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      It’s the age old love story: Girl meets Duke. Girl hates Duke. Duke proposes marriage.

      The only thing I hate worse than stuck up rich guys are ones with royal titles. But the Duke of New Arcadia has an image problem only a fiancée can fix, and I’m the only woman who can play the part.

      For college tuition and permanent citizenship, I’ll pretend to be his Cinderella. I can handle royal makeovers, fancy balls, persistent paparazzi, and suspicious family members.

      But then our fake attraction turns real. Forget glass slippers, this Cinderella is in danger of losing her heart.

      Royally Fake Fiancé is a stand alone royal romance starring one arrogant Duke and the klutzy commoner who steals his heart. Witty banter, slow burn shenanigans, explosive private moments (literally, things explode) — the royal house of New Arcadia will never be the same again!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie

      

      “Oh yeah, baby. That’s the spot. That’s the spot.”

      Not again. I swivel in my chair and give the kitchen wall the evil eye.

      “Give it to me, big boy. Oh yeah. Oh yeah.”

      The espresso maker gurgles and shoots a stream of frothed milk into my mug. I slide off the chair and walk around the bar to collect it.

      The shrieking continues a few rooms over, faint but clear. “Oh yeah. Oh yeah. Oh yeah.”

      I detour and slam my hand against a patch of bare wall between two oil paintings of lemons. “Will you stop?”

      Silence. I check the paintings to make sure my thumping on the wall didn’t disturb them and head back to the new love of my life, the object of my desire, the fresh steaming liquid from heaven that is my morning latte.

      I’m about to take a sip when the voice calls again, “Give it to me, big boy.”

      “Enough!” I set down my cup with all the reverence of the Archbishop of Canterbury lowering a crown. Then I stride out of the palatial kitchen, my splurge purchase silk robe billowing out behind me like a cape. “I don’t think so. Not again.”

      I round the corner and almost take out a giant vase. With a growl, I gather my robe close and ease sideways between two Louis XVI armchairs. I keep forgetting this place is a museum. It’s a miracle I haven’t taken out a Ming vase by now.

      “Give it to me. Give it to me. Oh yeah. Oh yeah!”

      Another corner, and I narrowly miss getting impaled on a lance. I stop long enough to carefully retract the gauntlet and its ancient weapon, glaring at the suit of armor as I maneuver its arm into its regular, upright position. “Bum arm, Sir Fred? Carpal tunnel?”

      The suit of armor doesn’t answer.

      I hustle past Sir Fred—gingerly—and speed through the outer hall, past more oil paintings full of naked folk frolicking through epic landscapes. The naked frolics are all the more creepy with the porn-like commentary.

      “Oh yeah! That’s the spot!”

      The closer I get to the voice, the smaller and more crackly it sounds, like it’s coming from a hidden radio. I open a door and humidity blasts me in the face. Sunlight shines full bore from a skylight onto a thick canopy of leaves. The room before me is a jungle. A literal jungle. Or as close to one as a sunroom full of jungle plants can be.

      The voice falters a moment, then continues full force: “That’s the spot! Oh yeah!”

      “Oh no,” I shout. “I’ve waited. I’ve been patient. You have been at it… All. Night. Long!” I step over the threshold to the grand sunroom, batting giant banana leaves out of my way. My robe brushes fountaining ferns that have been growing since the Jurassic era. I bushwhack gently towards the hot’n’heavy commentary, wishing I’d brought a machete.

      Not for the plants. For the loud-mouthed ‘lover’ who has crowed for the last time.

      “Big boy! Big boy!” The sound of wings fluttering makes me change course. I duck under a flowering branch and head to the front of the room where giant windows overlook a manicured garden.

      A parrot, grey except for white patches around his eyes and a splash of red on his tail, sits on his perch in a patch of light, bobbing his head in time to his cries. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      I clear my throat.

      The sound cuts off abruptly. The bird twitches, cocking his head at me.

      I fold my arms across my chest. “Are you finished?”

      “Big boy?” the bird gurgles.

      “No.” I raise a finger. “I’ve had enough. I was okay with this… the first time. Even the second and third times. I thought it was funny. Now you know what I’m thinking? No? I’ll tell you.” I level my finger at the bird. “Parrot à la King!”

      I stalk forward, my finger still out. The bird dances from foot to foot as I approach, nervously fluffing his feathers.

      “Roasted parrot,” I enunciate clearly. “Kung pao parrot. Parrot cacciatore.”

      The parrot ducks his head as if in contrition. I’m not fooled. There is nothing but mischief in his beady little eyes.

      His curved beak seems to grin as it asks again, “Big boy?”

      “Parrot tikka masala!” I reach the perch. Ignoring my threats, the parrot scoots closer and cranes his head under my outstretched finger, begging me to scratch his neck. With a sigh, I oblige.

      After a few seconds, the parrot lets out a crackly, “Oh yeah.”

      “You just can’t help yourself,” I mutter, massaging the grey parrot’s feathered neck until bits of white fluff waft around us.

      Instead of answering, the parrot angles his head in the opposite direction, pushing on my hand when I hesitate to keep scratching.

      “Enough with the commentary while I’m drinking my coffee. I don’t know what idiot let you watch porn.” Actually, I do. It was probably the parrot’s owner, who by my guess is a little old lady. Never married, no children, and overly endowed in the bank account, with a passion for French revival furniture and garden topiaries. Oh, and for Elvis. The pompadour-haired singer, and the parrot she named after him.

      “Are you going to be good?” I ask Elvis, who is practically crooning in pleasure as I scratch his scrawny neck.

      “Oh yeah.” The parrot ruffles his feathers, sending out a fresh wave of dander to float in the sun. I back away, grab a hand vacuum, and clean up a little. At least the bird poops in one place. Either that, or the army of professional house cleaners that comes in once a week spends most of their time in here, washing and buffing the glossy leaves of the banana tree plants.

      “Fine. I’ll play you some music.” A few feet away from the perch is a sleek console containing a vintage record player and records in sleeves. The room is rigged with state of the art speakers. No expense spared for Elvis the bird.

      “All shook up, all shook up,” the parrot whistles as I load a record. “Give it to me, big boy.”

      I leave him bobbing his head in time to ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ and hope the neighbors have sound proofed their own breakfast nook. At this rate, Elvis will be singing all day, with angry porn-tastic narrative in between whenever the record turns over.

      By the time I’ve traversed the mile back to the kitchen, my latte is cold. I drink it anyway.

      I knew this pet sitting job would be different from my usual, but this is another dimension. Lately, most of my clients have been well off, wealthy enough to hire someone to care for their pet while they’re traveling for months at a time.

      But there’s wealth and then there’s wealth. The fact was impressed upon me when I went to rap on the door to Elvis’s home, and the door opened before I could touch it. I promptly overbalanced and fell over, right at the butler’s feet. A butler. In this day and age! I gaped at him from the polished floor. He looked at me like I was a bit of muck stuck to his shiny shoe.

      That’s when I knew I wasn’t being hired to watch a parrot for a year. I was being paid to nanny a bird the owner loved more than a child. A child you left at home with a nanny while you traveled the world for a year, but apparently, rich people do that.

      Elvis came with a ninety-five page handwritten manual, which is one page shorter than the manual issued with the space-age espresso maker built into the kitchen wall. But the job comes with a free stay in a nine thousand square foot mansion. No gardening or house-cleaning required—the owner has separate staff who visit for that.

      And she’s gone for a ‘grand tour’ which includes several continents, and traveling by planes, trains, and automobiles. And boats. Can’t forget the boats. Or yachts, as rich people call them.

      Luckily, the butler isn’t around to look down his nose at me. Once he’d let me in and given me a tour, he left to catch up with his employer. Lady Drey is paying him and a maid to travel with her.

      Leaving me and her espresso machine to live happily ever after. Or, at least, for the next ten months.

      I finish a second latte—I deserve it—and stretch. My agenda for the day: coffee, check on Elvis, take a long bath, check on Elvis, watch an old movie in the theater room. Maybe I’ll let Elvis watch with me. He loves Cary Grant.

      My room is in the east wing, near to Elvis’ jungle room. But it’s no servant’s quarters. I have a private bathroom, and a walk-in closet bigger than the bedroom at my old apartment. The bathroom has a bathtub in the corner, with windows overlooking the garden and the Tudor style mansion next door. A lot of windows. More windows than anyone should be comfortable with in a bathroom, but okay… I shrug off my robe, exhibitionist style, and fill the bath, adding a generous amount of bubble wash. I don’t bother with modesty—even if someone wanted to spy through the second story windows, I’ve never seen anyone next door. Once in a while there’s a car in the drive, but they probably avoid the side of their house closest to Elvis. Even from here, I can still hear faint strains of ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, along with the occasional shriek from the parrot.

      I sink into the luxuriously hot water and frothy bubbles, and prop my feet up.

      “A bath at ten in the morning. So leisurely.” I do my best Katherine Hepburn impression. One must always talk like Katherine Hepburn when one stays in a mansion.

      I never thought I’d ever live like a rich person. My parents were barely working class. I thought I’d be more uncomfortable living in a mansion, but I quickly got used to it.

      Maybe I can add mansion-sitting to my resume. Find another lady on grand tour, with a house full of antiques and a garden full of topiaries, and a parrot perched… in a tree?

      “Elvis,” I gasp, jolting up in the bath. I lose my balance and fall back. A tsunami of soapy water hits me in the face.

      “Shit!” I sputter and haul myself out, my feet threatening to slide on the soaked marble floor. I grab my robe and pelt downstairs, wet hair flying. I pause before the door to the garden, my robe twisted around my wet body, and spot Elvis perched on a Japanese maple.

      “How did you get out?” I cry, and throw open the door. My exit startles the bird, who flaps away, over the low stone wall dividing Lady’s Drey’s property from her neighbor’s. Ducking low, in my own version of stealth mode, I scramble over the wall and sneak through boxwoods and rhododendrons, clutching my robe tight to keep the silk from snagging on the manicured branches.

      The grey parrot lands above me, on the rail of the neighbor’s sprawling deck.

      “Elvis,” I hiss.

      The parrot cocks his head at me, not impressed. I need to trap him, but all I have is my robe. I tug it off and sneak around to the deck stairs, where I pause to say a prayer to St. Francis, patron saint of animals. Surely he’s also the patron saint of pet sitters.

      Elvis glides down to the deck, four feet in front of me.

      Thank you, I mouth, and stalk forward, bare-assed, robe outstretched between two hands. I’m just about to snag the escapee bird when the deck door glides open. A tall, dark-haired man steps through, mug in hand, undoubtedly about to enjoy his coffee while looking over his garden on this fine, quiet morning.

      A quiet morning that is ruined by Elvis, the African Grey parrot, zooming past his head and me, wide-eyed and completely nude, streaking after it, screaming, “Don’t let him out!”
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      Two hours earlier…

      

      Benedict

      

      The woman across from me doesn’t look happy. “Benedict, I’m pregnant.”

      “Congratulations,” I say solemnly, matching her serious tone.

      “Indeed.” The queen’s mouth sets in a hard line. Not quite a frown.

      She couldn’t have picked a better place to deliver the news. Palaces are such gloomy places. Their exteriors are so grand on TV, so beautiful and luminous, with guards and gates surrounding them to keep out the commoners. But inside is palatial and dark, with that particular smell I associate with antique furniture. No matter how often the place is cleaned, no matter how spic and span the huge expanses of parquet floors and thick carpets are kept, the air feels heavy and old, pregnant with the weight of centuries and countless decisions made by my ancestors. Every conversation gains gravitas. The fate of nations rests in each word.

      If I ever become king, I will not enjoy moving into the palace. But I will do it. It would be my duty.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask the queen. She looks paler than normal. Morning sickness?

      “Fine,” she sighs and flicks her hand. “Much to my doctors’ surprise.”

      “Yes, well…” I shift in my chair, searching for a way to approach the subject delicately.

      “Just say it.” The queen raises her chin. She didn’t miss how closely I was studying her. “I’m too old. Everybody knows it.”

      “Forty-five is hardly ancient,” I protest and she snorts.

      “I may as well be. Pregnant. After all these years?” She shakes her head with mild disapproval, as if her pregnancy is an unruly diplomat who’s arrived ten minutes late to an audience, unforgivably tardy.

      She leans forward and pushes a red folder across the low table towards me. “It’s a high risk pregnancy, of course. My age is enough to make it so. But also…” She nods to the folder and I open it to see for myself.

      A large, black and white ultrasound shot greets me. I flip past it to a page of three smaller ultrasound pictures, labeled ‘Baby 1’, ‘2’, and ‘3’.

      “Triplets,” I breathe.

      “Indeed.” The queen rises and when I rise with her, she waves me down. She paces to the giant floor-to-ceiling windows framed with waterfalls of royal blue curtains. “I’ll be lucky if I’m not put on bedrest before the month is out. The press release is scheduled for the Midsummer Ball.”

      I calculate the time in my head. “That’s a week away.”

      “Yes. And a week from then, I will name my official heir.”

      I shift my weight in the chair and it creaks. I abandon all attempts to sit comfortably. “Why now?”

      “You know why,” she says impatiently. For a moment, she is not the queen. She is my aunt, quizzing me after my lessons.

      Of course I know why. She is forty-five, and pregnant for the first time, with triplets. As healthy as she is, with the best medical care in the world, it’s still considered a high risk pregnancy. As soon as the news breaks, the whole country will be wondering whether their queen will survive.

      “I know why,” I say. “But you haven’t officially secured succession all these years. To do so now would be—”

      “A vote of no confidence?” Her voice is drier than the Sahara. “In the face of my own mortality, it doesn’t matter. We are Lyonnesse. We do our duty.”

      I straighten. She’s right. The Lyonnesse line has done their duty, ruling for five hundred years.

      The window’s light halos her as she turns to face me. “If something happens to me before…” she takes a deep breath, “before the birth, the country will need a steady hand. As the eldest son of my deceased sister, you stand in line for the throne.”

      I tilt my chin. I am aware. We’ve had many conversations to this effect, in this very room.

      “I have not formally acknowledged you as heir, for reasons you know. The public has accepted this, but in light of the news of my pregnancy, they will expect a formal announcement. And I will make it. A week after Midsummer.”

      I swallow. “I would be honored to serve—”

      “It will be either you, or your brother.”

      I sag back in the chair like I’ve been struck. “My brother?” My usual reserve is gone as I reel from the shock.

      “Indeed.” The queen is watching me with something like pity in her brown eyes.

      “But why?” I’ve been groomed for this moment since my mother died. I’ve gone to the best schools, gotten the best grades, worked the best internships. I endured years of thankless work, interning at each Ministry before accepting my dream job at the Ministry of Finance. There isn’t a junior government official who doesn’t know me by sight, if not by name, and not because I appear regularly in the tabloids. I do not.

      Unlike my brother.

      “My career and service have been exemplary.”  Understatement. I didn’t just accept success as my due, I worked for it. I never partied, never caused a scandal, never stepped one toe out of line. I’ve been perfect.

      “I know. If it were entirely up to me…” My aunt doesn’t shrug—queens don’t shrug—but her jaw tightens as if she’s holding back what she really wants to say.

      “Isn’t it? Up to you?”

      The queen doesn’t answer my question. I knew my enemies wanted to get their hooks into her, but I had no idea they had succeeded. “Benedict, there’s a very high chance it will be you. But you can’t afford any mistakes. Not now. Not with everyone watching.”

      “But Franz—”

      “Your brother is wild, to be sure.”

      “Wild?” Another understatement. “He organized a regatta down the Regin river, on the night of your Silver Jubilee. All his crew friends in their fathers’ yachts.”

      The queen closes her eyes, her lips pressed together. “I remember.”

      “It caught fire. And that wasn’t even one of his more destructive parties.”

      “He’s straightened up since then. His military superiors report he’s taken to discipline.”

      “And every time he goes on leave, he ends up in the tabloids.” I snort.

      “You know how they are.”

      They being the press. The paparazzi. Hungry, vicious sharks. “Yes, I do. And I may have a certain strike against me, but Franz is a complete wastrel.”

      “The strike in question, dear nephew, isn’t a small matter. If it got out, it would be the scandal that would eclipse all other scandals.” The queen settles into a chair closer to me. In a rare gesture, she covers my hand with hers. “We’ve worked hard to come to this day.”

      “I am ready to serve.”

      “I know. And I will do everything in my power to be sure it will be you.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” I haven’t done everything perfectly, only to have it all snatched away now.

      My aunt purses her lips. This is what she’s been unhappy about. “Yes. There is one matter.” She nods to the second folder on the table before her.

      I lean in and take it, opening it to reveal half-blurred photos. Not ultrasounds, not this time. These pictures are of me and a woman.

      A naked woman.

      Few details are clear—the photo was taken from far away, from a building opposite the hotel room. But one shot perfectly captures my face, and the fact that I’m holding a brunette. She’s naked and pressed against me.

      “The press forwarded these to my office before dawn. I called you here early to warn you.”

      I suck in a breath. “I can explain—”

      The queen waves a hand. “I know you abhor the limelight. As much as your mother thrived in it. I, too, have shunned it. It is what a good ruler does.”

      My stomach is roiling, but I maintain a level tone. “Can you stop these photos from running?”

      “It’s too late. The first printing is already done. I’m sure it’s hit the streets by now.” The queen shudders delicately. “I can only imagine what they’re speculating. And Benedict,” she gives me her gimlet stare, “we can’t afford for them to speculate.”

      “I know,” I murmur. “I know.” Everything I’ve worked for. Everything I’ve fought to rise above. One instance, one accident of fate, and it’s all ruined. Everything.

      I realize I’m gripping the edge of one photo too hard, and force my fingers to straighten. I place the pictures back in the folder, refusing to crumple them like I want to. “I’ll fix it.”

      The queen’s shoulders relax the slightest bit. She’s worried. The pregnancy, the threat of scandal, crowning a new leader the people can trust—each is an added layer of stress. I can’t do anything about the first, but I can shoulder the rest.

      “I’ll fix it,” I repeat. A Lyonnesse does his duty.

      The queen gives a regal nod. “See that you do.”
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      “It was an accident,” I tell Daniel, head of my PR team, as I stride out of the palace with my phone pressed to my ear.

      “Of course it was. The Duke of New Arcadia, caught with a lady of the night? It’s not your MO.”

      I duck into my waiting car and direct my driver to take me home. Then I roll up the privacy window so I can speak freely.

      “She wasn’t a lady of the night.” I grit my teeth before I admit the next part. “She was Wyndam Bennett.”

      “Winnie Bennett?” Daniel chokes. “Heir to the Bennett Hotel chain? Reality TV star and B movie actress?”

      I force my jaw to unclench. “The same. I didn’t know she was in a movie.”

      A snort. “She’s the lead in at least two leaked sex tapes. I’ve seen one. I’d rate it a B.” Daniel sounds thoughtful, but he often uses a smooth, soothing tone to deliver sarcasm. “Isn’t she in rehab?”

      “She was. She left. She’s back now.”

      “Why am I only now hearing about this?” Daniel demands.

      “I handled it.”

      “Clearly.” More sarcasm. I can hear papers flipping as he looks through printouts of the paparazzi pictures I forwarded to him.

      “She was drunk, or on something,” I say. “Probably both. It was an accident. She saw me enter my hotel room, and stumbled in after me. The camera person must have been watching through the window.” I grimace. “Trying to catch me at something.”

      “And it paid off. For once.”

      “Quite.” My tone is cold enough to freeze a finger off. “Daniel, I can’t afford for them to go digging.”

      Daniel knows my secret. As head of PR, his main job is to keep it buried. “We need to control the narrative,” he says.

      “We could tell the truth.”

      “That’s the last thing we want to do. The Crown Prince of New Arcadia, shacking up with the country’s top tabloid darling? While she was drunk and/or strung out?”

      “We weren’t shacking up.”

      “Says you. What will Winnie Bennett say?”

      I groan.

      “Exactly,” Daniel says. “We can’t ask. She’ll spin it the way she wants it. And she wants to be the reigning star of Page Six. Dating you would get her everything she wants.”

      I groan again.

      “You’re lucky her face isn’t in these pictures. Does anyone else know it was her?”

      “I don’t think so.” I try to remember the details of that nightmarish night. “I bundled her back to her room as quickly as I could. I used her phone to call her father, who sent a car. The next day, he called my private line to thank me for my discretion and tell me Winnie had been checked back into rehab.”

      “Where she will hopefully stay for the next two weeks. Excellent. With your permission, I’ll call Daddy Bennett and make sure the family stays quiet. And then it’ll be up to us to spin the story.” I can hear Daniel rubbing his hands together. Sometimes I wonder if he would prefer me to lead a more interesting social life. If that’s the case, he’d be better off managing PR for Franz, my younger brother.

      “And how, pray tell, do we spin this?” I ask.

      “I should think it would be obvious.”

      “Is it?” I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “Of course.” Daniel’s breezy tone tells me I’m not going to like his solution. “You find a woman who looks exactly like Winnie Bennett, and marry her.”
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      My head is still ringing with Daniel’s advice when I reach home. Find a woman who looks exactly like Winnie Bennett, and marry her. Before Midsummer.

      I can only imagine the casting call. Leggy brunette wanted. Body type to match nude photos already dispersed by the press. Must be willing to sign an extensive pre-nup.

      “It’ll work perfectly,” Daniel insisted. “At least we don’t have to match a certain shoe size.” He laughed at his own quip.

      I ended the call to keep from shouting at him.

      My driver deposits me on my front stoop. My home is modest-sized—barely ten thousand square feet. Classic architecture with the interiors decorated in a modern style, just the way I like it. I head to my kitchen, make my usual breakfast smoothie on autopilot, and pour it into a mug so I can carry it outside.

      Find a woman who looks exactly like Winnie Bennett, and marry her.

      Daniel is brilliant at PR—most of the time—but there is no way this sort of elaborate farce will work. I’m better off declaring a one night stand with Winnie Bennett, complete with garish sex toys and a drug buffet.

      It’s a glorious summer day. Perfect weather for me to stare into my garden and contemplate my fate. Birdsong greets me as I slide open the door and step onto my deck.

      I’m about to take a sip of my smoothie when a grey blur whizzes by my head. Before I can react, a sultry-eyed woman rises from my deck stairs like a dark-haired version of ‘The Birth of Venus’ by Botticelli.

      Like Botticelli’s Venus, she is naked. Utterly and completely naked.

      Unlike Botticelli’s Venus, she is not serenely rising from the ocean. She flies across my deck, shrieking, “Don’t let him out!” and runs straight past me… into my home.
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      Benedict

      

      For a moment I stand, blinking at my backyard. Then I pivot and follow the banshee. The brunette is completely naked, and waving a white flag over her head. Not a flag, actually, some sort of garment—a bathrobe. My impromptu guest dashes to and fro, using the robe to try to catch the parrot.

      I should help her, but I can only stare. The woman is pale and curvy, of middling height. If she would stand still a moment, her head would barely come up to my chin.

      Her damp hair flies around her face, strands catching on her flushed cheeks, but doing nothing to obscure her body. Her breasts bounce as she races around the room. Beautiful, bountiful breasts, perfect enough to give Botticelli heart palpitations and make him reach for his paints.

      She looks vaguely familiar.

      Mid-chase, my brunette Venus screeches to a halt and whirls on me.

      “Shut the door!” she screams, waving wildly at the exit to my porch.

      Mutely, I obey.

      I need to get hold of myself. I have a wild woman chasing a parrot around my home. I should help catch the bird, and then find out what exactly is going on.

      I have several questions. Is she my neighbor? An exotic bird breeder? An ornithologist? My dick would like to know if she’s a full or part time nudist.

      First, I have to catch the parrot.

      “Finally,” the siren says when I stalk to her side. “Took you long enough. A little help here?”

      “What’s the plan?” I need to stay focused on the grey bird because if I look down at her, I’m going to get distracted. The parrot has flapped to a grand piano and alighted on my bust of Chopin. As I watch, it cocks its tail and defecates.

      “I was going to try to trap him in my robe.” She gnaws her lip, totally focused on her quarry. If she realizes she’s naked, it makes not a whit of difference to her.

      “Allow me.” I grab a cream-colored throw off my couch and advance, moving as stealthily as I can in a suit.

      “Don’t kill it,” she hisses.

      “I won’t,” I mutter. I’m almost to the piano. “Polly want a cracker?” I say under my breath.

      The parrot cocks its head to the side; fixes one beady black eye on me. “Give it to me, big boy,” it croaks, and launches himself off the bust, directly at me.
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      Frankie

      

      The man whose home I’ve invaded stalks forward, blanket stretched between his elegant hands. He’s a tall drink of water, lean and fit in a way that tells me he’s got muscles under his suit. His elegant, three-piece suit is perfectly fitted in every way, right down to his polished shoes, and crisp pocket hanky made of lavender silk. He’s a poster boy for a GQ article: Top 10 Reasons to Wear a Three Piece Suit Always, even when relaxing on your back porch at ten in the morning.

      Mr. Suit has pale skin and a close-cropped black beard that highlights the fantastic structure of his face. I’m not usually into facial hair, but in his case, I’m making an exception.

      Of course, I’d find anyone attractive if they’ll help me capture this damn bird. And it looks like he’s going to nab Elvis. He’s half crouched in a way that stretches his slacks over his perfectly shaped derriere. Not that I’m staring.

      “That’s it,” I whisper. Mr. Suit is about to grab Elvis when the bird parrots his favorite line, flaps off his perch, and flies into the man’s face.

      Even if you’re a bird lover, an explosion of grey feathers in your face trips the evolutionary ‘Fight or Flight’ switch. Mr. Suit jerks backwards, his arms flying up to shield himself. Halfway into his Flight mode, Mr. Suit’s reflexes switch to Fight. He ducks the attacking bird, regains his balance, and whirls to toss the blanket in the parrot’s direction.

      “Elvis!” I cry, rushing forward to keep my bird from getting hurt. I trip on the carpet and pitch forward just as Mr. Suit turns. We crash into each other. He tries to catch me, but my forward motion, combined with his lack of balance, causes us to tip over, me in Mr. Suit’s arms. We land on the ground together, a tangle of limbs.

      The heavy sound of fluttering wings tells me Elvis has gotten away safely.

      Thank you, St. Francis. I gasp in Mr. Suit’s arms, trying to catch my breath as a lone grey feather floats down on top of us.

      I rise up enough to swat Mr. Suit on the shoulder. “What the hell was that? Were you trying to kill him?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Mr. Suit says. It sounds very polite in his crisp, upper crust accent, but he’s glaring at me. Well, not directly at me. His face is carefully averted, his gaze fixed across the room. His body is stiff underneath me.

      Really, really stiff.

      That’s when I remember: I’m naked.

      “Oh shit,” I say and start to scramble off him.

      “Indeed,” he mutters and tries to rise also. We both overbalance and fall together. This time, he lands half on top of me. I try to move, and my legs tangle with his impossibly long ones. He’s bigger up close. Heavier too. Well equipped to win this impromptu wrestling match, but I’m determined.
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