or two. She’s pretty mad.”

      Adam ran a hand through his hair, frustrated. “I just don’t get it. You’d think we were trying to poison the tribe, not educate their children for free.”

      “I guess change is never easy,” Keith said. “I don’t understand it, either.”

      It would be so easy to throw up his hands and call the project off. If people hated the idea of the school that badly, well, that was fine with Adam. He certainly didn’t need the added stress and expense of the project.

      He’d been ready to cancel the whole thing before going to Durham, whatever promises they’d made in the contract. True, most of the tribe members were eager for the school’s opening, but the few who weren’t had managed to make Adam’s life miserable.

      But then he’d met Charlotte. Hearing her speak so passionately about education, and listening to her talk about her desire to one day open her own school, had convinced him to see the project through to its conclusion, whatever the cost. Not finishing the school would disappoint Charlotte. And he couldn’t stand that thought, even if they were no longer secretly together.

      “How did it go with the princesses?” Keith asked.

      Adam blinked, his trance broken. “Fine,” he said quickly. Had it been a bit too quick? He’d never told a soul about his relationship with the eldest princess of Durham. Charlotte had wanted to keep the relationship secret, and that had been fine with Adam. “I think they liked the suite. At least, I didn’t hear any complaints.”

      Keith gave Adam an odd look. “Why would they have any complaints?”

      He’d have to be smoother than this if he didn’t want people to get suspicious. “They wouldn’t,” Adam said. “I just really need this conference to go well. If the delegates from the tribe see we’re serious about education, they might be willing to negotiate another extension on the school’s opening deadline if it comes to that. I’m not sure how many more setbacks we can handle and still open in September.”

      “Princess Charlotte is an eloquent speaker and passionate advocate for education,” Keith said. “I’m sure everyone in attendance will be inspired by her keynote address. The delegates from the tribe have to see how hard we’re working here. Yeah, we’re nearly a year behind schedule, but there were extenuating circumstances.”

      Adam focused on his desk, pretending to rearrange the pens near his keyboard. Extenuating circumstances. That was one way to describe his mother’s illness and death. “I’m sure everything will work out in the end. We’ve made a lot of progress in the last six months.”

      “Yes, and I think the princesses will be impressed. Are they still planning on attending the welcome dinner tonight?”

      Emma was. Adam wasn’t sure if Charlotte would be in attendance. She’d seemed pretty angry, but hopefully her sense of duty would be stronger than her fury. “Of course.”

      “That’s good, then. The conference is already off to a great start.”

      Adam nodded. “I want their comfort to be our top priority during their stay. We’ll stick to their sides like glue tonight. Make sure they’re introduced to the right people, especially the delegates from the tribe.”

      “You’ve got it,” Keith said. “Everything will go great, I’m sure.”

      Adam hoped Keith was right. One thing was for certain—tonight would be very interesting.
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