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            MARQUIETTA DARMAINE, AKA MARKI, AKA A WOMAN ON THE RUN IN HIGH HEELS

          

        

      

    

    
      I pause, my finger inches from the doorbell, to practice my introduction. “Hi! I’m Marcia Martin.” I repeat it a few more times for good measure. “Marcia Martin. Marcia Martin. Marcia Martin.”

      I’m twenty minutes early for my 11 a.m. appointment. But once I saw my picture on the news channel at the coffee shop, I knew I couldn’t wait any longer.

      I pat the crossbody satchel at my side for reassurance. Inside is the non-disclosure agreement that must be signed by the resident of the house, whose name is supposedly Granny B.

      I still hear my grandmother’s voice, insisting on this one precaution. “Do not, under any circumstances, reveal your identity to anyone who hasn’t signed the agreement.” Only after I have the signature can I tell her my true name... Marquietta Darmaine.

      Yes, it’s a mouthful, but I’m used to it. Nicknames have been strictly forbidden since the age of two. That’s what happens when a sworn bachelor suddenly becomes the guardian of his niece and two nephews. He used my great-great-great grandfather’s memoirs as a guide to parenting. And in those days, the rules for daughters were evidently a lot stricter than those for sons.

      That’s why almost everyone calls me Marquietta: my uncle, the staff, my bodyguard, the press. Even my governess calls me Marquietta. And she purses her lips when she says it, like she’s irritated to be distracted from whatever she constantly looks at on her cell phone.

      I wouldn’t know about that, since I’m not allowed to have a cell. “Too risky,” my uncle’s head of security said. “Phones can be hacked.”

      If I had one, who would I call? It’s not like I have any friends. Just one more thing that’s always been “too dangerous” for a girl like me. Even in college I was secluded, prevented from fraternizing with my peers lest I be tainted.

      I know what you’re thinking. Why is a twenty-five-year-old woman letting her uncle control her? I’m not a girl anymore, even though my stupid freckles make me look like one. But I promise, I had no choice but to obey. Everyone does.

      Well, everyone but my brothers. They call me Marki, even though it infuriates my uncle. But they never get in trouble for anything they do. And my uncle doesn’t give orders to his mother, my grandmother Geesa. She calls me whatever she likes. It’s Marki unless she’s peeved at me. Then I get the full name—Marquietta Francesca Darmaine—and she makes each word sound like a curse.

      That’s what’s going to happen if I don’t hurry up and get inside this house. Geesa’s really sticking her neck out for me this time. I can’t get caught.

      I press the doorbell button five times in quick succession. Then I jab it again for good measure. As I stare at the cheery yellow door in front of me, willing it to open, I tap out a nervous rhythm with the pointed toe of my high-heeled pump. Yes, my feet are aching after an entire night in these shoes. Believe me, I would’ve donned my exercise shoes before my escape if I’d had the opportunity.

      I tuck a stray hair up into the cheap baseball cap that covers a stiffly sprayed updo. I bought the hat at a corner stand while waiting for my taxi. Not that my hair is all that distinctive, but I thought the hat could make me slightly less recognizable.

      An eternity later—probably all of five seconds—there’s still no answer. Then the rumble of an engine warns me of an approaching vehicle. My breath catches in my throat.

      They must’ve tracked the taxi! Geesa warned me that might happen.

      I dive behind the adjacent hedge, ignoring the bite of the rough mulch against my knees and elbows. Jammed between the bush and the wall, my feet still extending out onto the porch, I freeze, waiting for the slam of a car door and the pounding of footsteps up the walkway. Soon harsh hands will grip my ankles and drag me out.

      But the car passes by, and adrenaline rushes out like air from a popped balloon. With quivering arms, I shove up onto my hands and knees, peering through the leaves to be certain the coast is clear.

      I’m about to back out of the space when I spot a movement from the corner of my eye. Ever so slowly, I turn my gaze toward the shrub. There, on a branch at eye level, sits a prehistoric beast from my nightmares. A lizard!

      He spears me with his tiny terrifying glare. My lungs refuse to work.

      Why a lizard? Why not a spider? Or a snake? Why does it have to be the horrible creature my brothers tortured me with over and over growing up? I’m convinced the only reason boys want lizards as pets is to terrify normal people like me.

      I blink, and he disappears. Where did he go?

      My diaphragm convulses in a desperate gasp, my heart thumping against my ribs like a bongo drum. I’m breathing again, but I’ll probably die from a stroke.

      Then I feel it... something prickling my spine!

      Still on my knees, I contort, slapping at my back. I can’t feel him, but I know he’s there, biding his time before he creeps up and into my hair. Or maybe he’ll dart down the neck of my shirt.

      If he does, I’m ripping off this blouse!

      My scream is loud enough to be heard all over Los Angeles. The police will soon come, and men in black suits will take me into custody. By tonight, I’ll be locked up in a dingy isolation cell. Or worse, I’ll be on a plane, headed home to Gurland to face my uncle. I’ll take a dungeon any day.

      But at the moment, I don’t care. Nothing else matters. Nothing but getting away from this attacking lizard.

      The sharp limbs grab at me as I scramble backwards. But I prefer painful scratches to the grotesque tickling of tiny, clawed feet. I’m hoping he’ll get scraped off.

      I edge back onto the brick porch. Maybe I can escape without having a reptile invade my clothes, after all. And so far, I haven’t heard any sirens. It’s a miracle!

      Then my hair yanks hard. Tears sting my eyes. I jerk my head again, but I’m stuck fast. My hand investigates the problem. Somewhere in the melee my cap came off, and a stiff branch snagged my hair. My attempts to untangle it make it worse.

      At least there’s no one to witness my predicament. I can imagine if the authorities had shown up to find my rear end sticking out with my tight linen skirt inching its way up my thighs.

      Yes, I had a dress on, but don’t judge me. I was on my way to my graduation when I bolted. Not that I even own a pair of jeans.

      “It’s unseemly for a princess to wear trousers.” My uncle said it, and it was law. Literally!

      That was only the beginning of his successful campaign to control every aspect of my life. Heaven forbid I should ever do something unseemly. We wouldn’t want to disgrace the throne by having a single hair escape the tight bun my governess plastered with hairspray on a daily basis. All in the futile effort to make me into a princess.

      In contrast, my two older brothers are considered acceptable princes though they wreak havoc everywhere they go. Even now that we’re adults, they get away with murder. Ughh! It makes me so mad.

      I yank my head again, but the branch doesn’t budge.

      Only last month the press caught Luc, the heir to the throne, in a drunken brawl. On my biweekly video call with Uncle André, I magnanimously offered to lend him my governess to keep an eye on the guys.

      My uncle hadn’t even cracked a smile. “They are grown men, Marquietta. They don’t need anyone to supervise them.” Why couldn’t he have the same regard for me? “I look forward to next month when you finish this superfluous degree and return to take up your royal duties.”

      If he could see me in this undignified position, he might permanently relieve me of my royal duties. And that would be fine with me.

      Who am I kidding? I’ve been trying in vain to gain my uncle’s approval all my life. I may complain and mouth off, but I’ve always been obedient. This is the first time I’ve ever deliberately gone against his wishes. I can’t bear the idea of facing him again and seeing the disappointment on his face.

      I reach up, determined to snap off the limb that snagged me, but it feels as thick as my thumb. Moving forward doesn’t work either.

      On a high note, the lizard must have scampered away. Though I’m thinking if I feel him climb down the neck of my blouse, I’m going to have a stroke. That might be a better way to die than slowly starving to death, my hair impaled on a shrub.

      I wasn’t surprised my uncle considered my MBA superfluous. He only allowed me to pursue it because my grandmother had nagged him for six months.

      I wanted to make a crack that my only royal duty was to stay hidden away at the castle with no outside contact. But what was the point?

      Fighting him isn’t worth the effort. Surely somewhere, tucked in the back of a closet, is the trophy my uncle won in the Universal Control Freak Contest. I gave up rebelling against his rules long ago.

      Until yesterday. When one phone call changed everything.

      I had learned to accept my lot, that I would never get to live a normal life. I could only watch the rest of the world from a distance. I never had a boyfriend, but I’ve fallen in love a thousand times in my books and movies.

      I’ve dreamed about my perfect guy so many times I can picture him in my mind. He’s educated and sophisticated—probably a college professor—and appreciates all the refined skills I’ve been forced to acquire over the years. Sweet and thoughtful, he devotes himself to me, treating me as a valued treasure. Unlike my brothers, he would never tease or provoke me in any way. And he would love me for me, and not because of my status.

      Then yesterday, my grandmother—the only sane person in my family—dropped the proverbial bomb that put an end to my reveries. She told me the secret of my uncle’s diabolical plan.

      Oh, I’m certain Uncle André believed he was acting in my best interest. Yet, in his last communication with me, he failed to mention this one tiny little detail.

      It would have been thoughtful if he’d told me…

      “By the way, we’re planning a royal wedding… and the bride is you.”

      It must have slipped his mind.

      Argh!!

      Yes, arranging my marriage without my consent is within the king’s legal rights. I’ve always known Gurland has these archaic laws, but I never dreamed my uncle would use them against me.

      And worst of all, the wedding is taking place on my birthday—December twenty-fourth—at the annual Gurland Festival of Bells. It’s all a big publicity stunt to boost the festival and gain world-wide attention. What a way to ruin my birthday and Christmas forever!

      Fortunately, my Geesa did some research before her call. She booked me an appointment in Los Angeles with a TikTok matchmaker named Granny B.

      You see, the only way to ensure my uncle can’t force me into a marriage against my will is to snag a husband of my own. Not a real one. That would be disastrous. I break out in hives just thinking about it.

      I’m almost twenty-six years old, and I’ve never spent time alone with males, other than my brothers. Even my bodyguard is female. The only way I know to interact with guys is to exchange insults, with a few kicks thrown in for safekeeping. Something tells me that method wouldn’t work well in an actual relationship.

      No, I don’t intend to interact much with this temporary husband. That’s why I need Granny B’s help… to find a quiet, educated man who’ll be willing to contract for a platonic marriage and keep his mouth shut about the details. Geesa is providing monetary compensation for his time and trouble, since I don’t currently have access to my funds. Hopefully, we won’t even have to live together for more than a few weeks to make it look legitimate.

      On the other hand, the marriage must be legally binding. Geesa even contacted an attorney and paid in advance for an iron-clad prenuptial agreement.

      All this is how I ended up skipping my graduation at Stanford and catching an overnight bus to LA. Wouldn’t you know; the first time I’ve ever been anywhere by myself I’d end up with my head snagged on a shrub?

      My fingers wrestle with the offending branch, which has somehow punctured the extra-thick layer of spray my governess applied to ensure my mortar board wouldn’t disturb my elaborate coiffure.

      A loud crack announces the opening of the door behind me.

      It must be Granny B! And here I am greeting her with my rear end. She’s going to think I’m a weirdo and match me with some freaky guy.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, waving an awkward hand somewhere in the vicinity of my bottom before tugging vainly at my hiked-up skirt hem. “My hair got caught in your bush.”

      “Interesting…” says a voice that’s much deeper than I expected.

      At least my face, which is certainly beet red, is hidden from sight. “I don’t suppose you’re a little old lady with a really bad cold…”

      A low chuckle rumbles out. “Not the last time I looked.”
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            DRAKE CHANNON, AKA A MAN DETERMINED TO EAT GEEBEE’S COOKIES AND YET REMAIN SINGLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I suppose I shouldn’t tease this poor woman, but it’s hard to pass up such a prime opportunity. I step outside and quietly shut the door behind me.

      “You can stand up now, miss,” I say in a pompous voice. “There’s no need to kneel in my presence. Though I can see why you might mistake me for royalty.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.” She has a slight accent I can’t quite place… almost British, but a little off. She jerks, rattling the leaves around her. “Listen, sir. I must be at the wrong house. So, I’d appreciate if you went back inside and pretended you never saw me. Just erase this whole episode from your memory.”

      “I don’t think I could ever wipe this image from my brain.” I hold back a laugh. “Why don’t you let me help you, instead?”

      I bend and peer into the hedges, trying to see how she’s snagged without draping myself on top of her.

      “I’m okay. I’m almost loose, I think.” Her hand grasps a limb, and the entire shrub shakes, as does the shapely bottom I’m attempting to ignore, with little success. “I’m looking for the house that belongs to a woman called Granny B. Do you know where she lives, by any chance?”

      “You’re at the right house.” Heavy dread settles in my stomach. GeeBee sent me to answer the door for a new client, and I know what that means. She and Grandma Loretta are at it again! Plotting to end my days as a single man. Why won’t they believe me when I tell them marriage is simply not in my stars?

      It’s true that Race Madden, my bandmate, and West Garrison, our former manager, seem happier since their respective marriages. (West even has a kid now. How weird is that?) But both of them were at low points in their lives before the Underground Granny Matchmakers hooked them up with their future wives.

      I, on the other hand, am quite content with my life. As the drummer in Race Madden and the Hatters, I’m just famous enough. Some die-hard fans recognize me, but not so many that I can’t walk down the street without being mobbed. I have plenty of money and more female attention than I could ever want.

      True, I’m not wild like I was in my younger days. But as I tried to explain to GeeBee, I can settle down in my life without settling into a marriage. At the ripe old age of thirty-six, I’ve sworn off relationships. When I take a girl out, I warn her in advance that I don’t do second dates. I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.

      Which brings me to the real reason I’m certain I’ll never get married. I’m picky! I know exactly what my ideal woman would be like, and I’m positive she doesn’t exist.

      First, she can’t be one of these immature twenty-something women who throw themselves at me after every concert. Yet the women closer to my age take everything too seriously. That’s why my perfect mate would be an athletic thirty-something who loves the outdoors more than anything. Outside music, my life revolves around physical activities like climbing and camping and kayaking. I can’t see myself settling down with anyone who doesn’t love the same things.

      And while we’re at it, let’s make her a book lover, not a TV zombie. Reading is my number one pastime when I can’t be outdoors. My brain associates binging TV shows with drinking alcohol. I’ve been clean and sober for more than three years, and I intend to stay that way.

      “Ow!” GeeBee’s client cries. “It’s stabbing me.”

      “Sorry.” I try bending the branch the opposite direction.

      The third qualification for my impossible match would be a woman who thinks like I do. I don’t like conflict. I saw plenty of it growing up until my parents finally did everyone a favor and got a divorce. I’ll be the first to admit my way of thinking can be out of the ordinary in some areas, so it will be hard to find a woman who agrees with me on every important matter. Which is yet another reason I will never find a woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.

      She absolutely, positively does not exist.

      That’s how I know, even before I see the face of this woman kneeling halfway off the porch, that she’s not for me. But it’s hard to ignore that cute rear end wiggling in my face as I reach down to help get her hair free from the bush.

      When I finally snap off the branch entangling her hair, she demonstrates the true meaning of an ear-splitting scream.

      “Ahhhhhhhkkkkk!” She jumps up, slamming the back of her head painfully into my chin. I fall backwards against the door as she leaps to her feet, hopping around and slapping at her back. “It’s in my shirt! It’s in my shirt!”

      Now she’s tugging her blouse out of her skirt. Her hands are on the hem. “It’s still in there! I feel it! I have to get it out! Don’t look! I’m taking this top off!”

      I duck my head and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “No, no! Keep it on. I’ll help you.” With one hand obscuring my view and the other extended, I fumble forward, my hand groping high enough that I shouldn’t land on any personal body parts, which I must assume are now exposed to the elements. “What is it? A bee?”

      Her only answer is a piercing squeal. But I hear her dancing feet, and the temptation to look is too much to resist. I peek between my fingers. She’s facing away from me. I’m relieved to find her blouse still in place. (Okay, maybe I’m slightly disappointed.) With her purse miraculously still strapped to her body, she’s flapping the tail of her shirt and bouncing like a pogo-stick, quite a feat in the heels she’s wearing. She must have great balance. And I can’t help noticing her muscular calves, which makes me wonder if she’s athletic.

      Not that it matters. Even if she turns out to be a world class mountain climber, I’m still not interested in her.

      If there’s a bee in her blouse, he must be agitated by all her frantic movements. She’s bound to get stung.

      “Let me get it out for you. Hold still.” I grab both her arms, but it’s like trying to immobilize a kangaroo.

      “I can’t. I can still feel it in there.” The bouncing continues.

      Just then something brown tumbles from her shirt and lands on the bricks.

      “It fell out, and it’s not moving. You’re safe.” I bend to inspect it.

      “Is it dead?” She twists to face me and backs a few feet away. “Don’t touch it! I hate those things. They may look harmless, but they can be vicious.”

      I pick it up with my fingertips, lifting it toward her as she shuffles to the opposite side of the porch. “It’s only a—?”

      “Get back!” Her eyes spring open wide. I’m caught by them, captivated by the deep blue, with silver flecks that sparkle like diamonds. Even bugged out in fear, those entrancing eyes make my chest tighten in a weird way. I’ve never seen anything like them.

      “But it’s just a stick.” I dangle it from my fingers.

      “A stick?” Those glittery eyes narrow, squinting at the inanimate object. “Are you sure that’s not a lizard? I swear I felt little claws on my back.”

      I pretend to examine the stick more closely. “Claws... let me see. Hmmm... Nope, I don’t see claws.”

      “Ughh!” She jabs the heel of her hand into her forehead. “I really need to get over this phobia. But for years, my siblings found joy in tormenting me with lizards. I found these disgusting reptiles in my bathroom, under the covers, inside my closet... One time, they even stowed a lizard in my underwear drawer.”

      She must have brothers, not sisters. I recall doing similar things to my sisters, utilizing frogs and beetles and such. Their screams of horror were so gratifying I didn’t mind the repeated hours I spent in time-out.

      “I assume they were males. Right?”

      The flush that comes to her face highlights an array of freckles that gives her that natural, healthy look I love. I swallow a hard lump of air. She is quite stunning, even with twigs and leaves protruding from her disheveled hair. I mentally smack myself, a reminder that I mustn’t let myself be distracted by her beauty. I would be playing right into GeeBee’s hands.

      Besides, a female this gorgeous is bound to be full of herself. They almost always are. I’ve only met two women in my lifetime who seem unaware of how pretty they are, and those two are sisters, now married to Race and West.

      I wipe a lock of sweaty hair off my face and try to subtly catch a whiff of my armpits. Ooof! I reek! I take a step back, hoping the odor doesn’t reach her. Though I ought to be glad I’m still dirty from shoveling mulch in GeeBee’s flower beds. My stink could be the perfect thing to turn this woman off and completely foil the granny matchmakers’ plans.

      “To be honest, I never looked.” Her cheeks glow even pinker. “I don’t know how you tell the difference.”

      It takes me a moment to realize she thought my gender question was pertaining to the lizards. I bite my lips, but I can’t stop a laugh from escaping. “I was referring to your siblings. I figured they were brothers, not sisters.”

      She chokes on a nervous laugh, her fingers shaking as she attempts to tuck a few strands of golden-brown hair back into her tousled bun. I notice her dragging her gaze up from my legs, probably judging me for my filthy shirt and shorts.

      “Eh-hem.” She clears her throat. “You guessed correctly. Jonas and Luc are my big brothers. Sometimes they still act like bratty little boys, even though they’re in their late twenties.”

      “How old are you?” Confirming her inappropriate youth will strengthen my resolve.

      “I’m almost twenty-six.” Her hands perch on her hips. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious. I knew you looked young.”

      As I suspected, she’s not old enough for me. The moment we go inside, I can pull GeeBee into the kitchen and reject this girl based on her age before GeeBee’s ridiculous matchmaking attempt goes any further.

      “How old are you?” she asks. “Forty-five? Fifty?”

      “Hey! I’m only thirty-six.” My fingers probe my temple where I spotted a gray hair last week, as if I could feel if any new ones had sprouted. “Do I look that old?”

      Merriment dances in her eyes. “You don’t look a day over forty-two.”

      Not only is she young, but also, she’s rude. GeeBee and Grandma Loretta will never trick me into going out with this new client. As soon as I grab a few fresh-baked cookies—my pay for doing GeeBee’s yardwork—I’m out of here! I’ll make the grannies match Bush-Lady with some other guy, not me.

      She crosses her arms, drawing my attention to numerous cuts and scrapes. A nice guy would offer to help her clean and bandage her wounds, but I can’t afford to get that close to this temptress. Those grannies are devious. I wouldn’t be surprised if this whole incident were an act. For all I know that red stuff on her arms is ketchup.

      I turn to check the shrubs for telltale signs of the deception, but only spot a purple and gold Laker’s cap. “Are you a Laker’s fan?”

      “A what fan?”

      “Why else would you wear this cap if you aren’t a fan?” I bend to pick it up. “It’s not like the colors go with your outfit.”

      As I glance over my shoulder, I see her checking out my backside. No big deal. I’m totally used to being ogled by the opposite sex; it goes along with being a rockstar. In fact, I work out daily to garner that kind of attention from our fans. But this is the first time the woman caught looking went red as a fire hydrant and averted her eyes.

      “Thanks.” She snatches the cap from my fingers and jams it on her head, her gaze darting toward me then settling on her feet, which are rolling to the outside of her high-heeled shoes. How can she stand like that without falling over? “I’d better get inside now and talk to Granny B. You said this is her house, right?”

      I can’t make it that easy on her, now that I know how easily she embarrasses. With a loud yawn, I stretch my arms over my head, deliberately exposing my abs. I don’t bother to suppress a smug grin when her eyes go round and her jaw drops.

      I give her an exaggerated wink. “See something you like?”

      She squeaks and covers her face with her hands. Simultaneously, the pointed toe of her shoe zips forward and jabs my leg.

      “Ow!” I hop on one foot, holding my smarting shin. “Why did you do that?”

      “I’m so sorry! It was a reflex.” She drops to her knees and lays her soft hands on my leg. She might or might not be caressing the spot where she kicked me. I have no idea. The pain disappeared the moment her fingers touched my skin, replaced by little fiery tingles I have no business feeling right now.

      “A reflex?” Suppressing a sudden urge to scoop her up and kiss her senseless, I back out of her reach. “A reflex is when the doctor hits your patella tendon with a rubber hammer. How was that a reflex?”

      “I don’t know.” She stands, shaking her head. “You were teasing me. What was I supposed to do?”

      “You could’ve just told me off. I’d prefer that to being kicked.” I scrub my hands through my hair. “Don’t worry. I got your message loud and clear. But you probably shouldn’t have touched me like that.”

      She gasps, covering the O of her lips with her fingers. “Was that inappropriate? I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. But it... you know... it sends mixed signals.” Is she really that naive? Does she not realize how her touch could affect a man?

      “This is hopeless. I’m never going to be able to pull this off. I can’t even talk to a guy for ten minutes without assaulting him. How am I going to—” She swallows her words, her eyes, focused down the street behind me, growing huge. “Oh, no! I have to hide!”

      I contort to see a black SUV a half block away, approaching slowly. There’s only one reason she would be this afraid—an abusive ex. I reach for GeeBee’s front door, but the handle doesn’t budge. “It must’ve locked behind me.”

      She makes a move to dive back into the too-tight space behind the hedges, but I grasp her arm and pull her against me. “I’ll block you. Just act like we’re a couple.”

      “Okay.” Her lower lip trembles as she tucks her face against me, her heart pounding against my chest.

      My own heart is pounding, but it isn’t with fear. It’s more like rage. Some man has hurt this sweet, innocent woman, and right now, I’d like to pummel his face. I almost hope the car stops and the guy comes up here so I can teach him a lesson he’ll never forget.

      Wow. What’s happening? I’m not a violent kind of guy. I’ve never felt protective like this before.

      Time stops. There is no one in the world but me and the woman in my arms. I caress her back with soothing strokes. She makes a soft sound that could be expressing terror, but my mind hears it as a purr of contentment.

      Then my hands are moving of their own accord, sliding up until I’m cupping her face. I tilt her chin up and lower my head until our mouths are inches apart. I’m dying to taste those luscious lips. Her beautiful blue eyes have a languid look that I would normally take as permission granted, but I can’t assume she means what her expression is saying. If I’m wrong, my shin could suffer the consequences.

      “Can I kiss you?” My voice cracks like an anxious teenager.

      Her throat moves under my fingertips as she gulps. I steel myself for a no, but her chin dips in the slightest of nods. Did I imagine it? I’m about to ask for confirmation when the tip of her tongue darts out to moisten her lips... so tempting. Stifling a groan, I quickly decide that tiny nod was more than enough consent.

      Our lips meet at last. Hers are sweet and soft as velvet. I sense the need to be gentle, so I hold back, brushing my mouth across hers with the lightest of pressure. I’m fighting the growing urge to let go and intensify the contact. To kiss her hard. But she would hate that kind of aggression, wouldn’t she?

      Besides, I’m only kissing her to protect her, right? And I’m pretty sure that SUV already drove past and turned the corner. Unless I’m hoping to start something with her, I need to end this now.

      With a frustrated growl, I start to pull away. But she surges against me, her mouth seemingly hungry.

      Who am I to deny her? I’m a nice guy, always willing to sacrifice to help someone in need. (As if I could stop myself.)

      In an instant, my mouth slants across hers, pressing, claiming her lips as mine. She tastes like honey and something deep inside me wishes I could devour her. My mouth leaves hers and slides down to her jawline. When my lips find the warmth of her neck, a soft whimper reaches my ears. The sound brings me to my senses.

      I jerk my head back, my breath heaving in my chest. Her fingers rise to touch her swollen lips. Her face flushing, she blinks like she just woke from a heavy sleep.

      “Th-thanks for the... uh... thanks for that... for hiding me.” She peers around me at the empty street. “I think it worked.”

      “Yeah, you’re... uh... you’re welcome.” I shift my weight, unable to find a comfortable position. How do I apologize for going caveman on her? “You know, that wasn’t really normal for me. The way we kissed—”

      “Right. Sure. But it was my fir—" She presses her mouth closed, blanching her lips. “What I’m saying is the whole situation was weird, so it’s understandable it was bad, right?”

      “I didn’t say it was bad.” I just kissed a woman, and she hated it. Talk about knocking me down a few pegs. I’ve always thought I was a good kisser. But maybe all the other women were just pandering to my rockstar ego. “You really didn’t like it?”

      A flurry of emotions crosses over her face like a movie on fast-forward. If she doesn’t answer soon, I’m going to pass out from holding my breath.

      “I thought...” Her fingers fidget with the strap on her bag. “I thought it was—”

      Crack! We both startle as the front door pops open and GeeBee sticks her head out.

      “What are you doing on the porch? Come inside. The cookies are getting cold.”
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      Long fingers cinch on my arm and drag me inside. “Come, come! Granny Loretta is in the kitchen waiting for us.”

      “Oh.” I’m almost trotting to keep up with her rapid steps, smoothing my hand down my skirt as we go. Not sure why I bother since the wrinkles are set like stone after a night in the bus station.

      “I’m Granny B, but you can call me GeeBee.”

      Behind me, I hear a gasp. “You’re letting her call you GeeBee already? It took me three years to get that privilege.”

      GeeBee doesn’t even break stride, still speed-walking through the house. “You should go take a shower, Drake. You’re too dirty to come into the kitchen.”

      It’s nice to know his name. And yes, I’m more than a little mortified that my first kiss was with a complete stranger. But maybe it’s a good thing I got that out of the way. I wouldn’t have wanted my first time to be at the alter after the judge pronounced me married to whatever guy the grannies find for me.

      I hope it isn’t Drake. Well, part of me wishes it were him. After all, the guy is handsome and built and an amazing kisser. (Though I’m not exactly the best judge in that last area.) But the practical side of me knows he’s not the man for this job. I need a contractual husband for a set period. The relationship, if you can even call it that, must be strictly platonic. Physical attraction would only complicate the matter.

      “Can’t I shower later? The cookies just came out of the oven!” He sounds like she told him his pet died.

      “Another batch just went in. You can grab a couple before you leave.”

      “What do you mean, before I leave? Don’t you want me to stick around for a while?”

      The small white-haired woman stops in the doorway and turns to face him. I feel a shiver of fear when her blue eyes sharpen on him. This isn’t a woman you want to cross.

      “You finished mulching the yard, right?” she says. “That’s all I need for today.”

      “Don’t you need my help with… your new client?”

      One of her white brows arches high on her forehead. “Loretta and I have a massive granny matchmaking network. Why would we suddenly need your aid?”

      My gaze is drawn to his square jaw, set off with a nice masculine stubble. Yikes, I feel blood rushing to my face, remembering how incredible that stubble felt when he dragged his tingle-inducing lips down to my neck. No, I definitely don’t need this man around while I’m talking to the grannies. He will be too much of a distraction. No man should be that attractive even when he’s sweaty.

      “Because…” The muscles along that manly jaw clench. “Because she has a stalker, that’s why. It might not be safe for you ladies to be here by yourselves.”

      GeeBee turns her questioning eyes to me. But I don’t know what he’s talking about. Why would he think I have a stalker?

      “Tell her.” His hand touches my elbow, sending a delicious shiver down my spine. “Tell GeeBee about your ex tracking you down. The guy in the black SUV.”

      “But the SUV wasn’t…” Oops… I can’t very well divulge to Drake that my uncle, the king of Gurland, probably has the FBI looking for me. Even GeeBee can’t know about that until she signs the nondisclosure form. “What I’m saying is that I don’t know for sure that was my ex. It could have been anyone in that car.”

      These two can probably see my nose growing as I speak. I am the world’s worst liar. The only class I ever failed was drama. Well, that and golf. I don’t like any activity I can’t master in a few days.

      “Go shower.” GeeBee points a scrawny finger at Drake, who pushes a hand through his thick, black hair that somehow looks good even though it’s sweaty.

      And I don’t even like sweat. Maybe when that branch grabbed my hair, it messed up my brain.

      His dreamy green eyes connect with mine. Butterflies come alive inside my stomach.

      “Will you be okay?” he asks.

      I want to assure him, but my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth.

      “Get! Go!” GeeBee shoos him away with a flick of her hand. “Loretta and I will take care of Marki.”

      My throat tightens. How does she know my real name? Geesa told me she made an appointment for me under the name Marcia Martin.

      Drake mutters something unintelligible as he stomps away, and I follow GeeBee into the kitchen, where I spot a plate of cookies on the table. My stomach gurgles in anticipation.

      “Marki, I’m so glad you made it.” Granny Loretta is taller than GeeBee and not as thin. She reminds me of my Geesa with her short silver curls. In fact, she’s wearing an outfit that looks exactly like one of Geesa’s!

      “Where…” My knees bend as GeeBee scoots a chair behind me, and I find myself sitting at the table. “Where did you get that belt?”

      I’m shocked to see her wearing the traditional Gurland holiday belt. After all, Gurland is such an obscure country that most people don’t even know it exists. That’s why I was able to go to grad school at Stanford without attracting any attention whatsoever.

      “Don’t you love it?” Loretta grabs the dangling tails of the brightly colored scarf-belt at her waist. “I whipped it up on my sewing machine last night from scraps of material from other projects. After I saw your grandmother’s, I had to have one for myself.”

      “You saw my grandmother?” I’m glad I haven’t started eating one of those enticing cookies, because I would’ve choked. And these grannies might not be strong enough to do the Heimlich maneuver.

      “Not in person, of course.” Loretta slides into a chair across the table. “We talked to her on FaceTime.”

      “We think these belts are going to be the next fashion trend.” GeeBee picks up a similar belt of long fabric strips and wraps it around the waist of her polka dot shirt before she sits beside me. “Hope to show them off on our live TikTok video tonight. But I need to get a solid top and bottom so the belt can be the star.”

      Loretta’s lips turn down, and she reaches across the table to pat my hand. “You poor dear… you’re not on TikTok, are you? Your grandmother told us your life has been pretty restricted.”

      “I’d call that an understatement.” My head is swirling. Too many surprises in one morning. “Did my grandmother have you sign anything before she told you all this stuff?”

      “All three of us signed our customary non-disclosure when she signed up to be a UGM.” GeeBee slides the plate of cookies toward me. “Have a cookie.”

      The growl my stomach emits is so loud I don’t bother to pretend I’m not starving. I take a bite of the mouthwatering warm cookie, chewing and swallowing while my mind spins with a million questions. “What’s a UGM?”

      “Underground Granny Matchmakers,” says GeeBee. “She’s one of us, now.”

      “Yes, and since she’s working for us, there’s no charge for your match.” Loretta chooses a cookie from the plate.

      “We have a perfect record.” GeeBee’s cherry-red lips spread in a beaming smile.

      “Now, Bette.” Loretta gestures with her cookie. “We don’t always make the right match on our first try. And a few clients have given up.”

      “Pffffttt!” GeeBee flops a hand at Loretta. “Ninety-nine percent of the time, we hit the nail on the head. And we haven’t failed to find a match for a single client who didn’t opt out.”

      “Hmmm… That’s true. But we did have that one couple who got a divorce.”

      “There was nothing wrong with that match.” GeeBee crosses her arms. “We can’t be responsible for an interfering witch of a mother-in-law.”

      “I wish we could’ve gotten them into counseling. It might’ve saved their marriage.” Loretta shakes her head slowly, wearing a somber expression. Then she shoots me a warm smile. “But don’t you worry, dear. We’ll find the right husband for you. No divorce in your future.”

      “What?” I cough, my eyes watering, almost having to test out their Heimlich skills after all. I gulp a drink from the glass of water GeeBee hurriedly retrieves for me and force down the last of the cookie crumbs. “Didn’t Geesa explain? I’m not looking for a permanent husband. I just need a temporary one. And I need him fast.”

      “She told us everything.” GeeBee leans forward, glances toward the door, and continues in a conspiratorial tone. “We understand the law says the king may choose the appropriate husband for an unmarried princess. But only if she is single on her twenty-sixth birthday…”

      “Which is still six months away,” Loretta adds. “We have plenty of time to find the right man for you before December twenty-fourth.”

      “You don’t get it!” I drop my face into my hands. “I officially graduated yesterday, so my education visa is expired. It’s a good bet my uncle has already recruited the FBI to find me and deport me. Once I’m back in Gurland, he’ll keep me under lock and key until Christmas. I need to get married now!”

      “Your grandmother told us you need to hide for a while,” says GeeBee. “She arranged for us to provide you with a chunk of cash so you could keep paying your expenses without using a credit card. It’s important that you can’t be traced.”

      “Yes, I know. And I’ve been careful.” I glance at the kitchen window, almost expecting to see someone sinister looking inside. “Except I had to use a credit card to hire a taxi to get here. I’m so afraid they’re already tracking me down.”

      “Hmm…” GeeBee taps a finger on her chin. “I’m glad you warned us. They might show up here in a few days, but you ought to be long gone by then.”

      “I have to ask,” Loretta says. “The man your uncle chose… would he be so awful?”

      “Carlisle Van Belleghem?” Even his name makes my stomach churn with nausea. “I’ve barely met him, but he’s not even thirty and already a celebrated womanizer. Rich and powerful. I would be nothing but a tool for him to gain even more power. He convinced my uncle he would be a faithful devoted husband. But I don’t believe it, and neither does Geesa.”

      Loretta is nodding even before I finish. “We totally understand. A desperate situation calls for desperate measures.”

      “We plan to hide you from your uncle and keep the temporary marriage option as a last resort,” says GeeBee. “We can have all the paperwork done and filled out and ready to file in an instant if your uncle tracks you down.”

      “In the meantime,” Loretta says, “we’re convinced there’s a guy out there who’s so well suited that you’ll want to spend the rest of your life with him. Isn’t that better than an awkward marriage with a stranger, followed by a stressful divorce?”

      “I didn’t think it would be that awkward. It’s not like we’d be… you know…” Ughh. I feel my face burning. As a general rule, I don’t talk about sex. “…consummating the marriage.”

      “Geesa mentioned that.” GeeBee purses her lips. “But in California that would make it easy for your uncle to claim fraud and have the marriage annulled. To ensure the marriage is valid, you’ll have to sleep with your husband.”

      My vision begins to narrow, the room swirling. “That will never work,” I rasp, gripping the table to keep my balance. I can barely handle the fact that I kissed a stranger, much less agree to have sex with one.

      “Then we’re all in agreement.” Loretta clasps her hands under her chin. “First things first. We have to get you into hiding, while we’re working on your match.”

      “Yes,” GeeBee nods. “Your story is already making the news. Saw your picture on TV this morning. Granted the photo they put up was some kind of fancy portrait of you as a teenager, but someone’s bound to recognize you if you stick around LA.”

      “That fancy painting is the portrait my uncle commissioned last year for the castle gallery.” He instructed the artist to capture my “child-like innocence.” Which turned out to be another word for freckles. “I hate that picture.”

      “We’ll arrange all the details for an emergency wedding in case your uncle somehow finds you before we’re ready,” Loretta says.

      “But who’s going to agree to be my emergency groom?”

      GeeBee and Loretta exchange a look that makes warning goosebumps prickle my arms.

      “Drake,” they say in unison.

      Not Drake! Anyone but the guy I almost strangled in an attempt to prolong his fake kiss! My blood thrums inside my head like a bass drum. “That’s a terrible idea. We’re nothing alike.”

      “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” Loretta asks, blinking her eyes. “He’s only the emergency, back-up groom, not the permanent one.”

      “You said I’d have to sleep with him,” I rasp in a hoarse whisper, as beads of sweat break out on my forehead.”

      “Drake is a rockstar.” GeeBee’s mouth twists in a wry smirk. “Believe me, if you get married, everyone will assume you slept together. They might even assume it if you aren’t married.”

      My cheeks are radiating heat. “Are you saying he sleeps around with a lot of women?”

      “I’m saying that’s his reputation,” GeeBee waggles her white eyebrows. “If you want to know the truth, ask him yourself.”

      I shake my head. “I guess I’ll never know then, because that’s definitely not happening.”

      “Fine, then. It’s settled.” GeeBee picks up her phone, tapping the screen in a purposeful manner.

      More than ever, I know I can’t be with Drake. After the way my self-control dissolved from one short fake kiss, I’m not sure I could turn him down if he ever pushed to go further.

      “Drake hasn’t signed a non-disclosure form, so we can’t tell him who I am.” I’m thinking fast, coming up with excuses. “And I don’t think you could talk him into this, even if he knew the truth.”

      “I was a little worried about talking him into it.” As a timer bell goes off, GeeBee rises and grabs an oven mitt. “But now that he knows about your abusive ex, I’m pretty sure he’s going to volunteer on his own.”

      “But I don’t have an abusive ex—”

      “Shhh!” Loretta shuffles around to the chair beside me. “The water stopped running. That means Drake’s out of the shower. He’ll be coming down the hallway any minute.”

      “But I can’t lie to him!” I whisper, in desperation. “I’m terrible at it!”

      “Don’t worry your pretty little head. It doesn’t matter if you can’t lie.” GeeBee puts the hot baking pan on a cooling rack. “Because Loretta and I are pros.”
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      I peek in the doorway and find GeeBee and Loretta sitting on either side of Marki, her head buried in her arms on the table. Is the poor girl that distraught?

      “Don’t worry about that terrible man, Marki. We’ll think of something…” Loretta rubs her hand on Marki’s back.

      “We just need to find the right match for you,” says GeeBee. “The right guy will love you and protect you.”

      A band tightens around my chest. I could be that guy, couldn’t I?

      No, I can’t be. Marki and I are not compatible. Best I can tell, she meets none of my standards. Still, it bothers me that GeeBee and Loretta didn’t want me to hang around. Even if I don’t want to be with this woman, I’d like to think the grannies would’ve chosen me as her match.

      “This is not going to work,” Marki mumbles from under her arms.

      “Sure, it will.” Loretta chews on a fingernail. “I promise. We’ll think of something… someone.”

      “I have an idea…” GeeBee’s eyes fall on me. “Oh, Drake! Perfect timing. I was just thinking of you. Would you—”

      “No. Absolutely not.” Ha! Just as I thought. This whole thing was a ruse to get me to go out with their newest client. “I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again… I don’t want any part of your matchmaking schemes. I don’t want to get married. And even if I did, this woman isn’t my type.”

      GeeBee and Loretta look at each other with their lips pressed into weird shapes like they’re not breathing. Simultaneously, the two bust out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” I demand, noting that Marki’s face is still buried.

      Loretta tries several times to catch her breath, but fails, falling again into uncontrolled laughter. GeeBee guffaws and reaches over Marki to slap Loretta on the back.

      Finally, GeeBee’s laughter slows, and she points at me.

      “I can’t believe you thought we would pick you as a match for Marki.” She chuckles again. “What were you doing outside all that time? Have you even looked at this woman? Don’t you see she’s way out of your league?”

      “Out of my league?” I’m so insulted I can’t think of a comeback.

      “No offense, Drake,” says Loretta. “But Marki, here, is… Well, she’s educated. Sophisticated. Polished. She needs someone on her level, so to speak.”

      Marki’s head starts to come up, but Loretta puts her hand on her back. “Just keep your head down and rest, dear. You’ve been through enough trauma.”

      Trauma? What trauma? Had her ex hurt her before she came over here? Maybe those cuts were from him instead of the struggle with the bushes. Or maybe she was traumatized by my kiss. She called it “bad.” Would she have mentioned the kissing incident to Loretta and GeeBee?

      “You see, Drake, we’re looking for a man who’s more… refined. That’s why I was about to ask if you could give me Sam’s number.” GeeBee smiles as if she hasn’t just ripped me to shreds. “Loretta, you remember Sam, right? He took over the manager job for The Hatters when West left.”

      “Oh, yes!” Loretta clasps her hands together under her chin. “He’s so smart. And he dresses nicely. He’d be perfect for Marki.”

      “Sam’s no smarter than I am.” Fuming, I pace across the tiles. “And he’s forty-five years old, practically twice her age. And he doesn’t dress any better than I do.”

      “If you say so…” Loretta glances doubtfully at the too-tight shorts and T-shirt I just donned.

      “These aren’t even my clothes.” I spread my hands in frustration. “I wasn’t planning to shower here, and this was the only stuff I could find. Race or West probably wore these in high school.”

      “Yes, dear.” Loretta smiles and blinks her eyes.

      What does that even mean, when a woman says ‘yes, dear?’ Doesn’t it actually mean, ‘I don’t believe a word you’re saying, but I want you to be quiet?’

      “So, do you have Sam’s number?” GeeBee asks. “I know the band’s on break right now. We need him to take Marki away for a while… some place where she can’t be found.”

      “But what if her ex finds her, anyway?” Loretta lowers her voice as if someone might be listening at the window. “Marki says he’s coming after her with a marriage license in hand.”

      “He’s crazy out of his mind.” GeeBee frowns. “I’m not sure Sam would be willing to do whatever it takes to protect her. We may need a backup plan.”

      Marki lifts her head, mumbling something about how she can’t go through with this, but GeeBee shoves her face back onto her arms.

      “It’s okay, Marki. I know you’re stressed. But you have to trust us. We’re going to save you from marrying that awful man. You don’t want that, do you? To marry Carlisle?”

      Marki flinches. The man must have been terribly abusive to evoke such a reaction. She’s been so hurt. Maybe that was the reason she didn’t like my kiss.

      “I could hide her.” The words come out of my mouth before they even form in my head.

      “You?” GeeBee gapes at me. “No, Drake. You really aren’t Marki’s type.”

      “I don’t have to be her type. I only have to keep her hidden.” I stare down at GeeBee. Marki needs protecting, and I’m the man to do it. Even if it makes GeeBee so angry that I lose cookie privileges. Considering that possibility, I grab a cookie from the cooling rack and take a huge gooey bite of chocolatey goodness. Marki has no idea of the sacrifice I’m making.

      “I don’t think—” GeeBee starts in again, but I wave my hand to cut her off.

      “Marki, look at me.” At last, the grannies let her raise her head. Her wide eyes peer into mine. She doesn’t trust me, and I don’t blame her. “I can take you away from here. I already have a campsite reserved, up in the mountains. You’ll be safe with me, and I’ll protect you from your ex.”

      She flinches again at the mention of her ex, averting her eyes, thick dark lashes splaying on her cheeks.

      “She’s not going to be safe until she’s married to someone else,” Loretta says. “Her ex wants her because she’s—”

      “Granny Loretta, stop!” Marki’s face goes ashen.

      “I’m sorry, Marki, but he needs to understand what he’s up against.” Loretta turns back to me. “Her ex wants her because she’s pure. If she’s married to someone else, he won’t want her anymore.”

      Marki turns a thousand shades of red—understandable, in light of her innocence. But Loretta’s announcement doesn’t surprise me. In fact, it makes a lot of sense.

      “First of all, he’s not going to find us. But if he does, we’ll put rings on our fingers and pretend to be married.”

      “Ah…” Loretta seems weirdly disappointed. “I guess that would work.”

      “No, it wouldn’t,” says GeeBee.

      “Right.” Loretta’s face brightens. “It won’t work at all. Tell him why, Bette.”

      “Because…” GeeBee clears her throat.

      “Because…” Loretta circles her hand in encouragement. “Go ahead…”

      “Because…” GeeBee’s lower eyelid twitches for a few seconds, then her lips curve up at the corners. “Because Marki already tried that. She pretended to be married and her ex discovered it was a fake marriage. This time, he’ll demand proof.” She finishes with a decisive nod.

      “We can prove it if we need to. We’ll get a marriage license before we leave… the kind that allows you to marry yourselves.” I throw up my hands, exasperated that the grannies are so adamantly against my plan.

      “Oh, that’s right.” GeeBee tilts her head. “I forgot you could do that.”

      “You forgot?” I roll my eyes at her. “This morning, you told me a story about how one of your underground-granny-matchmaker-UGM couples performed their own ceremony. You said California is one of the few states that allows a self-uniting marriage.”

      “Yes, I remember now. I’m so absent-minded these days. Tsk, tsk, tsk.” She points to her temple. “Must be getting senile.”

      “Then, are we all agreed on my plan?” I glare at the grannies, daring them to argue.

      Loretta lets out a long heavy sigh. “I guess so.”

      “At least it’ll buy us some time until we find the right guy.” GeeBee pats Marki on the back. “You see, Marki? We told you it would all work out.”

      Apprehension lining her face, Marki catches my gaze. “You don’t have to do this, Drake.”

      “It’ll be okay, Marki. You’ll see.” Loretta stands and pulls a dazed-looking Marki to her feet, ushering her out of the room. “Let’s get you a change of clothes. While you and Drake are hiding in the hills, GeeBee and I are going to work day and night to find that perfect match for you. You’ll be happily married in no time.”

      “Be sure to give me Sam’s number,” GeeBee throws over her shoulder as she follows them out. “I still think he might be the one.”

      “I’ll do that.” The minute hell freezes over.

      Feeling smug, I fold my arms and lean back against the cabinet. I can’t wait to tell Race how I single-handedly won a battle of wills against his and his wife’s grandmothers, the world’s most formidable grannies.

      I did win, didn’t I?
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      I thought the grannies were being a bit overbearing, insisting they go with us to get the marriage license, but it took both, working in tandem, to keep my secret safe. GeeBee made us wait in a longer line to see a male clerk then hit him up to be matched with one of her clients, peppering him with so many questions that he barely looked at me or my application information. She also snatched the form and wrote “Independent” on the line where we were technically supposed to claim a religious denomination without clergy, such as Quaker. Meanwhile, at the opportune time, Granny Loretta distracted Drake with their latest TikTok videos so that he didn’t see the Gurland passport I used for my ID.

      “Loretta and I will sign as your witnesses,” GeeBee says as she marches toward the exit. “That way all you’ll have to do is sign on the bottom and you’ll be married.”

      “I doubt it will come to that.” Drake’s warm protective hand rests on my back, his sharp gaze raking the crowd.

      “Look!” A female voice cries. “That’s her! Right over there!”

      My stomach leaps into my throat as Drake draws me against him. I thought I would be unrecognizable with the heavy black eyeliner and eyeshadow, along with the billowing black tent dress I’d borrowed from Granny Loretta. But someone obviously identified me, and they’re bound to report it. How long do I have before the authorities show up?

      “Granny B! Over here!” The woman waves her hand at GeeBee, and I melt with relief. “You made our match! Oh, there’s Granny Loretta, too!”

      The two grannies change their courses to greet their former online clients. Soon, a crowd gathers around them, requesting autographs.

      Drake’s hand comes to rest on my shoulder, and I steel myself, trying not to show how electric it feels. A woman my age should be accustomed to a man’s touch.

      “Are you okay?” he whispers, his warm breath tickling my ear and somehow making my toes curl. I never would’ve suspected a direct connection existed between those two body parts.

      “I’m fine.” My voice sounds weak and breathy, so I clear my throat and cough a few times. “Perfectly fine.”

      It’s nice to have Drake hovering around, acting protective. But I’ve always despised weak women and been determined not to become one. That’s why I begged my uncle to hire a Jiu Jitsu instructor for me. Black is my goal, though I’ve only made it to the brown belt level so far.

      “Let’s get going. They’ll catch up.” He urges me outside, and we head toward the parking lot. “Don’t be so nervous. There’s almost no chance your ex is around here. And even if he were, he wouldn’t recognize you.”

      He sounds confident, but I see how anxious he is, constantly scanning the space.

      I scramble to answer him while avoiding the truth. “You don’t know Carlisle. He’s got eyes everywhere.”

      “This guy’s gotten into your head, Marki.” Even with skepticism dripping from Drake’s voice, I like hearing him say my name. “He can’t be that powerful. GeeBee told me you skipped your graduation and hopped a bus to LA last night. He’s probably still looking for you in Stanford, right?”

      My tongue is so thick I can’t even reply. I can’t lie to him anymore. “Drake, I need to tell you something, but you have to swear on your life you’ll keep it a secret.”

      “No problem. I can keep a secret.”

      “This is a really big one. You can’t tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.”

      “I already promised.” He huffs out a frustrated cough. “What do you want me to do? Sign a legal contract?”

      The non-disclosure contract… I could’ve had him sign it, but I left it with GeeBee.

      Rapid footsteps patter behind us. I turn to find GeeBee trotting toward us. Yes, trotting. I don’t know how old this woman is, but I’m certain she’s beyond the usual trotting age. Granny Loretta is trailing behind, walking at a good clip.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” GeeBee joins us as we reach the car. “But I’m afraid I have some bad news. We can’t go back to the house.”

      “Let me guess.” Drake’s eyes crinkle in the corners. “You’re out of chocolate chips for cookies, so we have to stop by the store first.”

      “No, I’m serious.” Her lips press into a straight line. “The security videos at my house show men in black suits checking every door and window.”

      I suck in air so fast I almost choke. “He found me. I knew it was going to happen. I used cash for everything else, but I had to use a credit card for the taxi.”

      “Who is this guy?” Drake’s jaw bulges on the sides as he clenches his teeth. “He traced your credit card and got information from the taxi company? How can he do that? Is he some psycho billionaire?”

      I’m ready to confess, but GeeBee interrupts. “Drake, it’s better if you don’t know. Then you can claim ignorance.”

      She’s right! If he knew the truth, Drake could get in huge trouble for hiding me.

      “But what about you and Granny Loretta?” I say, as Loretta finally catches up. “I can’t put any of you at risk. I have to turn myself in.”

      “Why can’t we go to the police?” Drake asks. “She could file a restraining order.”

      GeeBee takes a breath and lets it out slowly. “Drake, there’s something you need to know…”

      Thank the stars! She’s finally going to be honest. I should’ve known it wouldn’t work. Sure enough, less than twenty-four hours since I slipped away from my graduation at Stanford, and my escape plan is already in shambles. But I’m relieved that I don’t have to lie to Drake anymore. I can’t let him know I’m a princess, but I can reveal everything else. “I’ll tell him, GeeBee.”

      “No. Let me tell him.” GeeBee squeezes her eyes shut. “Drake, the man who is after Marki is… well, he’s above the law.”

      It’s an interesting way to describe my uncle, but technically true, since he’s the king.

      “Above the law?” Drake’s mouth drops open, and he lowers his voice. “You mean he’s part of the mob?”

      GeeBee mimes zipping her lips. “You didn’t hear that from me. Or anyone else here.”

      No! Instead of telling the truth, she’s making the lie even more elaborate. “GeeBee, you can’t—”

      “Shhh!” Loretta’s hand clamps over my mouth. “Don’t say a word. The sidewalks have ears.”

      All of us look down at the well-worn concrete beneath our feet.

      “What are we going to do?” Drake whispers. “I can take Marki away, but I can’t leave the two of you unprotected. If he knows where GeeBee lives, you won’t be safe at either house. Loretta’s home is too close.”

      “Mmph…” I protest, but Loretta’s fingers are still firmly in place.

      “Don’t worry,” Gee Bee says. “Loretta and I can stay with Marshall McGillis until all this blows over.”

      “Marshall McGillis?” Drake scratches the back of his head. “Isn’t he that huge conspiracy-theory guy? The one who thinks the government is spying on us through our phones?”

      “That’s the one.” Loretta gives me a warning shush sign with her lips then drops her hand. “Marshall owes us. GeeBee and I found the perfect match for him, and they’ve been happily married for almost a year.”

      “Marshall’s wife refuses to eat any food she didn’t grow in her own backyard.” GeeBee grins. “She believes the government is adding ground-up aliens to our food so they can alter our DNA. Goes to show you, there’s someone for everyone.”

      “We’ll be safe there,” says Loretta. “Marshall’s house is a fortress.”

      “I’m sorry I got all of you into this mess,” I mutter, despite a glare from Loretta.

      “Nonsense. Loretta and I knew exactly what we were signing up for.” GeeBee lifts her chin. “But Drake, if you want to back out, now’s the time.”

      I can almost see the hair bristling on the back of Drake’s head.

      “I’m not backing out.” His voice is a growl. Kind of like one of those alpha-type heroes in my books.

      I thought I would hate it if I ever experienced it, but I don’t. In fact, it makes happy tingles in my belly. Still, I feel bad that I’m part of the grannies’ deceit, even though I didn’t initiate it.

      “We need to go, Marki. Time for us to split off. These grannies are too well known around here.”

      I’m still debating whether I can go through with this whole farce when Loretta waves a frantic hand in the air. “Wait! One more thing before you leave.”

      She grapples inside her oversized shoulder bag and pulls out a black briefcase, holds it flat, and reaches for the latch.

      What could be in it? Oh, no! Didn’t Loretta say she was from Texas? It must be a gun—I can’t let her open it!

      Too late.

      She lifts the lid.
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      Loretta flips the case open to display a plethora of wedding rings.

      “Oh!” Marki wobbles as if she’s feeling faint, and I have to steady her. Not that I mind. Any excuse to put my arm around her. “That’s not what I was expecting.”

      “What did you think it was?” I ask.

      She glances around to confirm we’re alone. “I thought it was a gun.”

      Why would she think that? It comes to me in a flash. Her ex is in the mob. She’s probably seen a lot of guns in black cases.

      “I thought this might come in handy.” Loretta points to her vast selection. “We’ve got every size in almost every material. Maybe you’d like the rose gold.”

      “Platinum.” We speak in unison then regard each other with surprise. What do you know? We have something in common after all. It strikes me that Marki’s more mature than most women her age. At least the ones I’m acquainted with.

      Loretta selects a few platinum bands for each of us to try. I’ve never worn a ring on that finger, and it feels strange. But I could get used to it.

      “Platinum is more durable than gold,” Marki says with a shy smile as she finds one that fits, “but it’s still a rare precious metal.”

      “Because marriage is supposed to be a precious thing.” I regret my words the instant they leave my mouth. “Not that I feel that way about it. I’m never getting married.”

      “You won’t have to.” Liquid pools in Marki’s eyes.

      “Marki, that’s not what I meant.” Why can’t I keep my big trap shut?

      “I totally understand, Drake. You got railroaded into this. But you shouldn’t have to marry me to bail me out of my mess. This whole thing is a bad idea.”

      “Calm down, Marki,” Loretta says.

      “I am calm.” In fact, her steely voice is determined rather than panicked. “But I’m not going to run from my problems anymore. Especially when it puts others at risk.”

      “Taking action to defend yourself isn’t the same as running from your problems.” I reach for her hand, but she shuffles back.

      “No, I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to stop fighting my lot in life.” She tugs the ring off her finger and hands it to Loretta. “I’ll marry Carlisle, and I’ll survive. I won’t be the first woman who had to endure a loveless marriage. There are other ways to find joy and fulfillment in life.”

      My hand grips the platinum band inside my tight fist. I can’t let her marry this violent, abusive man. “No, Marki. You don’t have to do this.”

      “I do.” She holds her head high, but her hands are quivering.

      “Are you sure about this?” GeeBee steps in front of Marki and waits until she makes eye contact. “You want to marry Carlisle? How many women did you say he’s been with? You want to have his children?”

      Marki lifts the back of her hand to her mouth like she’s suddenly nauseated. “I… I...”

      “Of course you don’t.” GeeBee wraps a gentle arm around her waist. “You’ve been forced into a corner. And we’re partially to blame, Loretta and I. We shouldn’t have forced our plan on you.”

      “You’re right… I don’t want to marry Carlisle.” Her throat moves like it’s convulsing. “For the same reason I don’t want to marry Drake.”

      It’s a stab in the gut. I shouldn’t be surprised she doesn’t want to marry me, but her comparison puts me on the same plane with a mobster. Does she find me that disgusting?

      “Here.” I shove my ring in Loretta’s face. “Looks like I won’t need this.”

      “I’ll save these two just in case,” Loretta says. “You never know.”

      “Marki, if you don’t like Drake, we can find someone else for your temporary marriage partner.” GeeBee drums her fingers on her crossed arms. “Maybe Sam…”

      “Not Sam!” My fist slaps the top of the Jeep, and everyone jumps.

      “Drake!” Somehow GeeBee frowns as if she’s laughing at me. “What on earth has come over you? Please hold your temper. Marki has had enough trauma.”

      Silently fuming, I shake my throbbing hand behind my back.

      “You don’t understand.” The trembling of Marki’s chin makes me want to hug her, even after she pronounced such harsh judgement on me. “The problem isn’t with Drake. He’s fine. He’s better than fine.”

      Better than fine? That’s pretty good, right? My chest swells.

      “But Drake and I don’t love each other. And just now, I realized marriage means more to me than I thought it did. I thought I could do a temporary, fake marriage, but I could never go through with it.”

      “Even if the alternative is marrying Carlisle?” GeeBee twists her lips to one side.

      My feelings are swinging between euphoria and dejection, and I don’t like it. I’m a guy; I’m not supposed to have all these emotions.

      Marki’s hands come up to cover her face. “I don’t want to marry Carlisle either.”

      “In that case…” GeeBee flicks an eyebrow at Loretta, some soundless signal passing between them. “In that case, the two of you should get out of town as quickly as possible. If the temporary marriage is off the table, you don’t have a backup plan. You can’t be caught. You need to stay hidden while we look for your soulmate.”

      “You really think you can find one for me?” Her voice is small and scared, a stark contrast to the brave front she wore a few seconds earlier. “A true soulmate?”

      “I have zero doubt.” GeeBee smiles like a Cheshire cat.

      I have plenty of doubts, but I keep my mouth shut. I’ve only known Marki for most of a day now, yet I’m positive I won’t approve of any guy GeeBee and Loretta choose for her.

      GeeBee ushers Marki around to the passenger door. “Let me give you all the cash your grandmother sent. You’ll need it to go shopping. You can’t wear that dress when you’re hiking in the mountains.”

      “Not just hiking.” I slide into the driver’s seat of my Jeep. “We’ll be climbing, too.”

      “Climbing?” In the passenger’s seat, Marki turns startled eyes toward me.

      “Rock climbing. We’re scaling Barkley Face tomorrow.” Enjoying the discomfort I see on her face, I refuse to clarify that Marki could choose to be a spectator rather than participating on the climbs. “We’ll have to buy you some climbing shoes and gear.”

      Her eyes open wider than I thought possible. I’m not sure why I’m teasing her about it when I know she has no climbing skills whatsoever and probably no desire to learn. Maybe because I’m starting to care a little too much, and I want to remind myself that Marki doesn’t meet my relationship requirements.

      Though I’m starting to have second thoughts about a few of the standards I once thought were hard-and-fast necessities.

      Loretta blocks me from closing the door, leaning in to murmur in a low voice. “Take these with you, just in case.”

      I scoop the platinum rings from her hand and drop them in my pocket, knowing they won’t be needed.

      At least I hope not.

      That’s what I tell myself…
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      “Why is this camping store’s mascot a bear?” I ask. “Are there bears at the campsites around here?”

      I push our heavily laden cart out through the automatic doors, pretending my insides aren’t turning to jelly when Drake’s hand comes to rest on the small of my back.

      “There are bears, but they don’t usually bother humans.” His hand leaves my back. I must look disappointed, because he adds, “Don’t worry. We’ll take precautions.”

      “I’m not worried. I’ll be happy as long as there aren’t any lizards.”

      “Really?” Skepticism drips from his voice; my false bravado doesn’t fool him. “You’d rather be ripped apart by sharp teeth and claws than confront a tiny, helpless lizard?”

      “Are those my only two options?”

      He laughs, flashing a dazzling smile with even white teeth. It’s a nice change from the furtive frown he’s been sporting since we left GeeBee’s house. But if I don’t stop thinking about how attractive Drake is, I’m going to start drooling. I wipe my sleeve on the corner of my mouth, just in case.

      “I’m sure I’d feel differently if my brothers had ever left a bear in my underwear drawer.”

      “With that twisted logic, I don’t wonder that you ended up dating a mafia guy.”

      I’d love to set him straight, but I have to keep up the ruse. I clamp my lips together and say nothing. He opens the back of his Jeep and adds my latest purchases to a pile of previously existing gear.

      “You were already packed to go camping, weren’t you?” I wriggle my toes in my new hiking sandals, the most comfortable shoes I’ve ever worn. “Am I making you late?”

      “No, I’ve got a reservation.” He glances at his watch. “We should make it there before it gets too dark.”

      Drake stows the cart in a nearby rack.

      “How long will we be up in the mountains? I mean, I don’t want you to stay longer just because of me. I’ll figure out a way to keep hidden until GeeBee and Loretta find a match for me.”

      “It’s no problem. I usually camp off and on around six weeks every summer. There’s no set time.” Drake shrugs his scrumptious broad shoulders, once again making me painfully aware that I’m with a man.

      It’s been killing me all afternoon. How many times did we inadvertently brush arms while we were clothes shopping? I got so many shocks I’m probably glowing now.

      I stand by my door waiting for him to open it, but not for the reason you might think. Not because I’m a princess used to having my car door opened for me. Instead, I’m hoping Drake will accidentally make contact with me again.

      It's all because of that kiss. It was amazing—I can’t get it out of my mind. This must be why my uncle kept me away from men.

      I need to find a method to temper my gawkiness with the male species. Maybe I can simply pretend he’s female. That’s a great idea! I squint my eyes and try hard to picture him as a woman. A handsome woman with broad shoulders and a five-o’clock shadow on her square jaw.

      “How much camping have you done?” His low baritone voice further disrupts my mind’s female image of him.

      “None.” I grimace, knowing he’s going to be disappointed.

      “You’ve never camped? As in never at all?”

      “When I was a five, I had a little pink tent that I slept in on my bedroom floor,” I say, hopefully.

      His eyes roll. “What about hiking? Have you done any of that?”

      “I haven’t spent much time outdoors since I was about ten.” Who has time for outdoor play when you’re busy becoming a refined princess? “But if you need someone who can knit and sew and paint, I’m your girl. I can also speak and write four languages and play the piano and flute.”

      “You speak four languages?”

      Why can’t I keep my big mouth shut? I shouldn’t say anything that would make him question who I am.

      “Ha ha! I was only joking about the language stuff.” If he could hear how fast my heart is beating, he’d know I’m lying.

      “What about the piano?”

      “I took some lessons, but I’m not very good.” This is technically true, since I hadn’t played in the last ten months. But being forced to practice for an hour every day had left me more than proficient.

      “Were you kidding about never going hiking or camping?” he asks.

      I gnaw on my lower lip, wishing I could give him the answer he wanted. It’s safer to set the bar low. “No, that’s the truth. But I’m a hard worker and a fast learner.”

      “This may be a challenge.” Drake groans. “I may be carrying you up the mountain.”

      Thinking of that pleasurable scenario, I have to hide a smile. Then a worrisome thought occurs. “Uh… will there be… facilities where we’re going?”

      He chuckles, and my gut tells me that’s a bad sign. “I’ve got a couple of nights reserved in an actual campground with a few amenities like bathrooms and showers. But the best places are more remote. That’s why we bought you that backpack, so we’ll each have one. We’re headed to my condo now to get the rest of the stuff.”

      “Perfect.” I hope my voice sounds more confident than I feel. I can do this. A little suffering now is better than being married to Carlisle. Luckily, my Jiu Jitsu training includes a lot of physical conditioning.

      We buckle into our seats and Drake starts the car. I watch him from the corner of my eye. He looks even hotter to me now than he did when we first met this morning. I can’t decide if that’s an accurate perception or a result of having no other men to compare him to.

      “You’ll meet some of my friends at the campground tonight.”

      “Oh! I think I should try to avoid people for the most part. I can’t afford to be recognized.”

      “Believe me, none of these people will know your ex. They don’t care about anything but climbing and bouldering.”

      My throat feels dry. Back at the County Clerk’s office, GeeBee had warned me that my face is all over the news now, and they’re playing my disappearance as a possible kidnapping. Overnight, I’ve gone from being completely unknown to a media sensation—the missing princess. Fortunately, Drake hasn’t had time to watch TV today. But that won’t be true of all his friends.

      “Let’s stop by a store where I can buy some hair color.”

      “No!” His forcefulness surprises me. Why would he care? Ah! He must be worried about time.

      “It won’t take long. I’m thinking I’ll just do a black rinse to go with my black makeup.”

      “I won’t let you do it.” His jaw juts forward. “You’ll look ugly with black hair.”

      I’ve never been allowed to change my hair color, but it seems to me that anything would be an improvement over my current color. All princesses are supposed to have gorgeous blonde, gleaming black, shiny dark brown, or luscious red hair. No princess has plain brown hair and freckled faces and a too-wide mouth. I have to be the most unremarkable princess in history. The only person who ever called me pretty was my grandmother, and we all know they’re blind where their grandkids are concerned.

      “I don’t care how I look.” It isn’t true, but I’m trying to feel that way.

      I probe my long, heavy locks, still damp after a quick shower at GeeBee’s. Too bad I hadn’t had a way to style it so I would look a bit better. But I’m not kidding myself—Drake isn’t attracted to me. A guy like him wouldn’t give me a second glance if he didn’t think my life was in danger. He’s here because he’s nice. Too nice. He’s in real danger, though not the kind he thinks.

      I’ve been enjoying my first time alone with a man, selfishly forgetting there could be dire consequences for him. If my uncle involves the FBI and they track us down, Drake could be detained for helping me hide. I’m sure the charges wouldn’t stick, but what if the news media found out about it? A scandal like this could ruin his career! Something like heavy cement settles in the pit of my stomach.

      I can’t let Drake take that risk. But how can I protect him? If he’s willing to risk his life to protect me from my imaginary-mobster ex, the threat of discovery by my uncle won’t be enough to scare him off.

      I have an idea. And unlike most of my ideas, this one is brilliant.

      When we get up to the mountains, I’ll take off with my stuff and camp on my own. And somehow I’ll convince Drake not to follow me. I’ll invent some story guaranteed to drive him away.

      That thought makes my stomach feel even heavier.

      “Listen, Marki.” Drake’s voice pulls me out of my reverie as the Jeep turns into the parking lot of a drug store. “I’m sorry I argued about coloring your hair. I’m not trying to control you like your ex did. I like your hair the way it is. But if changing your hair color will make you feel safer, you should do it.”

      “Okay.” He likes my hair? Two inches tall—that’s how I feel, lying to Drake when he’s being so sweet and thoughtful.

      “And forget what I said before.” He parks the car and waits for me to make eye contact. “Dying your hair won’t make you any less beautiful.”

      Did he just call me beautiful? What a nice lie. Now, I’m only an inch tall. I need that rude man I met on GeeBee’s porch this morning, or I’m going to be microscopic by nightfall.

      Luckily, I have another brilliant idea. I know exactly how to turn Nice Drake back into Snarky Drake.
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      Her head down, Marki walks into the drugstore, her newly purchased hiking shorts showing off the well-defined muscles in her legs. That’s all I need is for her to look even more attractive. I was better off when she was draped in that huge black monstrosity Loretta called a dress.

      I’m disappointed she’s going through with the plan to dye her hair black. I was hoping, by telling her I was okay with it, she would decide against it on her own. But I didn’t lie to her. When I said she would look beautiful either way, I was telling the truth.

      It’s not good for me to be this taken with Marki. Something about her guileless expression and the way she looks up at me through those thick lashes chases common sense out the window. My mind is going haywire. I liked it better when we first met and we were picking at each other. Kind of like flirting with your best friend’s sister. You both know the other one is off limits, so you’re just playing a game.

      Being serious is exhausting. My stomach is in knots worrying about whether her ex might find her and force her back into an abusive relationship. Or worse! For now, I can hide her, but that’s not a long-term solution. And neither is the marriage GeeBee has planned, whether it’s temporary or permanent.

      My objection to the grannies’ matchmaking is more than the certainty that I’ll disapprove of their choice. I’m also not convinced Marki’s obsessed ex will leave her alone just because she’s married to another man. If he’s as powerful as Marki says, the best-case scenario would have him ruining her life. At worst, he might punish her… even kill her.

      But I can’t discuss those possibilities with Marki. She’s already stressed to the breaking point. I saw the worry in her eyes when I dumped water on her plan to dye her hair. I should’ve realized that she, having been in an abusive relationship, now needs to do everything possible to feel in control.

      Marki emerges from the drugstore. She looks so good I can’t tear my eyes away. Even with her thick black eyeliner and eyeshadow and dark lips, which aren’t my favorite makeup style. Somehow, she pulls it off. Maybe it’s because of the strong contrast between the gothic look and the naivety in her eyes. I don’t think she’s faking it.

      The warm feeling in my chest is entirely uncomfortable. There’s only one way to snap out of this woeful state. At my first opportunity, I need to pick a fight with her.

      She opens the passenger door and throws something into my lap.

      “What’s this?” I grab the box of men’s hair color that landed on my legs and toss it back at her like it’s a ticking bomb. “I’m not dying my hair.”

      “I thought you might want to cover some of your gray hair. Otherwise, people might wonder why such an old guy is with a woman in her twenties.”

      Is my hair really that gray?

      The corners of her mouth twitch, and I know she’s goading me. Ha! Two can play that game.

      “The real problem is you. With those freckles and that little pug nose, people will probably think I’m with a teenager.”

      Red-faced, she sends me a you’ll-pay-for-that glower. As I suspected, she’s just as sensitive about looking young as I am about looking old.

      “I’d estimate your age at sixteen years, max.” I point to my temples. “Even if I color all this gray hair, I’ll probably get arrested for being with… with… uh…” I’m about to call her jailbait, but I search for a less-crude description. “With an underage girl.”

      “Having trouble remembering words?” She shakes her head sadly. “Probably a sign of dementia.”

      I fight back a smile. Unfortunately, I’m enjoying our little sparring session, so it’s doing nothing to dampen my attraction to Marki. Yet it does serve as a reminder that she’s truly too young for me. And she’s obviously as aware of that fact as I am.

      “You’re right. My memory’s getting bad. Remind me again why I’m helping you?”

      “Because I’m gorgeous and I have a winning personality.” She busts out laughing, as if it weren’t true.

      “No… that can’t be it.” I scratch my head in feigned confusion, then lift my eyebrows and hold up a finger. “I remember, now. It’s because GeeBee threatened to never bake for me again.”

      “Yeah, that’s a lot more plausible reason than mine.” She clears her throat. “Listen, I decided not to color my hair after all. I just got this box for you as a joke.”

      “Sounds good.” Awesome! My reverse psychology worked.
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      After a quick stop at my apartment to grab the rest of my gear, we head out of town. Fortunately, it’s a Saturday, so the LA freeways aren’t as jammed as usual. Marki, however, is grasping the edge of her seat, her knuckles white.

      “I assume you aren’t used to driving in traffic,” I say.

      “Stanford was busy, but nothing like this.”

      I realize I know almost nothing about her.

      “You just graduated from Stanford, right? What’s your degree in?”

      “I got my MBA.” Her chin tips up with pride.

      “Same as me. Only mine came from Cal State.”

      Her jaw drops to the floorboard. “You have an MBA?”

      “Why is that so unbelievable?”

      “I don’t know.” Her shoulders scrunch. “You just don’t seem like the business type. Besides, GeeBee said something about you being in a band.”

      “I am in a band. I’m—”

      “Look out!” She ducks her head under her arms as a semi-truck brakes in front of me.

      I slow down in plenty of time. “Relax, Marki. I’m a good driver. I’m paying attention.”

      Her hands clutch the seat again. “Okay. Just watch the road, please.”

      Obediently, I keep my eyes forward. “As I was saying, I’m Drake Channon. You may have heard of me…”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “I’m the drummer in Race Madden and the Hatters.”

      Wait for it… wait for it… Here comes the shock and awe of meeting someone famous. Though I’m used to it; I never let it go to my head.

      “That’s nice,” she says. “What kind of music do you play?”

      “Are you kidding me? You’ve never heard of Race Madden? Or the Hatters?”

      “Sorry. I don’t listen to music much, except for classical. But I’m sure you’re very good.”

      I risk a glance her direction. She’s adorable, chewing on her plump lower lip. No indication that she’s lying.

      “Listen to this.” I use voice commands to play a song from our latest album, choosing one with an awesome drum solo.

      Not speaking, she concentrates on the music. My palms are sweating—as if I need her validation after all these years. At last, the song ends, and she’s silent for a few excruciating seconds.

      “Wow.” Her voice is breathy. “That was… that was incredible! I love the syncopated beat. I didn’t think I would like that kind of music, but I do.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really! Was someone playing with you on that drum part in the middle?”

      “I was playing by myself.” My head is swelling so big I’m going to need new hats. “No extra tracks either. I laid that down in a single recording.”

      I hit the brakes again, but Marki doesn’t notice the traffic.

      “You’re so talented. And you have an MBA. I have to apologize, Drake. I misjudged you based on your looks. If anyone should know better than to do that, it’s me.”

      “Based on my looks?”

      “Yeah, you know.” Hands extended in front of her like she’s holding a cantaloupe in each one, she raises one and then the other. “Hot guy. Talent and brains. I didn’t expect to find those together.”

      “You think I’m hot?”

      Her checks glow pink. “I didn’t say that.”

      “Yes, you did. I distinctly heard you say—”

      “Watch out!” She squeals and points ahead.

      This time I’m forced to slam on the brakes to avoid a car that cut into my lane. “Sorry. We’re almost off the freeway. There’s less traffic on the back roads.”

      Eyes closed, her hands and legs are braced like a pet being dragged into the vet’s office. But I can’t blame her; even my heart is thudding with adrenaline. Resolving to keep my eyes on the road, I start the music again, turning the volume down to conversation level.

      “Where are you from originally? Your accent is different.”

      She lets out a measured breath. “I’ve… uh… lived all over. My family was overseas for a while.”

      “I bet your dad was in the military.”

      “My parents passed away when I was young.” Her tone is tight.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “That’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

      I aim for a safer subject. “Where did you graduate high school?”

      “Actually, I had tutors.”

      “Ah, you’re homeschooled. That explains it.”

      From the corner of my vision, I see her head snap my direction. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “No offense, Marki. But you come across as fairly naïve. And if you were homeschooled… Well, I’m just saying a lack of social exposure could affect your judgment.”

      “My judgment is fine, thank you very much,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. “On the other hand, I’m questioning how I ever agreed to go off alone with you.”

      “I’m not the one you should be worried about. I don’t understand how you ended up in a relationship with a mob guy like Carlisle.”

      “It’s not like I’m with him. Yes, he wants to marry me, but the truth is we’ve never even gone on a date.”

      “Then why does he think he has a claim on you?”

      “Because… because my uncle is my guardian, and he made a deal with Carlisle behind my back.”

      Understanding dawns inside my head. “Your uncle is in the mob, too?”

      She cups her hands over her face. “I never said that.”

      Right. She didn’t have to.

      “Your uncle controls your life, even though you’re a grown woman?”

      “Yes, he does.” Her words came through stretched lips. “And I hate it.”

      “Is your uncle…” I considered how best to word my question to get an honest answer. “Is he powerful? Like Carlisle?”

      “He’s way more powerful than Carlisle.” Her throat works as she swallows. “It’s not Carlisle who’s hunting for me; it’s Uncle André.”

      “If you don’t obey your uncle, will he hurt you?” My fingers grip the steering wheel, my knuckles blanching. What has the woman been through?

      “Never. He would never hurt me. Not physically.” Her hand comes to rest on my arm. “He’s controlling, but he loves me. He’s not abusive.”

      “I’m sorry, Marki, but I don’t believe you. You wouldn’t be running like this if you weren’t afraid.”

      Her answering sigh is long and heavy. “Look… I need to tell you something… GeeBee kind of misled you about Carlisle. She didn’t tell a lie, but she let you believe something that wasn’t true.”

      “What isn’t true?”

      “That Carlisle is in the mafia.”

      “He’s not a mobster?” My mind spins. My face heats with anger. “So GeeBee and Loretta concocted this whole elaborate story about the mob? She made up that stuff about men in black suits around her house.”

      “Let me explain—”

      “And you went along with it?”

      “I didn’t want to, but they swept me along like an ocean wave. I’m sorry. I really am.”

      She sounds remorseful, but I’m not falling for it. Not again!

      “I should have known! Carlisle is a stupid name for a mob guy. Does this man even exist? And what about your uncle? Did you make him up, too?”

      “No, they’re both real. I promise. They just aren’t in the mafia. And I wasn’t lying about my uncle arranging a marriage to Carlisle.” Her voice cracks. “But that’s not your problem.”

      “You’re a grown woman, Marki. Don’t expect me to believe your uncle can force you to marry a man you don’t want to marry.” I slam my hand against the steering wheel. “I can’t believe I fell for it. What am I supposed to do with you now?”

      “To be honest, I think we should part ways.” Her voice trembles, but she lifts her chin. “I’ll take my camping gear and go. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “Says the woman whose only camping experience was in an indoor Barbie tent.”

      She flinches. “It wasn’t a Barbie tent. It was a Polly Princess tent.”

      “I stand corrected. Not Barbie… Polly Princess,” I grind out with sarcasm. “I didn’t realize you had outdoor survival training from such a prestigious institution.”

      “You don’t have to be an expert to go camping. Anybody can sleep in a tent and eat freeze-dried food,” she says in an indignant tone. “How hard can it be?”

      I don’t bother to correct her. “You have to be the most irritating, exasperating, illogical woman in the entire world.” With a frustrated grunt, I turn up the music.

      “Well, I’ll be gone soon, so you won’t have to deal with me anymore.”

      “Good!” I pump the brakes hard, jerking her forward. She squeals and then glares at me.

      Rummaging inside her bag, her hand emerges with a paperback book. She opens it in her lap, flipping the pages too quickly to be reading.

      After a few minutes of silence, I can’t resist another jab. “You know what, Polly Princess? I should’ve left you with your head stuck in the hedges.”

      “I agree. It would’ve been more pleasant than this.”

      That’s it! She lied; I’m done with her. She’s going to get her wish. I’ll drop her off at the campground with all her gear and half the supplies, and she can fend for herself. I don’t care what happens to her.

      Well, I care a little. But the only real danger she’ll face will be embarrassment or discomfort. Maybe some of that will teach her a lesson.

      But first… I’m going to have a word with a couple of grannies who are in a boatload of trouble. After the stunt they tried to pull, I deserve cookies for life!

      When we pull off the highway, I stop at the first gas station. When the gas is pumping, I lean inside. “Wait here. I’m going to call GeeBee.”

      With satisfaction, I note her pale face before I stride away from the Jeep. GeeBee answers on the first ring.

      “Marki told me everything.” I almost shout the accusation. “You lied to me.”

      I wait for the apology I know is coming. Seconds pass, but it doesn’t come.

      “What did she say?” GeeBee asks, warily. “Did she tell you Carlisle isn’t in the mob?”

      “She told me everything.”

      GeeBee gasps. “She did?”

      “Yes. I know her uncle is trying to arrange this marriage to Carlisle, and neither of them are in the mob.”

      “That’s how she explained it?”

      “Yes, essentially...” Now I’m wondering what Marki left out.

      “Oh, dear… I was afraid this would happen.” GeeBee makes a tsking sound. “Don’t you see what she’s doing?”

      “Uh, yeah… she’s finally telling me the truth.”

      “Did she tell you her full name?”

      “The subject never came up.” What’s so important about her full name?

      “That’s what I thought.” GeeBee’s smugness is irritating. “She’s lying to protect you.”

      “You’re the one who’s been lying,” I say with more conviction than I feel. “I know you made up that story about the men searching your yard.”

      “That wasn’t a story, and I can prove it. Wait one second, and I’ll send you a picture from my security camera.”

      “Ha! I’d love to see that.”

      “And Loretta and I are with Marshall McGillis as we speak.”

      “I don’t believe you.” At least, I don’t want to believe her.

      “Marshall,” she yells away from the phone. “Come tell Drake that we’re staying at your house because our lives are in danger.”

      “Don’t use a cell phone, Bette!” an excited male voice shouts. “They could be listening in! Only use our secure line.”

      In the background, Marshall continues his frantic tirade about wire taps and tracers as my phone buzzes with a message from GeeBee. I open it to see multiple images of black-suited men on GeeBee’s property.

      “It’s really true…” I’m so confused my head hurts. “But why did Marki tell me it was a lie?”

      “She doesn’t want you to get hurt,” GeeBee says. “And she— Marshall! I’m not through talking— Hey! Marshall, stop! Drake, I’ll call you tomorrow when—"

      The line goes dead.
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      Drake is spitting fire into his cell phone. He’s standing too far away for me to hear him, but he’s flailing a hand around like he wants to punch someone.

      This phone call effectively spells the end for my hopes of evading my uncle. Once GeeBee and Grandma Loretta realize I ratted them out, they’ll probably turn me in to the authorities. At the least, they’ll give up their effort to find me a match—permanent or temporary.

      I might as well start picking out silver patterns with Carlisle.

      A shiver ripples down my spine. If I marry him, I’ll have to sleep with him! I may be naïve, but I know enough about sex to understand it won’t be pleasant with someone who doesn’t love and respect me.

      Yet statistics say that half the marriages around the world are arranged. Granted, a lot of those weren’t forced marriages, but it shows that plenty of women learn to love a man they didn’t choose for themselves. Maybe I need to accept my fate and stop fighting Uncle André on this.

      Drake turns toward me with a weird expression, like he just found out Santa Claus isn’t real. He slides his cell phone back into his pocket and stares ahead, his gaze unfocused.

      What happened? Maybe he made GeeBee mad, and he’s been cut off from all future cookies. More likely, GeeBee told him I’m a princess. That would make him look like he’d been hit by a truck, for sure.

      My grandmother will be angry that Drake hasn’t signed a non-disclosure, but I can’t get in trouble if he found out from GeeBee.

      He gets back in the car and starts the engine. Then he holds his phone up to my face. “Who are these men at GeeBee’s house?”

      Cribbage! It’s a real photo showing the men surrounding GeeBee’s house.

      A shiver ripples down my spine. Somehow, seeing the image makes it all too real.

      As for Drake, he obviously knows GeeBee didn’t make up the whole story. Yet she didn’t spill the beans about my royalty—that much is clear.

      “Who are they?” Drake repeats.

      “They’re… uh…”

      “And you’d better tell me the truth.” There’s a silent or else in his sharp tone.

      What can I say so he won’t think he needs to protect me and get himself taken into federal custody? It’s unlikely the FBI would throw him in prison, since there wasn’t a real kidnapping. But his career could still be at risk from the negative publicity.

      How can I convince him to leave me alone?

      “The truth is that…” My mind races. I can’t lie to him, but I can’t tell the whole truth, either. Bingo! Another brilliant idea. “The truth is that I’m not a US citizen.”

      His eyes narrow. “I asked you about your accent, earlier, but you never said where you’re from.”

      “Where I’m from doesn’t matter. What’s important is that you can’t get caught with me. It could cause a huge scandal.”

      “And that’s why you want the Underground Granny Matchmakers to find a husband for you? So you won’t be deported?”

      “Yes.” I fold my arms to steady my trembling hands. Technically, I’m telling the truth, but I still feel sick to my stomach. “And that’s why you and I need to split up as soon as we get to the campground. You can’t get caught harboring me.”

      He tilts his head. “Let me get this straight… You graduated from Stanford without a visa?”

      “I had a visa, but it expired when I graduated.” Also true…

      “And your uncle? How is he involved in all this?”

      “He wants me to return to my home country and get married. And I want to stay in the US.” It’s all true.

      His brows bend downward as his penetrating eyes paralyze me for what feels like an eternity. Just when I’m about to pass out from holding my breath, he puts the Jeep in drive and pulls out of the gas station. He doesn’t speak for a while, and I’m dying to know what he’s thinking. But I don’t dare to rock the boat.

      He turns on the radio, his thumbs tapping the steering wheel in rhythm with the beat. My armpits are damp, despite my antiperspirant.

      “Everything you say makes sense,” he says, without taking his eyes off the winding uphill road. “Except I’ve never seen the authorities come after an undocumented non-citizen with that many men unless they were involved in some sort of crime.”

      “Well...” I flap my hand like I’m flinging the idea out the window. “I skipped my graduation, so my uncle probably reported it as a kidnapping.”

      “Do you need to contact him? Let him know you’re okay?” He offers his cell phone.

      “No, thanks. He knows I’m fine.” Bitterness creeps into my voice. “He’s just using every possible channel to find me.”

      The song ends and a female announcer comes on the radio. “In breaking news, authorities are still searching for the missing Princess of—”

      I grab for the tuning knob and turn it, my stomach wedging itself in my throat. “Why don’t we listen to more of your band? I really liked the song you played earlier.”

      Did he hear what the radio announcer said?

      “Actually, I think there’s something else we need to discuss…”

      “Wh—” My mouth is so dry I can’t get the word out. I strain for some saliva to swallow. “What do you want to discuss?”

      “Your last name.” His flat tone makes my heart skip a beat. “Don’t you think I’ve done enough to deserve your trust?”

      I didn’t want him to find out this way.

      “Listen, Drake. Don’t be mad. You’ve been wonderful to me, but I couldn’t tell you. It was for your own safety.”

      “GeeBee warned me that was your motivation.”

      “What did she say?”

      “Never mind what she said. I want to hear it from you.”

      “The less you know the better.” I muster up some imaginary bravery. “Once we get to the campground we’ll split up. You can forget you ever met me.”

      “It’s too late for that,” he says, with a tinge of anger and frustration.

      He’s going to turn me in!

      “Please, Drake. Don’t tell anyone. This is my only chance to live my own life.”

      “Let’s be practical. What am I going to tell my friends, tomorrow? They’ll want to know who you are.” He sounds surprisingly calm.

      “I’ll be long gone by morning, remember? The sun’s going down already, so no one will recognize me. And I’m taking off on my own the minute we get there.”

      I ignore the fact that I’ll have to set up camp for the first time ever without a light. I’ll sleep on the ground without a tent the first night if I have to. Lizards don’t come out at night, do they?

      “Marki, the campground is full, and I only have one site reserved for the night.” He pauses as my plans slowly sink into the ocean. “Not only will your tent be right next to mine, but we have a site in the same area as three of my climbing buddies and their significant others.”

      “Could I leave first thing in the morning?” I suggest, hopefully.

      “That would look strange.” He shakes his head. “We come up here every year at this time for the express purpose of climbing. If you don’t want to raise suspicions, you’ll have to hang out and climb with us tomorrow.”

      “But one of your friends might turn me in. If they do, you’ll be implicated.”

      This is a disaster. My face is all over the media by now. If I have to spend hours with a group of people, I should’ve dyed my hair black like I planned. Instead, I only bought a box of men’s hair color to tease Drake. Why did I do that?

      I know why… because stupid-me was flattered when he said he liked my hair. Why does he have to be so attractive? He’s messing with my mind.

      “Marki, none of my friends have any connection to the mafia. They won’t turn you in.”

      “To the mafia?” Wait, he still thinks the mob is after me? He doesn’t know I’m the missing princess?

      “They won’t know who you are. No one will blink an eye that you’re with me or that you’re a beginning climber, but I have to say more about you than your first name. We need a cover story.”

      “Okay. A cover story.” My head feels like it’s being used as a ping pong ball. “You can’t call me Marki. We’ll say my name is Marcia Martin. I just moved here from… from England. And we met… at the library.”

      “At the library?” He scrunches his face. “No offense, Marki, but you’re a terrible liar. And I’ll never remember to call you Marcia.”

      “Then don’t use my name at all,” I suggest.

      “I could call you Polly Princess.” He chuckles, oblivious to the fact that I’m having a panic attack.

      “No! Don’t call me that!”

      “Why not, Princess?” he says, in a teasing tone. “Aren’t you proud of your camping academy?”

      I’m doomed!

      “Please don’t, Drake,” I beg. All I need is him calling me princess when his friends are around.

      “Why are you so sensitive all of a sudden? Did your brothers make fun of your tent when you were a kid?” His mouth drops open. “Do you really have brothers? Are they in the mafia, too?”

      I ignore his question. My brain is so muddled I won’t be able to keep my story straight. I modify my escape plan, trying to foresee complications. Tonight, I’ll have to stay with Drake, and tomorrow we’ll hang out with his friends. I’ll use that time to learn as much as possible about camping so that tomorrow afternoon I can set out on my own, with or without Drake’s blessing. It’s the only way he’ll be safe.

      We pass a large green park sign, and he takes a sharp right. “You didn’t answer my question about your brothers. Are you hiding something?”

      You have no idea.

      “My brothers are not in the mafia,” I say. “I promise, my life is not that interesting.”

      “Sure, it isn’t…”

      We wind along the twisting road with packed campsites at every curve. He turns into a space and puts the Jeep in park.

      “I’ll let you off the hook for now, Polly Princess.” He drags out the last two words. “But only if you promise to tell me everything—and I mean everything—after we set up camp.”

      “Okay.” With me helping, that job should take hours. My only hope is that he’ll be too tired to remember by the time we’re done.

      “And stop trying to protect me. Let me protect you, instead.”

      “Just my luck.” I toss in some sarcasm. “I’ve been rescued by a rockstar with a hero complex.” I almost add hot before rockstar but come to my senses just in time.

      “That’s right.” He leans in with a fierce expression, but all I see is how close his lips are to mine. “And don’t be thinking I’ll fall sleep before we have our talk.”

      Great. He reads minds, too. If the subject of that kiss comes up, I’m in big trouble.
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      “You are one stubborn woman. I could’ve had your tent set up an hour ago.”

      “I want to finish it by myself.” Unwavering, Marki continues to pound her hammer on the plastic stake, which has wedged maybe half an inch into the hard ground. “I did the rest of it, didn’t I?”

      I have to admire her determination. She single-handedly assembled her tent, doggedly puzzling it out long after the sun had set, leaving her to work by lantern light. Any other woman would’ve gladly let me handle the whole setup while she supervised from a nearby camp chair. But I also suspect she’s stalling to avoid my questions.

      “Yes, but what you’re doing will never work. This ground is practically solid rock. That’s why I always bring extra metal stakes.” I hold one out toward her.

      “Ow!” She jumps up, dropping the hammer and the stake as her thumb flies into her mouth, then glares at me as if it’s my fault she’s hurt. “Let me have that metal one.”

      Her uninjured hand reaches for it, but I snatch it away. “Nun, uh, uh! These are my stakes. Anyway, you’ve proven your point. You don’t need a man.”

      “I wasn’t trying to prove anything.” Her plump lower lip juts forward. She licks it, and I stifle a groan. Is she daring me to kiss her again? More likely, Marki has no idea how appealing she is, even when she’s tired and dirty.

      Who am I kidding? Especially when she’s tired and dirty. My mind could almost be fooled into thinking she’s exactly the kind of woman I’ve always wanted—a tough, outdoorsy woman—instead of a greenhorn Polly-Princess camper.

      With a vigorous shake, I clear my head. “Get your stuff and grab a quick shower. I’ll drive the stakes in.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue. I can’t take the risk of you bending them.”

      She throws her hands in the air. “Fine. But only because I haven’t slept in forty hours.”

      She stomps toward the Jeep, providing a nice view of her muscular calves. (In reality, it’s almost too dark to see them, but I have them memorized.)
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        * * *

      

      I drive her tent stakes into the stony ground, unload the rest of the Jeep, and hike to the shower house and back, stopping to say hi to Buck and his wife Faye, sitting by their campfire. The pair are great climbers but annoying in their newlywed bliss. When they meet Marki, I know they’ll try to manipulate us to become a couple, so I need to nip that idea in the bud before it begins. Fortunately, I have an ingenious plan that came to me in the shower.

      “We start climbing at 8:30 sharp, so don’t be late,” says Buck. We four guys have been friends since college. None of them treat me like I’m famous. They forget I’m a rockstar unless they want tickets to a Hatters concert.

      “I see you brought someone with you,” Faye says, right on cue. “She’s cute.”

      “You’ll meet her tomorrow,” I say. “She’s my cousin, visiting from England.”

      “Pooh!” Faye’s shoulders droop. “I was hoping she might be the one.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      Faye brightens. “Your cousin might like Brady. You know, he and Sarah broke it off, so he’s here alone.”

      The smirk melts off my face. Brady is way too slick for an innocent like Marki. “She’s not his type. Plus, she’s practically engaged to some guy named Carlisle.”

      Why am I running off at the mouth? I shouldn’t give any details that could lead those mob guys back to Marki.

      “Too bad.” Faye chews on a fingernail, then holds it up with a smile. “Oh! She and I can talk about wedding stuff! I’ll show her my Pinterest page!”

      “Great idea.” Marki’s going to kill me.

      “There’s a new female accountant at my office,” says Buck. “Name’s Linda. You might like her. She’s sharp. Cute. Thirty-something. Loves outdoor sports. She wanted to come climb with us, but she had to go to a wedding this weekend. I’ll set you up sometime.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I say, with no enthusiasm. From his description, she’s exactly what I’m looking for. Why am I not excited?

      Back at camp, I’m surprised to find Marki hasn’t returned. She should’ve been back twenty minutes ago. I trace the path to the bathhouse, trying to recall whether she took a flashlight. Could she have gotten lost?

      “Marki! Marki!” I call out, shining my flashlight beam in every direction. There’s no answer.

      Panic sets in. What if her uncle’s men somehow located her and waited until dark to abduct her? They might’ve planted a tracker on her, like in the movies. Why didn’t I think about that before?

      My blood pounds inside my ears. I can barely hear my voice as I call out her name. I reach the bathhouse and bang on the ladies’ room door. “Marki! Marki, are you in there?!”

      “I’m here, Drake!” Her voice echoes from inside, and I almost pass out with relief. But it’s short-lived. “I… I can’t come out right now.”

      “What’s wrong? Do you need help?” Ice creeps into my veins as I imagine the scene inside. The mafia guy has her—I know it. He’s probably got a gun to her head.

      “No. I’m fine. I’ll be back in camp in a little bit.”

      She said she’s fine. I’m probably overreacting. She must be having girl-issues. (I’ve heard that phrase before, though I’m not sure what it means and never intend to ask.)

      I turn to go. And that’s when I hear it… a sniffle! She’s crying! The mob guy has her, and she’s terrified for her life!

      I jerk the door open and rush inside. I hear a loud bang and hit the floor rolling, like they do on TV. Only the floor is concrete, and I think I cracked my hip. I’m pretty sure they don’t crack their hips in the movies. Marki screams, and I fear she’s been shot. I lurch to my feet, wincing in pain, my flashlight at the ready as a makeshift weapon.

      “Where did they go?” I ask the strange woman cowering against the wall. “Did they go out the back?”

      “Drake?” Her cringing form straightens. “What are you doing in here?”

      “Marki?” I stare at the woman with wet hair and black splotches all over her reddened face, hardly believing it’s her. “Are you hurt? What did they do to you?”

      “I’m alone in here, and I’m not hurt.”

      “But I heard a loud noise—a gunshot. And you look…” I stop myself before I say terrible. “…like something bad happened.”

      “The gunshot was me dropping my bag when you broke in here and scared me to death. And I know I look bad, but I did this to myself.” Marki walks to the mirror and stares at herself with a miserable expression. “I’ve never tried to color my hair before, and all I had was that box of men’s hair dye. It came with plastic gloves to keep it off my hands, but there weren’t any gloves for my face.”

      I come behind her to get a closer look. “Yeah. You’ve got a lot of black on your face.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” She throws me a sarcastic glance in the mirror.

      “You should probably wash it off before it’s permanent.”

      “Thanks, Einstein.” She swirls to face me. “Don’t you think I’ve tried that? I’ve almost scrubbed all my skin away trying to wash this stuff off.”

      “There must be some way to get it off.” With my flashlight tucked under my arm, I take out my cell phone to do a search.

      “Maybe it’s for the best.” She turns her forlorn gaze back to the mirror. “It draws attention away from my freckles.”

      “What’s wrong with your freckles? I like that you don’t cover them with makeup.” I read the first article that pops up on my search. “It says here, you should use something like Vaseline to protect your face before you put the dye in your hair.”

      “Thanks a lot! Are you always this helpful?” Her scary flat look makes me take a step back. “And believe me, I have some inch-thick makeup that hides every measly one of these freckles if I have to attend a ball or some important function.”

      “Did you really just say you’ve been to a ball?” I grin when her face reddens beyond its rosy state from rubbing. She’s so fun to tease. I open my mouth and eyes wide as if a novel idea has struck. “Ah! Now I know exactly who you are!”

      Her shoulders scrunch protectively around her head as she tilts it away. “Who?”

      “Cinderella! Because you attend balls and have soot on your face.”

      She smirks, nodding at my legs. “Well, I guess that makes you the world’s hairiest fairy godmother. Too bad you don’t have a magic wand to clean my sooty skin off.”

      “There must be a solution. Let me see…” I turn back to the search page on my cell. “Here’s something… It says you can get it off with alcohol. And I’ve got alcohol wipes in the first aid kit.”

      Her warm hand clenches on my wrist, hope blooming in her eyes. “If you can get this black off my skin I’ll give you my first born.”

      Her touch radiates sparks up my arm, freezing me in place. It’s been happening all day, every time we brush against each other. It’s like we’re oppositely charged, sending electrons across with each accidental contact.

      Does she notice it, too? No, she’s only worried about the stains on her face. I jerk my hand away to break the contact, then push my fingers through my hair to cover the discomfort of the moment. A weird silence looms, and I toss a joke into it. “You can’t give me your first born. Don’t you think Carlisle might object?”

      I force a chuckle, but she doesn’t laugh. There’s not even the beginning twitch of a smile. She averts her eyes, but not before I see the shine of excess liquid.

      “I’m sorry, Marki.” I lift my hand but stop short of touching her again. “I was trying to lighten the mood, but I went too far.”

      “It’s okay.” Her arms wrap around herself, hugging tight. It feels like they’re doing my job. “It’ll probably be funny tomorrow. It’s just… a lot has happened in the past two days.”

      The door opens behind me, and a woman squeals, “Oh! Is this the… Am I in the wrong shower house?” Confusion clouds her face as her gaze travels between us.

      Marki ducks her head.

      “Sorry,” I mutter. “I was just… uh…”

      “I slipped and fell on the wet floor,” Marki tells her. “And he came in to help me out. I’d avoid that last shower stall if I were you. It’s really slick.” She hooks her arm around my waist, hauling me to the side so she can pick up her bag.

      “Okay, thanks,” the woman calls as Marki drags me outside.

      “It’s also covered in black hair dye,” Marki mumbles in a voice only I can hear. “Will they eject me from the campground for ruining the shower?”

      I want to throw back a smart-aleck remark, but having my arm around her muddles my mind. “They’ll have to go through me first.”

      They’ll have to go through me first? Good grief. I sound like a cave man. It’s not like she’s even in danger—the only authorities at this campground are an eighty-year-old couple who live in a trailer near the entrance.

      I sweep the trail with the flashlight beam, directing my brain to practical matters, like making it safely back to camp.

      Get a grip on yourself, Drake. You’re a mature, sensible, thirty-six-year-old man, not a nineteen-year-old, hormonal kid. You’re helping this woman out for a few days because she’s one of GeeBee’s clients. No other reason. Even if Marki were attracted to you, which she’s obviously not, you have nothing in common. Remember?

      Then why am I still walking with her tucked under my arm, even though no one can see us in the dark?

      Her head nestles against me, and she gives an audible sigh. My heartrate jumps up another notch.

      It doesn’t mean anything. From now on, I need to concentrate on our differences and nip this physical reaction in the bud. Before I start believing there could ever be more between us.
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            MARKI

          

        

      

    

    
      He’s sitting in front of me in the flickering lamplight, his face inches away, one hand cupping my face as the other uses an alcohol swab to wipe my face with gentle strokes. Thank goodness it stings a little, or I would’ve already melted into a puddle in his lap. Every time I wince the slightest bit, a wrinkle forms between his brows and he stops to ensure that I’m okay. It’s so sweet, it makes me like him even more. Which is not a good thing.

      He frowns, turning my head to the side. “Lift your chin. Let me get this spot below your ear.”

      I look up to give him access. His fingers brush the skin on my neck, their heat a sharp contrast to the cold of the evaporating alcohol. My heart beats with such force I’m pretty sure he can feel the blood pulsing through the artery in my neck. If I don’t do something, he’ll know how he affects me.

      “That’s freezing.” I slap his hand away and immediately miss his touch. What’s happening to me? My first physical contact with a guy, and I’m turning into a junkie. I crave the way it feels, even though his current ministrations are purely platonic.

      “Sorry. I’m almost done. Just a few more spots.”

      I squeeze my eyelids shut. Not to protect them from an accidental brush of the alcohol pad, but because I’m afraid. What if he catches me staring at him? Will he know I’m mesmerized by his emerald eyes? Or what if he sees me watching his lips? Will he realize I’m remembering how it felt when he gave me that pretend kiss? Will he figure out that what meant nothing to him was an earth-shattering experience for me? Will he recognize the blatant desire I’ve been battling all day? Would he even care?

      You probably expect all women to fawn over you.

      Laughter rumbles from his chest. “Not really.”

      “Please tell me I didn’t say that out loud?”

      “You certainly did.” He grins, tucking my chin down to wipe at my forehead. “I’ve experienced some fawning from female fans, but not nearly as much as Race does. And anyway, if my ego was the slightest bit inflated, you put me in my place today.”

      Now I feel guilty. He’s been nothing but nice, and I made him feel bad. “I can be testy when I’m anxious. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

      “Your testiness was nothing,” he says, with a wink. “You humbled me when you didn’t even recognize the name of my band.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “I’ve been trying to think how anyone your age hasn’t heard of The Hatters. It’s like you’ve been shut off from the world—” The words die on his lips and his eyes grow huge. “I know who you are! How did I miss it before? It’s so obvious.”

      He knows! I try to swallow, but it’s impossible. My mouth is the Sahara. I’m terrified, yet almost relieved to finally have it out in the open. “Drake, I never wanted to—”

      “You’re an alien from another planet, aren’t you? It’s the only explanation.” He holds an earnest expression for three seconds, then falls backwards onto his sleeping pallet, rolling in laughter.

      I force out a few reluctant chuckles, my emotions conflicted. The more time I spend with Drake, the more I wish he knew the whole truth. But it’s safer for him if he doesn’t know. If the FBI ever questions him, ignorance will be his best defense.

      I nudge his arm with my foot. “You’re almost as bad as my brothers.”

      “Challenge accepted!” He props himself up on one elbow. “You’d better check your sleeping bag tonight.”

      “That’s not even funny.” Yet I find myself laughing, somehow confident he would never put a lizard in my bed. I’m not sure how I’ve come to trust him in a single day, but I have. I stifle a yawn, suddenly aware of how exhausted I am.

      “We need to get you to bed. Buck says we’re climbing at 8:30, so we’ll wake up an hour before that.” He stands and offers me a hand up.

      “Thanks for everything, Drake. I don’t know how to repay you, but I promise I will.”

      “You can repay me by watching me climb tomorrow and exclaiming about how skilled I am. Double credit if you mention that I’m way better than Buck.” He unzips the tent flap. “By the way, you don’t have to climb if you don’t want to. No one will make fun of you if you don’t.”

      “Are you kidding me? I’m not sitting this out.” I point to my newly blackened hair. “Not when the whole reason I did this color was so I could climb tomorrow without being recognized. Just because I’ve never done it doesn’t mean I can’t.”

      “Lighten up, Polly Princess.” He raises a defensive hand, but his smile tells me he’s secretly pleased. “You’ve got the right attitude. I hope you have a good time. And I hope you like my friends. Oh, and you’re my cousin from England. Hope that works. It was the best explanation I could come up with.”

      “Your cousin. England. Got it.” A disconcerting thought occurs. If someone notices my attraction to Drake, they’ll know we aren’t really cousins. I’ll have to go out of my way to act the opposite while his friends are around.

      I follow him out and across to my tent, rubbing my arms against the chill night air. He goes inside and I crawl in behind him. “I put all your stuff over here on the side. Here’s your flashlight and water bottle.”

      “This isn’t bad.” With another huge yawn, I flop onto my sleeping bag. “I’m so tired I could probably sleep on a sharp rock.”

      “I hope you get some good rest. If you need anything during the night, just yell. My tent’s only a few feet away, so I’ll be able to hear you.”

      “I’ll be fine. And I’ve got a flashlight if I need the restroom during the night.”

      He frowns. “Wake me up, if you need to go. I’ll go with you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I can go to the restroom without your help.”

      “Haven’t you ever watched a horror movie?” His frown deepens, his brows casting shadows on his eyes. “That’s the kind of remark the woman always makes before she does something stupid like going off by herself. And then she dies—every time.”

      “Shasta daisy! You’re more controlling than my uncle.” I roll my eyes at him as I make a promise I have no intention of keeping. “Fine, I’ll wake you up during the night so you can walk with me to the restroom.”

      He breathes out air like a popped tire. “You’re not going to wake me up, are you?”

      “Of course not. Now get out of here so I can sleep. I’m so drained, I doubt I’ll wake up during the night anyway.”

      “I’m not taking any chances. I’m sleeping right here in your tent.”

      “No way. This tent is barely big enough for one. You’d have to sleep diagonally to even stretch out straight.”

      “You’re right.” He shoves me over, yanks my sleeping bag out from under me, and begins stuffing it into a carry-sack.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Moving you into my tent where I can keep an eye on you.”

      “No, you’re not! I’ll be safe right here.”

      He ties the bag tight. Then he rolls up my camping pad and tucks it under his arm. “Sorry, Marki. This is what GeeBee would want, and you know it.”

      “That’s not fair. She’s not here to give her opinion, and you can’t speak for her.”

      With his hands full, he moves to the door on his knees. “I’m sure GeeBee will call tomorrow to check in. Do you want to risk upsetting her?”

      Ugh. “I’ll take my chances.”

      Drake exits the tent with my stuff. What he doesn’t know is that I’m so exhausted, I can easily sleep on the hard ground. Determined to defy him, I grab some clothing from my bag, folding a shirt for a pillow and using my jacket as a blanket.

      He has a point about needing GeeBee’s approval. I know she wants me to stick close to Drake. And if she’s upset with me, she might not continue the search for my perfect match. Since I know a fake marriage could be easily annulled, a permanent husband appears to be my only realistic chance of escaping marriage to Carlisle.

      But the need for GeeBee’s support also throws a wrench in my plans of escaping Drake and hiding out on my own. If GeeBee calls tomorrow, I’ll speak to her privately and explain why we can’t continue to put Drake at risk.

      “Are you coming?” Drake’s head appears in the entrance flap.

      “No. And you’re acting mulish and arrogant.”

      “I guess that makes you the pot and me the kettle.”

      “Go to sleep and leave me alone.”

      “Please, Marki. I won’t be able to sleep if I don’t know you’re safe.” His heavy sigh is followed by a groan that heaps guilt on my chest. I’ve imposed enough on him. I need to swallow my pride and give in so that he can get the rest he deserves.

      “Okay. But only because you begged.”

      Looks like I’ll be sleeping in Drake’s tent tonight.

      Knowing he’s that close to me, I’ll be lucky if I sleep at all.

      I crawl out and trudge behind him to his big tent.

      “Good thing you agreed when you did,” Drake says, holding back the tent flap so I can step inside. The corner of his mouth twitches in a devious grin. “I was just about to collapse your tent on you.”
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        * * *

      

      As I expected, Drake is a perfect gentleman. He even takes his bag with him to the shower house and changes there, allowing me privacy to switch to sleep clothes. The temperature has dropped with the sun, and I’m pleased with the sweatpants and long-sleeved flannel shirt I purchased. I’m cozy and comfortable lying on top of the sleeping bag I insisted on buying. Drake warned me it would be too hot, and he’s right. (Not that I would ever admit it.) He suggested a light thermal blanket, but that didn’t sound warm enough to me at the time.

      With my head propped on my camping pillow, I fight sleep, intending to stay awake until Drake returns. Finally, exhaustion wins the battle. I wake with a start, disoriented and confused for a few seconds, my heart racing. Blinking my eyes, I see the night sky through the plastic tent window and remember where I am. I take a slow calming breath. I need to get inside my sleeping bag because the air is colder than when I fell asleep, and I’m shivering.

      My hand gropes, finding the edge of the covers, and I throw it over me, relishing the delicious warmth. I attempt to turn over but can’t. I turn my head to find I’m wedged against something. A six-foot-one-inch, well-muscled something of the male species. Somehow, I’ve abandoned my sleeping bag and moved over to lie next to Drake. And now, I’m under the covers with him!

      He mumbles in his sleep, and his arm flops over my side.

      Great. It will be hard to move without waking him. But I can’t stay here—as nice as it feels—and let him wake up and discover what I’ve done. Not only would I never hear the end of it, but also, he’ll think I’m attracted to him, which I’m not. (Okay, maybe I am, but he mustn’t find out.)

      Still on my side, I scooch away from him, gaining a few inches of space. Then his arm tightens, and he tucks himself against me, erasing my small advance. Worse than that, the touch of his bare chest on my back is making wondrous sparks zip through my body, even with a thick layer of sweatshirt between us. (I wonder if that’s normal.)

      It’s so yummy I’m tempted to lie here and enjoy it for a while. All this time I thought I was a rock with great self-control, and now I discover I’m nothing but a marshmallow. I’ve simply never had an occasion to have my willpower tested.

      I roll away onto my stomach, his arm resting limply on my back. Then I wriggle off his palette onto the cold tent floor. As quietly as possible, I crawl inside my sleeping bag, afraid he might wake at any moment. But the sound of his gentle breathing tells me he’s slept through it all. I, on the other hand, can’t seem to go back to sleep.

      I lie there staring out the tent window, wishing I dared stay a few more days with Drake. But that’s just the voice of the devil on my shoulder, teasing me with what I can’t have. On my other shoulder, a practical voice (one that sounds a lot like my governess) tells me what I already know… tomorrow evening, I must strike out on my own and convince Drake not to follow me. If I remain with him another day, I’ll be putting him at grave risk.

      “Okay,” says the devil, “but you still have tomorrow with him. Maybe if you fall while you’re climbing and break your leg, he’ll feel sorry for you and kiss you again. The pain would totally be worth it.”

      Is it bad that I actually consider the option before I tell the devil to shut up?
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      I wake before my alarm, only to find Marki is already up, sitting cross-legged on her palette. She looks adorable, having changed into leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. “You left the tent without me, didn’t you?” I accuse.

      “Only an hour ago. The sun was already up.” None of her usual sass creeps into her tone. Her eyes are trained on her thumbs as they twiddle in her lap.

      “Did you not sleep well? I thought you went out like a rock.” I rub my eyes. After a night plagued by weird dreams about Marki sporting pink Polly Princess hair, it’s almost a relief to see her with her long jet-black braid.

      “I slept hard the first half of the night, but then I woke up and… well, I did a lot of thinking and made an important decision. We need to talk.” Her gaze doesn’t meet mine, which tells me I’m not going to like what she decided.

      “How do you expect me to listen when you won’t even look me in the eye?”

      A blush rises from her neck to the top of her forehead. “I’ll look at you if you’ll put a shirt on.”

      “You can’t be serious. You have two brothers; don’t tell me you haven’t seen plenty of men’s chests.” I reach for my bag and dig inside for a T-shirt.

      “Maybe I never noticed their chests because they were my brothers.”

      I’m secretly delighted that she’s bothered. So I oblige her in donning a shirt, but choose a tank top that shows off my muscles, solely to aggravate her. And it’s possible I puff my chest out a bit as I pull it over my head and smirk when her eyes go as round as saucers.

      “There!” I huff, as if putting on a shirt were a huge imposition. “Now, say what you have to say.”

      She folds her arms and levels her gaze, pinning me with the challenge in her eyes, as if those sparkly blue orbs weren’t mesmerizing enough already.

      “After we climb, I’m going to separate and camp on my own. I’ve already made up my mind; it doesn’t matter whether you agree or not.” She draws her brows down into a glower, but she can’t hold it. Her shoulders sag, leaving her looking lost, like the young vulnerable girl she is.

      “I suppose you have some contorted explanation for this dangerous decision.”

      “I’m being honest, Drake.” The muscles contract along her slender jaw. “I told you yesterday, I’m not being threatened by the mafia. I tried to explain that my uncle has the FBI searching for me. Those are the men you saw in the picture at GeeBee’s house.”

      “I’m sorry, Marki, but it doesn’t add up. Even if you’re not a US citizen, the FBI won’t track down a grown woman and force her to submit to her uncle.”

      “No, but they’ll deport me, and that has the same effect in the end.”

      I’m beginning to believe her, despite GeeBee’s insistence that the men were from the mob.

      “Let’s say you’re right, and we’re dealing with the FBI instead of the mafia. There’s still no reason you’d be safer camping apart from me. If anything, you’d be more exposed.”

      “Yes, but you’ll be safer. They’ll never know you were involved.”

      It’s a good thing GeeBee warned me Marki would twist things around to protect me from her uncle. Otherwise, I might’ve fallen for her story.

      “I understand what you’re saying, but I’ll take my chances. You’re not ready to camp on your own. And besides, GeeBee would have my head on a platter.”

      The matter settled in my mind, I stand and grab a toothbrush. For some reason it seems imperative that I have fresh breath at all times today.

      Humming the new tune I’ve been working on the past couple of weeks, I fight the sticky zipper on the tent door. But when I work it to the top, she speaks again, her voice oddly cold. “There’s something else I haven’t told you. I didn’t want to say this before, but I changed my mind about Carlisle.”

      I turn to face her, gripping my toothbrush so hard it bends. “You changed your mind? Now you want to marry this guy you said is a womanizer?”

      Why do I care so much? I barely know this woman. If she wants to ruin her life, so be it.

      “That stuff I said about Carlisle is only a rumor.” Her lips flatten with determination. “I shouldn’t judge him so harshly. Carlisle is nice, good-looking, and wealthy, and he would fit in well with my family. If I end up deciding he’s my best option, I can’t afford to have my reputation tarnished.”

      As her words sink in, I grind the enamel on my molars. Unspoken in her rave description of Carlisle is the insinuation that I am the opposite. “Being with me would tarnish your reputation?”

      “I’m sorry, Drake. I know that sounds harsh, but my uncle is extremely conservative. And you have to admit, rockstars have a certain ill repute.”

      “Sure, though no one in this century uses that term. I assume you agree with that assessment.”

      “My opinion doesn’t matter.” She looks down, her nostrils flaring.

      Angry heat rises in my face. I ought to bid her good riddance and send her on her way. But before I can say anything, my cell phone rings on the portable charger by the door, a computer voice chiming, “Call from… Race Madden.”

      “Excuse me. I need to answer this.” I grab the phone and shove my way outside, glad for a reason to step away before I blow my top.

      “Hello.”

      “Woah!” Race says. “That’s the grumpiest hello I’ve ever heard.”

      As I walk a few yards away for privacy, I see that Marki has already dismantled her tent and packed it into the carry sack. Not that I care. “What do you want?”

      “Man, you sound crankier than West before he got together with Harmony.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      “Yeah, right. What’s wrong? You’re usually in a good mood when you’re camping. Are you finally ready to admit you’re getting too old to sleep on the ground?”

      “I’m not too old.” His mention of my age hits on a nerve. I can’t help wondering if my age has anything to do with Marki’s decision to go our separate ways. Somehow, it seems fair for me to consider her too young for me, but not visa-versa. “You just called before I had my morning coffee, that’s all.”

      “Whatever, man. We called to see if you want to meet us at the cabins. I know you’re climbing with your pals today, but you could drive up tomorrow.”

      Race and April had purchased the secluded property in March. Since then, April’s crews had been busy remodeling the cabins.

      “Let me think about it and get back to you.” I notice Faye waving at me from their campsite fifty yards away, indicating the tempting coffee pot in her hand. I wave back, but I’m not ready for her cheery company. “I was planning to go backpacking up in the remote area for a few days starting tomorrow…”

      “No problem. I’ll tell April you’re a maybe. West and Harmony are coming up with the baby, if that affects your decision.”

      Marki sticks her head out from the tent, takes one look at me and disappears back inside. That woman certainly had me fooled. Yesterday, I’d judged her as sweet and innocent, full of gratitude for my aid. I’d even thought her sharp banter might be a mask for a growing attraction, like mine. But today, she made it clear she wants nothing more to do with me.

      Suddenly, being alone in the wilderness doesn’t sound appealing. “You know what, Race? Tell April I’d love to come.”

      “Awesome! Oh, by the way… Have you talked to GeeBee recently? We can’t get her or Grandma Loretta to answer their phones.”

      Alarms go off in my head. If Marki was telling the truth about the FBI pursuit, it’s best if I don’t give anything away.

      “That’s odd,” I say, deflecting the question. “GeeBee’s practically glued to her cell phone.”

      “No worries. I’m sure we’ll find them. West thinks they might’ve mentioned going to Texas for a few weeks,” Race says. “Our grannies are always up to something.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      My stomach growls as I hang up, so I head to the Jeep to grab a granola bar. In a moment of softness, I consider bringing breakfast to Marki in the tent. But my smarting pride points out that she wants to take care of herself, so I should let her.

      “The car’s unlocked, if you want breakfast.” I yell as I pass the tent on my way to Buck and Faye’s camp. Their notoriously strong coffee is bound to perk me up physically, but the only thing that’s going to improve my mood is to get absorbed in a challenging technical climb.

      I’m going to ignore Marki the rest of the day. I doubt she’ll try climbing, since she doesn’t care about my approval. But I’m not going to cut my climbing day short to suit her plans of striking out on her own. She’ll have to tough it out another night and leave in the morning. That is, if she hasn’t chickened out by then.

      Faye sets a steaming cup of coffee in front of me as I take a seat on the bench at the picnic table. “Can’t believe you’ve got Marcia talking trash for you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I blow on the surface of my coffee before taking a sip. As usual, it tastes like it was made with twice the normal amount of grounds. On chilly camping mornings like this, I love it.

      “Your cousin.” Faye shakes a finger in my face as she slides onto the concrete bench across from me. “Don’t pretend you didn’t put her up to it. We ran into her on the way to the restrooms this morning and introduced ourselves. And she starts saying how she’s heard all about Buck and how it’s too bad he’s not as good of a climber as Drake is, but she’s sure Drake would be willing to give him some pointers.”

      “Are you making this up?”

      Faye gives a scary scrunched face with one eyebrow arched over an evil eye aimed right at me, like Mr. Kunnery, my fifth-grade teacher. I wonder if Buck gets this look when he’s in trouble. “Do I look like I’m making this up?”

      “Nope. You look serious as a heart attack. But I don’t know why Mar— uh… my cousin… would say something like that.” What name am I supposed to use? I already forgot.

      “You really expect me to believe you?” Faye rolls her eyes as she takes a swig of coffee. “You and Buck have been uber-competitive since before I met you. I’m sure you told her exactly what to say, and it worked. She got Buck so riled up he’s down at the mountain face setting up a route under the ledge, just to prove her wrong.”

      I strive to look contrite, though I’m fighting a smile. Customarily, Buck outclimbs me and never lets me forget it. He deserves to be irritated now, even if he’s likely to win the day’s competition. Secretly, I’m glad Marki goaded him.

      “We don’t usually do the ledge our first week of the season,” I say. “We’re too out of shape.”

      “Speak for yourself. Buck and I climb almost every day at the gym, so he’s in great shape. You could be too, if you didn’t spend all your time banging on the drums.”

      “We’ll see.” I shrug, ignoring her teasing taunt about my profession. I’ve been hitting the gym hard every chance I got, even while the band was touring. This might be the year I finally beat Buck. Even better, Marki will get to witness it.

      Wait, why I am thinking about showing off for Marki? Why would I care about impressing her? She’s not strong, tough, and determined, like I thought she was. She resisted her uncle’s control at first, but she’s already planning to give in and marry Carlisle. I don’t understand why she’s hiding at this point. For all I know, this whole escape ruse is her way of bargaining for something else she wants from her uncle. Maybe she’s demanding a string quartet at her wedding.

      Or a lake filled with swans. That sounds like the kind of wedding Polly Princess would want.

      I take a detour and brush my teeth before returning to camp. When I step inside the tent, I don’t brace myself for what I see. And this scene definitely warrants bracing: Marki standing there wearing a close-fitting tank top and climbing shorts, which expose lean muscular legs, arms, and shoulders. My stomach tightens.

      Where did she get muscles like that? And how rude is it that she waits to spring them on me until after she’s informed me she’s leaving and never wants to see me again? It’s like torture.

      I’ve done plenty of bad stuff in my life. This is obviously punishment for one of those times. Or maybe two… or three.
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      Drake hates me.

      He won’t even look at me. He wants nothing to do with me and obviously wishes I weren’t planning to stick around and go climbing. I should grab my camping stuff and set out early.

      I hate to pass up the opportunity to experience something new. Being sheltered all my life has left me hungry for excitement. Besides, it’s an excuse to watch Drake’s incredible arm muscles flexing. That pesky devil on my shoulder keeps bringing up the whole break-your-leg-to-get-a-kiss thing, but the disgust in Drake’s expression tells me it would never work, anyway.

      Should I stay and climb, or leave early?

      The other catch is that Drake mentioned GeeBee would call today; leaving now would mean missing my last chance to talk to her. Because now, more than ever, I don’t want to get stuck marrying Carlisle. Maybe I’m crazy, but I still have this vain hope that GeeBee and Grandma Loretta can find that perfect match for me. If they do, they won’t have a way to contact me while I’m hiding up in the mountains.

      “Saw you packed up your tent,” Drake mumbles as he digs inside his backpack, still avoiding eye contact. “Are you planning to climb or not?”

      “I am… or I was. But I don’t have to. I mean, I can leave now if that’s what you prefer.” Needing something to do with my hands, I pull the ponytail holder from my hair and start a French braid. His eyes seem to be transfixed on my biceps, which mortifies me. My Jiu Jitsu trainer has had me doing pushups since I started my training at the age of twelve. As a result, I’ve always been muscular, which is embarrassing. Especially with two brothers who teased me about it without mercy.

      “You might as well stay.” Drake rips his eyes away and continues to rummage in his bag. “You’re already dressed for it.”

      “I guess so.” I clear my throat, licking my sore lips. They’re chapped, but I don’t have the nerve to ask to borrow some lip balm. His gaze rivets on my mouth, which makes my heart flip over a few times. “I should probably put a long-sleeved T-shirt on over this.”

      “No!” His tone is sharp, which doesn’t surprise me considering how irritated he is. “You’ll sweat, and it won’t be comfortable. Wear the tank; I picked it for you.”

      Sure, he picked it. He just didn’t know I was going to look so masculine wearing it. Hopefully, he won’t be embarrassed that his female cousin has guy arms.

      “You have on a T-shirt,” I say, pointing out the obvious. And yes, I’m slightly disappointed I can’t see more of his shoulders.

      “Only on the hike. I take it off to climb.”

      He climbs shirtless!

      Thankfully, I swallow my groan before it comes out. It would’ve been loud and humiliating. Almost choking to death is far preferable.

      His phone speaks from his pocket, “Call from… unknown number.”

      He pulls the cell out, studying the screen. “The number is hidden. It must be GeeBee calling from Marshall’s house on a secure line.”

      I grab his arm before he can answer. “Wait! What if it isn’t GeeBee?”

      His broad shoulders lift and fall. “Then it’s probably someone calling to tell me my car warranty is about to expire.”

      He answers the call before I can ask him to explain. “Hello?...Hi, GeeBee. I thought it might be you. Is this a secure line?... What?... Yes, she’s right here, but I need to tell you—”

      Frustration builds on his face. GeeBee may be causing it, but he aims his irritated glower at me. I cringe.

      “Here. GeeBee wants to talk to you.” He shoves the phone in my face. “In private,” he adds, glaring as if I were kicking him outside with a pointed-toe boot.

      He’s halfway through the zipper-door when he turns back. “I need to talk to GeeBee before you hang up. I’ll be waiting at the picnic table.”

      I’m still staring at the tent flap when I hear GeeBee’s chatter from the cell phone in my hand. “GeeBee?”

      “Marki. There you are. I’ve got good news.”

      “You do?”

      “We think we’ve found the perfect man for you.”

      “You have? What’s he like?” I cross my fingers that he’s short, blond, and nerdy, with soft features instead of a chiseled jawline. When I look at my husband, I don’t want to be reminded of Drake for the rest of my life.

      “I can’t tell you, because I want you to keep an open mind.”

      What does that mean? Is he ugly? “When can I meet him?”

      “That’s the catch,” says GeeBee. “We can’t rush things. He’s going to take some convincing.”

      “You told him about me, and he doesn’t like me?”

      “This is more complicated than our usual matchmaking case. He likes what he knows about you, but he’s not the type who would marry a stranger. And I don’t think you want that either. Yet you can’t meet each other because we have to keep your identity concealed.”

      “I don’t see how this is going to work.” I’m on the verge of tears, but, as always, I force them back. “After today, I’m going to the remote camping areas. I’m leaving—” I’m about to tell her Drake and I are parting ways when she interrupts.

      “There’s no reason for that. The FBI aren’t going to bother you anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “We told Marshall your story. Don’t worry—Marshall is paranoid. All of us signed a bunch of non-disclosure forms. He used his fancy computer to send an untraceable message to the agency, complete with a copy of the email explanation you sent to your uncle when you skipped your graduation. Turns out the FBI isn’t interested in you if you weren’t kidnapped.”

      “What about my expired visa? They’ll still deport me.”

      “Your uncle lied to you. An education visa is valid for sixty days after graduation.”

      A two-ton elephant jumps off my shoulders. “Are you saying I’m free? The FBI isn’t after me? I could just walk out in the open?”

      This also means Drake isn’t in danger of facing a career-ending scandal because of me. I can finally tell him the truth… the whole truth.

      “I’m afraid you’re not exactly free and clear yet. Loretta and I are going home today, but for now, you need to stay hidden. You see, your uncle is a very clever man.” GeeBee sighs, long and loud, as if she approves. “He’s already turned this to his advantage.”

      “Wow. You sound like you admire him for it.”

      “I can’t help myself. It’s not often I go head-to-head against someone this sly, and I love a challenge.” GeeBee chuckles like Wilma Flintstone. “But don’t you worry. There’s only one man in the world who (on the rarest of occasions) has ever outsmarted me. That man was my husband, God rest his soul. So, we’ll get our way in the end, even though your uncle has currently twisted this whole situation in his favor in the public eye.”

      “What’s he done? Accused me of murder?”

      “Not at all. You’re the sweet, innocent princess who is so afraid of men that you’ve hidden yourself away and never been on a single date. Now you’ve gotten cold feet about getting married. You’re so nervous, you’re trying to back out of your royal wedding.”

      “He… wh… that’s…” I try to respond, too flabbergasted to form a complete sentence.

      “And Carlisle is the handsome, doting hero who has admired you from afar, ready to offer any sacrifice to bring happily-ever-after to his shy princess. He’s ingenious, your uncle. He’s turned this into a real-life fairytale.”

      “But fairytales aren’t true! Arghh!” I pace in the small tent space, my hand balled into a fist. “My uncle is the reason I’ve never been on a date! I’ve practically been held prisoner my entire life! And Carlisle… Errrrhhh!”

      “At least your uncle isn’t angry with you anymore. Your grandma says he’s basking in the media attention. ‘Where is Gurland?’ was the number one Google-search yesterday. Your hotels are filled to capacity with people from all over the world planning to attend the Gurland Festival of Bells and see ‘The Reluctant Princess’ get married.”

      “Please tell me that’s not what they’re calling me.” Luckily, I haven’t eaten, since I want to throw up.

      “That’s the name of the book about your life that comes out in two weeks. I hear they may make it into a movie.”

      “This is a nightmare.” The sound that explodes from my chest is a combination of a groan and a scream. “I don’t understand. If I won’t get deported and everyone in the world already knows who I am, why do I need to hide out at a campground? Why can’t I just go to a hotel?”

      “Because last night, your uncle offered a reward to whoever identifies you and turns you in.”

      “I have a price on my head?” I should be shocked at my uncle, but I’m beyond surprise at this point. “How much?”

      “Not money. The person who turns you in gets an all-expense-paid trip for four to the Gurland Festival of Bells, where they get to stay in the royal castle and attend the royal wedding. And Celebrity Followers is going to record the whole thing. It’ll be two full episodes, at least. Probably three.”

      “Unbelievable!” Drained of energy, my legs collapse, and I sink onto Drake’s sleeping bag. “I should’ve known this wouldn’t work.”

      “Don’t give up, Marki. Remember, Loretta and I have found the man we believe will be the husband of your dreams. All he needs is a chance to get to know the real you, without the distraction of your princess status.”

      I flop all the way down, my head landing on Drake’s pillow. It smells like him. Clean and masculine. I breath in deeply, saturating my lungs with his scent. This whole thing has been a disaster—doomed from the start—but meeting Drake has been a high point. Despite our differences, I’m going to have some great memories of my first interactions with a man.

      “How do you know I’ll like this guy?” I’m already comparing him to Drake. Which is kind of ridiculous, considering Drake isn’t my type. We have almost nothing in common, besides a consensus on platinum as the superior metal for a wedding band.

      “Trust me, dear. You’ll love him.”

      I suppose, if I can be attracted to a man like Drake, who alternates between teasing me, driving me crazy, and treating me more like a princess than anyone ever has in my life, I can learn to like the guy the grannies chose for me.

      I sit up, curling my feet under me, hope trickling into my bloodstream.

      “Okay, but what’s the plan? How are we going to get to know each other while I’m camping in the wilderness? Is he going to show up at my tent, disguised as a wolf?”

      “Disguised as a wolf?” GeeBee laughs. “I like that; we could call him Wolfman.”

      “GeeBee, this isn’t funny.”

      “Stop fretting and let us handle it. You and Wolfman are going to communicate via email on Drake’s phone with me as the intermediary. Completely secure. No chance of your identity being revealed as long as you don’t mention you grew up in a palace.”

      So much for my hopes. “I’m afraid that’s not going to work, because I’m going off on my own tonight.”

      “You can’t—”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not changing my mind. I decided to leave Drake alone so he couldn’t get caught in a scandal if the FBI came. But then I realized there’s another reason I should go. Because Drake hikes up into the wilderness every year to do what he loves most—to be by himself with nature—and I’m not going to ruin it for him.”

      “That’s your reason?” GeeBee asks. “Because you think he wants to be alone?”

      “I know he does. You should see his face when he talks about it.”

      “Then you’ll be happy to know Drake isn’t planning to be alone for the next few days.” GeeBee sounds smug. “He’s going to some cabins with his friends, who happen to be Loretta’s and my grandchildren. Loretta was on the phone with her granddaughter only seconds ago.”

      “GeeBee, I hate to disappoint you, but Drake and I had a big disagreement this morning. He doesn’t want to spend any more time with me. I guess maybe if I tell him who I really am, he might—”

      “No! Whatever happens Drake can’t find out you’re a princess.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because… because he would resent being forced to lie to protect you.”

      “Yeah, I know how he feels. I don’t even like lying to protect myself.” My fingers rub little circles on my throbbing temples. “I’m sorry, GeeBee, but I’m not going with Drake to the cabins. I’ve caused him enough trouble already. I’ll stay up in the wilderness until I run out of food. Then I’ll hike down here and find a way to call you.”

      “Marki—”

      “Don’t bother asking again. I won’t change my mind, even if you beg me to go.”

      “What if Drake begged you to go?”

      “That’s not going to happen. It’s literally not possible.” If she’d seen the fury in his expression, she’d know better.

      “Ha!” GeeBee chuckles. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you will have seen plenty of icicles in hell.”
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      Marki looks dazed as she hands me the phone and ambles toward the Jeep, presumably to get breakfast. When she’s out of earshot, I start in on GeeBee, giving her a well-earned piece of my mind.

      “I’m done with this, GeeBee! Done! Marki told me the truth.”

      “Okay.”

      I expected her to be upset, but her tone is flat. Hmm… Maybe she doesn’t realize I’m serious. “Why did you lie about those being mob guys at your house?”

      “Actually, I never said they were mob guys; you did. I simply allowed you to assume it was true.”

      “At the very least, you helped me believe it. Why didn’t you tell me the truth? That her visa is expired, and the FBI is trying to find her and deport her?”

      “Ughh!” GeeBee grunts, impatiently. “I kept you in the dark so that you could claim ignorance if the FBI caught up with you, okay?”

      It almost sounds reasonable, but I’m not ready to let go of my anger. “You manipulated me.”

      “As the man who volunteered himself to help Marki, maybe you should be pointing that accusing finger at yourself.”

      She’s right; I did volunteer. “But—”

      “None of that matters now. The FBI dropped their pursuit because they found out Marki wasn’t kidnapped. And her education visa doesn’t expire for sixty days.”

      I’m shocked: in part by this revelation; in part at how relieved I am for Marki. I care more than I ought to… more than I want to. “So, Marki’s not in danger at all?”

      “None at all, if you can equate not being in danger to having a powerful, over-controlling uncle who uses every available resource, including the FBI, to locate and drag you home and force you into a marriage.”

      GeeBee’s trying to play on my sympathies, but it’s not going to work this time.

      “I know what you’re doing, GeeBee, but I refuse to feel sorry for Marki. This morning, she told me, in no uncertain terms, she’s decided to marry Carlisle, despite what she told you and Loretta.”

      “And you believed her?” GeeBee tsks her skepticism. “If that were true, why is she still hiding from her uncle? Why doesn’t she give up and go home? And why is she excited about the potential husband Loretta and I found for her?”

      “You found a match already?” I taste acid in my mouth. “Don’t tell me it’s Sam.”

      “You don’t need to know his name,” she says, which makes me worry that it really could be Sam or someone else I know.

      Whoever it is, I don’t like him. “Don’t you think your search was a little hasty? I’m not sure you realize how unique Marki is. In fact, you might want my input to find a guy with the right qualifications.”

      “No, thanks.” She dismisses my idea without a thought. “But we do need your help for something else. After talking to Marki, I’ve recognized an issue I didn’t foresee… one that only you can address.”

      Warnings gong inside my head. Suddenly, it all makes sense. This whole conversation has been designed to make me feel sorry for Marki so I’ll stick with her. Knowing GeeBee, they haven’t even found another guy. They’re trying to trick me into changing my mind about marriage and falling for Marki.

      “If you think you’re going to push the two of us together, you’re sadly mistaken,” I say. “In fact, she’s going off on her own after tonight.”

      “That’s perfect; we want the two of you to part ways.”

      What? Why doesn’t she want me to stay with Marki? And why am I not thankful?

      “If you don’t want us together, what do you need from me?”

      “Your cell phone… I want you to let Marki have it. That way she can use it to get to know Wolfman and vice versa. Wolfman is my code name for Marki’s match.”

      “If his name is Wolfman, I guess Marki is Little Red Riding Hood and I’m the huntsman who disembowels the wolf.” I grind the toe of my shoe in the dirt, smiling at the thought.

      GeeBee ignores me. “We’ll replace your cell and pay all the expenses. Just try to keep your distance from Marki.”

      “I don’t get why you want us to separate.”

      “Oh, Drake… you’re so clueless. Haven’t you noticed?”

      My muscles tighten at her condescending tone. “Noticed what?”

      “That Marki’s starting to like you. I could tell from our phone conversation; just the way she talks about you… the phrases she uses.”

      Marki likes me? That’s not good.

      So why is my heart doing a happy dance in my throat?

      “Are you sure, GeeBee? Because I would’ve guessed the opposite.”

      “She’s trying not to, because she’s a smart lady and is afraid you’ll hurt her. But it’s happening anyway. So, you need to nip it in the bud.”

      I’m still not convinced Marki likes me, considering she’s so anxious to get away from me. Then again, my past proves I’m not the best judge of what’s going on in a woman’s mind. “What should I do?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure. It would be best if you don’t see each other. But I worry what might happen if you lose track of her. Are you certain it’s safe for her to camp by herself in a remote area?”

      “Maybe I’m a little worried.” If I’m honest, I’d say I’m a lot worried. Though I told Race I was coming to the cabins, I’m not sure I can let Marki go without secretly keeping track of her whereabouts.

      “If you decide to stay with her,” GeeBee says, “you should discourage her as much as possible.”

      “How do you expect me to do that?”

      “Tell her the truth—that the only chance you’ll ever commit to a woman is if you find one close in age with a common love for the outdoors. If you’re honest, she’ll know she has no future with you. Otherwise, I’m afraid she won’t give Wolfman a chance.”

      An inexplicable pang of jealousy punches me in the gut. No, it can’t be jealousy. It’s probably protectiveness. Yeah, that’s what it is. It’s not that I care about Marki in a romantic way; I’m simply attempting to keep her safe, like a big brother. “No problem. Driving Marki away will be a piece of cake.”

      “Thank you, Drake. Maybe we’ll make you an honorary UGM. Doesn’t it feel great to know you’re helping Marki find a true love that will last the rest of her life?”

      “Of course,” I say, even though something akin to curdled milk is swirling in my stomach. “Feels awesome.”
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      Marki barely looks like herself, with her coal-black eyeliner and long black braid. But at least she didn’t try to cover up her cute freckles, which I’ve come to love.

      What am I saying? I’ve come to enjoy them, not love them.

      The moment we reach the base of the climbing site, she ruins my cover story, explaining to Faye that she is not engaged or dating anyone. I can practically see saliva dripping from the mouth of Brady, the only one of my friends who is currently single. I’ll have to keep a close watch on him.

      Marki is spunkier than I first thought. Though she’s quite shy, sitting by herself on the side, observing as I start up the expert-level climbing route Buck marked for us this morning, she doesn’t cower at Buck’s goading.

      “You should try to talk some sense into your cousin,” Buck says. “Tell him to do one of the easier climbs. He’s too out of shape for this one.”

      “I notice you didn’t get to the top on your first try,” she retorts. “Anyway, Drake doesn’t look out of shape to me.”

      She answers in a low tone, but it carries to my ears like a lovely melody, sending a burst of adrenaline just as I reach the overhang. At that moment, I know I’m going to conquer this climb on my first try. I barely notice my muscles burning as I scale my way under the ledge, my weight supported by the fingertips of one hand gripping inside a crack, while my feet scissor on either side of a small rock protrusion. Little-by-little I edge my way across, exploiting slight irregularities in the rock as handholds. Fatigue, which should be making my muscles tremble by this time, is not an issue. Instead, I feel her gaze on me, supporting me as surely as a pair of hands on my back.

      At last, when I make it to the corner, where I have to pull myself up using only arm strength, the whole group is cheering. But Marki’s voice is the only one I hear.

      “Yes! I knew you could do it!”

      Her confidence sends me flying up the last fifteen vertical feet. I touch the top before relaxing to let Buck lower me on the belay rope. The guys are pounding me on the back as I reach the ground.

      Even Buck doesn’t begrudge me my victory. “No way you could make it up that ascent if you hadn’t been working out.” He shakes his head as if he’s accusing me of committing a crime, then laughs. “That’s pretty sneaky, bro.”

      I’m still answering his questions about the technical footholds under the ledge when Brady slinks away to talk to Marki. Before I can extricate myself from my gear, Brady is leading Marki to the easiest climb and helping her into her harness.

      That’s my job.

      As he tightens her buckles, his hands brush against her way more than necessary. And why are his fingers resting on her shoulder while he leans in to talk to her? He probably wants to cop a feel of that silky skin over her firm muscles. (That’s what I was going to do. But he doesn’t have the right.)

      I can’t believe my so-called friend is stabbing me in the back.

      “Why are you giving Brady the evil-eye?” Buck snags my attention. “You know he’s great with beginners. He’ll take good care of your cousin.”

      “Maybe I don’t trust him.” I don’t bother to hide my scowl. “He’s pawing all over her.”

      Buck glances at the pair, Brady guiding her hand to the first hold before stepping back to control her belay rope. “No, he isn’t.”

      “He was before.” I jut my chin forward as I struggle repeatedly with the clip on my harness, my eyes trained on Brady. “And he’s ogling her like a piece of meat.”

      Buck frowns. “What’s wrong with you? Brady’s not that kind of guy, and you know it. He’s very respectful. I doubt he’s trying to make a move on Marcia, but would it be such a bad thing if he were? She seems like a nice girl, and Brady’s been pretty low since Sarah broke off their engagement.”

      “She’s my responsibility.” I mutter, spitting my S’s.

      Frustrated, I tear my eyes away from Brady and look at my harness to free myself. Unjustifiably furious at the whole situation, I stomp toward them, ready to unleash on Brady. Until a sharp stone bruises the bottom of my foot through the thin rubber of my climbing shoe, bring me to a halt. I’m so furious that I welcome the pain. Marki’s melodious laugh drifts my way, and I’m marching toward them again, daring another rock to poke my sole.

      By the time I reach Brady, Marki is already halfway up the climb, her movements secure and deliberate. I can barely believe it’s her first attempt at rock climbing. I stand beside Brady, both of us gaping up at her. Brady does his job, keeping steady pressure on the belay rope. But that snake is practically salivating as he watches her lean muscles flexing with every move. (I assume he is, because I am.)

      The difference between Brady and me is that I know Marki is off-limits, and he doesn’t. But I’m about to remedy that problem.

      “Marcia’s amazing.” Brady says. “Fearless. Like she was born for this.”

      “Marcia? Right… Marcia...” My mind races, searching for the most sure-fire way to discourage him.

      The rest of our gang calls out encouragement, observing from a shady spot to the side.

      “Look up and to your right,” Brady yells to her. “There’s a crack you can use as a handhold.”

      Marki stretches to reach the crack, her back muscles rippling. Brady groans. (Or maybe that was me. But he was probably groaning inside.)

      “She told me she’s visiting from England,” Brady says. “How long is she here for?”

      I can see the gears turning inside his head. He’s wondering if he can ask her out.

      Not. Happening.

      “You know, she’s only seventeen,” I murmur.

      “Seventeen!” Brady’s jaw drops. “How can that be? She said she just got her MBA.”

      “Yeah… well… she’s uh… one of those child geniuses.” I cough, choking on the lie, but plunge ahead with it, anyway. “You know… out of high school at twelve… master’s degree by seventeen.”

      “Wow.” His feet shift as he tightens the belay. “She sure doesn’t look seventeen.”

      “Don’t tell her I told you,” I hurry to say. “She uh… she doesn’t want anyone to know. She pretends to be much older, you know. Like twenty-five. That’s why she wears all that dark eyeliner and stuff.”

      “That makes sense. Too bad she’s not older. I think we could’ve hit it off.” Brady’s mouth twists with a touch of sadness that makes me feel guilty.

      I lied!

      Not just a tiny white lie, but a big elaborate one. And I despise people who lie.

      Buck is right. Brady is a nice-enough guy; probably nicer than I am. Maybe I should come clean.

      Marki reaches the top, and our crowd cheers. She pumps a victorious hand in the air, which only calls more attention to her well-defined muscles.

      Brady lets out a low whistle as Marki begins her downward rappel, his rope controlling her speed. “I’ve got to say, man… your cousin is fine. When did you say she turns eighteen?”

      Now’s the time. I could confess her true age and laugh my lie off as a joke.

      “Her birthday’s in May.” The words tumble from my mouth, unbidden. “She just turned seventeen.”

      I’m despicable.
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      Nothing I do impresses Drake.

      “Good job, kid.” His perfunctory slap on the back hurts my pride. I expected a bit more enthusiasm for finishing this intermediate-level climb—my fourth ascent, and in what his friends describe as record-time.

      I suppose it’s a good thing. It reminds me Drake is not the man the grannies chose for me. He never was. He’s only my “emergency back-up temporary groom.” And after today, I’ll probably never see him again. There’s no use wishing we might somehow be forced into utilizing the marriage license we got. Not that it’s something I wished for. Okay, maybe I did, a little. But it was only a crush. It’s not like I have real feelings for the guy; I barely know him.

      How does a person know when they’re in love, anyway? My Geesa told me you just know. But if that’s true, why do so many marriages end in divorce? Did they think they knew, but they were wrong? How do you know if what you know is real or if you’re mistaken about what you think you know?

      This is the crazy stuff going on inside my head as I slam my right big toe into the edge of a sharp extruded rock. Crippling pain jerks me to a stop, but I cover, bending down as if I’m retying my shoelace.

      Jamming my toe while walking will not have the dramatic flair of falling during a climb and breaking my leg. In fact, it would be embarrassing if anyone knew. The broken leg might’ve gotten Drake’s sympathy and care. But a banged toe will only get ridicule.

      Why was I so careless?

      Schooling my expression into a stiff smile, I straighten and amble on without the slightest limp, cramming the pain into a back compartment of my mind. Once I sit down, I don’t dare to examine my foot. My toe is throbbing, and the sharp pain in my nail tells me it’s torn from the bed. Best to keep my shoe in place to control the swelling.

      From my perch on the log, I watch and cheer as Drake’s friends make their final climbs, glad for the distraction from my aching toe. My muscles are tired, but not sore. Nothing bothers me except my toe. That and the fact that Drake can’t stand me.

      On the contrary, his climbing and the muscles he uses to do it have increased his attractiveness to at least a thousand miles higher than the international space station. I’m fairly certain my eyes are in a permanently bulged state from watching him. And my constant drool only worsened my chapped lips. If Faye hadn’t given me a tube of balm, my lips would be swollen like a bad filler-job.

      My stomach gurgles. Though we stopped for lunch and made sandwiches, it’s nearing dinner time. But I’ll have to skip eating if I’m going to make it up to the remote camping area on foot before nightfall. Especially now, with a bunged-up toe.

      Though he’s all but ignored me most of the day, Drake falls in step beside me as we make our way down to the campground. “Are you limping?”

      Shasta daisy! I thought I was hiding it. “A little. I think I have a blister.”

      It’s not exactly a lie. There’s probably a blister somewhere in all that damage.

      He frowns. “When we get back to camp, I’ll help you treat it. I’ve got some moleskin to protect it from rubbing.”

      Under no circumstance will I let him see this injury.

      “It’s nothing. I’ll be fine.” I force myself to step evenly, whistling to distract myself from the pain.

      “Why didn’t you change back into your hiking boots?”

      Because I didn’t want anyone to see my bloody toe.

      “Too much trouble,” I say.

      “If you want, I could carry you down.”

      He probably could. I got a good look at his muscles while he was climbing. Playing drums in a rock band must be quite the workout. His back looks like it’s carved in stone.

      Would I enjoy being tucked against that hard chest and carried down the mountain? Yes. Would I trust myself not to do something stupid, like kiss him? No.

      “Thanks, but I can walk.”

      We continue a few yards in silence.

      “So…” he begins. “I wondered… I mean, I was thinking… What I’m trying to say is… What… uh… What did you think of climbing?”

      “Climbing? I loved it!” My enthusiasm bubbles out in an unstoppable flood. “It’s so fun. Challenging, with a huge sense of accomplishment when you make it to the top. And it doesn’t hurt that the views are incredible. I really think I could get into this if I had a chance.”

      The grin on his face is the first genuine one I’ve seen all day. “I’m glad you like it. Maybe I can…”

      His smile falters, and he glances a few feet behind him, where Buck and Faye are following. “I wouldn’t mind taking you again sometime if… if you aren’t tied up with other things.”

      We both know it’s not possible. We won’t be together after today.

      “Probably won’t happen, but I appreciate the offer.” I scrunch one shoulder. “What I really wish is that I could try some other crazy things before I go back to my dull life.”

      “Other crazy things? Like what?” His expression morphs into a scowl.

      “Relax, worry-wart. I’m not talking about sex, drugs and alcohol.”

      “Then what do you want to try?”

      “Everything else.” I sweep an arm through the air. “Surfing, zip-lining, rafting, kayaking, skydiving, mountain biking, scuba-diving, hang-gliding… everything! It’s all on my IBL.”

      “IBL?”

      “Impossible bucket list. All the things I’m never going to get a chance to do.” I’m smiling, something I don’t usually do when thinking about my restricted life. “A week ago, I wouldn’t have dreamed I’d get a chance to camp or go rock climbing. I think I can die happy, even if I never knock another thing off my list.”

      He's quiet for a moment. “I guess I take a lot for granted.”

      “We all do, but we ought to value every blessing.” I swallow hard at a sobering thought. “And I shouldn’t complain, either. I have no physical needs. I’ve got a family who loves me. That’s more than a lot of people have.”

      “Are you talking about the brothers who put lizards in your bed and the uncle who controls your life?”

      Guilt smoothers me. I shouldn’t have complained about them so much without countering with good stories.

      “They’re awful, sometimes. But they’re also wonderful. I’ve never doubted whether they love me.”

      “Maybe. But they have a weird way of showing it. Especially from what I know of your uncle.” A deep furrow forms between his brows as he looks at my feet. “You can’t keep walking in those climbing shoes. You’re limping worse.”

      “No, I’m not.” I grit my teeth and concentrate on balancing my gait.

      He grabs my arm and pulls me off to the side.

      “If you don’t stop and change to hiking boots, I’m going to pick you up and carry you the rest of the way.”

      My pulse goes into rapid-fire mode. Considering the sparks coming from his isolated touch on my arm, allowing him to pick me up is out of the question. “Okay, okay. I’ll change shoes. But only if no one’s around. They’re stinky right now, and it’s embarrassing.”

      “Seriously? No one cares if your feet are stinky.”

      “I care.” I point my finger down the hill. “Now, go.”

      He grumbles and grunts but continues on the path, looking over his shoulder to be certain I’m changing into my hiking boots as promised. I move well off the path before gently removing my shoe, wincing at the inevitable pain. It looks even worse than I feared, with blood still seeping around the toenail.

      “Marcia! What happened to your toe?” Brady’s voice behind me startles me out of my skin.

      “Oh. Hi.” I cup my hands over the offending toe. “I didn’t know you were back there.”

      “Let me see that.” On one knee, he peels my hands away and makes a face. “That looks awful. You can’t walk on that foot. I’ll carry you down.”

      “No.” I lift my chin. “If I were a guy, would you offer to carry me?”

      His mouth kicks up on one corner in a sheepish grin. “I’d say, ‘Tough luck. See ya at the bottom.’”

      “Thanks for being honest.” I smile back at him. “I’m as tough as any guy, so I’m going to walk down.”

      “Okay. I’m not going to argue with you.” He lifts his hands in surrender. “I have to say, I admire the heck out of you, Marcia. It’s hard to believe you’re only seventeen.”

      “Seventeen?”

      “Oh, I forgot.” He smacks the heel of his hand on his forehead. “Drake told me not to let on that I know. But your secret is safe with me. And I promise, none of the others would ever guess you’re so young.”

      “Drake told you that?” Fury boils in my veins. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “And he’s going to kill me for spilling the beans.” Brady cringes as I roll a sock over my toes and gingerly work my foot into my boot.

      “Hey!” A shout gets our attention. Running back up the path, Drake yells. “Get away from her. She doesn’t need your help.”

      “Sorry, Marcia,” Brady murmurs as he backs away. “Your cousin is a bit on the protective side.”

      I lace up my other boot and struggle to my feet just as Drake arrives.

      “Brady’s going to help me get down the trail.” I clutch Brady’s arm, pleased at the scowl on Drake’s face.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Drake says.

      “You don’t have a say, cousin.” I sling my backpack on my shoulder and pin Drake with an acid glare. “You’re not my legal guardian, you know. Although, when you do things like telling Brady I’m underage, it does remind me of how my uncle controls everything in my life without consulting me.”

      Drake has the grace to avert his eyes in shame.

      Good.

      Now he won’t have the audacity to stand in my way when I limp out of camp.

      Brady wraps an arm around me for extra support, and we make our way down the trail. I lean into him, easing the pressure on my injured toe as much as possible. Drake follows behind, muttering under his breath the entire way.

      What I can’t figure out is why Drake wants to control me when most of the time he can barely stand to look at me. It’s probably one of those things I would understand if I’d grown up like any normal girl, interacting with guys all my life.

      At least this episode gives me the opportunity to answer one question that’s been burning in the back of my mind. Is the sizzling physical attraction I feel with Drake unique to him, or will I feel it with any nice-looking guy I encounter?

      Brady definitely qualifies as handsome in my book, so this will be an excellent litmus test. I focus on my fingers, which rest on Brady’s muscular arm. His hand shifts on my side, pressing me closer. I wait for the prickles. The sparks. The delectable tingles.

      Nothing.

      Ugh!
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      I stand helpless in the tent doorway, watching Marki pack. In a few minutes, she’ll be gone. That’s what I want, right? To be free of the responsibility? I never asked to become a babysitter for one of GeeBee’s clients. And it hasn’t been easy.

      Still, I feel bad that she’s leaving on a sour note. That’s what’s bothering me. It’s not that I don’t want her to go.

      I ought to make things right before it’s too late. “Marki, I’m sorry.”

      “Yes, you are.” Kneeling on the floor of the tent, Marki doesn’t look up from organizing her backpack. “I guess I’m going to leave all this climbing equipment I bought. I doubt I’ll ever get another chance to use it. You can give it away or sell it. Makes no difference to me.”

      “I shouldn’t have told Brady that lie about your age, okay? I admit it; I was wrong.”

      “Yes, you were.” She straps her tent on the outside of her backpack, which is quickly becoming too heavy for her to carry. I never intended to make her shoulder all her gear. I’d planned to carry more than half when we started our backpacking phase.

      “Look, you have a huge pack and a hurt foot. Wouldn’t it be better if you started off in the morning?”

      “No, it wouldn’t be better.” Her sharp glare lands on me, and I flinch. “Because my tent and my stuff are already packed, and I have no desire to start over. I need to get going as soon as possible before it gets dark.”

      “Okay, if you’re really determined to go, I guess I need to show you how to work my phone.”

      “Why?” She frowns but can’t hide her curiosity.

      “So that you and this stupid Wolfman can get to know each other.” My hands gesture my frustration of their own accord. “Although, if you ask me, it’s a really dumb idea. You have to spend time with a person to discover who they really are. You could fall for this guy after being pen-pals for months and then marry him and find out he’s a serial killer.”

      “GeeBee and Loretta wouldn’t set me up with a serial killer, would they?” Marki blinks her wide blue eyes, somehow even more innocent with smears of black eyeliner around them.

      “That’s not the point I’m trying to make.”

      “Then what is the point?” She stands and marches dangerously close. She jabs at my chest with her finger. “What! Is! The! Point?”

      Her lower lip protrudes, bonding my gaze to it. I can’t remember her question. The only thought in my mind is how much I would like to capture those luscious lips of hers and kiss her again.

      Surely that kiss we shared on GeeBee’s front porch was a fluke, right? That it blew me away had to be an accident related to the adrenaline of the moment, when I thought she was running from a violent boyfriend.

      But now, standing so close I can smell the mint from her lip balm, my pulse is racing like I just ran a marathon. With no thought of an abusive ex to spike my heartrate. What’s more, I can see her own pulse throbbing on her slender neck.

      We both feel it!

      Yet here I stand, my arms frozen at my sides. I’m not the wild, unrestrained man I used to be. There was a time when I would’ve taken her into my arms and kissed her without a thought to the consequences. Now, as much as I want to feel her lips against mine, I don’t want to hurt her.

      With my mouth as dry as a flour sack, I swallow hard. “What was your question?”

      Her gaze flits to my throat, to my mouth, and back to my eyes. She takes a step away and clears her throat. “Why are you so against GeeBee’s plan?”

      Why, indeed?

      “Because you might not like Wolfman if you meet him in person.”

      “Or he might not like me.” For an instant, her insecurity is laid bare; she has no idea how awesome she is.

      I’m ready to throttle the guy for the mere possibility that he would hurt her. “If he didn’t like you, he’d either be stupid or dead.”

      “Which one are you?”

      “Me?”

      “You’ve spent two days with me, and you already hate me. And that’s with me trying hard to be likable. Well, trying pretty hard. Except when you make me mad. But mostly I’ve been trying hard.”

      “You’re trying to get me to like you?”

      “Yes. Well, not exactly.” She scrunches her face like thinking hurts. “It’s not that I’m trying to get you, in particular, to like me. But I was hoping you would like me a little bit so I would know that some other guy might like me some day. Instead, you hate me.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I don’t hate you.”

      “You don’t?” Gazing up through thick lashes, she tugs at some dormant part of my heart.

      “Trust me, Marki.” With my tongue thick, I can barely form the words. “I could never hate you. But I thought you hated me, since you’ve been so anxious to get away from me.”

      “I was tired of being a burden on you.”

      “You’re not a burden.”

      “But I am. If I don’t leave, I’m keeping you from camping alone in the wilderness. I know you look forward to it every year. And having me along is like lugging a big piece of clunky luggage up the mountain.”

      “I’d say you’re a medium-sized Samsonite roller-bag who, incidentally, did some amazing climbing today.”

      My teasing comment elicits a brief smile before she shifts her feet and winces. I suspect she has more than a single small blister, but she refuses to take off her boot and allow me to look at it.

      With a gentle tug on her arm, I urge her to sit down. “Why don’t you take the weight off your bad foot?”

      She complies, stretching her legs in front of her, fatigue obvious in her posture. She’s in no shape to start up the mountain with a backpack.

      I lower myself beside her. “I’m not sure what I did to make you think I was hoping to get rid of you.”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything. You have every right to feel that way. It’s not like you asked for any of this, and now I’m ruining your trip.”

      “What if you aren’t ruining my trip? What if you’re making it better? Maybe the only reason I went off alone every year was because I didn’t have anyone I enjoyed hanging out with.”

      Her bright eyes regard me with so much hope that my throat clenches.

      “Does that mean you like me a little?” she asks. “As a friend?”

      “I’d say my like for you falls somewhere between GeeBee’s cookies and political ads.”

      “That’s such a relief.” She smiles, and I’m suddenly giddy. I want nothing else in my life, if only I can make her smile.

      “Does that mean you forgive me for fibbing about your age?” I ask, nudging her side with a playful elbow.

      “I’ll let you in on a secret… I’ve never been able to hold a grudge.” She sighs, nudging me back. “I might as well forgive you now, since it’s inevitable. Though I don’t know why you did it in the first place. Brady was just being nice and teaching me how to climb. It’s not like he was making a move on me.”

      “You can’t seriously believe that.” I roll my eyes at her. “He was hot for you the minute he laid eyes on you. If I hadn’t thrown water on his fire, he’d have been suggesting you sleep in his tent tonight.”

      Her eyes are wide with shock. “Wow… I just don’t know how to read men at all.”

      I’m thinking it’s probably a good thing she can’t read me. If she knew how hard I had to work to restrain myself a few seconds ago, she might run for the hills, even with a bum foot.

      “I can’t believe how confusing guys are. I had everything wrong. I wish…” She runs the tip of her tongue across her lower lip, and I’m fighting again to hold myself back. “Never mind.”

      “No. Tell me,” I say. “What do you wish?”

      “I know so little about guys and dating. But I was thinking… I wish someone could teach me.”

      “Teach you what?” The question comes out as a croak.

      “Everything about men.” She rolls her hands and splays them out. “All the stuff I need to know. Like how to talk to guys. How to flirt. And how to… uh… kiss.” Her last word is strangled, and two bright red spots appear high on her cheekbones. “If I could practice, I wouldn’t feel like such an idiot when I finally meet Wolfman. You know what I mean? I’d feel confident. If only I knew someone to teach me stuff… just as a friend.”

      My mouth is hanging open. “I could teach you,” I rasp.

      “You would do that for me?”

      “Yeah.” I’m nodding like a bobble-head dashboard dog on a bumpy road. “I could teach you all that stuff. As a friend.”

      “Even the… you-know-what?” She points to her lips. “Even that part?”

      Especially that part.

      “Whatever you need.” From my previous experience kissing her, she seems more than proficient in that area. However, if she wants to practice, I’ll sacrifice myself.

      Because that’s what friends do, right?

      “You’re the best!”

      She flings her arms around me, her head tucked against my chest, and I like it more than I should. Way more. But we’re only friends; we clearly established that boundary. And it’s okay for friends to hug, right?

      My arms encircle her, pulling her close, my thumping heart hinting at inappropriate, beyond-friends thoughts. I pat her arm as she pulls away, something akin to relief in her expression.

      “Thank you, Drake. I really appreciate your help. We should start in about three weeks.”

      She tucks her plump lower lip between her teeth. It’s like sheer torture. I’d prefer starting our lessons within the next fifteen seconds. “Why three weeks?”

      “By then I’ll need to come back down for supplies. And in the meantime, I can work up my courage to do the uh… training.”

      Stubborn woman. She still plans to camp in the remote area on her own. But I have no desire to postpone our practice sessions.

      “I have a better idea,” I say. “Now that we’re friends and the FBI isn’t after you, there’s no need for us to split up. Especially since you know I’m not trying to get rid of you.”

      “But I already packed up my camping stuff.”

      “You don’t need it. Just come with me.” I reach for her hand. “Please, Marki. I’ve been invited to stay at Race and April’s cabins. West and Harmony will be there, too. I’m the only one who isn’t married, and it would be nice to have you with me.”

      “As a friend, right?” She arches an eyebrow, and I drop her hand like a hot potato.

      “Of course… only as a friend. Plus, it will be easier to stay in touch with GeeBee, and I won’t have to get a new phone.”

      I don’t mention the timing of starting our lessons, but I’m thinking they should begin as soon as possible. Before she has a chance to chicken out.

      I’m not following GeeBee’s prescribed plan of separating from Marki so that she won’t develop feelings for me. But my idea will work just as well. She and I have established ourselves as platonic friends. And all lessons (including kissing) will be for the express purpose of preparing her for a relationship with whatever man the Underground Grannies choose to be her future husband.

      Assuming I approve of the dude. Otherwise, he gets the figurative axe.

      Unless he hurts her. Then I’m using the real one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            MARKI

          

        

      

    

    
      Drake makes a quick phone call and announces we’re pulling up camp and driving to the cabins tonight. It’s late by the time we finally arrive, and my toe is throbbing in a fierce way. I bummed some ibuprofen from Drake, pretending a headache. My pride still won’t let me confess how I hurt myself, or the state of my toe—probably broken. Thank goodness I didn’t have to hike up to the wilderness campground tonight, as I’d originally planned.

      He repeatedly assures me there are two bedrooms in our cabin, though I’m not sure why he thinks I’m worried about it. We already managed a night sharing a small tent without any issues.

      Except I forgot I woke up beside him on his sleeping bag. I suppose two bedrooms are a good thing.

      More exhausted than I realize, I doze off on the drive, and Drake wakes me when we arrive at the cabins. Ours is small, but quaint and inviting, the porch light illuminating a swing, complete with cushy pillows.

      “This swing is mine. This is where I want my coffee in the morning, right here.” I claim my spot before following Drake through the door. Inside, the walls are white painted beadboard, adorned with pastel watercolors. The couch is an overstuffed, u-shaped sectional—the kind you see in magazines with footstools that fill in the middle, forming a big rectangular lounging pit.

      “If you get the swing, I claim the leather recliner,” Drake says.

      “Fine. I claim the sectional couch.”

      “You can’t claim the entire sectional.” He places a sack on the rustic kitchen table.

      “Oh, yeah? Watch me.” With a limping trot, I scurry toward the living area, take a flying leap, and plop into the middle of the sectional pit, my boots hanging off the edge. “Claimed it!”

      “I guess this means war.” Drake drops his backpack and strides toward me with a determined look on his face.

      “What are you going to do?” Giggling, I shift, starfishing my arms to cover more of the couch with my body. “It’s too late. It’s already claimed.”

      “This is my half, next to the window.” Drake climbs onto the sectional and creeps toward me on his hands and knees, an impudent expression on his face. “And anything that extends over this center line is fair game.”

      “Fair game for what?”

      He flashes a sneaky grin, and I know I’m in trouble. “Fair game to be captured and tickled.”

      “No!” I squeal, rolling away toward the opposite side. “No tickling, Drake. I mean it, now.”

      “Too late.” He advances on me like a predator. “This knee was definitely over the center line.”

      Insanely ticklish, I squirm with uncontrolled laughter, until I push his fingers off. “You’re in for it now.”

      I dive for his armpit, and he laughs, wriggling out of my grasp. This is a game I understand, as I played it so many times with my brothers. Except with Drake, the tickling doesn’t feel as torturous. In fact, some weird part of me wants to lose.

      He grabs for my other knee and I jerk my foot away, slamming the heel directly into my injured toe. I yelp, seeing stars, and clutch my hands to my eyes to keep the tears at bay.

      “Marki, your foot! I’m so sorry. Please let me help you.”

      I don’t even have the strength to resist as he sits back against the couch and gently lifts my booted foot into his lap.

      “It’s fine,” I mumble weakly, still embarrassed for him to see it.

      He gently loosens the laces and works the shoe off, then peels the sock away. My eyes are closed, but his sharp intake of air tells me he’s exposed the injured toe.

      “Marki!” I don’t look at him, but I know he’s furious. “I can’t believe you hid this from me. This is no blister! I think you broke it. It’s swollen to twice the normal size. Why didn’t you tell me? Were you really planning to hike up the mountain with a broken toe just to prove a point?”

      How can I explain how tough I had to be, growing up? My uncle despised weakness. I had to prove I was as hard as my brothers—no, harder—to gain his approval. And still it wasn’t enough. In addition, I was supposed to excel at everything my uncle deemed “feminine.”

      And that wasn’t enough, either.

      I take slow breaths in through my nose and out through my mouth, willing the pain to dissipate. “I’m sorry, Drake. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to cause you any more trouble than I already had. And I didn’t want to act like a weakling.”

      I open my eyes to his furious glower.

      “Acknowledging an injury or pain isn’t being weak. It’s being sensible.” He makes a bed of pillows and eases my foot onto it.

      “That’s not the way I was taught.”

      “Then this is your first lesson.” He edges off the couch and stands, wagging a finger at me. “In any relationship, you shouldn’t have to pretend to feel or not feel something. You feel it. You acknowledge it. And you deal with it.”

      “Is that what you do?”

      “Me? Uh… yeah, of course.” He pins me with a mock-stern glare. “Stay right there and don’t move a muscle. I’ll be right back.”

      Though my body is exhausted, my mind keeps me awake, considering what Drake called his first official lesson. I should probably be more specific and tell him to keep his training confined to understanding and interacting with men, because his opinion about feelings doesn’t correspond with the way I was raised.

      He comes back with a towel over his shoulder and his arms full of stuff, including a large bowl which he sets on the floor. He dumps everything on the couch, except the pitcher he’s holding in his hand.

      “Scoot down here and hang your foot over the bowl,” he orders.

      The part of me that usually rebels at taking orders is too tired to object. He kneels beside my foot and pours warm water over my injured toe. It stings like the dickens, but I’m braced for it. Physical pain is easy to deal with as long as I don’t have other distractions. When my eyes start to tear-up, I imagine myself sitting on my favorite bench in the palace garden, reading a book.

      “You’re definitely going to lose this toenail,” he mutters, pouring more water to wash away the dried blood. “There’s a lot of swelling. And the only way to tell if it’s fractured is to get an x-ray. We should—”

      “I’m not going to the doctor for a stubbed toe,” I say, in a firm tone.

      “What if it’s broken?” He pats my foot dry with the towel. “It might heal wrong.”

      I’m trying not to think about all the attention I’m getting from Drake over this silly toe, but that little devil is back, whispering in my ear, “Perfect! This is even better than a broken leg, because it doesn’t hurt as much. We still might get that kiss we want.”

      But that can’t happen. It’s clear the only reason he’s willing to spend time with me is the expectation that our relationship doesn’t extend beyond friendship. If he kisses me out of sympathy, I might start to get my hopes up.

      It will be hard enough to keep my feelings in check if he’s kissing me purely to train me for when I meet Wolfman. (By the way, that code name is freaking me out a bit—I hope he doesn’t have pointed teeth and excess hair on his body.)

      “I’m pretty sure my toe is jammed,” I say, “not broken. But even if it’s fractured, unless the bone is poking through the skin, I’m not getting it treated.”

      Even under normal circumstances I wouldn’t seek treatment for an injured toe. But if I go to a medical facility now, the chance of being recognized is too great. That’s not how I want Drake to discover my identity.

      I’m hopeful that problem will be remedied tomorrow. When I meet Race and West, and their wives, April and Harmony, one of them is bound to recognize me. It’s not like those four have been isolated from the television. And GeeBee can’t be upset that Drake knows I’m a princess if I’m not the one who tells him.

      When he finds out, he’ll probably be too angry to conduct my how-to-understand-men training. But that’s a chance I have to take.

      Drake gives me a crooked smile. “I guess I can’t fuss, because I’d probably do the same thing. Although, you’re still in trouble for hiding it from me. Why would you do that? Because you don’t trust me?”

      “Because my brothers and I were told you’re supposed to act a certain way, whether you feel like it or not. From the time we were little. You’re supposed to act the same way—the right way—every day, no matter what happens. It doesn’t matter if you break a bone or you’re in a bad mood or you have the flu. Those things affect your feelings, not your actions.”

      Drake’s expression darkens. “That is a load of… malarky. I’m a guy and not interested in being in touch with my feelings and such, but you can’t ignore everything you feel. Especially pain. Pain is your body’s way of sending you a warning.”

      His words hurt my head. It goes against everything I’ve always been taught. Well, not everything… my grandmother was always the complete opposite of my uncle. But Geesa loved me no matter what I did. With my uncle, approval had to be earned… so that’s what I tried to do.

      “My uncle raised us to be strong. He said feelings were like sharks, ready to chew you up. You have to stay on top of the water and keep the sharks down in the deep recesses. And if they try to come to the surface…”

      Drake’s eyebrows go up in anticipation. “What?”

      “You stab them, cut them up into tiny pieces, and throw them into the ocean.”

      “Wow. Your uncle is in some serious need of counseling.” Drake shakes his head. “Move back onto the couch. I’m going to wrap your toe. You should ice it tonight and keep it elevated.”

      I worm my way to the very back of the sectional, and Drake sits against the side, propping my foot in his lap. He dabs some antibiotic ointment on my torn toenail.

      “Why aren’t you grossed out by all this?” I ask. “Have you had some sort of medical training?”

      “Everyone in the climbing club took a wilderness first aid course.” He wraps a long strip of gauze around my toe. “And this isn’t the first time I’ve needed it. Comes in handy.”

      He continues to work in silence, his ministrations soothing. I let my head fall back against the cushions, but my mind is still churning.

      “I think I’ve made Uncle André out to be a bad guy, but he’s really a good man.” I push with my hands to sit up straighter. “I don’t think he ever wanted to be a parent, but he did his best. I could tell he was stressed out, a single guy with a lot of responsibility, trying to be a mother and a father to three kids. My brothers were holy terrors, so I tried to be perfect. Tried and failed… but at least I tried.”

      “Marki…” I open my eyes to find Drake peering at me with a serious expression. “You are…”

      He pauses, but I wait patiently for the praise I know is coming. It will feel good for someone to finally acknowledge my efforts, even if my uncle never did.

      “Marki, that’s so messed up.”

      I suck in air so fast I almost choke. “Messed up?”

      I try to pull my foot away, but he holds fast to my ankle. “I’m not saying you’re messed up. Well, you are, kind of. But it’s your uncle’s fault. He set impossible standards, like ignoring your feelings and never admitting pain. And then he expects perfection, which is impossible, and makes you feel bad when you don’t achieve it. You should be yourself, and not pretend everything’s okay when it isn’t.”

      “That’s dumb.” Deep down, I know it isn’t dumb. But the guy who just told me I’m messed up is the only guy I’ve ever interacted with. And even though we’ll never be more than friends, I want his approval more than I realized.

      Now my eyes are brimming with tears I’m not allowed to cry. Because that same guy is also the first person besides my grandmother who didn’t make me bandage my own injuries. And I’m wishing he hadn’t been so sweet, because that would make it easier to hate him, and I wouldn’t care what he thought about me.

      “Marki, I’m sorry.” Drake crawls up beside me. “I didn’t mean it that way. Please, don’t cry.”

      “I’m not crying. I don’t cry.” I flutter my eyelids to stop the tears from spilling. It’s the closest I’ve come since I was nine years old and cut my hand on broken glass. I remember it as clear as day. I made myself stop crying during the stitches, somehow separating myself from the pain, and my uncle patted my head and told me I was a good girl.

      “Hey…” Drake’s hand comes under the edge of my jaw and tilts my face upward. His deep green eyes are brimming with some kind of emotion… probably pity. “I don’t really think you’re messed up, okay? In fact, I think you had a rough time growing up, but you came out amazing, in spite of it.”

      He called me amazing. If only I could believe it. I shake my head, ducking my chin from his grasp.

      “You’re just being nice because you feel sorry for me.” The tremor in my voice sounds weak, so I swallow and tighten my chest to correct it. “But that’s not going to help me. If I’m messed up, I need to know so I can fix it. No guy’s going to want me like this. You’re right about that.”

      “I never said that.” He grunts in frustration. “Stop putting words in my mouth and listen to what I’m saying. Okay? Are you listening?”

      “Yes, but—”

      His finger touches my lips, sparking a fire that spreads down my neck. Suddenly, I’m hyperaware of every other place he’s touching me. His arm around my shoulder, tucking me against the hard planes of his chest. His fingers caressing the curve of my neck.

      “Listen to my words,” he murmurs, so close his clean, masculine scent fills my nostrils. I could get high, breathing him in. “Marki, you are amazing. Any guy in his right mind would want you.”

      I wish it were true.

      “I’m not as naïve as you think.” I hate admitting it aloud, quashing my dream. “I know real life isn’t like a romance novel, with a guaranteed happily-ever-after at the end. Real life is striving for the best yet being content with what you get. You say any guy would want me. Why would I believe you when you don’t even want me?”

      A growl rumbles in his chest. “I’m sorry, Marki. You leave me no choice but to do this...”

      His mouth descends and captures mine. With our lips locked like strong magnets, he shifts and pulls me against him, eliminating the space between us. It’s as heavenly as the first kiss, yet even better. More intense. Like he’s kissing every part of me… even the messed-up ones.

      From one corner to the other, his lips caress mine. Somehow hard and tender at the same time. Pressure builds in my chest until my breath is stolen away. He deepens the kiss, and sparks explode at the base of my spine, fireworks bursting everywhere, even behind my eyelids.

      Hungry, I lean into him, but his hands grip my biceps and push me away, ripping our lips apart. I’m panting for air, trying to figure out what just happened, watching his chest heave like mine.

      “There!” He says with a heavy scowl as he bolts from the couch. “Now, do you believe me? Are you satisfied that I want you?”

      “Okay.” My gut tightens. I finally understand his point. When he speaks of wanting me, it’s purely a physical attraction—maybe nothing but hormones. He’s not attracted to me in any other way. It hurts, but I’m glad he told me. “I want you, too, Drake. I mean, I want you in a physical way. Just in case that makes you feel any better…”

      His expression twists like I punched him in the gut. His eyes squeeze shut, and his hands come up to cover his face. He mumbles through his fingers. “That does not make me feel any better.”

      “Sorry. I’m trying to help.” My heart breaks for him. “Look, I get it. Okay? You wish you didn’t want me.”

      “Exactly!” He flails his hand in the air and paces at the foot of the sofa. “Just because you want it doesn’t mean you should have it. Because what you want and what you need and what’s good for you aren’t necessarily the same things. I have to do what’s right here.”

      “Of course, you do.”

      My emotions are like a bobbing yo-yo. Uncle André was right; feelings are easier to control if you don’t acknowledge they exist. But I’ll be fine by morning. I know how to tuck everything away where it’s safe and hidden. Drake, however, looks like he’s coming apart at the seams. What can I say to help him?

      Suddenly, I get one of my brilliant ideas! “Hey, I thought of a bright side to all this…” I twirl a finger in the air, trying to think of the right words. “To all this physical desire stuff.”

      “What?” Drake stills, watching me with the guarded look of a stray dog.

      “Since you want me in a physical way and I want you in a physical way, those kissing lessons won’t be as awful as we expected, right?”

      His mouth falls open, his chest pumping rapidly. Did I say something wrong? I gnaw on my bottom lip, waiting for his answer. His gaze drops to my mouth and stays there so long I worry there might be a leftover smear from the chocolate protein bar I had for dinner. I check with my tongue, but taste nothing.

      With a guttural groan, he pivots on one foot and marches toward an open doorway, scooping up his backpack on the way.

      “Drake? Did you hear what I said?”

      “I heard you.”

      The door slams shut behind him.
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      A knocking noise jerks me out of a sound sleep.

      “Yoo-hoo! Are you awake?” The voice on the other side of my bedroom door was female. Definitely not Drake. He’s avoiding me. I’m so sad I don’t even have the energy to sigh. Maybe if I’m quiet, whoever is outside will go away.

      I give my sore toe an experimental wiggle. Yep, it still hurts.

      Drake never came back out after disappearing into his room. Guess he decided I was capable of taking care of my own foot, after all. And I am. But I was kind of enjoying being pampered. I suppose my comment about the kissing lessons wasn’t as encouraging as I thought it would be.

      It didn’t occur to me until after I said it that for him, a lack of any attraction beyond the physical aspect might take all the pleasure out of kissing. That certainly hadn’t been the case for me. He pretty much knocked my socks off with that kiss. Maybe I’d feel differently if I had more experience. But to be honest, if a kiss can get any better than that, I’m not sure I’d live through it.

      It could be the fact that I’m so good at walling off my feelings. At least, I used to be good at it. Maybe I lost the ability. The past few days I’ve been more emotional than any time in my whole life. I’d expected to wake up this morning with all my emotions tucked safely away, but right now, it feels like trying to hold two handfuls of rice while buttoning a shirt. I shouldn’t care that Drake is still upset with me, but I do.

      “Hel-lo----” she says in a sing-song tone. “I’ve got cof-fee---”

      Coffee? That’s different. I sit up and swing my legs off the bed. “I’m awake. Come in.”

      The door swings open and a woman with a long strawberry-blonde braid strides into the room.

      “Where’s the coffee?” I glare at her empty hands. She laughs and motions for me to follow her. “It’s out on the porch swing. Drake told me that’s where you wanted it. Come on. Hurry up, before he gets suspicious and comes looking for us. We’ve got a lot to talk about… Princess Marquietta.”

      Thunk! That’s the sound of my heart stopping. She knows!

      She’s out the door, and I’m hobbling behind her in my sock-feet, pulling on a hoodie as I go.

      “Does Drake know I’m a princess? Did you tell him?” I say in a hoarse whisper, in case he’s in the other room.

      She steps onto the porch and turns back to smile at me. “Drake still has no idea. Nice hair, by the way. Very mysterious-looking. Very un-princessy. Not that it would’ve fooled me for a second. But Harmony and I already knew who you were because Gramma told us. And don’t worry, we’re already sworn to secrecy. You see, Harmony (you’ll meet her later) and I are sisters, and we’re married to brothers—West and Race. Their grandmother is GeeBee, and our Gramma is Granny Loretta. Oh, and I’m April.”

      “April. Got it. It may take me a minute to comprehend all the rest. I’m not really awake.”

      “That’s right, you need your coffee. Drake says you drink it black.”

      “He likes creamer in his,” I mumble, wondering when I learned that.

      “It’s cute that you already know each other’s coffee preferences.” Grinning like she knows a secret, she urges me onto the swing and hands me a thermal mug of steaming coffee from a small round table.

      “Since the grannies were responsible for both our marriages, Harmony and I pay them back by helping out from time to time. Drake knows we’re in on it, now. But the grannies made us promise not to tell Drake your identity. He can’t keep a secret to save his life.”

      So much for getting April to spill the beans to Drake.

      She sits on an adjacent ladderback chair and leans close, waggling her eyebrows. “This is going to be a fun case. The Underground Granny Matchmakers have never had a secret princess before.”

      “Have they had an un-secret princess?”

      “Not as far as I know. But they did find a match for a woman who likes throwing regency-era costume parties.”

      “Ah. Close enough.” I sip my coffee, savoring the delicious flavor. “This is really good.”

      “It’s one of those organic, free-trade coffees. Drake thought you would like it.”

      My face grows warm, knowing he was at least thinking about me. Because I can’t stop thinking about him.

      “Listen, April… Drake sort of went to bed mad last night. Did he say anything to you about being upset with me?”

      “No. He didn’t say that.” April folds her arms, tapping her foot on the porch and wearing a he’s-in-so-much-trouble look. “But that explains why he made some crazy suggestion about leaving you here with me while he goes off camping by himself. He said something about an injured toe.”

      He’s trying to ditch me. My coffee tastes like acid now, so I set it on the table.

      “He’s right. I stubbed my toe yesterday.”

      “That’s still a pretty lame excuse for ducking out on his responsibilities.” April glares across to one of the other cabins, which is, I assume, where Drake is. “By the way, Race and West have no clue you have any connection to the Underground Granny Matchmakers. They think you’re a friend of Drake’s.”

      Looks like I won’t be getting my understanding-men lessons, after all. But it’s probably for the best. Because I was starting to enjoy the kissing part of those lessons more than I should have. I need to concentrate on learning to like Wolfman. Or at least tolerate him.

      “Right?” April says, in a tone of voice that tells me she’s repeating a question.

      “Whatever you think.” I throw out a generic response, but she arches an eyebrow.

      “You’re not listening to me, are you?”

      “I’m sorry. But I was wondering if you know anything about the guy GeeBee and Granny Loretta picked out for me.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” April sports a smug smile.

      “Do you know if he’s hairy? Like extra body hair?”

      “Oh. Like back hair? Or stomach hair?” She scrunches her nose. “I don’t know. I guess we could find out, if you like that sort of thing.”

      “No!”

      April jumps. “Uh. Okay. We won’t ask him, but—”

      “I mean, no, I don’t like back hair. Or stomach hair. Or any kind of hair.”

      “You like bald guys?”

      “I like hair on heads, but not the other places. GeeBee calls my guy Wolfman, so I thought…”

      April rolls her lips between her teeth and slaps her hand over her mouth, but she isn’t able to stop a snort of laughter from escaping. “Oh, my! This is awesome. And no, Marki, I don’t think he’s hairy.”

      “That’s good.” What ought to feel like relief is more like resignation. “As long as he’s not gross, I’m sure I can learn to like him.”

      “Hmm…” April props her chin on her hand. “You need to do more than like him. You need to love him. Can you do that? Learn to love a complete stranger?”

      I blow out air through loose lips. “Did your grandmother tell you my whole story?”

      April nods. “We got most of the details. We know what your uncle is really doing, even though the media tells a completely different story.”

      “Then you also know I don’t have much choice. I’m either going to marry the grannies’ choice or my uncle’s. Basically, I’m choosing the lesser of two evils. And Wolfman is probably my best option, even if his back hair has a French braid.”

      April throws her head back and lets out a belly laugh. “You are a lot funnier than I thought you’d be. I expected a princess to be prim and proper.”

      “I’m supposed to be. Just one of the many ways I fall short.”

      “I think I prefer you un-prim-and-proper.” She stands and offers me her hand. “If you’re through with that coffee, we should go over to the main cabin. Harmony’s dying to meet you.”

      “Let me put shoes on.” I go back inside the cabin to swap my socks for my outdoor sandals. April sits beside me on a rustic bench while I slide my bandaged toe in and fasten the Velcro straps.

      “Looks like you did a number on that toe. Did you hurt it climbing?”

      “No, climbing was great. I hurt it walking, because I have the grace of an oversized penguin.”

      “That’s okay. Penguins are cute.”

      “I hope everyone else thinks so.” My armpits are damp, thinking about meeting the others. Socially awkward doesn’t even begin to describe me. And I won’t be able to sit on a rock by myself to avoid talking to people the way I did yesterday.

      “Are you worried about meeting Race?” April rolls her eyes as if I’ve already answered. “You shouldn’t be. He’s a normal guy. No one gets treated differently around here, no matter how famous they are. The only person who gets catered to is West and Harmony’s one-year-old. Her name’s Betsie, and she rules the roost. And she luuuuvs her Dwake.”

      “Really? I never pictured Drake liking babies.”

      This is bad. Just seeing a picture of a guy holding a baby turns my insides to mush. What’s it going to do to see it in person? I’ll have to close my eyes.

      “Drake’s had plenty of practice with five nieces and nephews. He’ll be a great dad someday.”

      It’s worse than I thought. Maybe I should wear a blindfold.

      “Listen, April,” I say. “Before we go… I need to ask a favor.”

      “Anything. You name it.” She stands and tugs me to my feet.

      “Great.” Behind my back, I cross my fingers. “Drake needs to discover that I’m the missing princess.”

      Her smile droops. “I signed a nondisclosure contract. So did Harmony. Besides, Gramma would murder us.”

      “You don’t have to tell him. Couldn’t you casually leave your computer open with my story on the screen?”

      April pats my arm. I recognize the look of pity in her eyes. “I know it’s hard, Marki, but you need to trust the grannies. They know what they’re doing.”

      “I don’t see why it hurts for him to know who I am. By tonight, I’ll be exchanging emails with Wolfman, and Drake will be gone.”

      “Gone? Drake’s not going anywhere.”

      “I thought you said he was leaving me here with you and going camping.”

      “Yeah, he suggested that earlier, but I don’t think he was serious. After he saw the first set of personal questions you’re supposed to answer, he changed his tune. He was mumbling something about teaching you to climb.”

      “Teaching me to climb?” We both glance down at my bandaged toe. I can’t imagine cramming my foot back into a climbing shoe, much less putting pressure on that toe.

      “Maybe it’s a way to climb without using your feet.” April taps a finger on her chin. “I think he called it hand lessons.”

      Man lessons!

      A chill hits, my whole body quivering like it’s twenty degrees below zero.

      “April, I’m going to need the rest of that coffee.”
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      Operation Act-Like-Nothing-Happened is going fine so far. Even now that the other two couples have gone on a hike, leaving Marki and I alone with only a sleeping baby for a chaperone, we’re both avoiding the elephant in the room. Though it’s more like a dinosaur. Maybe a T-Rex.

      “You have to read each question out loud, and I’ll help you answer it,” I tell her.

      Sitting on the opposite couch, Marki taps on the laptop keyboard. “Why do I need to read them to you?”

      “Because I can’t come read over your shoulder when I’m stretched out here with Betsie asleep on my chest. That’s why.”

      She looks up, and a weird expression crosses her face, making her eyes go misty. Only for a second, then she’s back to her normal self, her emotions shrouded. I’m only beginning to realize how much she hides her thoughts and feelings. It’s become a game, trying to provoke her enough to drop her mask so the real Marki comes out.

      “I know that.” She coughs a few times, her gaze returning to the screen. “I know you can’t move. I’m asking why I can’t do this without your help.”

      “This is an important part of the man lessons. If you don’t phrase your answers the right way, a guy might misinterpret what you’re saying.”

      Plus, I saw those questions, and I want to hear the answers.

      “Fine. The first question is ‘Have you ever been in love before or thought you were in love?’ That’s an easy one. The answer is no.”

      “Really? You never thought you might be in love? Even for a little while?”

      “Nope. Not even close.” She locks eyes with me. “What about you? How many times have you been in love?”

      “Ha! Never.” I smile at the doubt in her eyes. “It’s true. I’ve been in like a few times, but I ended it as soon as she started talking about how many kids we would have. With some women, that happened after the first date.”

      “I can see the value in having that discussion up front. No use dating if you’re not compatible, right? You might as well discuss those things from day one.”

      Her chin lifts, exposing the soft-looking skin on her neck. My lips are begging to confirm it’s softness. Please! Can’t we have a short lesson?

      I close my eyes to push the image out of my mind. “Tell me, then. How many kids do you want?”

      “Two,” Marki says. “That’s the perfect number of kids. Or four. But definitely not three. If you have three kids, one always gets left out. That’s what happened to me.”

      “That confirms it; we’re incompatible.” I announce it loudly, hoping to drown out the voice of my begging lips. “We’re complete opposites. I’ve always wanted three kids since there were three of us growing up.”

      Another incompatibility is a good thing. It will remind me we have no future if we have another kissing lesson. Considering how the last lesson went, I need all the help I can get.

      Does she actually need practice in that area? No. But her obvious lack of experience makes her respond with too much enthusiasm. The way she melds herself against me. The urgent little noises she makes in her throat without realizing.

      Please… My lips start begging again. Fortunately, Betsie stirs, providing the distraction I need.

      Even the memory of Marki’s kiss is too much to handle. That’s why both times it happened my self-control was hanging by a thread. I can’t turn her loose to kiss another man like that. With a code name like Wolfman, what are the chances this guy is going to exercise the same restraint I did?

      Slim and none.

      It’s hopeless. Unless….

      Perhaps we could schedule enough lessons to get Marki accustomed to the whole kissing thing. Then it would be no big deal. Boring. Old hat. She would kiss like any normal girl would.

      It’s worth a try. But I have my doubts anything would make Marki normal.

      Betsie squirms on my chest, jerking me out of my reverie.

      “What did you say?” I ask Marki.

      “I said the second question is ‘Describe your relationship with your parents.’ I’m not sure how to answer it. Should I talk about my parents dying? Or growing up with my uncle as my guardian?”

      I ball my hand into a fist, feeling particularly defensive of Marki in this area. “Are you sure you want to answer this one?

      Her shoulders rise and fall in a graceful shrug. “I’ve never really talked about it. Maybe it would be therapeutic.”

      “You could tell me, first. Then you could decide how to answer the question for GeeBee to pass on to Wolfman.”

      Her eyes dart my direction, then down to her hands, fidgeting in her lap. “Yeah, I might like that better. Only…”

      Her entire body seems to shrink where she sits. I’m beginning to sense how much effort she expends to keep up a brave persona. It must be fatiguing.

      “Only what?”

      “Only you have to promise not to judge me. Because it’s a sad story, but I don’t cry. And most girls cry, so I’m afraid you’ll think I’m weird.”

      “I don’t think crying or not crying is restricted by gender. For instance, I cried the first time I held Betsie.” I rub my hand on the baby’s back, my throat tight at the memory. “The same for each one of my nieces and nephews. And music makes me cry sometimes. One of my sisters cries at the drop of a hat, and one only cries for big emotional events.”

      “Then you don’t think I’m weird?”

      I grin sideways at her. “Not any weirder than I already thought you were.”

      “Thanks a lot.” Her tone is sarcastic, but I can tell she’s less anxious. Thankfully, this sleeping baby is keeping me immobile, or I would’ve used the moment as an excuse to sit beside her on the couch and give her an encouraging hug. (Which might’ve led to other, less noble things.)

      “My parents died when I was five,” she says. “A car accident. My brothers cried a lot, which made me cry even more. That sticks out in my mind more than how I felt. After that, we lived with my uncle. The older I got, the less I cried, which made my uncle a lot happier. And the older I got, the less I could remember my parents.”

      Her voice is stiff and emotionless, as if she’s been drained of hope and left as a shell.

      “Dad’s memory slipped away from me first, kind of blending in with my uncle in my mind. But I had this picture of my mom that I kept inside my Bible. I used to stare at it every night, trying to recall the sound of her voice… until one day, I gave up and admitted she was gone from my mind forever. Like she never existed.”

      Her eyes are as dry as her tone, but mine are stinging.

      “Was your uncle married? Did you have a stepmother? Or a nanny? Grandparents?”

      “My maternal grandparents had already passed. My paternal grandmother Geesa was there as much as she could be. But my grandfather had early-onset dementia. Most of my childhood, she was busy taking care of him. She refused to put him in a home.”

      “And your uncle was an aloof and unsupportive guardian who demanded perfection and tore you down when you couldn’t achieve it.”

      “He tried his best.” She makes a half-hearted attempt at a smile. “Geesa told me my uncle studied a book to learn how to be a good father.”

      “Puh-lease! Who wrote the book? Hitler?”

      “Actually, it was a memoir written by my great-great-great grandfather, who evidently had some antiquated views about raising girls.” She gives a harsh laugh. “If it weren’t for Geesa, I probably would’ve been wearing corsets and petticoats.”

      With all she’s had to deal with growing up, I’m amazed she had the strength to turn into such an amazing person. Not that my original opinion about her has changed.

      Oh, alright… it’s changed a little. I have to admit she’s mature for her age. How can she be so naïve and innocent, yet so tough and indomitable at the same time?

      But that doesn’t mean we’re compatible.

      “What about you?” she asks. “What was it like growing up in a normal home?”

      Her wistful tone makes me feel guilty. “I never meant to imply that your home wasn’t normal, Marki. My family isn’t perfect, either.”

      “Believe me, my home wasn’t normal in any way. I’m living proof that having unlimited resources doesn’t make your life better.”

      I’d already reasoned that her uncle had a lot of money. Her earlier mentions of a governess and tutors, combined with the power her uncle seemed to wield, all pointed toward substantial wealth.

      “My home was the opposite, I guess. My parents were high school teachers. My dad was a coach on the wrestling team, so that was my school sport. I went to college on loans and scholarships. I loved music, but never thought I’d have a career as a performer. My plan was to be in the business side of music.”

      “But now you have a lot of money, right? And it’s your own money, so you can spend it any way you like.”

      “True, but I’ve always been disciplined about it. Even at first, when I was into a lot of bad stuff, I knew I was riding a wave that could peter out at any moment. I paid off all my loans and my family’s house notes, kept out enough to enjoy my life, and socked the rest away in investments.”

      “What kind of bad stuff were you into?”

      My palms go clammy. Why did I mention it? And why do I wish she didn’t have to know about my less-than-perfect past? I never cared before when the whole world knew about my dirty laundry.

      “I partied a lot,” I say, hoping that’s sufficient detail.

      “Does that mean you drank alcohol and took drugs?” She blinks in that innocent way of hers, waiting for my admission, which will disgust her.

      I tug on my T-shirt collar, which seems to have shrunk a few inches. My movement makes Betsie wriggle. I freeze until she’s breathing evenly once again.

      Might as well get it over with. “Yes. Drugs. Alcohol. All of it. Seemed fun and harmless at the time. But I had to go into rehab to get clean. That was more than three years ago.”

      “What about…” Her cheeks pink up. “What about women? I bet you were with a lot of them. They were probably all beautiful…”

      “Listen, Marki… I’m not proud of my past. I made a lot of mistakes, but I’m a different man now.”

      My muscles tense, waiting for… Waiting for what? For forgiveness?

      “I’ll never know what I would’ve done in your place. I’ve never been allowed to make any choices.”

      “You would’ve made the right decision.” I wonder how I’m so certain of it. “You’re stronger than I am.”

      “I disagree.” She catches her lower lip between her teeth, her habit when she’s thinking hard. Unfortunately, her habit has given me a habit of fantasizing about kissing her again.

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      She ignores my teasing quip. “I say it takes more strength to pull yourself out of a deep pit than it does to walk around it.”

      Her logic is flawed, but her conclusion makes me happy. “Wouldn’t we both agree the person who walks around the pit is smarter than the one who fell into it?”

      “What if the first person didn’t walk around the pit at all? What if they were imprisoned behind a tall fence and never allowed close to the pit?”

      “Is that how you see your life? Like a prison?”

      “A very lush and lavish prison with lots of amenities,” she says in a coarse whisper. Then she scrunches up her face. “Man, I hate it when privileged people like me feel sorry for themselves. Honestly, I’ve had a wonderful life. It’s incredibly selfish for me to complain, when 811 million people go to bed hungry every night.”

      A band cinches around my chest, making it hard to breathe. At that moment, I don’t care about the 811 million hungry people or any of the other eight billion people in the world. I only care about Marki, the woman who’s been taught to believe it’s wrong to care about herself.

      And I almost tell her that.

      But I don’t.
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      “Good idea to send the guys out on the ATVs, April.” From her spot on the cozy blue-plaid couch, Harmony bends forward and rubs her hands together briskly like she’s warming them. “They’ll be gone on those four-wheelers for hours, and we can talk to Marki alone.”

      “We’re not alone,” I say. “Betsie’s listening.”

      Betsie answers with a squeal of delight as she gleefully demolishes the seventh tower I’ve built with her magnetic tiles.

      “She’s great at keeping secrets,” Harmony says, with an adoring look aimed at Betsie. “Now, tell me what it’s like growing up in a palace. I’ve always dreamed of being a princess. The four of us sisters used to play princess all the time when we were growing up back in Texas.”

      “Except Harmony always made me play the part of the prince.” April comes back from the kitchen with three large glasses of iced tea on a tray and takes a seat on the couch beside Harmony. “She was so bossy when we were kids. Oh, wait! She’s still bossy.”

      “Who’s bossy?” Harmony reaches for a glass of tea from the tray on the coffee table. “I’m not the sister who runs her own interior/exterior design company with locations in Texas and California. You’re an actual boss.”

      “Mmm…” April holds up a finger as she swallows a drink. “Did I tell you we’re expanding to Florida? And we’ve hired three architects, so we don’t have to refer out that part of the design anymore.”

      “You two are amazing.” I crawl across the rug to retrieve some of the scattered tiles, careful of my bandaged toe. “One of you is a famous singer, and the other is the CEO of her own company. Why would you ever want to be a princess?”

      “I really just want the tiara and fancy princess dresses and a ball to wear them to.” Harmony laughs. “Besides… Princess Harmony has a nice ring to it.”

      “It must have been fun growing up with three sisters.” I can’t hide the melancholy in my voice. Once my uncle took over our rearing, he didn’t let me tag along and play with my brothers. However, he did provide an entire playroom of dolls and dollhouses, with every possible accessory. It was every girl’s dream, I suppose. Every girl but me.

      “Are you going to be queen someday?” April asks.

      “Since my uncle never married, my two older brothers are in line for the throne ahead of me when my uncle dies or decides to abdicate, like my grandmother did. I really wish she hadn’t. If she were still queen, none of this would be happening. The edict my uncle is using was enacted way back when women weren’t even allowed to ascend to the throne.”

      “Can’t you fight it legally?” April purses her lips to the side. “We could help you get the money to hire a lawyer.”

      “I asked my grandmother the same thing. Turns out a royal edict can only be rescinded by the reigning king or queen. It should’ve been eliminated years ago, but no one realized it was still on the books.”

      I try to sound nonchalant, but I’m dying inside. Sometimes I think I’m already dead.

      “We have stupid stuff like that in Texas. Betsie, no!” Harmony jumps up and runs over to take a pencil out of Betsie’s hand before she can put it in her mouth. “Did you know it’s against the law to milk someone else’s cow?”

      “If I tried to milk a cow, she’d probably file assault charges, whether I owned her or not.”

      “Yeah, it’s harder than it looks,” Harmony says, returning to sit down.

      “You actually know how to milk a cow? Now I’m really jealous.” If they only knew what I would give to have had their normal lives. I take a sip of my tea and almost choke. “Wow… that’s really sweet.”

      Both sisters chuckle.

      “Sorry,” April says. “That’s Texas sweet tea. I forgot to warn you. I can make a pitcher of unsweet tea if you want.”

      “No, it’s good. I was just caught off guard.” I pretend to take another sip, forcing a smile. “I’d better put it up on the mantle to keep it out of Betsie’s reach.”

      I stand to move my tea, and Betsie follows after me, hanging on my leg.

      “She doesn’t usually take to strangers like this,” Harmony says. “You should feel honored.”

      “I do.” Betsie extends her hands to me, and I happily oblige, picking her up. “Evidently Carlisle told my uncle he wants to start a family right away. Ughh! Another reason I don’t want to marry him.”

      “You don’t want kids?” Harmony looks stricken.

      “I do. I’d just like to experience… I don’t know… something… anything before I get turned into a breeding mare. See? Doesn’t the life of a princess sound glamorous? My only value lies in being proper and producing children for a man who will control my life like my uncle did.” I motor-boat my lips at Betsie, and she giggles. Her bubbly chuckles are contagious; soon all of us are laughing. “On the other hand, a baby this cute might make it all bearable.”

      “Your princess life doesn’t sound so great.” April swirls the ice in her tea glass. “But don’t worry. The grannies have it all worked out. You won’t have to marry Carlisle.”

      “I will if my uncle catches me.” I set Betsie down beside the tiles and move to sit on the other couch, whose sunny yellow fabric doesn’t match my mood. Maybe it’s time to face reality and give up. “And since the whole world knows my story, it’s only a matter of time before I’m caught. Someone at the campground might have already recognized me, even with my black hair. They’ll probably drag me back to Gurland before I get a chance to really know Wolfman.”

      “Wolfman?” Harmony’s eyebrows arch on her forehead.

      “You remember Wolfman.” April gives Harmony an intense look. “The guy GeeBee and Gramma picked out for Marki? Wolfman?”

      “Oh! Wolfman!” Harmony nods. “Yeah, he’s perfect for you.”

      “Do you know him?” I’m excited for the first time since GeeBee first told me they had chosen someone. “This is awesome. Tell me about him. What’s he like?”

      “I… uh…” Harmony twists her lips in a guppy shape. “April, help me out, here…”

      “What Harmony’s trying to say…” April sets her glass on a coaster and continues talking, using her hands for emphasis. “She’s trying to say we know Wolfman is perfect for you because GeeBee and Gramma matched us so perfectly with Race and West. Harmony wasn’t saying she actually knows who Wolfman is, were you Harmony?”

      “No!” Harmony shakes her head vigorously. “That’s not what I mean to say at all.”

      My hope dies as quickly as it came to life. “I’m afraid Drake is right. He pointed out that you can’t really get to know a person without spending time with them. And he said if Wolfman is desperate enough to go along with all this, I won’t like him anyway. Plus, the guy could end up being a serial killer. Or maybe even a proctologist.”

      “Eww!!” Harmony sticks out her tongue. “That would be awful. Would you ever want those hands to touch you?”

      A repulsed shiver ripples down my spine.

      “I don’t really think the grannies would match you with a proctologist,” April says.

      “Which leaves the serial killer as a valid option.” Harmony keeps a straight face for about half a second before snorting a laugh.

      “I think Drake is getting you all worked up about nothing,” April says.

      “And I think he shouldn’t criticize the grannies’ choice for your husband unless he’s willing to volunteer for the job.” Harmony waggles her eyebrows.

      “Actually, Drake’s been a good sounding board, and I appreciate all he’s done.” I don’t like to hear April and Harmony criticizing Drake. “He’s even been giving me a crash course on how to interact with men, to make up for my lack of experience. I’m sure his main complaint about GeeBee’s plan is that it’s going to take so long.”

      “Why does he care how long it takes?” April asks.

      Bam! That’s when it hits me in the chest like a wrecking ball. Drake wants to get rid of me.

      My eyes tear up, and I blink rapidly my eyelids to stop myself from crying. I’m tough. I haven’t cried in two decades, and I’m not about to start now. I hop back to the floor and gather some of the tiles Betsie scattered. Anything to bring my emotions back under control.

      April and Harmony are saying something about dinner, but I’m not listening. I’m too busy having a nervous breakdown.

      Why do I care that Drake wants me gone as soon as possible? His opinion of me shouldn’t matter.

      But it does. And I know why…

      I like Drake Channon. A man who has no interest in a relationship with me. A man who couldn’t be more opposite from what I need.

      I’m such an idiot. How did I let this happen? My hand trembles as I reach for a tile.

      Drake’s been nice to me. But he’s made it clear he’ll never be interested beyond our friendship arrangement. How many times did he use the word incompatible today? I wanted to yell at him, Yes, I know I’m weird! I know I’m not your type! You don’t have to beat me over the head with it!

      Was I ever really interested in GeeBee’s mystery man? Answering Wolfman’s questions was fun, but only because Drake and I did it together. And I couldn’t care less about the answers Wolfman is supposed to send me. The truth is, I want to hear Drake’s answers.

      And I wanted him to hear mine until we got to that last one… the one that questioned what you would ask for if you had three wishes. That’s when I realized just how many worlds apart Drake and I are. I’m practically in a different galaxy from everyone else on the planet. I saw his shocked expression… the one that silently shouted, “What a weirdo!”

      Too bad being polar-opposites doesn’t make me like him any less. But at least I’m not in love with him yet. Geesa said I would know when that happens. It’s a good thing I figured out what was developing before it got any worse.

      I’m pathetic. But it ends today.

      The minute Drake returns, I’m going to tell him who I am.

      He’ll be furious that I kept it from him. Worse, he’ll be disappointed in me—it will kill me to look in his eyes and see it. And that will be the end of everything. The end of our lessons. The end of our friendship. The end of my hope.

      I’ll be left with this excruciating ache in my chest, like someone pried my ribs apart and ripped my heart out. It hurts a lot more than I thought it would, this heartbreak thing. Reading about it in romance novels doesn’t do it justice.

      But it will heal quickly, since I’m only in like with Drake. I figure a week. Two weeks, max. A miserable two weeks, for sure, but way better than it would have been if I’d let myself fall in love with this man.

      I’m glad that didn’t happen.
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      I thought riding ATVs with Race and West would be a good way to get my mind off Marki. But so far, unless I hit a bump that takes all four wheels off the ground, she’s all I can think about.

      With each new fact I learn about this woman, I find her more fascinating. I’m enraged that her uncle has been such a controlling force in her life, while withholding the unconditional love every child deserves. She’s spent her whole life attempting to earn love and approval, even from herself.

      Do the grannies realize how fragile Marki is behind her tough exterior? Or how harshly she judges her own actions and motivations? Will this Wolfman they’ve chosen see beyond her façade and give her the support and understanding she needs? Or will he take advantage of her habit of sacrificing her own desires in an effort to make everyone else happy?

      My four-wheeler catches air, my stomach lurching into my throat, and I let out a whoop. Following behind me, Race and West also hoot and holler as they clear the jump.

      Marki would love this.

      Her unbridled hunger for new experiences eclipses her lack of proficiency. If we hadn’t had an audience yesterday, I would’ve insisted on being the one to teach her how to climb. As it was, watching the determination and sheer joy on her face was like re-living the first time I put on a climbing harness and scaled the face of a cliff.

      There are so many things I could teach her.

      But I’ll never get the chance. That privilege will fall to her husband. Assuming he doesn’t turn out to be a selfish blockhead with no interest in helping her whittle down her Impossible Bucket List. Still, I suppose Wolfman has a better chance of being a decent guy than Carlisle. My low opinion of that dirtbag hasn’t changed simply because I learned he isn’t in the mob. He’s still a special kind of scum to use his influence with her uncle to force her into an unwanted marriage. (Incidentally, Marki’s uncle falls into the same scum category, no matter how she’s tried to defend his actions out of her misguided sense of loyalty.)

      We stop at the trailhead, just off the long, winding dirt road leading up to Race and April’s property.

      “What do you say to one more time around the outside loop before we head back?” West yells over the idling motors.

      Race checks his watch. “We’ve got time. Our responsibility is grilling the salmon, and it cooks in fifteen minutes. The girls are taking care of the sides.”

      “Fine by me.” I need to stay out a while anyway. I can’t keep avoiding Marki all day, but I need to keep my distance as long as possible. The guys know me too well. I’m afraid they’ll notice how Marki affects me, which won’t jibe with my story that she’s simply a friend—a new addition to our climbing club.

      If they asked me about my feelings for her, what would I say?

      “I’ll lead.” West guns the motor and takes off.

      I nod for Race to go behind him, ready to take up the rear. But just as I put the vehicle in gear, I see movement from the corner of my eye. A black luxury sedan with darkened windows moves slowly up the road, followed by two black SUVs.

      Without a doubt in my mind, I know Marki’s uncle has somehow tracked her down. My pulse accelerates to hyperdrive. In a split second, my mind derives an escape plan. If I push it, the ATV path will get me to the cabin eight to ten minutes ahead of her uncle’s entourage. There’s only one road down, so we’ll have to ditch my Jeep. As long as April and Harmony stall them, Marki and I should have enough lead time to get away.
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        * * *

      

      Driving at breakneck speed, I pull up to the cabins in a cloud of dust.

      “Marki!” I’m yelling as I race up to the porch of the main cabin and jerk the door open. “Marki! Your uncle is on his way! He’s almost here!”

      “Crackers!” she yelps, leaping off the floor. “I’m going to make a run for it!”

      “No,” I say. “We’re going to make a run for it.”

      “You’ve done enough already.” She shuffles past me and dives to the floor of the front porch to put her sandals on. April and Harmony hurry over, Betsie waddling up behind them.

      “Dwake!” she calls, lifting her hands toward me.

      Harmony picks her up. “What can we do to help? Pack some food?”

      I shake my head. “We’ll be good. I’ll grab some essentials from my Jeep. Your job will be to act normal when her uncle shows up.”

      “Act normal?” April asks. “How do we do that?”

      “You have to pretend we’re all out on the four-wheelers and you expect us back at any moment. They won’t realize we’ve taken off until Race and West come back without us.”

      “Oh, dear.” Harmony rubs her palms on her jeans. “I’m nervous already.”

      “She’s leaving without you,” April nods at Marki, who’s walking toward our cabin at a rapid clip, barely limping.

      Before I can take off after Marki, April grabs my elbow. “Wait, I thought of something important. You guys need to sign that marriage license and leave it with me for safekeeping. It won’t be valid unless you decide to file it. But if her uncle gets his hands on it and it hasn’t been filed, he can just tear it to pieces.”

      I don’t have time to consider the pros and cons. “That sounds like a good idea.”

      Three minutes later I’m strapping my backpack, stuffed to the brim, on the front of the ATV. April retrieves the marriage license from the glove compartment of my Jeep and slaps it on the fender in front of me. “Quick. Sign here!”

      I scribble my signature and pass the pen to Marki, who shakes her head no. “Like I said before, Drake, you’ve done enough. I’ll let you drive me part way to give me a head start, but that’s all. I’m not going to do anything else to interrupt your life.”

      “Marki, it’s just in case of an absolute emergency,” April says. “I won’t file it unless you tell me to.”

      “And remember…” I straddle the seat, moving as far forward as possible to make room for Marki behind me on the vehicle designed for a single rider. “Even if we filed the form, the marriage could be annulled. All this will be is a bargaining tool to use against your uncle. So sign it, and let’s go.”

      “Fine!” She snatches the pen and signs it with trembling fingers. “April, thank you for everything you’ve done. Say bye to Harmony and Betsie and the others. Drake will be back in an hour after he drops me off.”

      “No, I won’t,” I mouth to April as Marki climbs on behind me and wraps her arms around my waist.

      April’s smile seems wider than it ought to be under the circumstances as she gives me a cheery wave. I start the motor and put it in gear, my breath hitching as Marki tightens her grip, her soft form pressing against my back.

      As if my blood pressure wasn’t already skyrocketing.

      A last-second thought, I hand April my cell phone. “Just in case they’re using my GPS to track her.”

      I twist the throttle, and we’re off. I don’t know how much lead time we have, but I’m determined to get Marki off the grid and keep her out of her uncle’s grasp. She still believes I’m going to leave her on her own, but she’s wrong.

      I can’t imagine letting her go.
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      I never dreamed I’d get to spend an hour pressed up against Drake’s back. I should’ve been relishing the new experience of riding a four-wheeler through the woods on a twisting dirt trail, but I was too distracted by the flexing muscles in Drake’s rock-hard back.

      I still get to mark it off my Impossible Bucket List, even if I’m not paying attention to the ride.

      In an area covered with pine needles, he takes a sharp right turn off the trail, winding the ATV around trees and bushes until there’s no room to maneuver further. He shuts off the motor, but my skin still vibrates. Reluctantly, I let go of his waist and peel myself away from him.

      I dismount, groaning at the stiffness in my legs and arms.

      “Race and West will have gone back to the cabins to look for me by now.” Drake bends from side to side, stretching. “Which means your uncle is probably searching the area for us right now. But even if they track us onto the ATV trail we took, they won’t be able to tell where we left it or see the four-wheeler parked way back here. They’ll have a hard time locating us.”

      “You keep saying us.” I plant my hands on my hips and scrunch my face to look stern. “It’s not us—it’s me. I only agreed to come because you promised to drop me off on my own.”

      “I don’t remember saying that.” He rubs his chin and looks up, pretending to think, but I know better.

      “You said it when I threatened to walk away. You promised.”

      “That’s right.” The corner of his lip twitches upward. “I did say I would drop you off, but I didn’t specify when. And it’s not going to happen today. You can’t find your way without me.”

      He begins unstrapping the backpack from the four-wheeler.

      “I can figure it out.” I have to. The more time I spend with him, the harder it will be to leave.

      Drake unzips the largest compartment on his backpack and wrestles a smaller one out. “You carry this one, and I’ll get the rest.”

      “But—”

      “Have you ever used a filter bottle to drink water from a stream?”

      “No. Are we going to do that?” A new one for my bucket list! Excitement bubbles in my tummy.

      “We are, if we’re together.” He teases me with a sassy grin. “We’ve only brought two water flasks to tide us over until we get to the stream. So, unless you want to die of dehydration, you’d better stick with me. I’ve got the filtration bottle and the know-how to use it.”

      “That’s cheating.”

      “Planning how to keep us alive is cheating?” Drake wrangles the straps of the huge backpack onto his shoulders, easily hefting what probably weighs more than me.

      “Threatening me with an agonizing death is cheating.” I strap on my small backpack. “I guess we could stay together until tomorrow,” I say, as if I have a choice.

      “The place I’m aiming for is an easy thirty-minute hike from here.” His gaze drops to my right foot. “But we’ve got an hour before sunset, so we’ll go as slowly as we need to. Those sandals have good tread, but do nothing to protect your feet.”

      “I won’t slow us down.”

      “I’m less worried about our pace than I am your pain.” His mouth flattens as he turns and starts walking slightly uphill, weaving his way between the trees and brush. “Let me know if you need a break.”

      “You’re making a big deal out of nothing. My toe barely even hurts. Anyway, I’ll take physical pain over the other kind any day. It’s way easier to ignore and heals more quickly.”

      He treks on in silence for a while, and I’m thinking he didn’t hear me. I pick my way forward, determined not to injure myself again. By tomorrow, I should be able to wear the hiking boots strapped on the outside of Drake’s bulging backpack.

      “You’re right about physical pain,” he says, as if ten minutes hadn’t passed since my last comment. “But ignoring an injury can cause permanent scarring or crippling.”

      “I’ve got a few physical scars.” I finger the palpable ripple in my left palm. “But my emotional scars are worse than I realized. More disfiguring, in a way.”

      By sheltering me from the outside world so long, my uncle has effectively mutated me into a creature who will never fit into it. I was worried no man would find me attractive because of my freckles or my too-broad mouth. All the while, the real me—the one on the inside—is stunted and deformed.

      He shoots a disturbed glower over his shoulder. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      “Ha! You said it yourself. A normal person wouldn’t have answered that ‘three-wishes’ question like I did. I’m a freak, and I didn’t even know it.”

      “I said it was unusual that all your wishes were for other people. That makes you oddly unselfish. I didn’t call you a freak.”

      This man loves to argue, but I’m up for the fight.

      “I think your exact words were, ‘Wow, that’s bizarre.’”

      He grunts like someone socked him in the gut. “You might be a freak for having perfect recall of details of conversations and expert-level skill at twisting their meanings.”

      “At least you admit I’m right.” The small victory brings a smile to my face. “I did think of one thing I would wish for myself if I could really have anything.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I wish my parents had never died.” The moment the words leave my lips it opens a floodgate of emotion. I struggle to push it back. I can’t think about all I missed growing up without them… especially my mom.

      I wonder what it would have been like if she’d been there to braid my hair. To teach me how to walk in heels. To talk to me about falling in love.

      Maybe I’d have had friends. Boyfriends. Maybe I wouldn’t be so sad every time I think about getting married without my mother there to fasten her pearls around my neck.

      I swallow hard, shoving all those emotions back inside where they belong. I sum up my wish with a dry observation. “I think Mom would’ve helped me grow up to be normal.”

      If Drake notices my lapse in composure, he doesn’t let on. “Honestly, normal isn’t always the best option. Sometimes it’s boring. Like why have plain pancakes when you can put blueberries in them? Or plain vanilla ice cream when you can have a sundae?”

      Leave it to Drake to make me feel okay about being bizarre. I trudge on without responding, lost in my thoughts. He’s too nice for his own good. And I’m taking advantage of him. Every nice thing he does or says heaps coals on my guilt.

      He speaks into the silence. “Is there something you haven’t told me?”

      The back of my neck prickles. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I’m remembering your uncle’s black sedan. At least, I assumed it was your uncle’s sedan. But the whole entourage reminded me of the secret service. And I’m thinking if your uncle is some kind of government official, that might be why he’s so powerful. Is he?”

      I should probably tell Drake the truth now. Once I confess, everything’s going to be awkward between us. I know he’s not the type of man to stomp away in anger and leave me to die in the wilderness. But he’ll be hurt that I wasn’t honest, and I won’t be able to bear the judgment in his eyes.

      I gather my courage. No matter the consequences, I resolve to be completely honest.

      “Actually, my uncle is the king of a small country in Europe you’ve never heard of. And I’m a princess who’s run away to avoid an arranged marriage.”

      I grimace, bracing myself against an onslaught of anger.

      It never comes.

      “Yeah, ri-ight.” Nothing but skepticism in his tone. “What’s the name of the country? Genovia?”

      “Genovia was the made-up country in Princess Diaries.” I stifle a sigh. The movie is a sore spot with my uncle. After it came out, the few people in the world who knew we existed seemed to get the name of our country confused with the fictional one.

      “I’m not falling for it this time, Marki. I was gullible enough when you told me all that stuff about your uncle being in the mob.”

      “Technically, I didn’t tell you that mafia stuff. I just didn’t correct your assumptions.”

      “Marki, don’t lie to me.”

      “But I’m not. I’m telling the truth.”

      He stops like he hit a brick wall, and slowly rotates to face me. “Come here for a second.” He points at the ground in front of him.

      It’s going to be even harder if I look him in the eye, but I step close, my shoulders straight.

      “Marki, I’m sorry. Forget I asked, okay? I don’t want to push you beyond your comfort zone.”

      Wait, what’s happening? He’s apologizing to me? “But—”

      “You have the right to keep secrets. Whatever makes you feel safe. I want you to know I appreciate how much you’ve shared with me, even though it’s been painful.”

      This is so wrong. “But I’m not—”

      His hand comes up to cup my cheek, the fiery touch of his fingers sending all logical thought on a rocket trip to Jupiter.

      “No pressure, okay?” His velvety voice strokes my senses until I’m floating. “But whenever you feel like sharing something, I’m here. I’ll be your safe place. I’ll listen, and I won’t judge you.”

      I stand there with my jaw hanging down like an idiot. My lips move, but no words come out.

      His hand comes up to mirror the other one, my face sandwiched between their warmth. The green of his eyes darkens, and his head dips down, our foreheads touching. His gravely whisper vibrates my lips. “Here’s another lesson for you.”

      I should object. I should tell him my heart can’t handle any more lessons. I ought to explain how my hopes are like feathers, fluttering up at the slightest unintended breath of air. How his lessons make me want to claim him as my third wish, instead of ending world poverty.

      I should tell him all those things so that he won’t kiss me.

      I should, but I don’t.
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      It takes every fiber of my being to keep my desire in check. I want to claim her silky-soft lips as mine. But I can’t… for so many reasons. Number one being that I’d be taking advantage of her emotional vulnerability.

      But I’m only kissing her for teaching purposes, aiming to show her what to expect from a chaste first kiss.

      (Okay, okay… I don’t believe it either. But that’s my excuse, and I’m sticking to it.)

      Like the tiniest drip through an infinitesimal pinhole in the Hoover dam, I touch my lips to hers. I hear a catch in her breath, and she surges against me, destroying my firm resolve. What she stifles in her past and her personality, she makes up for in her unbridled expression of feelings. As innocent as she is, she exudes passion. It’s a quality any man would relish, and one more reason I want to keep all of them away from her.

      I can’t help my response. Savoring the current passing between us, I caress her mouth, willing her to feel the breadth of my admiration. To be at ease in my protectiveness.

      Forcing myself to pull back and separate our lips is one of the cruelest challenges I’ve ever encountered. I slide my hands down to her shoulders to steady her, since she appears to be swaying on her feet. Or perhaps I’m the one swaying, considering the sudden weakness in my knees.

      Marki’s eyebrows curve high, her hand rising to touch her mouth, as if she can’t believe what we just did. My expression is probably similar.

      “That was…” I hesitate. “Well, it started out to be an example of a first kiss.”

      Her expression morphs to a thoughtful frown. “But that was our third kiss. Not that I’m counting…”

      “Yes, but I’m a poor teacher. Our first kiss started out at about a level five. I don’t want you to expect that from Wolfman the first time he kisses you. You shouldn’t allow him to kiss you like that.”

      “I shouldn’t?”

      “No. Not that it’s your sole responsibility. It takes two to Tango, so to speak.”

      She nods, like I’m giving her sage advice. “Can I ask you a question? About our lesson?”

      “Of course.” I break out in a cold sweat, hoping I can handle her question without making a fool of myself.

      “If our first kiss was a level five, and the one we just had was a level one…”

      “Yeah, I’d say we passed level one in the first tenth of a second and zoomed on to at least a level three.”

      She taps her fingers. “Is five as high as it goes?”

      “No, I’m using a ten-point scale.”

      “Oh! It goes all the way to ten?” Her shoulders come up around her head, and she grins. “Shouldn’t we at least try an eight or nine, just so I know what to do?”

      “Iargk…” Words can’t escape with my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I grapple for my water flask and take a deep swig. “I don’t think that’s a good idea right now.”

      “Okay. Maybe later? After we set up the tents?”

      “We only brought one tent, Marki.” I speak through my rigid throat. “Which means that’s an emphatic no; we won’t be trying out a level eight or nine kiss inside the tent.”

      Though technically, we’re married now, since we both signed the form. So even if we went too far, it wouldn’t be that bad…

      Where did that thought come from? I give myself a couple of strong mental slaps. The marriage certificate hasn’t been filed, and neither of us want it to be. We are not married.

      Seeing Marki’s crinkled forehead, I’m not certain she understands the cryptic meaning of my warning concerning level nine kisses.

      “Do you get what I’m saying, Marki? We have to keep strong boundaries up so that we won’t do something we regret. I care about you.” With great effort, I gather enough saliva to swallow. “As a friend. Maybe even more than a friend.”

      Her eyes snap to mine, crystal blue oceans I could drown in. “I care about you, too.”

      She does a slow blink that has me reconsidering her request. Maybe one short, level-nine kiss wouldn’t hurt.

      Snap out of it, buddy. Get yourself under control.

      “I care about you as more than a friend.” The timber of her voice drops, hurtling my pulse rate higher. “You’re like… the sweet, caring brother I never had.”

      Her smile is genuine, like she hadn’t just thrown ice water in my face.
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        * * *

      

      We reach my target destination—a clearing on the top of a bluff. I camped here before, several years prior to Race and April’s property purchase.

      “Why are we way out here close to the cliff instead of back in the woods?” She snaps the tent poles together like a pro. I can’t help being proud.

      “Lizards,” I say. “They jump out of the trees at night.”

      “They do?” She sucks in air like she’s having an asthma attack. “Will they come out here? Can they get inside the tent?”

      “Relax, I’m only kidding.”

      “Argh! You!”

      She shoves my arm, playfully. And I freely admit I have my biceps flexed so my muscle seems harder. It’s a much easier task than it was to keep my stomach muscles tight on the ride up here. I almost passed out from the effort. But what choice did I have, with her hands cinched around my waist?

      “One of the things I love about this spot is that it feels like you’re in the middle of nowhere. But look over there.” I point to the side, where a pile of boulders marks the end of an overgrown drive. “Three miles down that two-track road, there’s a public campground with running water and showers, the whole works. This place is the best kept secret in the whole national forest.”

      “You mean you lied to me?” She drops her jaw in mock horror. “I could’ve camped by myself, and I wouldn’t have died of thirst?”

      “Since you would never have found that road without me, I still maintain you needed me to avoid certain death.”

      “Thank you, kind sir.” She blows me an exaggerated kiss. “For saving me from dehydration and the ferocious, tree-leaping lizards. I owe you my first born.”

      “His name shall be Chanticleer,” I proclaim, lifting a tent stake as an imaginary scepter.

      “Isn’t that from Chaucer’s story? Chanticleer is a rooster, right?” Marki wrinkles her nose.

      “A proud rooster with seven wives,” I continue in a theatrical tone, laying out the rest of the stakes. “A rooster who rules the barnyard.”

      Marki raises a finger and speaks, in a dramatic voice. “My son shall not have seven wives.” She returns to assembling the tent poles.

      “Then you must give me something of equal value.” I locate the door of the flattened tent and rotate it to face the bluff. “I shall settle for your hand in marriage.”

      Yikes! What’s with me accidentally thinking about marrying Marki? Must be the trauma of signing that license. I cringe, waiting for her reaction.

      She doesn’t miss a beat. “Alas, the king requires a bride-price for the princess. Fifty shekles of silver and seven yokes of oxen.”

      There she goes with the princess thing again. At least now she’s openly joking about it. Obviously, she’s trying to jerk my chain, because I’d certainly know if there were royalty anywhere in Europe besides the UK, wouldn’t I? (I’ll Google it when I get my phone back.)

      “I have but forty shekles and five yokes,” I say, bowing at the waist. “But I offer my extracted teeth, full of wisdom.”

      “The king shall accept your offer, for he is in dire need of wisdom.” A fleeting smirk appears on her face.

      “Then we are in accord. I raise my goblet in a toast.” My empty hand arches upward. “To Genovia!”

      “Yes, to Genovia.” She spears me with frustrated eyes. “I hope you and Anne Hathaway are happy together.”

      “Anne’s not my type,” I say. “She’s too… uh… too…”

      “Talented?” Marki supplies, rolling her eyes.

      “Yes, that’s it. She’s too talented and competitive. A wife should be meek and humble so that I can feel superior at all times.”

      “Meek and humble, huh? Good thing I’m only twenty-five. I’m still young enough to completely transform my personality. If I were old, like you, it would be too late.”

      We both chuckle, but her jest about my age strikes a nerve, even though the point of her joke was her lack of meekness and humility. Why should it bother me that she thinks I’m too old? Especially when I’ve maintained all along that she’s too young?

      “Hey!” Her voice startles me. I realize I’m standing still, staring at the assembled tent pole in my hand. Her brows scrunch up in the middle. “You know I was only kidding about you being old, right?”

      “Your comment didn’t bother me.” I make my shoulders go up and down. “I’m thirty-six, and you’re twenty-five. People your age think people my age are old.”

      “But that’s not how I think of you.” She gulps. “Isn’t it kind of obvious when I’m kissing you?”

      Kaboom! Like that, I forget what we were talking about. All I can think about is kissing her again.

      Time to change the subject.

      “If we don’t get this tent up soon, we’ll be doing it in the dark.” I lay out the assembled tent poles on the ground. One at each end of the tent and one across the middle. “The stars are amazing here. When it gets completely dark, you can see the whole Milky Way.”

      “I’ve seen it before.” There’s melancholy in her voice, and something else I can’t quite place.

      “Awww! I was hoping you hadn’t seen it, so I could strike something else off your bucket list. But even if you’ve seen it before, it probably wasn’t like this. Just wait until it gets dark.”

      I’m probably overenthusiastic, but watching the stars at night is one of my favorite things.

      “Where I’m from…” Her voice is almost reverent. “Every year on Christmas Eve they have a festival, and they turn off the lights, everywhere, in the entire city, while the bell choir plays Star of Bethlehem. It’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever experienced.” Her chin quivers. “I wish… I wish you could be there. I wish I could share it with you.”

      Choked up by her emotion, I try to lighten the mood. “There. You see. That’s a much better wish for one of your three wishes. Way more normal and selfish. Much better than wishing for world peace.”

      “I didn’t wish for world peace. I wished to end world hunger.” She chuckles, giving me a push in the arm I didn’t have time to flex for. Hopefully, she didn’t notice my muscle was flabbier.

      “This bell music under the stars… it takes place at a carnival?” I thread the flexible support pole through the loops across the center of the tent, and Marki walks around to thread it through the rest of the way.

      “It’s a festival, not a carnival. The Festival of Bells. And the bells are amazing.” She tucks an end of the pole into the bottom tab on one side of the tent, while I secure the opposite side, arching the tent upward. “The choir has more than two hundred players, with bells of every size… from handbells, to suspended bells, to huge tower bells. You’re a musician—I know you’d love it.”

      “December twenty-fourth. Festival of Bells.” I bend sideways to see her and mime a handshake in the air. “It’s a date.”

      “But… I’ll be married by then. Or at least, engaged.”

      The thought knocks the air out of me.

      “Oh yes, I forgot about Wolfman.” I say his name like a curse word.

      Her hands fall limply to her sides.

      “Let’s be realistic. My uncle already caught up with me once.” Marki shrinks before my eyes, her posture drooping. “Do you really think there’s a chance Wolfman and I can get to know each other, fall in love, and get married before my uncle finds me again? It seems like I might as well accept I’m going to end up married to Carlisle.”

      “Your other choice is to remember you’re a grown woman.” My tone is sharper than I intend, but I can’t help venting my impatience. “Stand up to your uncle. For once in your life, think of your own needs instead of someone else’s.”

      “I wish it were that simple.”

      “Where is the feisty woman I met on GeeBee’s porch? The determined one who ignored the pain of her busted toe? The belligerent woman who always has a comeback? It is that simple.”

      She’s looking down, shaking her head.

      Frustrated, I try to slide the bulky sleeping pad out of my backpack, succeeding in flinging half the contents on the ground. One by one, I snatch the items from the dirt and cram them back inside.

      “Just tell your uncle no. Tell him you’re old enough to make your own choices. Tell him you’re choosing your own husband. Tell him you’re choosing m—” I choke, realizing ‘me’ is on the edge of my lips.

      Did Marki notice? My face heats like a welding torch. Even if she didn’t hear my slip of the tongue, she can probably hear my heart, gonging like one of those tower bells.

      Why would something like that come out of my mouth? I don’t want to marry Marki. Do I?

      Even if I did want to be with her, she deserves better than a man eleven years her senior who’s afraid of commitment.

      “Tell him you’re choosing Wolfman.” As much as it galls me to encourage her toward GeeBee’s match, he’s bound to be better than Carlisle.

      “Is that what you think I should do?” She stares at me from across the tent. We might as well be miles apart. “You want me to marry Wolfman?”

      No. She should marry me instead.

      You can’t say something like that, Drake. Even if she wanted you (which she doesn’t) you’re not in love with her.

      Maybe I am…

      What? Are you crazy? You can’t be!

      I’ve been fighting it, but it seems to be winning.

      If you’re in love with her, then you want what’s best for her. Do you really believe you’re it?

      Can’t I tell her how I feel and let her decide?

      Marki? The woman who always sacrifices her own desires to make other people happy? Can you honestly say she’ll choose what’s best for her instead of what you seem to want?

      No. She won’t.

      My burning chest needs an entire bottle of Tums. With a cough to clear my throat, I say, “Based on the grannies’ track record, I think Wolfman is probably your best choice.”

      A single tear glistens on her cheek and rolls down her face. “Okay,” she responds, a quiver in her voice. “That’s all I needed to know.”

      She needs a hug.

      You can’t lead her on. Stay on this side of the tent.

      “Okay.” I use an upbeat tone. “I think we have a good plan of attack. We’ll stay out here as long as possible. It’ll take them weeks to find us. That’ll give GeeBee time to work on Wolfman.”

      “What’s the point, Drake?” A tear tracks down her other cheek, and she swipes it away, glaring angrily at her wet fingers. “To knock a few more things off my bucket list before I’m locked away again? To experience just enough to know what I’m missing, so that I can be miserable for the rest of my life?”

      I kick at the dirt with the toe of my hiking boot. “You know, I’ve always done that. I’ve gone from one experience to the other, knocking things off my bucket list. And my life didn’t sound empty until just now.”

      She turns her head away. “Welcome to the club.”

      For a club, it sure feels lonely.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we finish setting up the tent, Marki is as cheery as usual, though her laughing eyes have a hint of sadness at the corners. In contrast, I’m still wrestling with my emotions.

      It’s hard to believe I’m in love with Marki. It feels like a dream. Or maybe a nightmare. I’m afraid it isn’t going to end well. Perhaps tomorrow, if I can think of a good way to phrase it, I’ll confess my love.

      Maybe I can express it in a way that gives her an easy out. In a way that shows I don’t expect her to return the sentiment. Marki’s the kind of woman who would swear she loves me if she thought anything less would hurt my feelings. I’ll have to say just the right thing. I can mull it over in my mind tomorrow on the hike to our next campsite.

      After a less-than-satisfying meal of protein bars, I vow to make a trip down to the campground store tomorrow before we break up camp. We lie back on the ground to watch the stars. With my head resting on an empty knapsack and hers on my chest, we search for constellations and argue about their names. I could happily stay here forever.

      “If I hadn’t left my phone with April,” I say, “we could use my Star App to identify the constellations.”

      “Man! I didn’t know phones could do that. When I get back, I’m going to demand a cell phone. It’s the least Uncle André can do if I agree to marry Carlisle.”

      “Carlisle? You’re not marrying him.” I prop up on my elbows, and her head slides down to my stomach. “I told you I’m not going to let your uncle find you and make you marry that guy.”

      She sits all the way up, hugging her bent knees, and gazes out into the darkened valley. “I don’t want you to worry about me, Drake. I’ll be fine if I go back to my old life. I’m a princess, remember? My life is like a fairytale.”

      I tamp down my frustration. By now I’m familiar with her method of avoiding painful discussions.

      “You use jokes to change the subject if it gets uncomfortable. Maybe instead of a princess, you’re the court jester.”

      “I wish…”
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        * * *

      

      Marki doesn’t comment when she sees we only have one bedroll, but I defend myself anyway. “We didn’t have room to bring both sets of sleeping pads and sleeping bags.”

      Her eyes widen when I take my shirt off, but she relaxes when I crawl into the bag with my jeans on. She’d still be uptight if she knew I left them on as a deterrent in case I was tempted to demonstrate that level-nine kiss.

      Shedding her jacket and sandals, she slides under the covers, and I put my arm around her waist, tucking her against me. Spooned, we fit perfectly together.

      Now would be a good time to tell her I love her.

      This is a terrible time. You already have the self-control of a three-month-old puppy.

      But she seems so depressed. Maybe it would cheer her up.

      More likely, you would stress her out even more. She has enough emotions of her own, without having to deal with yours.

      Unless she loves me too. It’s possible…

      If Marki were in love with you, wouldn’t she have accepted your date to the Festival of Bells? Instead, she told you she would be with someone else.

      Shut up.

      I’m only being the voice of reason.

      I have plenty of time to change her mind.

      You can try.

      I can, and I will.
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        * * *

      

      The sun peeks through the clear plastic window and lands on my eyelids, forcing me out of a deep sleep. I turn on my back, groaning and stretching.

      “I slept like a rock,” I say. “How about you?”

      The space beside me is empty. My hand confirms it’s cold.

      How long has she been up?

      “Marki?” I call out as I unzip the tent and step outside, shirtless, in my bare feet.

      She must’ve gone down to the woods for privacy to use the restroom.

      “Marki!”

      I go back inside the tent to put on my hiking boots. It’s then that I notice the tent-assembly instructions, propped inside one boot, with tiny writing in the blank corner. My heart stops beating as I read.

      

      Drake,

      Thank you for everything.

      You saved me in every way you could.

      Love always,

      Princess Marquietta
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            DRAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Two days later)

      

      

      

      I jab the arrow on the TV remote to switch stations.

      “Why did you do that?” April looks up from the table where everyone except me is eating lunch. One bite of my sandwich was all my stomach could tolerate. My iced water isn’t even sitting well in my gut, but I gulp it down anyway, stalling while I think of an appropriate excuse.

      “Turn it back,” Harmony says. “They were about to show pictures of Marki inside the palace grounds.”

      The others nod their agreement, all of them seemingly oblivious to my pain.

      I should’ve stayed in the wilderness.

      Why am I not up there camping by myself right now? Why did I come back to the cabin where the television gives me constant reminders that Marki chose Carlisle over me?

      Yes, I know I never actually told Marki I cared about her in so many words, but she must have suspected I had fallen for her. Why else would she have taken off in the middle of the night the way she did? She’d finally revealed her royalty (even though I didn’t believe it), in order to let me down gently.

      And that bell festival she talked about? Turns out that’s when she’s getting married. No wonder she didn’t accept when I suggested we go together.

      “I thought Betsie might want to watch cartoons,” I mutter, as I flip through the channels.

      “Betsie doesn’t watch TV yet.” West cuts small pieces of banana and lines them up on her tray.

      “Plus, her highchair is facing the other way,” Harmony adds. “So, leave it on the news.”

      “I hardly call that news.” I punch the power button, and the screen goes blank. “Some woman is getting married to some dude. They both live on the other side of the world. Why do we care?”

      “We care because that so-called ‘woman’ is Marki.” April gives me a judgmental scowl. “And we’re hoping to find out why she gave up and turned herself in to her uncle.”

      “I still can’t believe you guys didn’t tell West and me who she really was.” Race grabs a stem of grapes from the plate in the middle of the table. “Visiting Gurland is on my bucket list.”

      My mouth goes slack.

      “You’ve heard of Gurland before?” I’m not sure why it’s so irritating that Race knew about it, and I didn’t. Maybe because I feel so stupid for accusing Marki of lying about it. “Are you saying you knew before this that there was another monarchy in Europe besides the one in the UK?”

      “Technically, there are thirteen monarchies in Europe,” says West.

      “I don’t believe you,” I say. “There can’t be thirteen.”

      Are my friends playing some kind of practical joke?

      “Sure, there are.” Harmony lifts a finger for each country she names. “There’s Gurland, of course. And then Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the UK, Spain, Andorra, Liechtenstein, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg… uh… Who am I leaving out?” 

      “You left out the Vatican and Monaco,” West says.

      Still suspicious, I do a Google search on my phone and quickly find confirmation of her list.

      “Eleven are like Gurland, where the monarchy is inherited,” Race gestures with the tortilla chip in his hand. “In most of those countries, the monarch doesn’t have a say in state politics. Gurland is the only hereditary monarchy with an absolute monarch.”

      “How do you guys know all this stuff?”

      My grumpiness is approaching spontaneous combustion level. If I’d known about all these royal families, I would’ve realized Marki was telling the truth. Maybe I would’ve handled things differently.

      “I thought everyone knew about the European monarchies.” West regards me with squinting eyes. “What rock have you been hiding under?”

      Clenching my teeth, I bite back a spiteful retort. It’s not West’s fault I’d lost Marki. But right now, I’m wishing the rock I’ve been hiding under would fall on me and put me out of my misery.

      Then laughter bubbles from Race’s throat. He laughs harder and harder until he goes limp, almost sliding out of his chair. Soon, everyone is laughing with him… everyone but me.

      “What’s so funny?” All the blood has rushed to my face and is about to burst my capillaries open.

      “Dude.” Race catches his breath. “We were just pulling your leg. We studied up this morning so we could pretend we all knew about the monarchies in Europe. I was just as surprised as you were that the UK wasn’t the only royalty.”

      “April and I knew about Gurland,” Harmony adds, with a grin, “but only because Gramma and GeeBee told us.”

      April pushes away from the table. “I still don’t understand why Marki went back to her uncle without giving the grannies time to work on her match. Are you sure she didn’t say anything, Drake? Not even a hint?”

      The gang wouldn’t be so glib if they knew how badly I want to slam my fist into something. With admirable self-control, I speak in even tones. “I think it’s obvious why she went back. She’s royalty; she didn’t belong here.” (Specifically, she didn’t belong with me.)

      Though I can’t help wondering what might’ve happened if I’d confessed my feelings for her. Probably, it would’ve made things so awkward she would’ve left even earlier. She knows a guy like me would never fit in with her royal family or the aristocracy she rubs noses with.

      The funny part of it is that GeeBee had it all wrong on our phone conversation. She’d told me the two of us should separate because Marki was starting to like me, and she was afraid I would hurt her. Little did anyone know, I would be the one who got hurt, instead of Marki.

      “I don’t know, Drake. You make Marki sound snobby. I never thought she acted that way.” Harmony wipes squished banana from Betsie’s fingers with a napkin. “West, can you go get a wet rag, please?”

      “On it.” West stands and moves toward the sink, snagging a clean rag from the drawer. “Marki never came across as snobby to me, either. Maybe a little shy…”

      “GeeBee and Gramma have no idea why she gave up on their plan,” April says. “Even Marki’s grandma is clueless.”

      As I’ve done a million times since Marki disappeared, my mind replays every word that passed between Marki and I. And as always, I come to the same conclusion… Marki left to get away from me.

      “At any rate, I bet you’re relieved.” Race tips his glass to Drake. “Sounds like you could’ve been stuck with her all summer. Now, you’ve got your life back.”

      “Yeah, I’m glad to be free. She was a pain in the rear.” I choke on the lie and break out in a coughing fit, taking a drink to soothe my throat.

      With a guilty glance toward the table, I notice Race peering at me with one eyebrow lifted. The slight nod he gives me is a signal I’ve seen before. It means We’re going to talk privately.

      My stomach sinks.

      In the past, the conversation that follows such a signal from Race has been about band business—musical arrangement choices, cutting a song from an album, personnel issues. But this time, that look foretells a different discussion. Race and I can read each other too well. And the same way I could tell when he was first falling for April, he’s picked up on my feelings for Marki.

      I really should’ve stayed in the wilderness.
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        * * *

      

      I slip out of the main cabin when no one is looking, determined to pack my gear and take off quickly. As I’m stuffing my toiletries into my backpack, the cabin door bangs open and Race calls out, “Hey. Get out here. You’re not leaving before you talk to me.”

      I buckle my backpack and sling it over my shoulder before marching out of my bedroom. “Don’t have time. I want to get to Outpost Remote Camping before dark.”

      Race shuts the cabin door and leans against it. “Yeah, I’m not buying it.”

      “Seriously, it’s a ninety-minute drive and that leaves me less than fifteen minutes before sunset.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest, a smirk on his face. “I believe you about the distance to Outpost, but that’s not why you’re in a hurry to leave. You’re trying to avoid talking to me. I know, because I would’ve done the same thing.”

      “Okay, fine. You’re right.” I give a sharp nod. “I don’t feel like talking. So get out of my way.”

      “You’ll feel better if you get this off your chest.” Sympathy softens his expression as he gestures toward the couch.

      I hesitate, glancing at the sectional where I tended Marki’s injured foot. Pain stabs my chest, and I turn my face away.

      “Not in there.” I drop my backpack with a loud thud and march to the kitchen table. “We can talk in here. You’ve got five minutes.”

      I sink into the chair at the end of the table and Race takes one at the adjacent corner.

      “How bad is it?” Race asks. “Are you in love with her?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I mutter. “She’s obviously not in love with me.”

      “How do you know? Did you ask her?”

      “I didn’t have to ask her. I could tell.”

      Race shakes his head with a sad, you’ve-got-so-much-to-learn expression. “If there’s one thing I can tell you about women, it’s that you absolutely, positively can’t tell what they are thinking. Not ever.”

      “Look, she left in the middle of the night. She went home to Gurland, knowing that choice equaled agreeing to marry Carlisle. I’d say that pretty much confirms she’s not in love with me.”

      “It may seem that way, but women’s brains are more convoluted than ours. Your explanation follows a straight logical line. Women think in complicated interlocking circles and knots.”

      “What difference does it make?” I bang a fist on the table, and both of us jump. “It’s too late. She’s gone. And when she left, she eliminated any future option where we could be together.”

      His hand lands on my shoulder. “You’re still making assumptions, when you ought to be having a conversation. Why don’t you call her? Lay everything out on the table. I bet GeeBee could help you arrange a phone call.”

      I drop my gaze to my clenched fist, unfolding my fingers one by one. “I don’t think I can bear to hear her reject me.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to know, one way or the other?”

      The band cinched around my chest makes it impossible to breathe. “I can’t,” I whisper.

      “Then write a letter. Tell her how you feel. If you get back a Dear-John letter, so be it. But if she’s even open to the idea, hop on a plane.” Race’s hand squeezes my shoulder. “If I’d given up when I thought it was over, I wouldn’t be married to April right now.”

      Against my will, a tiny seed of hope sprouts. I do my best to stomp it to smithereens, but it remains, refusing to die.

      “Alright. I’ll do it. I’ll write a letter. Only because I don’t think I could feel any worse than I do right now, even when I read her rejection letter.”

      “Look at the positive side. We could get a hit out of this.” Race pushes to his feet. “You told me you hoped I stayed heartbroken because I wrote my best lyrics.”

      I chuckle. “And you said, only a jerk would think about profiting from your pain.”

      “Just write the letter.” He slaps the table. “Write it now, before you chicken out.”

      “Thanks, Race.” The words are already forming in my mind.
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        (September 24 – four months later)

      

      

      

      “Has the mail come yet?” I don’t know why I bother to ask. It’s been four months with no communication from Drake. It’s understandable that he would be angry. But his complete silence is humiliating after the heartfelt letter I mailed to him when I first got here.

      “As a matter of fact, it’s right here in my knitting bag.” From her seat on the couch beside my chair, Geesa winks at me. She’s never knitted a stitch in her life, but that bag is her constant companion. She uses it to sneak in contraband chocolate. Uncle André is allergic and forbade it from the entire palace, but Geesa keeps me well supplied.

      “Is there anything interesting today?” I ask in a casual tone. “Something besides my fan mail?”

      Uncle André came up with the brilliant publicity stunt of publishing my mailing address. Along with my other duties, I’m now expected to personally answer every letter. Most are heartfelt entreaties, detailing how and why they should be allowed to purchase tickets to the sold-out Festival of Bells, or even the month-long, Pre-Bell Festival that Uncle André invented a month ago. (Also sold out.) With letters pouring in every day, it seems everyone in the world has declared their love for me.

      Everyone but Drake.

      “If you’re asking whether there’s a letter from Drake, the answer is no.” Among Geesa’s many talents is mindreading. She glowers at me over the top of the reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. “And why would you expect him to write to you after that note you left him? I’d say you slammed the door in his face.”

      Geesa’s anger is fresh, since she only heard the story for the first time last night.

      Back in May, after I turned myself in to the camp hostess, (who wasn’t nearly as grouchy about being wakened in the middle of the night once she recognized me) I found myself on a plane to Gurland in short order. Once I was home, I remained stubbornly silent about everything that had happened. Geesa wheedled and bribed me for information, to no avail. And she learned little from Granny Loretta and GeeBee. I assume Drake didn’t talk to them about me. I was probably one of those out-of-sight, out-of-mind people for him.

      But yesterday, when my new right toenail had finally grown long enough to paint, I burst into tears and couldn’t stop crying. As if that obliterated nail had been the one thing that still connected me to Drake.

      Since everyone in the palace knows Princess Marquietta doesn’t cry, when two hours passed with no end to my uncontrollable sobbing, my governess called for the doctor. After a slew of tests, he declared I was having a breakdown and prescribed me hot tea with brandy.

      Fortunately, Geesa was the only person in the room with me when the brandy loosened my lips and the whole sordid story finally spilled out. She was less than impressed with the goodbye-letter I’d written, though I thought I’d been quite clever. It was only by chance that I’d kept the pen April gave me to sign the marriage license. And quietly writing on the tent pamphlet in the dark while holding a flashlight under my chin had been challenging.

      “I was only being kind, leaving him a note,” I tell Geesa, repeating the same defense I gave her last night. (Or maybe I gave her a different explanation; my brandy-muddled brain can’t remember.) “I could’ve simply disappeared, but I didn’t want him to worry.”

      “You should have told him you were in love with him.”

      I use up all the air in the room on my sigh. I’ve already been through this with Geesa.

      “Except I wasn’t in love with Drake, remember? I was only in like with him. You taught me that, Geesa.”

      I twirl my engagement ring, spreading my fingers apart to make room for the huge stone to pass between them. I call it my ten-turnip diamond. It’s too big and gaudy to be measured in carats. But Carlisle chose it, and I didn’t have the energy (or interest) to object.

      I’ve spent a few hours with Carlisle now. Enough to satisfy my uncle that I’m complying with his order. And enough to confirm that Carlisle is an egotistical jerk. And he doesn’t care about me… not one whit. And neither Carlisle nor my uncle have been honest about the terms of the marriage contract. But I have no doubt that financial gain is somehow involved.

      Geesa’s sharp gaze pins me. “I never told you that you weren’t in love with Drake.”

      “You told me when I was sixteen. You said, When you’re in love, you just know. And I didn’t know, so that means I wasn’t in love.”

      “No, dear.” Geesa gives my hand a patronizing pat. “I told you When it happens, you know, because it’s different from anything you’ve ever felt before. And you can’t tell me that doesn’t describe what you felt for Drake.”

      “That’s not fair! I didn’t have another relationship to compare to. How was I supposed to know one way or the other?”

      Her lower lip protrudes. “You could have called and asked me. I kept waiting to hear from you, but you never called.”

      This time she hits one of my guilty spots.

      “I wanted to call you. I thought about borrowing Drake’s phone, but I was afraid Uncle André might trace the call.”

      At the mention of her son’s name, Geesa’s expression sours. “Yes, my son was watching me like a hawk. He was suspicious from the moment you disappeared from your graduation.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway,” I slump in my overstuffed chair, twirling my ring again. “I’m positive I wasn’t in love with Drake.”

      “Then why are you still miserable four months later?”

      “Has it really been four months? It feels like four days. Or maybe four years. It all seems like a blur.”

      “Didn’t you see Celebrity Followers’ big celebration on TV today?” Geesa shows me the whites of her eyes. She’s about as impressed with all the wedding hoopla as I am. “120 days gone on the Reluctant Princess Wedding Countdown. Only 90 days to go.”

      “Yipee,” I mutter, swirling my finger in the air.

      “It seems to me, if you haven’t gotten over Drake in four months of waiting, without receiving so much as a hello-text, you probably never will get over him. I’d say that proves you’re in love.” Geesa gives me an expectant look, probably waiting for me to comment on her profound wisdom.

      “It seems to me,” I say, “if Drake’s gone four months without so much as a text, he doesn’t give a flip about me. So, whether I like him or love him, I have no choice but to get over him.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Geesa reaches into her bag and retrieves the mail, sorting it in piles on the sofa table.

      “I have no idea. I thought I’d ask my wise grandmother for advice.” I lean forward and pick up a familiar-looking bright yellow envelope. “Look. The lady from the campground, Mrs. Hampton, wrote to me again.”

      The seventy-two-year-old is so excited and grateful that she won the trip to the Festival of Bells, she’s written me every week since I arrived home. I rip the envelope open and read her handwritten message.

      “She’s going on again about how handsome Carlisle is.” I pretend to stick my finger down my throat, and Geesa laughs. “If she’s so in love with him, she can marry him herself.”

      “You need to do something soon.” Geesa adds a thick letter to the growing pile. “The longer you wait, the harder it’s going to be to break your engagement.”

      “No use fighting it, Geesa. Uncle André has the law on his side. And honestly, I don’t care anymore.”

      “You deserve better than a loveless marriage, Marki.”

      Do I? Or am I perhaps getting exactly what I deserve? Uncle André told me I’m ungrateful, and I wonder if he might be correct. Every woman who writes to me tells me how envious they are of my life. Maybe I’m so spoiled that I take all my amazing advantages for granted.

      “Don’t you think I might be able to make Carlisle love me if I try hard enough?”

      “You shouldn’t have to earn love, Marki.” She screws her face up. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around when you were young to show you how much I love you.”

      “Don’t worry, Geesa. I’ve always known you love me.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say it, but I know I failed you. That’s why I enlisted the Underground Granny Matchmakers.”

      “I know they meant well, but they weren’t any help at all.”

      “Hmm…” She inspects one of the envelopes, then puts it back in the pile. “I talked to them this morning, and they told a different story.”

      “You talked to GeeBee and Granny Loretta?” For the first time in four months, my heart accelerates above comatose. “Did you tell them what I told you last night? Because I’ll die if Drake finds out how much I like him when he’s obviously forgotten all about me.”

      “They won’t tell Drake. That’s not how they work.”

      “True.” My tension drains as I reason it out. “And they have no motivation to tell Drake. They wanted me to marry that Wolfman guy they told you about. The one I never got to meet.”

      Not that I wanted to meet him after falling in like with Drake.

      “Actually, a little birdie told me Wolfman is still a possibility.” Geesa’s eyebrows waggle the way they do when she’s excited. “He knows you’re a princess now, and if he thought you were interested, he would be, too.”

      “Yeah, I doubt we’ll be a good match.”

      “Why is that?” She reaches into her bag for more mail. “Aren’t you willing to do whatever it takes to stop the marriage?”

      “I don’t know.” I flick my shoulders up. “What’s that phrase? Better the devil you know? Something like that.”

      “That’s assuming Wolfman is a devil.” Geesa winks. “I know a little about him, and I think you would like him more than you think.”

      The truth is that I can’t drum up interest in anything these days, Wolfman included. Life would be so much easier if I just didn’t get out of bed in the morning.

      “I don’t think he’s a devil. I’m sure he’s perfectly fine... for someone else.” I cover a huge yawn with my hand. “I’m so tired; I might skip dinner and go to bed early.”

      “You slept until noon today. You’re not going to bed at five.” Geesa hands me a dark chocolate caramel. “Eat this and get your energy up. I’ve got a surprise for you after dinner.”

      “Please, Geesa, I’m not in the mood to play Gurland Monopoly.” Uncle André ordered a custom Monopoly game to represent our country, and any palace residents who don’t make themselves scarce on Wednesday nights can be railroaded into playing. My brothers have the two most expensive properties named after them. My honor consists of two squares that read Marquietta’s Community Chest, a feature that provides my brothers with endless opportunities to tease me.

      “I think you’ll like this surprise,” Geesa says. “Here’s the first part.” She reaches deep into her bag, below the skeins of yarn, and brings out a rectangular box. Adorning the box is an apple with a missing bite.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I glance toward the doorway to be certain my governess isn’t spying on us. Since she almost lost her job over my escape, she’s extra diligent, seldom allowing me beyond earshot.

      “Yes, it’s a phone. Actually, the UGMs acquired it for us. Bette says it’s a prototype phone with all kinds of fancy functions.” Geesa opens the box and hands it to me. I cradle it like a precious treasure, admiring the bright red iPhone.

      “I can’t imagine what I’ll do with all the extra functions, but tell GeeBee thank you for going to so much trouble.”

      It’s a wonder GeeBee is still being nice, considering I ran out on her after all her efforts on my behalf.

      “And André is on board about the phone,” Geesa adds, “so you don’t have to hide it.”

      “You’re kidding.” A quick pinch confirms I’m not dreaming. Unless that’s an old wive’s tale. Who says you can’t feel pain in your dreams? “How did you get him to agree, Geesa? When I asked, he flat out told me no.”

      “Let’s just say I have more power than you realize.” Geesa pops a dark chocolate into her mouth. “And it’s about time I started using it again.”

      “Thank you so much! I’ll read the manual tonight and get everything figured out.”

      More than anything, I want to get the Star App that Drake told me about. I can use it at night and remember looking at the stars together.

      “And this is only the start,” Geesa says. “I’ll be back in the palace in a few weeks.”

      “That’s great news. I’ll have someone to talk to during these last few months.”

      “Yes, I’m about to start throwing my weight around again. And we all know my weight is substantial.” Geesa laughs at her joke, patting her round belly. “I’m just happy to see you smiling for the first time in four months.”

      “Sorry I’ve been so grouchy. I don’t mean to be a burden.”

      She finds my hand and grips it. “Child, you aren’t a burden. You never have been, and you never will be. Anyone, including my son, who says otherwise, will answer to me.”

      “Okay, Geesa. Don’t get too excited, or you’ll have to take one of those nitroglycerin pills for your heart.”

      “Hmph! Now, you need to figure out how to turn that phone on and answer a call before six o’clock. That’s when your friend is calling you.”

      “What friend? I can’t think of a soul who would want to talk to me besides you.” I straighten one of the fan-mail stacks. “Unless it’s one of these six million people who want to beg me for a ticket.”

      “This friend was very excited to get your number from Bette this morning. I believe she said her name is April.”

      “April? She’s calling me?” Something almost like joy jumps inside my chest. “She’s the one who let me stay at her cabins. And they were so charming. She does interior design, and she’s very talented. She’s even been approached about having her own show on TV.”

      “You must’ve left something at the cabin, because she says she has a very important paper that belongs to you.”

      The signed marriage license! An intense pain shoots through my breastbone.

      “Geesa…” I clutch my chest. “I may need one of your little heart-attack pills.”
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      Geesa leaves me with my pile of fan mail and my new cell phone. I’m too excited about April’s upcoming call to answer letters, so I dive into the instruction booklet. Two hours later, I’ve mastered most of the functions.

      I’m confident I can at least answer the phone when April calls. But what am I going to say about the marriage license? I’d forgotten about it until Geesa mentioned it. I’ll do my best to prevent her from bringing up the subject. Uncle is angry enough without knowing Drake and I have a signed marriage license floating around.

      If I can find a way to discuss it covertly, I may suggest that she tear it to pieces. After all, I’ve accepted my fate; I’m marrying Carlisle. I’m sure I’ll eventually learn to love him… once I erase Drake from my memory.

      The problem is that I haven’t figured out how to do that. I haven’t heard a peep from the man in four months; yet I’m still pining for him. That fact, compounded by Geesa’s claim that I was in love with him instead of in like, has me shaken. What am I supposed to do?

      I go down at my customary five o’clock dinner time, feeling hungry for the first time in forever. But I walk in to find my uncle waiting, seated at the head of the long banquet table.

      “Uncle André.” I give a small curtsy before taking a seat along the side, several chairs away from him, though no one else will be in attendance. With the tense air between us since my return, I prefer to keep my distance. “What a nice surprise. I expected to eat alone.”

      A more accurate statement would be I hoped to eat alone as usual. Anyone’s company would be better than my uncle’s. Though he’s aged, with white peppered throughout his dark hair, his brown eyes are as sharp as ever, almost as sharp as his tongue.

      “Since you do your best to avoid me, I’m forced to change my schedule in order to have a word with you.”

      His bitter tone and judgmental glare have my palms sweating, even though I’ve done nothing wrong.

      “I’m not avoiding you, Uncle. I simply prefer an early dinner and early bedtime.”

      “You couldn’t even spare time to say thank you for the wedding dress?”

      “Thank you, Uncle. It was a nice thought. Very extravagant. But I was thinking I might pick out my own dress, if you don’t mind.” I blunder on like an idiot, even though his face is beet-red. “I could save you some money, because I don’t really need a cathedral-length train.”

      “The wedding gown I bought you was custom designed by the most prestigious dressmaker in Europe,” he hisses through gritted jaws. “You ungrateful—”

      “I’m sorry, Uncle! The dress is beautiful. I’m truly grateful for your generosity.”

      “You are—” Behind us, a door opens. My uncle stops speaking and glares at the staff entering the room.

      “Your Majesty…” In a spotless white uniform, the chef himself sets a covered plate in front of Uncle André and lifts the lid with a flourish. “Duck a l’orange with wild rice and brandied asparagus tips. I included the mushroom and leek sauce you always favor when fowl is served.”

      “Yes. Very good.” My uncle waves him away with a flip of his wrist.

      I receive the same meal without the fancy introduction. “Thank you, Jerome.”

      The drumming of my uncle’s fingers on the table echoes in the room until the last servant is gone. He turns back to me, his expression ominous. “We will address your lack of proper gratitude another time. I came to tell you that nothing about your situation has changed. You have not gained my favor.”

      “What are you talking about?” The hairs on my neck prickle.

      “Your grandmother pleaded for you to receive a cell phone, and I have agreed. At least for now. But that doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven your insubordination.”

      I push my plate away. My appetite gone, the smell of the food is nauseating. “I understand, Uncle.”

      “Furthermore…” He picks up his knife and carefully slices a piece of duck. “In three months, the wedding will happen as planned. Don’t think that my leniency, allowing you to communicate with outside influences, means that I have softened my resolve.”

      “I don’t, Uncle. But I appreciate having the phone. I—”

      “Don’t delude yourself into believing you are having private conversations with your fancy new cell phone. I hear every word spoken in this palace. Every. Word.”

      At this point, I would do anything to pacify him. “I’ll give the cell phone back if—”

      “You will marry Carlisle Van Belleghem on Christmas Eve as scheduled.” Uncle André stabs the air with his knife, aimed at me. “Don’t think for a moment, simply because your grandmother persuaded me to allow you a cell phone, that you can subvert my plans and disregard the promise you made. I won’t allow you to consort with the likes of Drake Channon.”

      My hand rises to my mouth too late to hide my gasp.

      “That’s right!” Uncle André sneers, dropping his knife and fork on his plate. “We know all about your reprobate rock star. Thus far, we have protected the kingdom, hiding your association with this degenerate.”

      “Drake’s not a degenerate. He’s a man of integrity. He’s—”

      “Drake Channon is nobody!” My uncle stands, clattering his wooden chair to the tiled floor. His hands grip the table as he bends forward, looming toward me, his face twisted in anger. “He’s nobody. He’s not even worthy of my notice. But if you do anything to bring him to my notice… anything at all… I will destroy this man. I will uncover every piece of dirt, every affair, every moment of debauchery. Make no mistake, your so-called man of integrity has skeletons in every closet. Give me the slightest reason to believe that you are having second thoughts about marrying Carlisle, and I will share every filthy detail with the world-wide media.”

      The urge to throw up is overwhelming. Drake told me he’s not proud of his past. I didn’t judge him for it, but most people attack the wounded like sharks. As much as I want to scream at my uncle and tell him exactly what I think, I can’t put Drake’s life at risk.

      “Uncle André, I—”

      “Do you understand me?” Blood vessels bulging on the side of his face, he shouts the words. I can’t even bring myself to meet his eyes.

      “Yes, Uncle.”

      “That’s another thing… Your defiance has lost you the privilege of using the name Uncle. Until the day you prove your loyalty by uniting in marriage to Carlisle Van Belleghem, you will address me as Your Majesty.”

      “Yes… Your Majesty.”

      With my eyes still lowered, I listen to the heavy stomps of his retreating steps, punctuated by the slam of the thick dining-room door, like the lid on my coffin.
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      “Marki!!” April greets me like a long-lost friend, rather than a person she met briefly four months ago. The warmth is such a strong contrast to my uncle’s coldness, it brings fresh tears to my eyes. I force them back where they belong, refusing to let them spill out onto my cheeks.

      “Hi, April. It’s sweet of you to call.” I pull at my shirt collar, as sweat drips down my back. Before my uncle dressed me down, I’d been buoyant about April’s call. Now, I feel like crawling under my covers and staying there forever.

      April lowers her voice. “Are you alone? Can we talk about… you know… secret things?”

      My heart hammers. Is my uncle listening now? Did he hear April’s question about secrecy? Will that be enough to set him off?

      “There’s no privacy here,” I say stiffly. “And you shouldn’t joke about discussing secret things. You know we don’t have any secrets.”

      “Ahh…” She pauses. “I see… well… never mind.”

      An uncomfortable silence follows. I can only pray she understands my meaning without being offended.

      “How is everyone? Race? Harmony? West? The grannies?” I purposefully leave Drake’s name off the list, though he’s the one I want to hear about the most.

      “We’re good. We miss you,” April says. “All of us.”

      “I miss you, too. You were so kind to me during those few days. I’ll never forget your hospitality.”

      “Yes, I got your thank-you note.” She chuckles. “You made it sound like I gave you a room at the Ritz instead of a bed in a rustic cabin. All the same, you’re very welcome.”

      Her comment confirms that at least one of my letters made it to the US, but I’m no longer certain about the one I sent to Drake. Thes entire four months, I’ve assumed Drake was angry with me, based on the fact that he never responded to my letter. But now I wonder if he ever got my correspondence.

      If my uncle intercepted the letter meant for Drake, he knows that we spent the night together in his tent. And my uncle probably assumes we were physically intimate. A thick knot of nausea grows in my belly. And though my letter didn’t spell out the depth of my feelings for Drake, I did say that I left, in part, because my attraction was so strong. Worst of all, the letter to Drake stated my intention to face my uncle head-on and fight for my rights, as Drake had suggested.

      “I’m glad you got my letter,” I tell April. “Our international postal service isn’t always reliable. Did… uh… did anyone else mention getting a letter from me?”

      “Not that I know of, but I can ask,” April says. “Who else did you write to?”

      “It’s not important. It was so long ago I can’t remember anyway.”

      In a way, knowing Drake didn’t get my letter should be a relief. By now, Drake either hates me or he’s forgotten me altogether. Either way, at least he’s safe from my uncle’s wrath.

      My chest is empty, caved in on itself. I used to crave my uncle’s love and approval, yet the man seems to despise me. What did I ever do to make him feel that way?

      “Okay. Well… uh…” April’s voice shakes me from my depressing thoughts. “The wedding’s only three months away, and we’ve been watching your TV interviews. Seems like you’re much better at hiding your enthusiasm than I was when I was planning my wedding.”

      All my big plans for standing up to my uncle fell apart when I arrived in Gurland. His threats against me were fruitless, since I had nothing left to lose. But when he casually mentioned that Geesa was only supported by the royal treasury at his pleasure, I had no choice but to comply with his demands. And I didn’t dare mention his blackmail to Geesa; her temper would’ve landed her on the streets.

      My only remaining tool of protest has been to refuse the pretense of being in love or anticipating my marriage. But Uncle André portrayed my lack of passion as shyness.

      Of course, I can’t tell all this to April, so I simply say, “I’ve had a lot of practice hiding my emotions.”

      “Are you telling me you’re excited about getting married, even though it doesn’t show?”

      Even if Uncle André is listening, this is something I can be honest about, as long as I phrase it correctly. “I would be lying if I said I was excited. But the marriage is something that needs to happen.” The words stick in my throat. “For the good of Gurland.”

      “I don’t understand. How could your marriage possibly benefit Gurland? It’s not like Carlisle Van Belleghem is a prince somewhere, and you’ll be uniting your two countries with a royal union.”

      April hits on the one question burning in my mind. I don’t understand my uncle’s motivation. Is it simply a matter of arrogance? That he insists on controlling my life? Or is there some hidden impetus behind his maneuverings?

      “Somehow, it benefits the king of Gurland,” I say. “That’s all that matters. Trust me, I have no choice but to comply.”

      April is quiet for a moment, then clears her throat. “If you need cheering up, you should read a book. Do you like shapeshifter stories? I’d recommend The Heart of the Wolfman.”

      Wolfman? Surely, this is her code to ask if I’m still open to a relationship with GeeBee’s match.

      “I don’t think I have time to get into a book in a brand-new genre. There are only three months before the wedding.”

      “Are you telling me the wedding is going to happen in three months, no matter what?”

      “That’s right.” Saying it aloud is like signing my own death certificate. “Carlisle Van Belleghem and I are getting married on Christmas Eve. It’s set in stone.”
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      Before I met Princess Marquietta Darmaine, I was blissfully unaware of the empty Marki-shaped space in my life. I enjoyed all my favorite activities unhindered by the restricting bonds of a relationship. In other words, I used to love being single.

      But that was before… before I realized the woman I needed wasn’t an experienced outdoor enthusiast as I thought, but simply an enthusiast. Nothing in my life compares to the feeling of being the focus of Marki Darmaine’s enthusiasm. As if she sees everything I’ve ever done as a marvel. My short exposure to that intoxicating enthusiasm was as addicting as a narcotic.

      So here I am, addicted to a woman on the other side of the planet.

      And it seems every person on earth is as obsessed with Marquietta Darmaine as I am. With her popularity a perpetual reminder, it’s impossible to put her out of my mind. I turn to my only other option… to hate her. It ought to be easy to feel antipathy toward the woman who didn’t even respond to my heartfelt letter. But every time she appears in an interview, she looks so sad. Instead of feeling angry, I want to fly to Gurland, draw her into my arms, and destroy anyone who dares to hurt her.

      Which is why I agree, against my better judgment, to discuss Marki at a meeting with April and the grannies at GeeBee’s house. Or possibly, I caved because my five-month hiatus from GeeBee’s cookies has been almost as miserable as missing Marki. (No, not even close.) And though I’ve been avoiding all three of these women to evade the subject of Marki, this time GeeBee said something that piqued my curiosity.

      She repeats it the moment I walk into the kitchen.

      “We’ve finally discovered why Marki’s uncle is so dead-set on this marriage between Marki and Carlisle Van Belleghem.” She waves me into the empty chair beside April. “When the princess turns eighteen, she begins collecting a sizable stipend from the royal treasury. The sitting ruler controls that money until she marries and that control shifts to her husband. But if she doesn’t marry, she gains control of her entire trust fund the day she turns twenty-six.”

      My blood boils, a muttered expletive escaping my lips.

      “Are you serious?” April’s face flushes to match her red hair. “That’s why her uncle is making her get married? Because he and Carlisle are in cahoots to get their hands on her money?”

      “That’s what it looks like,” Loretta says. “Marki’s grandmother has been quietly investigating. She may be able to stop him. But not if he gets wind of it before she gets her plan worked out.”

      “Does Marki know?” The strangled words come out of my throat sounding like someone just punched me in the stomach.

      “Her grandmother hasn’t told her yet,” Loretta says. “She’s waiting until she can be certain no one is eavesdropping.”

      “Marki’s going to be devastated.” I scrape my fingers through my hair, pushing it out of my face. “She defended him to me, even though he’s practically kept her a prisoner her whole life. She wants to believe he’s just misguided but has her best interest at heart.”

      “She loves him,” April says. “He’s really the only father she’s ever known.”

      “We’ll be able to talk to her soon,” GeeBee steeples her fingers, touching their tips to her lips. “Marshall McGillis came in handy again. This time, he got us a special phone.”

      “What kind of special phone?” I lean forward, propping my elbows on the table.

      “It’s an encrypted phone for Marki.” April talks with animated hands. “Her uncle let her have a cell phone, but every time we talk, she can hardly say anything because he’s got people listening in. So, Marshall made alterations to a cell phone that’s identical to Marki’s. Once her grandmother gets it switched out, Marki will be able to go out in the palace garden and make private calls.”

      “How does she sound?” I keep my voice casual. “I didn’t realize you’ve been talking to her.”

      “You would’ve known if you hadn’t been avoiding me.” April arches an eyebrow.

      “I don’t even know why I’m here. I haven’t heard anything from her since the day she left,” I mutter, studying the tiny yellow flowers on my placemat. “She didn’t even respond to my letter.”

      “You sent Marki a letter?” April’s eyes narrow. She’s been suspicious that I might like Marki since the day I brought her to the cabins, which is exactly why I’ve avoided her. “When? What did it say?”

      “Nothing. Just asking if she was safe and happy.” I give myself a mental kick. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Being ignored by Marki was embarrassing enough; I wasn’t about to spell out the humiliating details of my love letter. I’d even written her a poem—the lyrics to a song.

      “We’re pretty sure Marki’s uncle is screening her mail in both directions,” Loretta says.

      Screening her mail? As that realization sinks in, I should be filled with even more fury at her uncle. Instead, I feel nothing but elation.

      Marki never saw my letter—that’s the reason she didn’t respond. She might have feelings for me after all.

      Thunk! That’s the sound of my elation splatting on the ground.

      If Marki never saw my letter, she thinks I ignored her for five months. She has no idea how much I care about her.

      The oven dings, and GeeBee gets up to check it, which hopefully means I’m about to get a fresh homemade double chocolate chip cookie.

      April sighs. “Does this mean we’re giving up on Wolfman?”

      “Wolfman? How can he still be in the picture?” The idea irritates me.

      “He’s been out of the picture for five months,” Loretta says. “But we thought we might give him another chance.”

      “This dude barely knows Marki. He’s only seen her answers to one set of questions, and she left out a lot of the details.” I don’t mention that she omitted those particulars on my advice.

      “Wolfman knows her identity now.” GeeBee sets a plate of cookies in front of me; but my appetite has vanished. “I’m sure he’s learned a bit more by watching Marki’s interviews on TV.”

      “Those interviews didn’t show the real Marki.” I shove the plate away so hard that two cookies tumble to the table. “I know Marki, and she’s nothing like that. Every smile was forced. She was going through the motions. And didn’t any of you notice she’s lost weight? And she has dark circles under her eyes, even with that TV makeup on. No doubt she’s clinically depressed.”

      “Those are interesting observations, Drake.” GeeBee takes her seat and restacks the spilled cookies on the plate. “What do you think, ladies? Should we give Wolfman a chance?”

      “I vote yes.” April’s grin is way too smug. She’s probably voting yes to spite me.

      “I’m as hopeful as ever.” Loretta snags a cookie and takes a bite.

      “Don’t I get a vote?” My lower lid twitches under my left eye. “I’ll even sign your stupid form if I need to, but I think I should have a say.”

      “Tell me, Drake,” GeeBee says, “what are your feelings for Marki?”

      “What?” The blood drains from my face. “What does that have to do with my vote for or against Wolfman?”

      “It has everything to do with it.” GeeBee inclines her head to the side. “Because you are Wolfman.”

      “Me?” I croak. “Since when did I become Wolfman?”

      “Since the start, Drake Channon. Did you know your last name means young wolf?”

      “Wait.” At last, it all comes together. Anger seeps into my veins. “So… you tricked me from the very beginning, didn’t you? Trying to make me fall for Marki?”

      “We did no such thing.” Loretta sets her icy glare on me. “The UGMs never trick their clients into falling in love. We have ethics!”

      “But you lied to me, didn’t you?” My glower shifts back and forth between Loretta and GeeBee. “How is that ethical?”

      “The UGMs are not opposed to stretching the truth in order to remove the impediments to our clients’ relationships,” says GeeBee.

      I sit back and fold my arms. “How is that different from tricking me?”

      “The only thing Loretta and I did was help you and Marki spend time together. We did absolutely nothing to coerce you into developing feelings for her.” GeeBee’s piercing gaze pins me against my chair. “But you did develop feelings for her, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t.” I’m desperate to get the upper hand. “If you weren’t tricking me, why did you try to match me with Marki, knowing she didn’t meet any of the qualifications I gave you?”

      “Sorry, Drake.” Loretta tsks at me. “It’s against our rules to tell clients why we matched them. That could be an undue influence and lead to false emotions. We can’t tell you, unless you’ve already fallen for her on your own.”

      Frustration bubbles inside. “Fine! I like Marki, okay? It doesn’t make any sense, but I fell for her. So, congratulations. I was perfectly happy before, and now I’m perfectly miserable. Thanks a lot.”

      “This is good.” GeeBee clasps her hands under her chin.

      “It’s not good,” I say, furious at the pleased expressions on all three faces. “Because Marki doesn’t care about me. And she’s about to marry another man.”

      “We still have two months to stop the wedding.” Loretta slides the cookie plate closer to me. “You seem tense, dear. Have a cookie.”

      I snatch one off the plate and stare at it, but I can’t bring myself to take a bite.

      “You don’t really know how Marki feels about you, right?” GeeBee idly mops the condensation from the outside of her water glass with a paper napkin. “Isn’t it possible she feels the same way?”

      “Do you know something?” I lean forward, searching GeeBee’s eyes for the truth. “Did Marki tell you how she feels?”

      GeeBee’s eyes go misty as she shakes her head. “Drake, even if we knew, we couldn’t tell you. I know this is hard, especially for a man who was dead set on staying single. But we restrict ourselves only to making the match. Everything else, especially the communication, has to happen between the two of you.”

      “It’s like letting your butterfly wings get strong.” April flaps her hands, looking nothing like a graceful butterfly.

      “I’m sure that would make sense if I had two x chromosomes.” With my stomach still protesting, I set my cookie down on the table.

      April chuckles. “That’s how Gramma explained it to me. The butterfly has to struggle to break out of the cocoon. If you watch it, you’re tempted to help it break free. But you can’t, because the act of pushing its way out is what gives the butterfly the strength to fly.”

      I get her point, but I’m too grumpy to admit it. “If you handed me a cocoon right now, I’d stomp on it.”

      “Drake!” Her scolding look can’t make me feel any worse than I already do.

      “The best I can tell, this meeting has been a royal waste of time.” Though I’m not the least bit hungry, I stuff both pieces of cookie into my mouth, close my eyes, chew, and swallow, concentrating on the flavor to block all thoughts of Marki.

      My blocking attempt fails. Royally.

      GeeBee sips from her water glass. “It’s not a waste of time. The situation was hopeless before. But now, we have a reason to fight. Now that you’ve admitted you’re in love with Marki.”

      “Ha! Nice try, GeeBee.” I smirk at her. “I didn’t use the word love.”

      “Oh, my.” She exchanges a worried glance with Loretta. “Are you saying you don’t love her? It’s more of a passing attraction?”

      “No.” I frown. “I care more than that. But I’m not comfortable calling it love. It happened too fast, and we haven’t spent that much time together.”

      “Love starts as an attraction,” GeeBee says, “but it grows as a decision. Saying you love someone only means you love what you know of that person, not that you know everything there is to know. But when you love someone, you want to know everything, so you can love them more.”

      “That’s it.” I choke on the words. “That’s how it feels.”

      Like I’m floating and falling at the same time. Exhilarating and scary. Almost euphoric…

      Until the moment I hit the ground.
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      It’s almost dark at 4:30 p.m., but the gas lamp shines a cozy light on my secluded garden bench, facing the vine-covered iron trellis. It’s the perfect place for my first private phone call.

      At least they tell me it’s private. Supposedly, any of Uncle André’s security team who are listening in will hear a podcast instead of my phone conversation with April. To cover, she and I will continue our weekly 6 p.m. phone call with the encryption turned off.

      “It’s cold out here,” I tell April. “Even with my warm boots and fluffy coat on. I can’t believe in six weeks I’ll be parading through town in a strapless white gown. I’m going to freeze to death. But hey, that would get me out of the wedding.”

      April doesn’t laugh at my joke. “We’re working on another idea to stop the wedding, An idea that doesn’t involve your death.”

      Buzzing alarms go off in my head. “I hope you’re not thinking about using that marriage license.”

      “That could be part of it,” April says, cryptically.

      I’m the only person who knows my uncle’s wrath is poised to fall on Drake and destroy him.

      “Trust me. We can’t do anything that involves Drake. I wanted to warn you before, but this is my first chance with no one listening in.”

      “Since you’re making a decision that affects both you and Drake, I think the two of you should discuss it together.”

      I cough, my mouth as dry as if I’d gobbled an entire sleeve of saltine crackers without a drink.

      “I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to talk to me,” I rasp.

      “I’m positive you’re wrong,” Drake says.

      His voice hits me in the chest like a two-ton bull, knocking all the air from my lungs.

      “Drake?” My lips quiver. Actually, I’m shaking all over. And not from the cold.

      “Hi, Marki.” His bass tone rumbles, just like in my dreams.

      I shouldn’t talk to him. I ought to cut him off now, to explain that I can never associate with him again. And I don’t dare mention that it’s for his own good. He’s likely to take that as a challenge instead of a warning.

      “Hi.” That’s the only word my scrambled brain manages to utter. I probably won’t be winning an oration award any time soon.

      “I miss you.”

      Joy dances in my heart. He misses me! But I can’t encourage him. I mustn’t leave any doubt that our relationship is over.

      “I miss you, too.” No, no, no! That’s the opposite of what I should’ve said. “I mean… uhm… I did miss you, but not anymore. That wouldn’t be right. I’m getting married, you know. In six weeks.”

      “You don’t miss me?” The hurt in his voice tears at my precarious resolve.

      “I… I do. But I’m trying not to. I’ve… I’ve moved on.” Does he believe me? No way. I don’t even believe me.

      “I don’t believe you, Marki.”

      See! I told you!

      “You need to believe me.” I take a slow calming breath. “You were a good friend to me, Drake. But that’s all we ever were and all we’ll ever be. I haven’t even heard from you in over six months.”

      “I wrote to you.” He speaks so softly I barely hear him. “Two days after you left me, I wrote a letter and mailed it to you. Did you get it?”

      “No.” I force a swallow… mostly air. I shouldn’t ask. I mustn’t! But I can’t bear not knowing. “What did you say… in your letter?”

      “I wrote you a poem… a song. It was a love song.”

      Love? Did he say love?

      How am I supposed to respond? I can’t pretend I haven’t been pining for him for the last six and a half months. Not after he used the word love. No man has ever said they loved me before, much less written me a song. And if I marry Carlisle, no one ever will.

      I’m floating in a sea of happiness. I know it’s an illusion, but please let me stay here and enjoy it. Don’t ruin it by reminding me of the consequences.

      Maybe Geesa can sneak me out of the castle inside her suitcase, and I can fly to California and be with Drake, and my uncle will forget all about me and his threat to ruin Drake’s life.

      Yeah, right. And maybe I’ll learn to love lizards.

      “Drake, this means more to me than you’ll ever know. But we can’t—”

      “I know you don’t love me, and that’s okay,” he says. “But you don’t love Carlisle, either. Admit it—you don’t even like the guy.”

      “Okay, you’re right. I don’t like him… I like you.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, I do. But it doesn’t change anything.”

      “Of course, it does! It changes everything!” Drake’s voice is so confident. So certain. But he doesn’t know what I know.

      “No, it doesn’t.” I stiffen my neck. “I’m still marrying Carlisle. And if you really love me, you won’t try to stop me.”

      “And what about us? Are you going to throw away our chance? Aren’t you willing to fight for us?”

      “There are things you don’t know. Things I can’t tell you.” I have to drive him away. Even though I’m dying inside.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Marki. You can tell me anything. Anything at all. I’m here for you.”

      “Trust me—nothing you can do will make this better.” I stomp my foot, even though he can’t see it.

      “Trust me—I’m going to do everything in my power to try, whether you help me or not. So, you might as well help me.”

      “You can’t go up against my uncle. He’s a…” The words stick to the roof of my mouth. I’ve denied it all my life. “He’s a bad man. I’m not lying to you. He’s as bad as a mob guy. Maybe even worse. I… I don’t think he’s capable of love… or even empathy.”

      It hurts to say it. I tried everything to make him love me. Admitting it will never happen means all my efforts were wasted. My whole life. Every stifled dream. Every dried-up tear. Useless—that sums up my entire existence.

      “I get it. He’s a bad guy, and he’s the king of Gurland.” Drake drags me back to the present. “But I can take you away from there. He’s not the king of the world.”

      This is going terribly wrong. I have to stop it. “You say you love me, but you barely know me.”

      “GeeBee told me that saying you love someone only means—”

      Footsteps crunch on the gravel path.

      “Someone’s coming,” I whisper. “I have to go.”

      I hang up and tap the back button, returning to the podcast that’s been silently playing since I first walked outside.

      “Princess Marquietta?” The sneering voice of my uncle’s head of security starts my heart thudding like a beast attempting to escape my ribcage. The man has never hidden his contempt for me. Did he hear any of my conversation? “It’s not safe for you to be outside in the dark. Something bad might happen.”

      “Thank you for your concern.” I raise my voice to speak over the podcast still broadcasting from my phone’s speaker and pray I don’t sound as nervous as I feel. “But I have complete confidence in your people. There are no dangers within the palace or the grounds. Not with the Gurland Castle Guard on patrol.”

      “How flattering of you.” His cold tone chills me more than the frigid air. “But I prefer your cooperation over your compliments. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal.” I stretch my mouth in a closed-lipped smile as I stand and start back up the path.

      “What’s your podcast about, Princess?”

      For a moment, I panic—I haven’t heard a word of the fervent speech.

      “To be honest,” I say, in a nonchalant tone, “I wasn’t listening. I just like the sound of his voice. I feel less bored.”

      “Soon enough you’ll have a husband. He’ll keep you very busy, I expect.” His coarse laughter gives me the creeps, as does the idea of Carlisle keeping me busy.

      Can I really marry Carlisle? The thought makes bile rise in my throat. Especially now that I know his sole motivation is the same as my uncle’s… money.

      My only alternative is to take a chance on whatever daring escape plan Drake might concoct, while subjecting him to my uncle’s wrath.

      To be with Drake would be worth any risk, if only I could think of a way to protect him.
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            DRAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (December 7)

      

      

      

      I step through the door, only to be assaulted by so much red, green, and gold that my eyes hurt. I blink, trying to find a neutral surface to focus on. “April, it looks like a huge Christmas elf got sick and spewed while performing pirouettes all over your house.”

      “Exactly!” Race peeks his head from behind a Christmas tree with so many decorations that no needles are exposed. He steps on a floor switch and a thousand multicolored lights begin to flash. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her. This the fourth tree I’ve put up, and she still wants one more.”

      “And you’re the best for helping me.” April climbs down from a ladder beside a high ledge adorned with a dozen gnomes clad in red and green hats. “Even though you would’ve been satisfied with one sad little Christmas tree.”

      “One sad little tree?” Race points to the living room, where a fully decorated tree reaches almost to the top of the vaulted ceiling. “Are you talking about that tree? The one that I had to borrow a twenty-foot ladder and risk my life to decorate?”

      “Yes, you did an amazing job on the top half of the tree.” April goes to him and slips her arms around his neck and kisses him. “Thank you so much. It makes me so happy to be surrounded by Christmas.”

      “I can think of ways you can thank me more thoroughly.” He grins as he wraps her in a hug and lifts her feet off the floor, eliciting a string of giggles.

      I’m so envious of their easy contact I have to look away. What I wouldn’t give to be able to hold Marki any time I wanted.

      “Hello?” I wave my hand. “Please don’t forget you have company. I’d tell you to get a room, but I’m afraid you might take my advice. Right now, Race and I have a song to mix.”

      Race knows everything, now, as do Harmony and West. Race took a risk, letting me sing lead on the song I wrote for Marki. We’re releasing it early as a single, and he swears it’s going to be a hit. I couldn’t care less. I only want it out online so Marki can hear it. I need to drown out that voice in her brain that keeps telling her I’d be better off without her. The one that says she doesn’t deserve to be happy.

      I’m hoping the song will convince her, but I can’t know for sure. I haven’t been able to talk to her again. Since the night she called and hung up in the middle of our conversation, her uncle’s security has posted sentries all over the garden. It doesn’t do any good to have a secure phone when a guard is standing two feet away, listening in.

      “Sit,” Race tells me, as he releases April with one last kiss on the forehead. “Have a cup of coffee while I get ready to go.”

      My only communication with Marki has been via messages her grandmother passed on via email. We wouldn’t even feel those emails were safe if Marshall McGillis hadn’t vetted a crew to secure her grandmother’s country residence. Needless to say, I haven’t gushed out my feelings to her grandmother.

      Geesa, as she asked me to call her, (Does that mean something?) travels between the palace and her country home almost every day on the pretext that she’s gradually moving back into the palace. She customarily returns with one or two items at most, claiming abrupt change makes her confused in her old age. But the best I can tell, the woman is as sharp as GeeBee and Loretta… something akin to a razor.

      I hope they’re as on-the-ball as they appear, since we’re all depending on their convoluted scheme to save Marki from this disastrous marriage and rescue her from her uncle’s control.

      April pours two mugs of coffee and sits beside me at the kitchen island. “How’re you holding up?”

      “Fine.” It’s a lie, and we both know it.

      “Everything is going according to plan, right?”

      “How should I know? I only know a tiny part of it.” I take a gulp of scalding hot liquid from my mug, glad of the physical pain because it numbs the other kind. I shouldn’t be grumpy with April. It’s not like she’s keeping secrets—she doesn’t know any more than I do.

      April’s hand pats my arm. “It’s all going to work out. I believe that.”

      “I want to believe it.” I cup the mug between my hands on the counter in front of me, staring sightlessly at the writing on the outside. “But I still don’t understand why we don’t just march in with the marriage license and walk out with Marki. Her uncle can’t pull any crazy stuff if we take a television crew with us.”

      “Because it’s too risky.” Her fingers tighten on my forearm. “If Marki’s grandmother is right about her son, if he’s really a pathological narcissist, he might not react in a rational manner.”

      “How can it be better to wait until the day of the wedding?” I bury my hands in my hair and squeeze, relishing the sharp pull on the roots. “He’ll be just as unpredictable. And if the plan doesn’t work, Marki will be officially married to Carlisle, and it will be too late to rescue her.”

      “I’m sure the grannies have a backup plan.” April can’t hide the doubt in her tone, which makes me crazier than ever.

      “I hope that plan includes how to get me out of jail when I commit murder, because there’s no way I’m letting Carlisle Van Embezzlement walk out of there with Marki.”

      “Embezzlement?”

      “Didn’t GeeBee tell you? Carlisle has been charged with embezzlement. Seems he’s been syphoning off funds from his companies to support a gambling habit. Of course, he claims it was a clerical error.”

      “That’s great news, isn’t it?” April cocks her head to the side. “He can’t marry Marki if he’s in prison.”

      “The slimy weasel cut a deal.” I squeeze my fingers until the nails bite into my palms. “Carlisle will pay back the money if they don’t send him to prison. Which is why he wants to get his hands on Marki’s stipend.”

      “Why is Marki’s uncle okay supporting Carlisle? He doesn’t know about the embezzlement?”

      “No. Geesa thinks he and Carlisle have a deal to split the money. But it doesn’t matter. I’m not going to let any of that happen.”

      “You’re not? Does that mean they figured out how they’re going to get you in the palace the day of the wedding?”

      “What are you taking about? I’m planning to walk in with the crowd and work my way down to the front.”

      “No, that’ll never work.” Brows bent, April takes a sip of coffee. “Only ticketholders will be allowed inside, and the security is going to be tight. I think GeeBee said they may pass you off as one of the servants.”

      “I’ll be a servant, a priest… I’ll even dress up as a lady-in-waiting if that’s what it takes.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Race emerges from the hallway. “Those hairy legs of yours in a dress and high heels?” Grimacing, he shudders. “That’s an image that could haunt me forever.”

      It’s not as haunting as the image that frequents my dreams of late—Marki’s frightened expression as she stands beside Carlisle, her hand cinched in his unyielding grip, while her uncle pronounces them husband and wife.
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        (December 20)

      

      

      

      Gurland City is decked out in Christmas decorations, though I haven’t been allowed to wander the streets and appreciate them, even with my governess and a bodyguard present. This year, I can only admire them on television. But I’ve seen more than enough pictures on TV, since Celebrity Followers is already in town, filming the final countdown. With all the hotels full, residents in and around the city are renting out space in their homes, charging exorbitant prices.

      The people are prospering, with media attention providing a boon to every business in the country. Consequently, everyone in Gurland is excited about my wedding. No one seems to object, even after reporters uncovered Carlisle’s embezzlement scandal.

      “A gambling habit is tough to beat. I feel sorry for him,” says a female citizen pushing a stroller on the sidewalk. Both she and the infant are dressed like they’re attending a party rather than going to the grocery store. Everyone is vying for a chance to be on TV. “Anyway, he’s going to pay the money back, and that’s all that matters, isn’t it? A little thing like that shouldn’t stand in the way of true love.”

      “Barf,” I mumble, switching off the TV just as Geesa arrives, carrying a box of tissues. “What’s that for? Are you expecting someone around here to start crying?”

      “Nah.” She plops onto my loveseat, tossing the box on the coffee table. “Just came back from the country house. That’s all I moved today.”

      “You didn’t really.” I smile, despite my melancholy. “You made them drive you all the way out there and back for a box of tissues?”

      “It’s all my feeble mind can handle right now.” She makes her hand quiver as she reaches to smooth her hair. “Plus, I brought some uh… some lotion I think you’ll really like.” She lowers her voice. “Check your phone; I sent you a link.”

      My eyes dart to the closed door. “Geesa,” I whisper. “You know my texts and emails aren’t secure.”

      “It’s a public link. Not a secret.”

      “Oh.” I’m relieved and disappointed at the same time. “Any word from your beauty-supply place? Are you sure your products will be here before the ceremony?”

      I switch back to our code terms for the UGMs and their crew, whomever that might be. I know both grannies are planning to come, but I don’t know if April or Harmony or their husbands are included in the plan. In fact, I don’t know any details of the plot and have no idea how or when Geesa is going to let me in on it.

      “Don’t worry.” Geesa pats the back of her hand underneath her plump, drooping chin. “I’ve got miracle-working products on their way. They’re going to take care of all these pesky problems.”

      “What about that one thing you ordered for me?” Talking to Drake for a few short minutes was like putting three drops of water on my tongue after a week in the desert.

      “It’s coming, as well. I know you want it before the wedding, but I don’t have a shipping date.”

      “I’m just afraid… you know… it might not come at all. What if the order gets cancelled?”

      I’d used a surreptitiously scribbled note to warn Geesa about my uncle’s plans. She isn’t as concerned as she ought to be that he threatened to oust her from the palace. She passed my warnings on to Drake, who told Geesa he had nothing to hide.

      Yet I remember Drake’s clouded expression when we mentioned his past. He’s embarrassed. He probably thinks I’ll judge him. He may even believe I’m ashamed of him, and that’s why I warned him against standing up to my uncle. But nothing could be further from the truth.

      That’s one of many things we haven’t been able to say to each other. Only yesterday I realized Drake had never actually used the phrase I love you. He told me he’d written me a love song, but that’s not really the same thing, is it?

      Maybe he doesn’t love me. Maybe he’s planning to help rescue me from the marriage to Carlisle and then set me free to live my own life.

      If so, I’ll still be grateful. Heartbroken, but grateful.

      No matter what happens, I’ve decided to give part of my royal trust fund to Drake. Maybe it will make up for some of the harm Uncle André will inflict on his reputation.

      “Come. Sit here.” Geesa pats the cushion beside her. “Click on that link I sent you. I want you to see this video.”

      “Okay.” I can’t drum up any enthusiasm. The link takes me to a UGM TikTok video. GeeBee gives a short introduction, then the scene changes to a dark, smoky stage. A guitar fills the screen and hands strum a single chord that resonates across an empty auditorium. The camera zooms in to the very back row, where a man in a black T-shirt rises from his seat. Drake stares into my eyes, his rugged features carved in stone. He opens his mouth and sings.

      

      
        
        “If you want, I will hold your hand

        I’ll be there

        When you need me, I’ll be there

        I’ll do my best to understand

        I’ll be there

        And I am your biggest fan”

      

      

      

      I knew Drake was musically talented. I’ve watched every video the Hatters ever made, replaying the parts where Drake had drum solos. But I’ve never heard him sing by himself before. His voice is evocatively rich and beautiful. It’s as if he’s singing straight to me. My lungs barely work.

      The camera switches back to the acoustic guitar, zooming out to show Race, backlit on the darkened stage, sitting on a stool, his head bent over the instrument as he plays an instrumental break.

      Drake’s face appears again, his square jaw carved in granite, his intense emerald eyes speaking into my soul as he sings. The camera backs up to show his full body as he steps down the aisle toward the stage, his hands drumming on the seat backs as he passes, his muscles flexing under his form-fitting T-shirt.

      

      
        
        “I will be there

        When the sun is burning

        When the rain is falling

        When you need me------

        I will be there

        When the wind is blowing

        When the waves come crashing

        When you want me------

        I will be there”

      

      

      

      The camera angle shifts to behind Race, who joins in singing on the second verse. But Drake can still be seen and heard, singing and drumming his way up the aisle.

      

      
        
        “Here I am, a drowning man

        I love you

        You’re the one, yes, I love you

        Rescue me, please take my hand

        I love you

        Please say you’ll give us a chance

      

        

      
        I will be there

        When the sun is burning

        When the rain is falling

        When you need me------

        I will be there

        When the wind is blowing

        When the waves come crashing

        When you want me------

        I will be there”

      

      

      

      Race’s hand pounds a series of hollow drumming sounds on his acoustic guitar as Drake makes his way to the drum set on stage. His sticks slam down with an emotional wave as the bass and electric guitars wail, building to a crescendo.

      Now Drake stares straight at the camera again, his hands blurring as they move across the trap set. He sings, and I feel every word.

      

      
        
        “You’ll never again have to be all alone

        Cross the ocean wide

        I’ll be by your side

        Your battles don’t have to be fought on your own

        Put your hand in mine

        We have all the time

        In the world…

        To be together

        I’m yours…

        Will you be mine?”

      

      

      

      It’s the full band and harmonies as they repeat the chorus again. Tears stream down my face, and I’m not even sure why.

      The camera zooms in on Drake again as he repeats the last line, by himself.

      

      
        
        I will be there.”

      

      

      

      Then he looks directly into the camera and mouths a silent, “I love you, Marki.”

      I almost swallow my tongue.

      “Geesa! Did you see that?” I whisper. “Did he just say you-know-what on a public video platform? One with… let me see… jumping Jehoshaphat!... over 200K likes when it’s only a few hours old? Is my mind playing tricks on me? He didn’t really say it, did he?”

      Grinning, Geesa elbows me. “Yes, he did. But no one will know.”

      My stomach does a triple back flip as I silently read the comments, pointing with my finger so Geesa sees them.

      “Who’s Drake Channon in love with?” “Did he say Margie or Marki?” “I think he said Marki.” “Who’s Marki?” “I wanted Drake for myself.” “If Marki doesn’t want him, I’ll take him.” “Is Drake dating someone?” “I wonder if he could be talking about Princess Marquietta. Does she go by Marki?”

      The conversation goes on and on… thousands of comments. Maybe a billion.

      “Geesa, we’re doomed.” I whisper. “Why does everyone forget how powerful Uncle André is?”

      “Marki, dear, you’re forgetting the point.” She taps a finger on the phone still gripped in my hand. “The point is love, and nothing in this world is more powerful. Concentrate on that.”

      For an instant, I let myself forget about Uncle André and Carlisle and the guards and the crowds and all the other obstacles Drake and I face.

      Drake Channon loves me!

      Geesa’s right… nothing else matters.

      I snatch the pen and paper pad from the table and write in tiny letters, Tell him I—

      Geesa covers my hand as the door opens. I quickly scribble over my words. A stone-faced servant comes in bearing a tray with a pitcher of hot tea and two cups. The tension melts out of my shoulders.

      “About that lotion,” Geesa says loudly, adding a wink. “I’ll be sure to let my beauty supply company know how much you love it.”
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        (December 23)

      

      

      

      Insistent banging interrupts the most beautiful dream. I’m in the auditorium… the one where Drake recorded his song. I’m sitting on the front row, and no one else is there. No one but Drake. He’s standing in front of me, dressed to go climbing, with his shirt off. (It’s not my fault he’s shirtless—it’s a dream.) Now he goes down on one knee and picks up my hand, lifting my fingers to his lips.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      “Go away!” I yell, clamping my eyelids shut to hold on to my dream.

      “Marki! Wake up! Come out and play with us!”

      It’s my oldest brother Luc’s voice. But I don’t want to talk to Luc. I want Drake to kiss me.

      “Go away. I’m still sleeping.” Drake’s face is fading. Drat!

      “Mar—ki,” my middle brother Phillipe sings, “Do you want to build a snowman?”

      Smiling despite having lost my awesome dream, I crawl out of bed and pad to the door, speaking through it. “Why are you here so early? I thought you weren’t coming until noon.”

      “Open the door, and we’ll tell you,” Luc says.

      “No way I’m opening this door. You probably have a lizard.”

      “We would never do such a thing to our precious baby sister.” Phillipe feigns righteous indignation. “That was a childish prank, and we only did it once.”

      “I can think of eleven specific incidents with Ferdinand alone.”

      “Ferdinand was the best,” Luc says. “They just don’t make lizards like they used to. Take this one in my hand, for example…”

      “Ha!” I slap the door with my palm. “I knew you had a lizard out there.”

      “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” Luc continues, “This lizard in my hand is such a scrawny little thing he could probably fit under your door.”

      “Eeek!” I shuffle backwards, my eyes glued to the sizable crack under the ornate wooden door. “Don’t you dare, Luc. I mean it. I’ll tell Monique on you. Or Jacqueline, or Livie or whatever your current girlfriend’s name is. She’ll be ticked off when she finds out you harassed your sister the day before her wedding.”

      “It’s Monique, and she wouldn’t care in the least. She’s ten times worse at pranking than I ever was.”

      “Wow, Luc! You’re still with Monique? Hasn’t it been like six months? That’s got to be a record for you.”

      “Yes. Oui.” His voice changes tenor as he answers in Monique’s native French, oddly serious. “Je suis amoureux.”

      Without a thought, I switch to French to answer him. “You’re in love? Really?”

      I unlock the door. Luc steps inside, lizard-less, and envelops me in a bear hug. Our conversation reverts to English.

      “I know. I can hardly believe it, myself. I didn’t plan to grow up until I was at least thirty-five, but—” He cocks a shoulder up. “Monique happened.”

      “Poor brother,” I tease. “Forced into adulthood at the tender age of twenty-nine.”

      “Don’t I get sympathy for maturation?” Phillipe pushes Luc aside and draws me in for a hug. “I finished my MBA at Cambridge and calmly walked the stage rather than hiding from Uncle and starting a world-wide manhunt.”

      “For once, it’s our perfect baby sister causing all the trouble.” Luc’s eyes twinkle.

      I’m about to defend myself when I spot a small glass case on the floor in the hallway. “What is that? Did you guys really bring a lizard?”

      “He’s for old-time’s sake.” Phillipe’s lopsided grin is unrepentant. “One last prank before you get married.”

      “We were only going to scare you,” Luc says. “We weren’t going to set him loose in your room.”

      “His name is Cuddles,” Phillipe says. “Because he likes to cuddle with you at night. He prefers spooning.”

      Phillipe’s laugh is too contagious not to join in.

      Weirdly, I’m not as terrified as I should be. Maybe lizards are only scary when I think they might crawl on me. Or maybe I’m so petrified about tomorrow that the sight of a lizard pales in comparison. Still in my flannels, I step into the hallway and squat beside the small terrarium. The miniature prehistoric dinosaur peers up at me with his cold eyes. A repulsed shiver ripples all the way from my head to the tips of my toes.

      “I think I’m going to keep him.” Steeling myself, I pick up the glass box, holding it gingerly at the bottom corners, and carry it back inside my room, while my brothers observe in amazement. “This way I’ll always have something to remember you by, since you never come visit me.”

      “The pendulum swings both ways, sister,” Phillipe says. “Once you turned eighteen, you could’ve come and visited us.”

      “I invited you to live with me in Paris,” Luc adds. “You went to Stanford instead.”

      I set the lizard down on my dresser, proud that my hands aren’t shaking, even if my heartrate has shot up a little. I rotate to face my brothers, hands on my hips.

      “You’re kidding, right? Did you forget I’m a girl?” I roll my eyes at their befuddled stares. “Women in Gurland don’t reach the age of majority until the minute they turn twenty-six. Which for me, is tomorrow at 3:48 p.m. Thus, the reason Uncle scheduled this wedding at 4:00.”

      The three of us had shortened Uncle André’s name to Uncle when we were kids. He hated it—said it was disrespectful—which is why it feels good to use that moniker now.

      Luc frowns. “Uncle scheduled it? Don’t you want to get married?”

      “I thought you knew.” I point upward at the closest camera. “I’m monitored twenty-four seven. I’m not allowed to go anywhere. I’m never alone.”

      “Then you’re not in love with Van Belleghem?” Phillipe asks.

      I glance at the monitor. What do I care if they overhear? It’s no secret how I feel. “I can’t stand the man. And he doesn’t like me either. We’ve probably spent a total of six hours together, and most of that time was during a television interview.”

      “Thank God,” Phillipe covers his face with his hands. “I thought you’d gone mad. I wasn’t going to say anything, but the guy is total scum.”

      “Uncle may be your legal guardian, but he can’t force you to marry Van Belleghem.” Luc’s face goes ruddy.

      “It turns out he can.” I put a hand on Luc’s arm, hoping to calm him. “There’s this archaic law that says the king can arrange my marriage if I don’t have a husband by the time I turn twenty-six.”

      Both my brothers sputter words of anger.

      “This isn’t happening,” Phillipe glares up at the camera. “I won’t let him do this.”

      I’m warmed by their sympathetic frustration, but now isn’t the time for them to go ballistic on Uncle André.

      “I know it’s upsetting, but you need to calm down. I’ve thought this through, and I’m going to be fine. I promised Uncle I wouldn’t back out of the wedding, and I’m keeping my promise.” I enunciate clearly, for the sake of my ever-present eavesdroppers.

      I debate in my mind how much of the plan I should share with my brothers. Geesa’s plot has a lot of moving parts. Everything has to happen at the right time, so Uncle doesn’t get wind of what’s happening until it’s too late for him to make a counter move. My brothers’ well-meaning interference could spoil everything. “Let me get dressed, and we’ll go for a walk.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One stern word from Luc, the Heir Apparent, has the security guards walking twenty yards back, well out of earshot. As is customary in Gurland, the citizens leave a polite bubble of space around us in public, unless we address them directly. And the Gurlanders do an excellent job of policing the tourists to behave in the same way, gesturing at the guards behind us, who have probably never drawn their imposing swords from their scabbards.

      All eyes are on us as we enter the downtown square in Gurland City. I feel their judgment. Uncle hasn’t painted the nicest picture of me, lately. They perceive me as rebellious and ungrateful.

      Or I thought they did. Today, I only see sympathetic smiles. Maybe they’re more forgiving during the Christmas season.

      “I can’t believe Uncle hasn’t even let you walk through the Christmas market,” Phillipe mutters. “That’s always been your favorite thing.”

      It looks even more beautiful than it did on TV. With the publicity and tourists, the citizens have gone all out. Almost every vertical surface is clad in red and green and gold, which conveniently, is also the color of the Gurland flag.

      “He doesn’t trust me.” I glance over my shoulder to be certain the guards haven’t edged up behind us. “I hate to say this, but Uncle has gone off the deep end. He even threatened to throw Geesa out on the street.”

      “He threatened his own mother?” The muscles bulge along Phillipe’s jaw. “I may take back the Christmas present I bought him.”

      We stop and take a selfie at the fountain, a gorgeous spectacle, festooned with red and gold underwater lights.

      “He can’t do that, can he?” Luc asks, when we are walking again. “He can’t really throw Geesa out on the street, because Geesa and Pops bought that house in the country years ago.”

      “Evidently, she deeded it to the royal treasury back when Pops got early Alzheimer’s and she gave up the crown. You remember how Pops was—he got violent sometimes. She had to be with him all the time, and she didn’t want him locked away in an institution. When she deeded the house, her understanding was that she had a life-estate, to live there until she died. But she didn’t get it in writing. So technically, Uncle could kick her out of the palace and her house.”

      Frustrated, Phillipe raises his voice. “The man’s a maniac.”

      “Shhh.” Luc puts a finger to his lips. “Something has to be done, and I think it’s my responsibility to do it.”

      “There’s nothing you can do—”

      Luc cuts me off. “I can claim the throne early. I’ll give evidence that Uncle is mentally unstable. I’m sure there’s a law for that somewhere.”

      “First of all.” I clutch his arm and pull him close as we walk. “Uncle has been quietly changing some of the royal edicts, and the mental capacity clause happens to be one of them. It might not hold up in Gurland High Court, but we don’t want to test it.”

      “Now I know he’s crazy,” Luc says. “Sounds like he’s paranoid.”

      “Actually, he’s not paranoid…” I stop and motion for them to lean toward me on either side. “Geesa says he was diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder when he was nineteen. He’s got a pathological need for attention and admiration. It’s not something you can control with medication. He was in therapy most of his life, but at some point he fired his therapist, and Geesa never knew.”

      “The guards are catching up.” Phillipe grabs my elbow and propels us forward. “If that’s true, he should never have been allowed to take the throne.”

      “Yes, and Geesa feels terrible about it. He was still meeting with his therapist regularly when she abdicated. If Dad had been alive, she might’ve found a way to justify passing the crown to her younger son. But that wasn’t an option, so she did what she had to do.”

      “What a mess,” Luc mutters.

      “Geesa said if he feels dishonored, he could have a narcissistic collapse. I’m not sure what that is, but it sounds something like a nuclear bomb. So she’s trying to find a way to intervene, but make him feel honored at the same time.”

      “Is that even possible?” Phillipe asks.

      “I hope so. If he goes ballistic, there’s no telling what he might do.”

      “There has to be a way around all this.” Luc squints into the setting sun. “I’m still the Heir Apparent. There must be some way for me to take power.”

      “Luc, I love you for being willing to do this. But even if it would work, you told me you don’t want to be king. You said you wanted to live a normal life as long as possible.”

      “That’s true. But I’ve changed, Marki. I’m a grown man, and I’m willing to take on the responsibilities that are mine. I can’t be selfish when my family needs me.” He shakes his head, firming his lips. “Sounds like all of Gurland needs me. I’ll have to explain to Monique. We won’t be able to live in Paris, but she’ll understand.”

      I gasp in delight. “You and Monique are getting married?”

      “In the summer.” He grins, his eyes sparkling. “I popped the question at the Lantern Parade at the Parc de La Villette.”

      I throw my arms around him, and he stumbles backwards, laughing.

      “I’m so happy for you,” I say. “Isn’t it wonderful to be in love?”

      Blood rushes to my face. My stupid loose tongue. Maybe they didn’t notice what I said.

      “Wait, you’re in love?” Luc rasps.

      So much for wishful thinking.

      “I thought you couldn’t stand Van Belleghem.” A deep line forms between Phillipe’s brows.

      “That comment wasn’t what it sounded like.” I gnaw on my lower lip, trying to think of a plausible explanation for my gaffe. “I’ve been reading romance books, and yeah… you know…”

      “If your face gets any redder, it’s going to spontaneously combust.” Luc chuckles. “We’ll have to call the fire department.”

      “Shame to ruin all the Christmas decorations, flooding the square with water,” Phillipe adds. “They’ll have to cancel the midnight bell festival.”

      As the two burst into laughter, I pivot and take off at a good walking clip. They catch up with me and hook elbows on each side.

      “Spill,” Luc orders, “by order of the Heir Apparent. Tell the truth. Who are you in love with?”

      “Ugh! Fine. But you’re both bound to secrecy.” I give each of them my sternest glare. “Speak a word of this, and I’ll cut your tongues out before Claudette serves Christmas pies.”

      “Our lips are sealed.” Phillipe mimes a zipper across his mouth, and Luc does the same.

      “It’s a long story,” I say, without breaking my stride. “When I escaped from my graduation, I met this guy in Los Angeles. He’s not really my type. He’s a drummer in a rock band.”

      “Drake Channon?” Phillipe’s mouth drops open. “Are you yanking my chain? He really was talking to you at the end of that video?”

      “You saw the video?” I only thought my face couldn’t get hotter.

      “Everyone in the world saw that video,” Phillipe says.

      “Everyone under the age of fifty,” Luc corrects him. “And the majority of those older than fifty. Probably, there were a few people with severe dementia who didn’t see it.”

      “And people in comas.” Phillipe raises a finger.

      “And people in third-world countries who don’t have the internet,” Luc adds.

      “Okay. I get it.” I try to jerk my arms free, but both brothers hold fast.

      It’s disconcerting to know how viral the video became. I can only pray Uncle doesn’t find out about it before tomorrow. Or, if he does, that the video will help the Hatters’ popularity enough to counter whatever damage my uncle might do to Drake’s reputation.

      “Did you know who the Hatters were?” I ask my brothers. “Before you saw that video?”

      “Again,” Phillipe says, “everyone in the world knows who the Hatters are.”

      “Everyone in the world but me,” I mumble. “I was clueless about who he was. But we kind of fell for each other, anyway. Accidentally.”

      “I’m not surprised you fell for him with the way he looked at you on that video,” Luc says. “I was afraid Monique was going to leave me for Drake with as many times as she watched it.”

      Not as many times as I watched it.

      “Yeah, we may need to have a talk with him.” Phillipe lifts an eyebrow. “I’m not sure it’s okay for him to look at our sister like that.”

      “You have a point.” Luc nods agreement.

      “Guys, I’m stressed enough. Don’t tease me.”

      “Sorry, sis.” Luc smiles and waves at someone standing inside the door of a bakery. “We’re just surprised to find our innocent little sister isn’t so innocent anymore.”

      “Guess that ship has sailed.” Phillipe laughs and pokes his finger at my ribs.

      “That ship has definitely not sailed,” I say. “It hasn’t even left the port. It’s practically still in the shipyard. Drake has barely even kissed me.”

      Phillipe lets out a low whistle. “I can tell you right now, sister. Drake Channon wants to do a lot more than kiss you.”

      Scalding has become the new normal for my face.

      “Let me get this straight.” Luc gives me a sideways glower. “You’re in love with Drake Channon, but tomorrow you’re marrying Carlisle Van Belleghem?”

      Phillipe makes a gagging noise.

      A group of tourists point their cameras at us. I freeze my mouth into a wide smile that probably looks fake and talk without moving my lips.

      “Hopefully, the wedding won’t happen.” My ventriloquist speech isn’t the best, but my brothers seem to understand.

      “Who’s going to stop it?” Phillipe asks.

      “Why not just back out today?” Luc mumbles, with a tip of his chin to the bell-choir director who’s setting up for a final rehearsal.

      “Because Geesa is working with someone in the parliament.” Our elected parliament exists to carry out the orders of the king. But they have some discretion about how those orders are executed. “Uncle may go ballistic when things don’t go his way. They’re trying to mitigate the damage. And supposedly, she’s found a way to make certain she keeps her house. But uncle can’t find out until after she makes her deal, and I sign some papers.”

      “Why do you have to sign papers?”

      “It was my idea.” I scrunch my head between my shoulders. “Drake doesn’t know, but at 3:48, when I come into my majority, I’m signing my entire inheritance into a trust with Drake as the manager.”

      Phillipe breaks into a coughing fit.

      “Why Drake?” Luc frowns. “Why not me? Or Phillipe?”

      “Because I trust him. Completely. And I want him to know, but I’m a terrible songwriter. And because this way, even if everything falls apart and I end up married to Carlisle, he’ll never get his hands on my money.”

      We walk in silence, lost in our thoughts.

      “Well,” Phillipe says. “It’s messy, but at least you have a workable plan.”

      “There’s one teeny-tiny problem we haven’t worked out.” I hold my thumb and forefinger in front of me, spaced a small distance apart. “I can sign the papers with a video showing the time stamp to prove it was after 3:48. But they aren’t valid until they’re sealed, and the Parliamentary Seal can’t leave Parliament. So, we have ten minutes to get those papers there and back before the wedding starts.”

      “No.” Luc’s smile is smug. “The papers only have to be back before the officiant pronounces you husband and wife. So, we’ll bribe the officiant to prolong the wedding. I might even have a connection that will help. Who’s marrying you?”

      “The ceremony is being performed at the palace… by Uncle.”

      “That’s a flatline idea.” Phillipe makes the sound of a bomb falling and exploding. “Crashed and burned. No survivors in that idea.”

      “Have you got a better one?” Luc challenges.

      “As a matter of fact, I know a surefire way to delay the wedding.” When Phillipe waggles his eyebrows, I get a nervous feeling in my belly. He once built a campfire inside his bedroom. Needless to say, that didn’t work out well.

      “No reason to do anything drastic, Phillipe,” I say. “Setting the palace on fire isn’t a great idea.”

      “We don’t need a fire. All we need is a little help from our friend upstairs.”

      I’m almost afraid to ask. “What friend?”

      “The scaley one on your dresser… Cuddles!”
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        (December 24 - Morning)

      

      

      

      We arrive at Geesa’s country house via rental car. It’s four hours before the wedding starts, but Geesa is already in town, working on her end of the plot… the political one. I only have one task today… to make my way into the grand palace hallway where the wedding will take place and keep my identity hidden until the appropriate time. When Marki’s uncle asks if anyone has a reason to object to the marriage, I will leap into view (or perhaps something less dramatic, like standing up) and proclaim to all of Gurland that Marki and I are already married.

      My vision narrows, the sides blackening. Gripping the table, I sink into a nearby chair.

      Don’t be a wuss, Drake!

      What’s wrong with me? I can perform on a stage in front of sellout crowds that pack entire stadiums, but I’m nervous about flapping a piece of paper in the air? No. I can do this.

      As my head clears, I stand again and sort through the colorful pile of material on the table. Confused when I don’t find my size, I search for another pile.

      “Hey, GeeBee. The only two disguises I see here are a mouse king costume that could hold the state of Montana or this one…” I shake the bright red soldier coat in my hand. “A toy soldier costume that would’ve been too tight for me in tenth grade.”

      “Sorry, Drake.” GeeBee comes out of the bedroom in a black dress. “The ushers are all wearing Nutcracker costumes, and these were the only ones Geesa could find. I thought you’d like that toy soldier because it has a drum. The hat is an extra-large, so you can pull the brim down to hide your face.”

      Ughh! I jut my lip out. I want to look halfway decent when Marki finally sees me. “In the movies, someone would go out and chloroform a guy and steal his costume.”

      “Where do you think Geesa got that one?” GeeBee blinks at me, her scrawny finger pointed at the coat in my hand.

      “What?”

      I drop the coat like it has blood on it, and GeeBee cackles with laughter.

      “I’m kidding. You’re way too uptight, Drake.” She slaps my arm. “You’d think this was your wedding day.”

      She’s right. My armpits could use another swipe of antiperspirant.

      “It practically is my wedding day.” Grumpier than ever, I take the folded piece of paper from my coat pocket and spread it on the table. “When I pull out this license, Marki and I will officially be married.”

      “Think about it, Drake.” GeeBee pins me with that intense stare of hers. “That marriage license became valid the day the two of you signed it. Today is merely an announcement.”

      We’re already married! The inside of my mouth sticks together. It’s something I’ve known since it happened, but I’d put it out of my mind. I gulp a bucketful of air. “I haven’t even proposed to her. I don’t even know if she wants to be married.”

      “You should think about that proposal,” GeeBee says, “because you’re only married in the US. You’re not married in Gurland unless you have a ceremony here.”

      GeeBee’s right. Marki could turn me down. Annul the marriage. Even if I rescue her from marrying Carlisle, she may not want to be with me. She’s never known a man she could trust, and I haven’t had time to prove myself to her.

      The front door opens with a blustery cold wind, and Loretta steps inside, along with April. “Okay, Bette… Geesa says you and I and April and Harmony can all pass in black cocktail-length dresses, if they aren’t too fancy. Race and West will be fine in tuxedos.”

      April says, “All the kitchen staff and servers, male and female, are wearing white tuxedo ties, which we don’t have. But Geesa got me set up with a sewing machine, so I’ll just whip some up right quick.”

      “I’ll go tell the others.” Loretta disappears down the hallway, and GeeBee follows behind.

      “No way!” I kick the floor, remembering afterward that I don’t have shoes on. Wincing, I swallow the expletive on my lips. “Race and West get to wear tuxedos, and I’m stuck in a Nutcracker costume that looks like it shrank in the dryer?”

      The way April bites her lips, I swear she’s struggling not to laugh. “Sorry, Drake. A tuxedo will only guarantee you entrance to the kitchen and reception area. You need a Nutcracker costume to get into the ceremony.”

      I point to the coat on the floor. “When Marki sees me in this, she’ll be glad she’s marrying Carlisle.”

      April laughs. “Bring it here. I’ll see if I can let it out.”

      Twenty minutes later, April has added a black panel to the rear of the coat, giving me enough room to get it on over my back and shoulders, though I can barely move my arms. She wrinkles her nose as she tugs on the front of the coat. “You’re just going to have to leave the front unbuttoned. But you can wear a white tux shirt and a black tux vest underneath, and I’ll take this gold piping off the coat sleeves and drape it across the gap so it looks purposeful. I can’t do anything with these red pants, so you’ll have to wear black pants on the bottom.”

      “I’m heartbroken.” I fake a sniffle. “I really wanted to wear those red pants with the shiny gold stripes down the front.”

      “Oh!” She brightens, lifting her index finger to the side of her face. “I could take the gold piping off the red pants and sew it to your tuxedo pants!”

      I fix her with an over-my-dead-body glare, and she chuckles. “Fine. You can wear your plain black pants, but don’t blame me if security thinks you’re kitchen staff instead of an usher.”

      “Fine. Put the gold stuff on my pants. If I’m going to embarrass myself, why not go all the way? But if Marki wants to annul the marriage, I’m blaming it on you.”

      She smiles as I shrug the coat off and hand it to her. “Drake, I promise you have nothing to worry about where Marki is concerned. For the rest of her life, when she looks at you, she’s going to see the Drake Channon who sang to her in that video.”

      “Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?”

      “Oh, that’s right.” April uses a razor blade to slice the gold piping off the coat sleeves. “Race said you refused to watch it, even after he told you it went viral.”

      “The last viral video I saw was of a duck walking backwards.”

      “Yes, but Geesa told you Marki’s reaction when she watched it.” Somehow, April’s sympathetic smile makes me more anxious than ever. “Gracious, Drake! Every single woman in the country is currently in love with—”

      I hold up my hand to stop her. “It doesn’t matter what every woman in the country thinks. I only care about Marki, and I need to hear it from her lips.”

      And I need to hold her in my arms and kiss those lips. And I need to tell her nothing’s been the same since she left. And I need to ask her to marry me. And if she doesn’t say yes, I don’t know what I’ll do.
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        (December 24 – 3:00 p.m.)

      

      

      

      I try not to cry as I look in the mirror. There are so many things wrong with this moment. My mother isn’t here to help me get ready. Geesa told me she’s watching from Heaven, but it’s not the same. Not even close. Geesa isn’t here, either. (She’s still in a secret meeting with her Parliament guy.)

      I’m wearing a dress I hate, one I didn’t choose, with layers upon layers of lace on the mile-long train and a bodice so tight across the hips and thighs I can hardly put one foot in front of the other. I’ll have to take a lot of tiny steps, because I’m about to walk all the way from the cathedral to the palace in the freezing cold wearing shoes that pinch my toes.

      (And let’s be honest—how backwards is it that I’m leaving the church and walking to the palace to get married instead of visa versa?)

      When I get to the palace, the groom who will be waiting for me with my uncle is a horrible man who wants to marry me for my money, while the man I love will be hiding in the wings somewhere. Oh, and somehow, I’m supposed to sneak into the queen’s parlor by myself so that I can sign my papers at exactly 3:48 p.m. and pray they make it to Parliament and back in time.

      It’s pretty much the worst day of my life. Unless, by some miracle, everything goes perfectly, and I get to fly away from here with Drake Channon. There are simply so many details that can go wrong that I’m afraid to get my hopes up.

      I look in the mirror again. Also, I hate my face. I ought to be thrilled that the makeup artist layered the base on so thick that all my freckles are hidden from sight. But now I remember that Drake likes my freckles, and I want them to show.

      A knock sounds at my door, my governess, hurrying me along. “Just a minute,” I yell, as I grab a tissue and wipe my face. It’s not enough. I need water. I shuffle back to the dressing counter and wet the tissue, scrubbing hard. Three more wet tissues, and I’m finally making a dent in the heavy base.

      The knocking continues. “Marki! It’s time!”

      Luc’s voice! My brother is here!

      I grasp at a thread of joy and cling to it. Time to stop feeling sorry for myself.

      “Just a second. I’m almost done.”

      The trashcan is full of soggy beige tissues, my face rosy from scrubbing. But I don’t mind. At least I look like me.

      I hurry to the door and fling it open. I throw myself into the circle of his arms. “Luc! You’re the best! I thought I had to walk all by myself.”

      “What am I? Chopped pâté?” Phillipe comes around the corner into sight.

      “You’re the best, too!” I switch my hug to Phillipe. “You guys look so handsome in your tuxedos. All the ladies are going to be after you.”

      “Monique is here,” says Luc. “I’ll forward my ladies on to Phillipe.”

      “That’s awesome.” Phillipe beams. “I can handle them all.”

      “Before we go, I must end my negativity.” I raise my right hand. “I hereby resolve to be positive, no matter what happens. I swear that I won’t say another negative thing today.”

      “Oh, dear,” Phillipe says. “I hope that doesn’t preclude making fun of Van Belleghem. My plan was to entertain you with a running monologue of insults on our long and arduous walk to the palace.”

      “I’d say her pledge doesn’t apply to you, Phillipe,” Luc says, offering me an elbow.

      “Insult away,” I proclaim with a flourish of my hand. “Laughter is definitely positive.”

      With my brothers supporting my weight, I shuffle toward the double doors, where a crowd awaits outside.

      “I think Van Belleghem will be a great addition to the family.” Phillipe pauses, then continues with a dead-pan expression. “He can give us an outsider’s perspective on intelligence.”

      I giggle, and Luc rolls his eyes.

      “Why does Van Belleghem wear Argyle boxer shorts?” Phillipe grins. “Because he loves to be covered in diamonds, but he can’t keep his pants on.”

      Luc covers his chuckle with a groan. “This is going to be a long walk.”
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        * * *

      

      Phillipe keeps Luc and I in stitches the entire way. I barely notice the cold or my aching toes.

      “Stop, Phillipe. I’ve probably cried all my mascara off,” I complain, wiping tears of laughter on the back of my hand. With the palace around the corner, I want to confirm their part in the plan. “Remember, I need to get to the Queen’s Parlor as soon as we get there, preferably through the servants’ hallway and in through the back door.”

      “No problem,” Luc says. “As the Heir Apparent, I’ll have a speech to give before I walk my sister down the aisle.”

      “Just to be clear, we’re both walking you down the aisle,” Phillipe says. “But while Mr. Pompous, here, waxes philosophical, I’ll get you to the parlor, check on Cuddles, and come back for you.”

      “Where are you going to hide Cuddles in that tuxedo?” I ask. “Or do I even want to know?”

      “I bribed the page to carry him.” He jerks his head toward the back, and we all turn to look at the young boy walking behind us, holding the end of my eighteen-foot train. “Cuddles is in that little pouch around his waist. Along with Hugs and Snuggles.”

      “Three lizards?” I squeak, whipping my head to face forward, my heart galloping. “That palace fire is sounding pretty good right now.”

      “Would you rather have three lizards?” Phillipe bobs alternate eyebrows like an exotic dance. “Or a wedding night with Carlisle in his argyles?”

      Ughh! “You can have up to seven lizards, but please have a defibrillator on standby.”
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      Every woman in attendance who chose to wear heavy floral perfume, also chose to walk down my assigned aisle, most of them needing to be escorted to the very front while clinging to my arm and fanning themselves, sending the eye-watering scent up my nostrils and into the deepest recesses of my sinuses.

      I may never be able to sing again. Or smell. Or look at a flower without throwing up.

      I try switching my drum to the other side to block their close proximities, but the most fragrant women are also the most adept at knocking the drum out of the way with their hips.

      At least my disguise appears to be working. No one in security questions my identity. Probably because no normal person would voluntarily subject themselves to wearing such a humiliating costume, so they assume I am a poor, desperate servant.

      The desperate description fits me to a T. I was hoping for updates through my iWatch messages, but the castle security has all cell phone signals blocked. All I can do is wait for Marki to appear, wondering whether she got her money safely transferred to the offshore account.

      I have plenty of money to support us for the rest of our lives—we don’t need the money from her trust fund. But Marki is officially twenty-six, now, and her uncle has the legal right to force her into marriage. Her only hope is to take the money out of the equation so that Carlisle will refuse to marry her.

      At four o’clock, on the dot, her uncle strides onto the stage with a shiny gold crown on his head and a young page supporting the end of his long red cloak. He raises a scepter that reminds me of something out of a fantasy movie, and bell music begins to play from the balconies around us. Something sad and solemn… perfect for this farce of a wedding.

      The king mounts a platform and seats himself on an elaborately decorated throne, and the page kneels to the side, fiddling with the cummerbund around his waist.

      Carlisle Van Belleghem strides into place. Even from my position in the back of the hall, I can tell his immaculate tuxedo is probably worth as much as The Hatter’s private jet. Why couldn’t he sell it and pay off some of his debts instead of stealing Marki’s money? If he needs something to wear, I’ll gladly lend him my nutcracker costume.

      A movement in the corner of my eye catches my attention.

      Marki! She’s breathtaking!

      Her cheeks are rosy, accented with her adorable freckles.Her hair has returned to its original glossy brown, falling in soft waves over her bare shoulders. It suddenly occurs to me that should she marry Carlisle, he will touch those creamy, soft shoulders, and more.The mere thought makes me want to punch him the nose.

      I have to stop this wedding.

      My throat swells shut as she draws near, flanked by two men in tuxes, whom I assume to be her brothers. I want to say something to make her look my way, but my tongue is a frozen block of ice.

      As a last resort, I swipe my foot out, connecting with a tuxedoed shin. The brother jerks his head around to glare at me. I blink at him, like an idiot. Then recognition flares in his eyes, and he grins, pulling their entourage to a stop. He turns toward Marki and whispers something in her ear. She twists her face toward me. Her bouquet falls to the floor as our eyes connect, her hand flying up to cover her mouth.

      My heart stops. I’m staring into her eyes… eyes that hold my soul in their depths. I know in that moment that I can’t let this woman walk down that aisle and marry another man.

      Maybe I should grab her hand and make a run for it.

      But her other brother taps her on the shoulder, and the connection breaks. With her fallen bouquet returned, she turns her back to me and proceeds down the aisle, every step taking her further from my empty arms… and my empty heart.
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        * * *

      

      Fingering the marriage license in my pocket, I strain to hear the king’s words, waiting for my cue, ready to call out, “I object!” But five minutes in, her uncle still hasn’t asked for objections. Yet, he’s calling for the rings.

      It’s too soon! Marki’s papers can’t possibly have made it back from the Parliament building past the town square. The marriage will be over before she has a chance to make her announcement about the money.

      I rip the papers from my pocket and yell, “I object!”

      High-pitched screams erupt all over the room, echoing off the tiled floor and walls. I flap the license in the air, trying to gain the king’s attention, but the aisles are filled with hysterical people, dancing about as if they have fire ants in their pants.

      I elbow my way through the throng, trying to get to Marki. But when I reach the stage, she’s nowhere to be seen.

      A hand lands on my shoulder.

      “You’re Drake, right? Isn’t this awesome?” Marki’s brother sweeps his hand over the still-confused audience. “I was planning to do it with three, but Marki upped the stakes to seven. And it helps that we had High Plains Tree Lizards. They’ll climb anything they find, trying to gain altitude.”

      I rotate out of his grasp and shake my form in his face. “Where is she? Where did they take her? We’re married. Marki and I are legally married. I’ve got the proof right here.”

      “Woah, buddy. You guys got married? That little sneak. She had us believing… Never mind what she said. If you two are married, we’ve got to stop this wedding.”

      “That’s what I’m saying.” I shout in his face. “Do you know where she is?”

      “Nope. But I’ve got an idea where Uncle would take them.” He dashes toward the closest door, and I follow on his heels. Reaching the door, he fishes in his pocket and takes out a key. “By the way, love the drummer-boy suit.”

      “I’m a nutcracker soldier.”

      “Yeah, right.” His mouth purses to the side. “Whatever makes you feel good about yourself…”
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      The bad news is my uncle’s men dragged both of us through the back hallway into his private office suite. Which means no one knows where we are. So the courier can’t bring me my papers with the Parliamentary Seal. And Drake can’t announce that we’re married. And Geesa can’t pull off whatever political trick she has planned.

      In other words, there’s no way to stop this wedding.

      The good news is there are no lizards in here.

      I’m trying to decide if the good news outweighs the bad.

      My only chance is to make my announcement without the proof, and trust that it’s too late for Uncle to stop it.

      “Before we continue, I have something important to tell you.” I clear my throat, working up my courage. If Uncle ever could’ve loved me, it won’t happen now. “At 3:48 p.m. today, at the exact moment I reached my majority, I signed a paper transferring all my funds to a trust. And those papers were then taken to the Parliament, where they received the official Parliamentary Seal.”

      Carlisle looks at my uncle, obviously confused. My uncle sends me a death glare.

      “What I’m saying, Carlisle…” I wait until I have his attention. “I’m saying you have nothing to gain by marrying me. You won’t get a single dime of my money to pay off the companies you embezzled.”

      “I’m not expecting money.” His gaze shifts to my uncle, whose smile seems snake-like. “I’m marrying you because members of the royal family are immune from extradition, along with their spouses. In other words, once we’re married, I can’t be prosecuted. So, I won’t have to pay back another dime.”

      Something cold and hard sinks into my abdomen. “You weren’t after my money?”

      I have no leverage. Not only does Carlisle still want to marry me, but he will never give me a divorce.

      “You will regret defying me, Marquietta.” My uncle regards me with hatred in his eyes.

      “I regret a lot of things in my life, Uncle. I regret wasting my whole life trying to please you. I regret believing you were a good man who only wanted what you thought was best for me. I regret letting you separate me from my brothers.”

      My cheeks are wet with tears. My uncle will see this as weakness, but I no longer care. Meanwhile, his plump cheeks are turning a darker crimson with every word I utter.

      “I regret stifling who I am while attempting to become what you wanted. But one thing I don’t regret is finally standing up for myself. You can hate me all you want. That’s nothing I haven’t lived with since the day my parents died.”

      “You,” he sputters. “You ungrateful little—”

      Behind me, the door opens, slamming against the wall.

      “That’s my wife!” Drake yells, stomping into the room in his gold-gilded, red coat, his tall hat askew. He flashes the paper in my uncle’s face. “We’re legally married. She can’t have two husbands.”

      Phillipe comes behind me and whispers, “Married, huh? Seems that ship was further from the shipyard than you let on.”

      I shush him with a poke to the side, unable to stop myself from smiling. Drake is here. And though he looks a bit like a cartoon character, I’ve seen the muscles hiding under that costume—the raw, harnessed power. He came for me. No matter what happens, I know he wants me, and he’s willing to fight for me.

      “That paper is worthless,” Uncle André says. “You’ll have to fight this in Gurland’s High Court.”

      I step forward. “But legal battles can take years. And until this is settled, a second marriage between Carlisle and me wouldn’t provide protection from extradition.”

      Carlisle’s eyes roll up under his eyelids. “This is so not worth it. I can hide out in The Maldives indefinitely and not get saddled with a wife.” He strolls toward the exit, unbuttoning his tux coat as he walks. “And the weather is way better.”

      “Carlisle! Get back here.” Uncle’s face has progressed from red to purple.

      “Thanks, but no thanks.” Carlisle steps out, and we hear him say, “Excuse me.”

      “André, I need to have a word with you.” Geesa marches in, resplendent in a gold robe and jeweled crown, trapping Drake against the back wall.

      “Mother, what are you doing here?” Uncle’s hot gaze could heat a branding iron. Drake edges sideways down the wall to be out of the line of fire. But he looks ready to jump in if André threatens her physically.

      Phillipe whispers, “Luc’s going to be so jealous he missed this.”

      Geesa’s voice is gentle but firm. “I’m done with my furlough, André. Thank you for filling in as King Regent while I was caring for your father. But he’s with the Lord, now. And I’ve had almost a year to mourn. It’s time for me to take up my throne and finish my reign as Queen.”

      “But…” His mouth falls open. (So does mine.) “You can’t do this.”

      The room goes on edge, anticipating his narcissistic explosion. You could hear a gnat land on the tile. There’s a wild look in Uncle’s eyes. I can see why Geesa waited so long to assert her power, with the risk of setting him off. She told me she had to get all her ducks in a really long row.

      “I’m afraid it’s already done, André.”

      His hands ball into fists, his face pinched. “No.”

      My muscles are so strained my jaw aches.

      “And now we will start building the library in honor of your reign.” Her twinkle comes back into her eyes. “What a treat to see your own tribute, André. Most kings are dead when that happens.”

      “My tribute library?” His hands unclench, but his scowl remains. “And who will be in charge of the design?”

      “I suppose you’ll be choosing those directors.” Geesa smiles encouragingly. “You’ve been King Regent for over twenty years. You already have a legacy in your first reign. Your library will be spectacular when it’s completed.”

      Her statement implies he’ll have another reign when she passes. I’m praying that doesn’t happen.

      “It will be one of a kind.” Uncle raises his voice like he’s making a proclamation.

      “And your face will be on the new coin,” Geesa adds. “Or a bill, if you prefer.”

      “I should recruit my staff right away. We can begin work before the new year.” He’s still frowning, but his chin is high.

      “That’s a good idea,” Geesa says evenly, while shooting an oh-no look to Phillipe and me. “I believe the director of the mint is in attendance tonight.”

      “Ah…” Uncle André squares his shoulders to me. “We will address your insubordination at a later date. Don’t be fooled. I will not forget.”

      He turns on his heel and strides from the room.

      Drake tiptoes to the door and shuts it behind him. He lets out a relieved breath, along with the rest of us. Facing my direction, he opens his arms as wide as his tight red coat will allow, and I shuffle into them, towing the weight of my dress behind me.

      “Marki, I love you.”

      “I know. You told me in the video.” I squeeze him as hard as I can, my hands locked around him. “I watched it 487 times.”

      “That video came out four days ago, and you watched it 487 times?”

      I shrug. “Would’ve been more, but I had to sleep a little bit.”

      He kisses me. But it’s a sweet, polite, people-are-watching kiss. I’m wanting more of a hungry, I-can’t-get-enough-of-you kiss. (I think that’s at least a level seven.) After all, there’s no one else in the room but Phillipe, Geesa, and her guards, and they’re having their own conversations.

      “I love you, Drake.” I stare up into his deep green eyes, with gold flecks that sparkle like jewels. “It killed me that I couldn’t send a video back to you.”

      “It killed me that I couldn’t say I love you in person.”

      “It was worth the wait.” I give a playful tap to his shoulder, where his muscles are bulging against the confines of his bright red coat. “It’s nice to hear the words from my handsome toy soldier.”

      Drake gives me a warning growl, but I know he doesn’t mind my teasing.

      “I wish you had a real Nutcracker ballet costume.” I let my gaze fall to his legs. “I’d love to see you in a pair of tights.”

      When I lick my lips, his chest rumbles with a groan. “You’re skirting dangerous territory, Marki.”

      Geesa clears her throat, interrupting our game. “Attention! As my first official act as the reinstated Queen of Gurland, I declare your United States marriage valid in the Kingdom of Gurland. Drake and Marki, I pronounce you husband and wife.”

      My heart swells at her words. I can’t believe something this amazing is happening to me. I keep expecting to wake up and find it’s all a hallucination.

      I’m about to suggest Drake could make it real by giving me that awesome kiss I’m craving, when he drops to one knee, just like he did in my dream this morning.

      “Marki, will you marry me? I love every part of you that I know. But I promise I’ll spend my life learning every part of you there is, so that I can love you in every way possible.”

      I try to respond, but I choke on my tears.

      “Do you trust me?” His eyes search mine, dark with uncertainty.

      My mouth moves, but I can’t form words to answer. To tell him I trust him with my life. To let him know I was only an empty shell before he found me.

      So, I cup my hands around his handsome face and lean down to give him that kiss I’ve been imagining.

      Wow! He doesn’t stop it this time. He stands up without letting our lips come apart and tosses his hat on the floor. His arms come around me, and I hear fabric ripping.

      “Ignore that,” he murmurs into my mouth, as he rips his red soldier-coat off.

      “Excuse me,” Phillipe taps me on the shoulder.

      I turn my head just enough to see him, keeping my mouth close to Drake’s. “What?”

      Phillipe sports a knowing grin… the smug kind that someone wears when they think they know more than they really know.

      “Before any more clothes come off and any ships start sailing around the harbor, maybe we should find the others and let them know what happened.”

      Drake groans, tearing his lips away. “I suppose we should. April is probably frantic.”

      I pull his ear down to my mouth and whisper, “I only agree to stop now if you promise we’ll take up where we left off.”

      “Now that’s a promise I can keep…” He presses his lips to my forehead in a tender caress. “For the rest of our lives.”
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      “This way! Quick!” Marki dashes around the dimly lit street corner, then through a narrow alley.

      “Don’t slow down. I’m with you.” I say, smoke forming with every heavy breath in the cold air. I only thought I was in good physical condition. This winding chase through the streets of Gurland has proven me wrong.

      “In here!” Marki dives inside an open door. I follow behind and close it, pressing my back to the cold brick wall as I gasp for air.

      A gas lantern hangs from an iron corbel, illuminating the interior of the tower with a warm glow. A long thick rope hangs down the center, most likely attached to a huge bell at the top. We listen to the clattering of running feet passing by on the cobblestone street. Shouts grow fainter as our pursuers round the next corner.

      “I think we shook them,” I whisper, sucking air into my deprived lungs.

      She nods. “Me, too.”

      “Who knew reality-show filmers could be so aggressive?” I slide my back down the wall until my rear hits the floor. “I thought we’d never get a moment of privacy.”

      “We only escaped because Harmony put on my wedding dress and pretended to be me. I bet they were mad when they surrounded her in the atrium and then realized she wasn’t the princess. I feel kind of bad for that producer, having their whole show ruined when the lizards attacked, and the wedding didn’t happen.”

      “Come, sit down and rest your feet.” I pat the floor beside me. “I don’t feel guilty at all. We gave them an exclusive interview. For three hours! That woman knows more about me than my bathroom mirror does.”

      “That’s so not true. You made up half the stuff you said.”

      “I had to do something to make myself look good.” I rub my hands together and blow warm air on them. “Especially when you were wearing a wedding gown and I still had on my Nutcracker suit.”

      “That costume looked sexy on you.”

      “You…” I point my finger at her. “…are a terrible liar.”

      “You seemed like a talented liar tonight. Your family is going to have a fit when they see your interview on Celebrity Followers, with all those stories you concocted.” She cuddles closer to me.

      “I’m too competitive to tell my boring true story when yours is so much more interesting than mine, with all your royalty and bloodlines and martial arts.”

      “I’d say my bloodlines paled in comparison to your incredible rescue mission in the Swiss Alps. I believe you saved both an octogenarian and a new-born baby, if I remember correctly.”

      I grin. “That was a particularly good storyline. Straight out of an H. H. Haelle novel. That producer admitted she isn’t a reader, so I knew I’d be safe pilfering that plot.”

      “I love how you made yourself fluent in eight languages.”

      “Again, I had to compete with your four languages, so…” I spread my hands. “I really had no choice.”

      “Kind of backfired when you could only think of six languages.”

      “Ah, but I explained my memory lapse was due to the concussion I got when I used to be a pro wrestler.” I lift my arms and flex my biceps, hidden under my wool coat.

      “And the story about how you took me to a fancy Italian restaurant on our first date?”

      “Duh! What was I supposed to say? I couldn’t tell her I took you camping and made you put up your own tent and let you practically tear your toe off.”

      “That camping trip was the highlight of my life, even with the stubbed toe.”

      “I know you mean that, and it makes me crazy.” I touch her nose with my fingertip. “It takes so little to make you happy. So I have a different goal for you. I’m going to give you one adventure after another. I want you to have so many highlights that your life looks like someone spraypainted it yellow.”

      “Okay.” She leans her head against my shoulder. “You know what makes the best highlight?”

      “What?”

      “Anything in the world that I share with you.” She does that adorable thing where she tugs her lower lip between her teeth. If she ever figures out what that does to me, I’m in trouble.

      I tuck my fingers under the angle of her jaw and brush my thumb across that enticing lip of hers. “Marki, I have to ask you a serious question. Do you have any doubts about being with me? Are you worried that I’m too old for you? Or that we don’t have anything in common?”

      “Those things don’t bother me.” She tucks her chin down, her eyes averted. “But I’m afraid they’re going to bother you someday. Like you’ll wake up and think, why am I with this girl? I know I’m nothing like what you were looking for.”

      “It turns out that things I thought were important traits in a woman didn’t matter at all. You were what I needed all along, but I didn’t know it.”

      I notice her shivering, so I open my coat and pull her inside. As I tuck it around her, I consider how to explain my thoughts.

      “When I told you about my past—the things I’ve done—you never judged me. And you never doubted that I had changed. Because you have this amazing ability to believe the best about people. It healed me, Marki. You healed me, when I didn’t even realize I was broken. With you, I don’t have to prove myself.”

      She glances up, sporting a lopsided smile. “You kind of healed me in the opposite way. All my life I’ve been striving to be perfect. I guess I was trying to earn my uncle’s love. But you… you liked the things about me that weren’t perfect. You liked my freckles. You liked my snarky comments. When I hurt myself, you were upset that I didn’t tell you, not that I was clumsy.”

      “How could I not like you? You’re amazing.”

      “No, you’re amazing. You’ve done all these incredible things and been to exotic places. Me? I’ve learned how to knit.”

      “Knitting is highly underrated.”

      She shivers again, and I tighten my arm around her.

      “Drake, we need to talk about something.”

      The tension in her tone puts my nerves on high alert. “Okay.”

      “Are we really married? Like married-married? Or are we engaged to get married? Because I’d kind of like to have a real wedding…”

      “Of course. I assumed you would want to plan the wedding and pick out a dress and all that. So, I guess we’re engaged.”

      “But what about the marriage license? And Geesa pronouncing us husband and wife?”

      “Technically, we’re married.” I jam my fingers into the front pocket of my pants. “I’ve still got those rings we got from Loretta. I figured you wouldn’t want to wear them until we were really—”

      “Let’s wear them.” She snatches hers and puts it on, then holds her hand out to examines it. “Does this makes it more legitimate?”

      I slide my band on my finger, turning it with my thumb. I can tell Marki isn’t satisfied, but I’m not certain what she wants.

      “I guess the bands make it more legitimate for now. But I’ll buy you a nice engagement ring to wear until we have our ceremony.”

      “Okay, but what about the sailing ship?”

      “A ship?”

      “Errr!” She gives an exasperated growl. “Can we be married for real and sleep together?”

      I gulp so loudly those reality-show people could probably hear it back at the palace. “I… I didn’t want to pressure you. I’m willing to wait.”

      She licks her lips, slow-blinking her incredible blue eyes.

      “Marki,” I rasp. “I won’t be able to wait if you keep looking at me like that.”

      “Promise?” She gazes up, her lips parted, the corners of her mouth tilting in a sultry smile.

      Her eyelids fall to half-mast, and her hands slide up my chest and around my neck, pulling my mouth down to hers. Her lips feel incredible. I deepen the kiss as a groan erupts in my chest.

      “Hello!”

      We jump apart at the male voice, as a beam of light shines in our eyes.

      “Sorry to disrupt a good mugging, but I’m about to start ringing that bell.”

      He chuckles and points to the top of the tower.

      “Oh!” Marki scrambles to her feet. “It’s almost midnight. It’s time for the blackout and the bells. Come on!”

      She takes my hand and drags me up and out of the tower, forgetting all about what we’d started before we were interrupted.

      That makes one of us.
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      “Right up that hill,” I say, with a puff of fog in the frigid air. I point to our left. “That’s where Geesa and I always sit at midnight, when they turn out the lights.” I grab Drake’s hand and pull him along. “Hurry. Everyone will be up there waiting for us.”

      “Great,” he says, with a hint of sarcasm.

      “What’s the matter, old man? Is this hill too steep for you?”

      His eyes narrow as he stares to our right. “Did you see that? It looked like a bobcat.”

      I stop, straining my eyes to see down the dark alley.

      “Who are you calling old?” Drake’s muffled voice calls out, and I turn to find him running full speed up the hill.

      “You cheated!” I yell, sprinting after him.

      Drake beats me to the top, but not by much. We’re both laughing as we plop down on the blanket between Phillipe and Harmony.

      “Where’s Luc?” I glance around to be certain I didn’t miss him.

      “He’s off somewhere with Monique.” Even in the dim light I can tell Phillipe is rolling his eyes. “Looks like I’m the only one here without a significant other.”

      “No need to worry about that.” GeeBee’s voice comes from directly behind us. I twist to see her sitting cross-legged on a blanket beside Loretta. “Your Geesa already signed you up with the UGMs.”

      “We’ll have you matched up in no time.” Loretta says.

      “No woman can match my sense of humor,” Phillipe says. “Many have tried. All have failed.”

      “They can’t match it?” I ask. “Or they can’t stand it?”

      “Phillipe was flirting with one of the camera operators earlier,” Harmony said. “I saw them together when I was fooling the paparazzi.”

      “How long did it take them to figure out you weren’t me?” I ask Harmony.

      “About ten minutes.” Harmony chuckles. “I pretended to be crying and covered my face with my hands. But I’m glad to be out of that dress. It weighs about fifty tons.”

      “Tell me about it. It’s nothing like the one I’m going to wear when Drake and I get married.”

      Drake clears his throat. “You mean, when we have our official ceremony. Because we’re already married.”

      I grin, knowing exactly what he’s thinking about. My mind is in the same place. I’m pretty sure we had a level seven kiss back there at the bell tower.

      “I’m freezing,” April calls out from their spot at the end. “How much longer before the bells play?”

      At that moment, the city goes dark, and the first bell tolls. Four long, soulful tones spell the introduction to Star of Bethlehem.

      “The stars are beautiful,” Harmony says.

      “They are,” Drake says. “As beautiful as the night sky when I’m camping. Maybe even prettier.”

      “And I’ve never really cared that much for bell music before,” Harmony adds, “but this is… it’s spectacular. It’s almost like the city itself is singing.”

      “How do all those bell players stay together, playing all over the city?” Drake asks.

      “I’m pretty sure they have some kind of in-ear monitors,” West answers his question before I can.

      As the handbells continue to play, the deep heavy tower bells join in. I snuggle next to Drake, staring at the stars.

      His finger points to the sky. “Billions of stars up in the Milky Way, and every single one has at least one planet rotating around it. And there are billions of galaxies out there. But do you know which star is the most important star in the entire universe?

      “Tell me.”

      He gets up on one elbow and looks down at me. “You are. Because without you, my whole world was nothing but a black hole. You are my light… my gravity… and my love.”

      My heart is so full my chest can barely hold it in. “I love you, Drake. And Merry Christmas.”

      “Oh, no! I didn’t buy you a Christmas present.” His expression is stricken. “What do you want? I’ll get you anything your heart desires.”

      “That’s going to be easy, because what my heart desires most in the whole world is you.”

      “In that case, Merry Christmas.” He grins. “I’m yours.”

      He leans down and kisses my lips, spreading a fire that consumes me like the sun. He kisses me all the way to level eight, leaving me boneless and breathless, but happier than I’ve ever been.

      And later that night… we finally make it to level ten!
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      “Ms. Rivers is here for her audition.” Patti’s awkward tone caught my attention, and my muscles tensed.

      Not that I wasn’t uptight before. I knew my grandma had ulterior motives when she sent Harmony Rivers’ contact information over. For the past year, Grandma Bette’s attack on my bachelorhood had been relentless. I should’ve hired a tester for the chocolate chip cookies she gave me yesterday—she’d probably laced them with a love potion. These days, I dreaded her phone calls, wondering which sweet-single-girl-from-church she’d attempt to match me with next.

      Last week, I’d finally confronted her. “I know what you’re doing, Grandma Bette. And it’s not going to work. I’m not interested in getting married.”

      “It’s high time one of my grandsons got married and gave me a great-grandchild. You’re all in your thirties now, and I’m not getting any younger, you know. Your cousins are too wild to settle down, so that leaves you.”

      “What about Race? He’s only a year younger than me.”

      Race was my half-brother, but we grew up together. Grandma Bette was our mom’s mother. Mom seemed content enough with our lives, seldom interfering or offering advice. But Grandma Bette was another story.

      “Ha! I have something else in the pipes for Race.” She’d pursed her lips. “Besides, he’s tied up with his music career.”

      As usual, I’d swallowed my resentment. It wasn’t Race’s fault he’d accidentally recorded a hit song that had rocketed him to the top of the charts and garnered the adoration of millions of screaming fans. And it wasn’t like he didn’t pay me a fortune to be his manager. But Race had never stopped to think of all I’d sacrificed to keep his life and career in order and clean up his messes. And believe me, there’d been plenty of messes… especially lately.

      The truth was I hadn’t had much of a music career when his took off. But with my current obligations, there was no chance that would ever happen to me. Not as long as I was babysitting my irresponsible rockstar brother.

      Hence the reason I’d become my grandmother’s chosen target for her matchmaking, with the production of progeny as the admitted goal. But this time, I had a plan. I was going to take the hand I’d been dealt—the wild card my grandmother was offering—and make a big play.

      I’d thought of a way to get my grandmother off my back, control my brother’s wild behavior, and free up time to pursue my own music, all in one bold move.

      It was going to work. It had to. But the plan’s success hinged on one woman—the one I hoped would free me from my prison. The woman who was about to walk into this room and audition for a concocted job as a backup singer in my brother’s band. The woman whose innocent smile and squeaky clean resume had the potential to work a miracle on my brother’s soiled reputation.

      The woman whose arrival currently had my personal assistant looking like someone had asked her to swallow a bowl of live worms.

      “What is it, Patti?” My stomach clenched, waiting for her answer. Whatever the problem, I’d find a solution. The big hurdle had been getting my brother on board with the plan. He’d finally agreed in principle, though he’d insisted he wouldn’t commit until he met her. In fact, he was on his way over at that very moment.

      “She’s a little…” Patti paused, scrunching her nose. “… wet.”

      “Wet?” I stood and moved around my desk.

      “And muddy.”

      I stifled a groan. Why couldn’t one thing in my life go off without a hitch?

      “Okay, send her in.” My mind raced. “And when my brother gets here, try to stall him.”

      “Aye-aye, Captain,” Patti said, with her usual sarcasm. She wasn’t in on the plan, but she was too sharp not to suspect something was afoot. To her credit, she hadn’t even questioned me when I’d told her to set up the lone audition for a backup singer we clearly have no need for.

      Patti disappeared, and a few seconds later Harmony Rivers limped into the room, in all her drowned-rat glory. She was splattered with mud, down to the tips of her shoes. Her dark auburn tresses were drenched, dripping to make dark patches on her light green top. Her wet clothes stuck to her, emphasizing her curves in a way that was hard to ignore. She had on those stretchy pants—the kind that would’ve shown off her long legs even if they’d been dry. Only the bright blue purse, dangling from a strap on her shoulder, seemed to have escaped whatever watery catastrophe that had befallen her.

      Then my gaze met her startling eyes, and my throat constricted. Her picture hadn’t done her justice. Forest-green with blue-gray stars around the pupils, those eyes could’ve kept me entranced for hours. The slight smudging of black mascara under her lower lashes only made her look more enticing. Like a waif who needed protecting.

      Not that she was short. She was actually pretty tall, especially with her heels. Still, something about her called out to me. Maybe it was the way she was trembling. She’d obviously been through some kind of trauma. She needed a knight in shining armor, and I was the man for the job.

      No, no, no! This can’t happen. I can’t be attracted to her. I need my brother to take her off my hands, or I’ll be stuck in his shadow for the rest of my life.

      A drop of water clung to her thick eyelashes, and I found myself reaching out to brush it away. At the last second, I jerked my hand back and stuffed it in my pocket. Except it wouldn’t fit. After struggling to jam my fingers inside, I gave up and settled for hooking a thumb over the edge.

      Those captivating green eyes were staring at my hand. It must’ve looked ridiculous, hanging precariously from my pocket. Clearing my throat, I brought the hand up to my head and smoothed my hair. It was my signature cool move.

      It’s all good. I’m back in my groove.

      Keep reading I Love Rock and Roll!
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