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Description: All he wanted was a way to get home,
In the end, he’ll get way more than he bargained for...

HIM

| pushed my luck one too many times, but skipping out on my own
wedding was a step too far,

Banished or deported or exiled, whatever you want to call it...

My parents threw me out of the country, and | went from glory and
riches to living in disgrace,

The thing is, it might just end up being the best thing that ever
happened to me.

A marriage deal seemed like my only option for getting home,

I never expected that my fake bride could be so much more than
that...

HER

This isn’'t what | signed up for.

Marry a guy so he can get a green card and me a huge payout?
Sure.

Marry a playboy prince who just so happened to be banished from
his country and now | have to show the entire royal family that he’s
changed for the better?

That might be asking too much...

Paolo is enigma, but between the lies and the playboy exploits, |
sense a better man waiting to be revealed,

And if that wasn'’t a surprise already, there’s an even bigger one on
the way...
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PROLOGUE
PAOLO

ljump to my feet when my parents arrive. Neither of them looks happy to see me, but
why would they? I’m behind bars, and they’ ve come to bail me out.

At least, | hope they have.

Usually, they just get me out quietly, not wanting to draw attention to the fact that the
king’s third grandson has been arrested. Again.

| sayagain. It's only happened, like, maybe four times. And at least one of those times
wasn’'t my fault.

Thistime, though, there’s no way | can spin it to be better.

“Paolo,” my father says darkly. | take a sharp breath.

“Hey, Dad,” | mumble. “How are you?’

He shakes his head, his eyes hard. “ Explain yourself. Y ou have one chance.”
| hesitate. “I... uh....”

All my father doesis hang his head in shame. “Yes. That’swhat | thought.”



“No, walit, | can explain,” | try, desperately wanting to summon the words that will
make this all better. “It was a mistake, yeah? | panicked. | got scared and | panicked.”

“And ended up in a bar, in the arms of some nobody woman?’ says my mother, the
words cutting me to shreds.

“That wasn't... | mean, yeah, | guess, but that wasn't the plan.”

The looks thrown at me are thunderous and dark. I’ ve really screwed up thistime.

“Do you know,” says my father slowly, “just how many women in this country would
do anything to be with you? The respect you and your name carry? And all you do is
flush it away?’

“I"'m sorry,” | whisper, the lump in my throat making it hard to breathe.

But my father shakes his head again. “No, Paolo. This time you have gone too far. It
was bad enough when it was just partying and petty crimes. But this? This cannot be
forgiven.”

| stare at him in shock. Thisis cold even by his standards. Somehow | don’t think the
punchline to thisis going to be me getting off lightly.

A police officer comes forward and unlocks the holding cell, gesturing for me to
leave. | blink, confused. “Wait — you bailed me out?’

“Not exactly,” says my mother, folding her arms. Her face is tight with emotion that
she's repressing, her lips thin to stop them trembling. “Paolo, we have given you so
many chances.We have told you a hundred times that this behavior needs to stop.
When we asked you about this, you agreed to it. We are not unreasonable people —
we asked you if you would accept an arranged marriage and you told us you would.”



“You've had hundreds of chances to marry someone you liked,” adds my father.
“We' ve never wanted to force anything upon you.”

| groan. “Yeah, yeah, you just thought that marrying me off would cam me down a
little. Give me a nice girl and I'd stop letting you down. Well, sorry for being a

disappointment again.”

“Thisisn't about disappointment,” says my mother, gesturing for me to follow them
out of the police station. “Thisis about shame.”

“How do you think it looks to our people for a prince to not show up to his own
wedding? Thiswastelevised, for God' s sake! The people were excited for this!”

| open my mouth and close it again. | don’t have a good defense for that. My mother
shoots my father the kind of look that sayskeep cool, don’'t get angry, and the guilt in
my stomach grows.

My father takes a steadying breath. “Get in the car,” he says quietly.

| hesitate, staring at the car. “Where are we going?’ | ask.

“The airport,” says my mother.
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My face falls in confusion and my father continues. “Don’t make this harder than it
has to be, Paolo. We' ve made arrangements for you to be deported.”

“Wait — deported?’ | gasp. “You' reexilingme?’
“That’ s an old-fashioned word,” says my mother. “We prefer to call it expulsion.”
“Or banishment,” adds my father.

“How is that better?” | swallow thickly, my eyes pricking with tears. “Will | ever be
allowed to come home?’

My father looks at me gravely, his shoulders sagging as though the weight of al this
is sinking him. “We are willing to review your citizenship after five years if you are
able to prove to us that you' ve changed.”

“1I"m being banished,” | whisper.

“You're being given a chance to start over,” says my mother. “It is for your own
good.”

| don’'t know what else to say to that, so | say nothing. There are no hugs, no
goodbyes. Just my parents staring at me with more disappointment than I've ever
seen.

Then | get into the car, and the driver starts the engine, and as I’'m being escorted to
the airport, | stare out the window, watching as my country goes past, thinking about



how I’'m never going to set eyeson it again.

CHAPTER 1

PAOLO

ONE YEAR LATER

“Can | get you ladies another drink?’ | flash them both one of my most charming
smiles.

The girls giggle, and one of them covers her mouth with her hand shyly. I'm sure
they told me their names, but that was three or four drinks ago now, so I’ve privately
nicknamed them Blondie and Sparkles due to their respective hair color and style of
dress.

Blondie says something in German that | don’t quite catch, and Sparkles says,
“Would you, Paolo? That would be wonderful.”

| grin at them both again. “Y our wish is my command.”

The best bit about the year I’ ve spent in exile is the way I’ ve used it to tour basically
al of Europe. Right now, I'm enjoying the wonderful scenery of Bavaria, as well as
enjoying the wonderful company of German girls. Not that |I've ever found it that
hard to pick up girls.

After al, lama prince. That does tend to be adraw.
The worst thing about this first year of exile, though, is that it’s finally forced me to

actually think about stuff like my bank account and my living arrangements and what
I’m going to do with the rest of my life.



| suppose you could call me immature. | know many newspapers have. But | like to
see myself as a free spirit; the kind of guy who rides life's waves as they come.

Or at least | did — when | had all the money of royalty and the kind of family name
that gets you anything you could possibly desire. The disgrace of exile has hit me like
atsunami. And much as | like to pretend that I’ m still surfing, there are days when |
feel like I’m drowning.

Today is not one of them, though. Today I'm in a lovely Bavarian bar with two
beautiful German girls. And | haven't hit my credit limit yet.

| wave to the bartender and gesture for more drinks. She smiles in acknowledgement,
and | throw her a wink. She doesn’t react, which is pretty much what I’ m expecting,
but it also has the desired effect of making Blondie and Sparkles prickle with
jealousy.

| haven’t got intentions towards anyone else tonight, but it's good to keep people on
their toes. After all, | am a prince and | do still have a reputation. Well, kind of,
anyway. It'sin tatters back in Bellamare, and I’ m sure everyone is cursing my name
to heaven.

The news has spread abroad but I'm far less known out here than | am at home.
People mostly only care about Miguel and Luca. The third in line is way less
interesting than the other two.

The bartender slides three more cocktails over to us, and | grin at her again.

“S0, Paolo,” says Blondie, brushing her golden hair behind her ear. “What are your
plans tonight?’

“Easy now,” | say, my eyes darting down to her lips. “Thisis my plan for the night.



I’ve got two gorgeous women in this bar, where the drinks and music are good. |
wasn't planning on doing anything else.”

“Not...anything?’ she says, leaning into me, biting her lower lip just alittle.
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“Well, that depends what you’ve got in mind,” | say, my voice low. “| have a double
king bed back at my hotel room.”

Blondie tucks her hair behind her ear again and dlides the tip of her finger between
her teeth. Her brilliant blue eyes glitter, even in the low light. She leans in a little
closer to me and | mirror her. When | glance down at her body from this angle, very
little isleft to the imagination underneath her close-fitting dress.

Sparkles places her hand on my shoulder, and | reach up to place my own over it,
brushing my fingers over hers. | look back at her with a smile. “There's plenty of
room for two.”

She grins at me with half-lidded eyes, her plush pink lips pursing with desire. They're
both hot. | have scored so lucky today.

It's going to be a good night.

My phone buzzes on the bar and | glance down at it. It's a notification from
Bellamare' s national news website. | might not live there anymore, but | still have an
interest in what’s going on. Despite what my family might want, I’'m never going to
cut all tieswith my country completely.

Bellamare is still my home.

My eyes dart over the headline:King has Died at Ninety-Two.l blink and read it again
to make sure that I’ m not seeing things.King has Died at Ninety-Two.



My breath catches in my throat. “Excuse me a second, ladies,” | say, blowing them
both a kiss despite the cold shiver spreading down my spine. “I’ll be right back.”

| snatch up my phone and hurry for the bathroom with as much dignity as | can
muster. | don’t want the girlsto leave me, but | need a moment to myself.

| lock myself into a bathroom stall. The music from the bar is still thumping outside,
and with shaking hands | grab my phone from my pocket and unlock it to stare at the
article, willing it to be untrue.

An official notice from the palace today came with devastating news for the country
— King Francesco |11 was a beloved ruler to the people of Bellamare for forty-five
years, and has seen the country through times of change, turbulence, and great joy.
The palace have confirmed that he passed away peacefully, after suffering with
illness for several years.

A faint nausearises in my throat as | read the rest of the article. It's a clinical report
of al the mgor events of hislife. It’s like talking about someone distant, unknown.

| knew my grandfather wasn't in the best of health, so his death isn't exactly a
surpriseto me. It'sjust the way I’'m learning it that’ s caught me off guard.

My grandfather has passed away — and not one single person in my family thought
to tell me.

My father is now the king — and not one single member of my family thought to tell
me.

The words swim before my eyes, and the punishment of my exile stings al over
again. Most days | can hide the ache, but this has brought it back with a vengeance.
Thisfeels like being kicked in the chest.



| get that I’ m exiled, but to not tell me that my own grandfather is dead...

| haven’t wanted to go home this badly since | got kicked out of the country.

| stand in the bathroom for aslong as | can before | think it’'s probably starting to ook
weird. Suddenly, | don’t think I’m really in the mood for anything except going back
to my room and sleeping off this revelation, but | don't want to leave the girls
hanging.

Maybe if | throw myself into their arms, it might make everything better. At the least,
it might help me to forget everything for awhile.

| take a few deep breaths, trying to ground myself, and shove my phone back in my
pocket. Why did | have to get the news this way? Why couldn’t anyone have just
called me? | wouldn’t have expected Miguel or Lucato do it — I’'m not exactly close
to my brothers. But my father, my mother, or even Maria, one of my attendants...

Anything except finding out thisway.

| give myself another minute in the stall, then shake my head and steel myself to face
the world.

Tomorrow. I'll deal with all of thistomorrow. Tonight, I'm going to have fun.

| head back out to the bar where the girls are waiting for me, and | ask them if they
want to come back to my room. They both act like they’re surprised by the offer, but
they both agree. Sparkles wraps her arms around my waist and | lean in to kiss her,
but although her body feels incredible and her lips are soft and inviting, it feels
hollow.

Even when we get back, | can barely turn off my mind. It's good to feel like they



want me, but | can’t lose myself.

All | can think about is home.

CHAPTER 2

PAOLO
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Isigh and lean back on the chair, the front two legs swinging up into the air. | always
used to get told off for doing this as a kid. They used to try and scare me, telling me
that | would lose my balance and crack my head open like an egg. | guess that was a
lesson that never stuck.

PI Schultz fixes me with an even stare over the table. He has thick brown hair, athick
beard, and a thick German accent, and he’s in the middle of telling me about some
options | have for getting back into Bellamare.

“The issue with your country,” he'stelling me, “isits size. It would be much easier to
sneak your way back into a larger country. But Bellamare is very tight about their
immigration numbers and keep a close eye on the citizenship register.”

“S0, it’s hopeless then,” | sigh.

“We do have a couple of options,” says Schultz, “though neither isideal. | wouldn’t
recommend trying to become an illegal immigrant — you seem like you're in enough
trouble asitis.”

“Y eah. Hopeless.”

He fixes me with that hard look again, and | get the distinct sense that he was born in
the wrong decade for the job that he has. This is a guy who would have been way
more suited to the noir twenties than the modern day. It's amost jarring to see him

working on acomputer. | feel like he should have atypewriter in here,

“Your best option, asfar as| can seeit, would be to marry a Bellamari citizen under a



pseudonym, and then by extension gain rights to reenter the country.”

“So you want me to commit identity fraud against myself?’ | say, frowning. That
makes no sense at all.

“Not at al,” he says. “Fraud suggests malicious intent. You're just trying to get
home. Y ou can renounce the marriage and the fake citizenship as soon as everything
blows over. Besides, the marriage won'’t count once they realize it’s a false identity.
It's not like we' re aiming to make you a full-time resident — we're just trying to get
you access back to your own country.”

“1 guess... but I’'m not exactly everyone's favorite person right now, and it’s not like
people don’t know who | am. There’s no way onesingleBellamare woman is going to
want to marry me.” | slump back in the seat, all the hope I'd had that things might be
looking up draining away. “It doesn’'t matter how nice | can be, or how much money |
wave in awoman'’s face. Nobody likes me enough to agree to this.”

“1 suspected this much,” Schultz says, not missing a beat. “So, | compiled a list for

youl.
He drops a file full of printouts on the desk in front of me, and it lands with a dull
thump. | flip open the file to see several résumeé-style pages of women, with small
bios and headshots.

“Here are several eligible women who all have Bellamare citizenship in some way,”
Schultz says. “You could talk to any of these women, explain your case, and see if
they would be amenable to the idea of an arranged marriage.”

| bark alaugh. “I can’'t explain thisto anyone,” | say. “I’d seem insane.”

“Then what is your better suggestion?’



| hum thoughtfully. In truth, | really don’t have one. “I do like the idea of marrying
someone for the citizenship. | think that could work.”

“So, what will you do? Follow up with one of these girls?’

“Oh, yes. I'll be my charming self, of course.”

Schultz says nothing but his single raised eyebrow gives his true feelings away. |
ignore the reaction.

Instead, | pull the folders towards me and start looking through them more closely.
All of the women in here are beautiful, young, single. A couple of them seem to have
complicated lives, and | turn those pages over quickly. | don’t need anything more
complicated than my own life right now.

It's amazing to me how many different countries these girls come from and have a
dual citizenship with us. There are girls here from England, from Australia, from
Morocco. I’ d be happy to go to any of those places to seek them oui.

| narrow the pile down a little more, dismissing the girls for arbitrary reasons —too
blond, not enough of a smile, not enough in the bio, too much in the bio.

The pile doesn't get any less overwhelming, though. | keep flicking through the
pages, waiting for inspiration to strike. | was kind of hoping I’d look at one of the
photos and find myself looking atthe one. But | haven't, so | just pull one out at
random and place it down in front of me.

I’m going to let fate decide this one for me.

My random selection pulls out a girl from the US, living in New Y ork, working as a
bartender. She has a nice smile. Her nameis Chloe.



| look at her photo one more time, then smile. “Thisone,” | say.
Schultz nods. “All right. I'll compile some more data for you.”

“Great.” | grin, then a flare of doubt makes me add, “You're sure this is going to
work, right?’

“You signed the waiver, did you not? No guarantee of certainty. All | can do is offer
you information towards your goal and give you the best advice | have to offer.”
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“Yeah, | did,” | sigh.

“For what it's worth,” Schultz says, “I do think this will work. Is this what | would
recommend for alife partner? No. But to get home? This should work.”

“Good,” | say quietly, glancing back down at Chloe again. “That’sal | want.”
CHAPTER 3
PAOLO

Igot to my hotel late last night and slept most of the day away today. Even though |
had had this fantasy that the second | landed, I'd go out and hunt Chloe down,
slegping was actually areally good idea.

Really, the second | checked in and lay down on the bed, it was game over. | woke up
three hours later, and by the time I’d done that, | was hungry. So | got room service,
and by then it was too late to be going out and chatting anyone up.

But it was a good move, because now it's early evening and | feel well rested and
ready to go for my journey through New Y ork.

| came here once, years ago, as a teenager, and we did all the usual tourist stuff like
the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty. It was pretty exciting back then,
but | don’t think | would want to live in a cramped apartment to be serenaded by the
traffic al the time.



Chlo€e's bar is in some hidden corner of the city, somewhere I’ ve never heard of, |et
alone ever been. It’s on one of the later stops of one of the more obscure subway lines
and then down an alley.The whole time I’'m on the subway, | stare into my phone,
trying not to play with my baseball cap. The more | pull it down over my eyes, the
more suspicious | probably look.

Not that | really need to be worried anyway, | think. Bellamare isn't exactly the
biggest, most well-known country, and | doubt my shenanigans have crossed the
Atlantic. Still, | don’t want to be recognized and | don’t want to talk to anyone.

And | don't know where I’'m going. So | stare a my map, watching as my blue dot
creeps along the screen towards my destination.

| only get lost finding my way from the station through the tiny streets like four
times.

When | finaly get there, | stand outside for a moment, staring up at it. It's an
unassuming place, the sign peeling, the windows darkened so | can’t see inside. The
menu stuck to the wall isfaded, but the cocktails ook good.

Taking a breath, | steady myself and push open the door.

It's busy inside so | guess enough people must know about it. It's definitely one of
those dives where you only go if you know it exists, and you only know it exists if
you're alocal. Good if you want the culture, | suppose, the real experience, living in
places like this. On any other day, that’s what I’ d be thinking aboui.

But today, it's seven p.m. and | want adrink. And | want to go home.

| saunter over to the bar. Sure enough, the information Schultz gave me was good.
There at the bar is a young woman, her light brown hair tied back, her green eyes



shining. She's chatting toa customer while she puts glasses away, smiling and
laughing at whatever he's saying.

An irrational rush of jealousy surges through me. How dare this other man flirt with
the woman |I'm about to go flirt with? How can she be thinking of anyone else when
she’s mine? But she doesn’'t know that yet.

| squash down that feeling of possessiveness, shaking my head at myself. | have to
play this cool.

| sidle up to the bar, take a seat, and grin a her she hands me a drinks menu.
“Thanks.”

“You're welcome,” she says, smiling. Her smile is even prettier in reality than any of
the photos | saw.

Y es, this plan is looking better by the second.

| watch as she goes back to work, not saying anything. | want to see her in action
before | start speaking. Y ou've got to be careful with people when they’re at work.
Most women don’'t exactly want random men to be flirting with them when they’'re
on shift. I’'m going to have to play my cards right if 1 want her to speak to me for
more than two seconds.

And sheis very pleasant to ook at. She'sin her work shirt, so clearly sheisn’t trying
to look her best right now, but | can still tell she has a great body under there. Her
breasts swell under her top, and | get a tantalizing glimpse of her collarbone. It
wouldn’'t really matter what she looked like, but | can’'t pretend it doesn’'t help that
she’s hot.

“So, what can | get you?’ she says, diding back over to me, leaning on the bar to



show me the constellation of freckles scattered across her face.

| purse my lips, not wanting to smile too broadly. “I can't decide. Give me your
favorite.”

“Okay,” she grins, narrowing her eyes like I’ ve given her achallenge. | don’t take my
eyes off her for a second as she grabs the cocktail shaker, pours from a few different
bottles into it, and shakes. Her fingers wrap around the metal and | barely blink,
staring at her long, elegant fingers, her neatly manicured nails.

God, she's perfect.
She dlides a glass over to me, sticking an umbrellain it as she does. “House special.

The Jet Pilot,” she winks. “We added it to the menu because one of the guys who
works here is obsessed with planes. Enjoy.”
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With another grin, she drifts back off to work, and | take a sip of the drink.
Immediately, | get hit with the warm taste of rum, and an aftershock of absinthe, and
| smile. I'm not sure what it says about her that this was her choice of drink to give
me, but clearly she thinks | can handleit.

Next time, Chloe passes back by me, | grin at her to catch her attention. “Everything
good?’ she asks.

| smile. “It’s all perfect with me. How about with you?”’
She shrugs. “Oh, just another day at work.”

“l feel you,” | say, despite the fact that I’ve never redlly felt that in my life. The
closest I've got to a tedious day at work has been charity balls, and even then I'm
allowed to drink the champagne. “When do you get off your shift?’

I’m hoping I’ ve pitched it so it sounds more like genuine concern for her welfare than
trying to chat her up to go out afterwards. To my relief, it looks like | got it just right
because she shrugs again.“Not much longer now. | was on the day shift today.
Honestly, I'm just grateful I've got ajob at al.”

| force achuckle at that. We live in such different worlds. “A nightmare, huh?’
She laughs and the sound is like pure honey to me, sweet and smooth and something |

feel like | could drown in. | want to make her do it again, a hundred times. “What do
you do for work?’ she asks.



Aha I’ve got her now. | don't bother to hide my smile. “I'm in business,” | say,
hoping that if | keep the subject broad enough she won’t ask me any more questions
about it. | have got a backstory, but it's not detailed enough to hold up under any
heavy scrutiny.

“Business, huh?’ she repeats. “What do you actually do all day, then? Having an
office job has always sounded really boring to me.”

“1 muddle through,” | say, and notice how my turn of phrase makes her smile at me.
“There salot of spreadsheets.”

“That makes me wish | paid more attention to math at school,” she giggles. Then she
leans forward on the bar and fixes me with alook that searches deep into my soul. “If
you don’t mind me asking, | notice you’ ve got a bit of an accent there. Where are you
from?’

“Bellamare,” | say confidently, then redlize that | have to pretend that she doesn’t
know what I'm talking about. | shrug bashfully, looking away from her eyes even
though | don’t want to. | don’t want to overdo this. “You’ ve probably never heard of
it. [t'satiny island near Italy. Most people don’t know whereitis.”

Her mouth drops open and | make another quip to fill the silence. “If it helps, my
geography of the USisterrible too.”

“No, no. Sorry,” she says, almost stammering out the words. “It's not that at al. It's
just... well, you'll never believe this, but my dad came from Bellamare.”

“Really?’ | say raising both eyebrows. I’ ve been practicing this reaction in the mirror
for the last few days, desperately trying to figure out what a realistic expression
would be for realizing that you have a connection with a complete stranger to your
home country.



My expression needs to convey that it's more than an interesting fact because no
one's ever heard of Bellamare, but | can’t go making a pantomime of it. That'll just
make her think I'm weird.

“Wow,” | say, hoping it doesn’t sound too forced. “Barely anyone round here has
heard of Bellamare, let alone comes from it. We're a pretty tiny country.”

“l know,” she says. “I hardly ever tell anyone about my dad because | don’t usually
have the patience for having this conversation. It’s no fun when you have to pull out a
map to explain your roots.”

“1’ve been there before,” | chuckle, and fortunately that’ s true.

“I can’'t believethisat al. You're from Bellamare.”

“Have you ever been?’ | ask.

Her face falls. “No,” she says, shaking her head, “But | would love to go. | have the
passport and everything. It was one of the few things Dad managed to do for me

before...”

“Before...?" | push. | need her to open up to me. | need her to feel like she can trust
me.

“He died when | was young,” she says, drawing back from me a little. “I've always
wanted to go because of him. It would be really easy for me too; | wouldn’'t even
need avisaor anything.”

“1 hate to sound forward,” | say, not feeling bad at all about pushing the conversation
on, “but do you want to go for a drink after this? No pressure, no expectations. Just
good company. I'll tell you stories of home.”



She stares at me for along moment, and | think for a second that she's going to reject
me, but then her face softens and she nods. “Okay,” she says, pushing some stray hair
back behind her ear. “My shift is nearly over. If you're willing to wait until nine, then
yeah. I’ll go for adrink. Why not?’

“Sounds perfect,” | grin. And it does. “I’m Paul, by the way.”

“Chloe,” she sayswith asmile, and | have to stop myself from sayingl know.

Without even redlizing it, she's stepped straight into my scheme, exactly where |
want her.
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CHAPTER 4
CHLOE

Ihave a personal rule that when customers are flirting with me, I'll return the favor if
| think they’re hot, but | won't let it go any further than that. It feels like a slippery
kind of road that | don’t want to go down.

Especially with men. Y ou give them an inch and they’ll try and take amile.

And when you work in a bar, nothing is less comfortable than random men trying to
get it on with you while you're on shift. But when Paul asks me if | feel like going
out for a drink with him, my mouth opens and says yes before my brain really has
time to think.

Maybe it’s just the Bellamare thing, but he is the perfect vision of a Bellamari man.
He has a well-groomed beard and short black hair that, | am sure, if it got alittle bit
longer, would have a curl to it. His eyes are dark and warm and inviting, his face
round but without looking childish, and his skin glows with a summer tan, olive and
brown so soft-looking that | almost want to lean over and touch him.

When he reaches out for his glass to take a drink, | can’t help but let my eyes linger
on hislong fingers, on the way his lips wrap around the straw.

| know what | like in aman, and Paul is hitting every target.

Not only does he look beyond gorgeous, but he seems like a nice guy as well. He's



funny. He's charming. He' s got a great smile.

From the second he suggests the drink, I'm watching the clock, waiting for the
minutes to tick by until we can go somewhere else, together. Findly, it hits nine and |
scamper over to where he' s sitting at the bar. He hasn’t moved since he got here. He's
just sat there quietly, waiting for my shift to end.

“Hey,” | say, grinning as he grins at me. “Wait here. I’ [l be back in a second.”
| run into the back, take off my apron and change out of my work shirt. I'm glad I've
got a spare shirt in here. It's not my cutest ever date outfit but it's a fun blue blouse,

perfect for this summer weather.

Trying not to seem too eager, | rush back out into the bar, my heart racing with
nervousness as if he might have started chatting someone else up while I’ve been
gone.

But he hasn't.

He smiles when he sees me again.

“Hey,” | say as| step out from behind the bar.

“Hey,” he says. “Let’s get out of here.”

We step out onto the street into the hot, sticky New York air. It doesn’t seem to faze
Paul at all, and | guess he's probably used to hot summers as much as | am, coming
from Bellamare. Heclearly hasn’'t spent much time in New Y ork, though, because he

keeps looking up at the sky in wonder, staring at all the buildings like they’ re magical
and new.



| lead him through the streets, winding our way through traffic and tourists as we get
deeper into the city. He barely says a word, and | wonder if it's occurred to him that
he' s putting an insane amount of trust in me right now. | could be anyone, taking him
anywhere.

In fact, I’'m taking him to a nearby favorite bar, somewhere cozy and casual. A good
place for adate.

“1 suppose we could have just stayed at your bar,” Paul says as we get closer.

| shake my head. “I didn’t want to run into anyone | know.” He raises an eyebrow as
if to sayoh, | see; worried about people seeing you with a man,but says nothing.

It's not that | think my colleagues would actually say anything. | don’t think they care
that much. It's more that |’ ve been there for the last seven and a half hours and | want
to go somewhere different and more exciting than work.

When we get to the bar, | hold the door open for him. It's dim and subdued in here,
the music not too loud, the waiters not too overbearing. | don’t feel like anything too
intense right now, but the fries they do in here are great, and I’ m hungry.

We get settled at atable and he stares at me evenly. “What?’ | say.

“Nothing. | just can’t believe how lucky | am to be here.”

“Paul,” | scoff, staring down at the table, “1 barely know you.”

“Then let me tell you a little more,” he says with that easy smile that drew me into

thisin the first place. “Did you know that Bellamare is the most beautiful country on
earth?’



| bite my lip, trying to hold in a giggle. “I hoped it might be. Tell me everything
about it. What' s your favorite part?’

He narrows his eyes, thinking. “It's always gorgeous. But in the summer, when the
sky is blue and the sun is bright, going for awalk around Lake Bellais more beautiful
than any other place in the world. The trees are such a lush green, and the weather
never lets you down. | always wanted to take the person | loved on apicnic there. I'm
saving that for someone special.”
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“Why did you come here?’ | ask, then take a sip of my cocktail. | hope he doesn’t
find it an insensitive question.

He winces, and | grimace, hoping | haven't blown it completely. This is the hottest
guy who's shown any interest in mein years.

| can’t blow it on our first date.

First date?My own thoughts take me by surprise. First date implies that I’m hoping
there’' |l be more. Am | really so lonely that | would jump into bed with the first guy
who smiles at me?

Whoa, | think.Jump into bed? Get ahold of yourself.

| know how to have fun but that seems unrestrained by anyone’ s standards.

“A businesstrip,” he says. “I’ve been away from home for nearly ayear now.”

“Wow. Y ou must miss home.”

He shrugs. “Yeah. But I’ ve been traveling the world. It's good. It’s fun but... yeah, |
guess | miss home.”

“1 can’'t imagine being away from my friends and family for a whole year. | would
find that really hard.”

“I think | do,” he says quietly.



“We'll both get there someday. To Bellamare, | mean.”

“How come you’ ve never been?’ he asks gently.

Now it's my turn to shrug. “It's expensive. Plane tickets cost a fortune — and that’s
before you even think about hotels or places to eat or things to do. | could never
afford it on my salary.”

A strange glint comes into his eyes, a sparkle like I've just told him something
amazing, and | can't help but frown in response. All | said is that | haven't got
enough money to travel. | guess it's not something he would understand, if he's a
businessman who' s been traveling the world for the last year.

Clearly, money isn't an issue for him.

“Do you have a savings account for it?’ he asks, and | shrug again.

“Y eah, but life keeps getting in the way. One day, though. One day | will get there.”

“Weéll, if you ever do get there, | would love to show you around.”

“Whoa, tiger,” | say. “Why would | run away to a country with a guy I’ve only just
met?’

“Who said anything about running away? | was just proposing a trip, but if you're
down for forever...” He flashes his best grin at me, and | let out alaugh.

“You think you' re so charming, don’t you?’ | say, narrowing my eyes.

He smirks at me. “I don’t think it. | know it.”



“Confident, huh?’

“1 know what I’'m doing,” he says, raising both eyebrows

“Oh, yeah? Y ou just think I’'m going to fall for you like that, do you?’

“Well, weareaready having adrink, aren’t we?’

“Yes,” | say firmly. “A drink. But | like to know people a little better before | fall in
love with them.”

“So love ison the table, then?”’

| scoff and try my best to look serious, but his dumb little grin undoes me and | can’'t
stop myself from smiling. “We'll see how it goes.”
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He stares at me again, then offers me his hand. “Hello. My name is Paul. I'm twenty-
seven years old. I'm from Bellamare. I've got two brothers who are older than me
and | loveto travel. My favorite drink is atequila shot. My favorite animal is bears.”

“Bears?’ | splutter, taking his hand. Damn him! That is stupidly cute. “What kind of
bears?’

“Brown bears,” he says without thinking. | had aimost been expecting him not to
have areal answer, so the fact that he does takes me by surprise.

“Okay... Why?’

“They’'re just interesting. Like, did you know, they can run up to thirty miles per
hour. And they love eating salmon.”

His whole face lights up as he talks, and it gives me alight, fuzzy feeling in my chest.
| bet if | got him going, he could carry on for awhile. And | have a feeling it would
be cute to watch.

But I'm interested in digging more into his life. “Business, then, huh? What does
your company do?’

His expression falls and | fedl alittle bit bad about ruining his fun. “It’s like wealth
management, property investment, that kind of thing. We do accounting for rich

people, basically.”

“Sounds interesting,” | say weakly.



Humming in vague agreement, he reaches out for his drink, his slender fingers
wrapping around the glass. | swallow some more of my own drink as | try to distract
myself from thinking about his fingers somewhere else.

As we've been talking, we've been leaning in closer and closer, our bodies moving
like they’ re magnetically drawn together.

“You don't have to lieto me,” he says. “I know it’s boring. But it lets me travel and
meet people like you, so it’sworth it.”

| bite my lip again, unable to hold back the giggle.What is wrong with me?‘l guess
nobody dreams of being an accountant,” | say.

“1 think my brother did,” says Paul thoughtfully, tapping his cheek. “Then again,
Lucaisreally boring.”

| laugh aoud at that, deciding there's no point in trying to hold myself back. I'm
having a good time. Why should | pretend I'm not?

“All right — what about you?’ he asks, and | take a deep breath. My lifeisn’'t al that
exciting, especially compared to his.

“Okay... My name is Chloe. I'm twenty-five. | work as a bartender because New
York’s an expensive place to live and | need to pay my bills somehow. What | really
want to do is be an artist, but there's not much money in that. | don’'t have a favorite
animal, but my favorite color is red. And | haven't had anyone come back to my
place in years because | till live with my mother, and that’s not necessarily a hot
look.”

“What' sthe shame in that?’ he says, genuinely meaning it. “1 live with my parents.”



“You do?

A faint blush rises on his cheeks like he said something he wasn't supposed to, but
then he nods. “Yeah, | do. | don’t think it's weird at all. Sometimes you do what
you' ve got to do.”

| have no reply for that, and | can’'t help but notice that we' re so close together that it
would be easy to lean over and kiss him right now.

Isthat what | want? |s that what this burning inside my chest is?

“Tell me about your art,” he says, breaking the moment. “What do you like to do?’

“l paint,” | say with asmile, excited to talk about it — much like he was when talking
about bears.

| hardly ever confess my passion to anyone. They either don’t care or act like it's a
cliché. And | can’t tell if Paul really does care or not, but it feels easy to tell him
anyway. Something about the way he's putting me at ease makes me want to spill my
whole life to him.

“In an ideal world, I’d love to have a studio, maybe put up an exhibition of my work
in a gallery one day. | really want to make something that connects to at least one
person. If just one person really felt something as a result of my work, then it would
be worth it to me.”

“Maybe one day you'll show me,” he says, but this time he doesn’t grin. Instead, he
keeps looking into my eyes, like he's searching for an answer to a question | don’t

understand.

It's like he' s seeing straight into my soul.



And theworst part is, | think | likeit.

CHAPTER 5
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PAOLO

The last thing | expected from this was to actually really get on with the woman I’'m
trying to marry. Obviously, | know that it would help matters, but I’ ve never felt this
before.

Chloe's funny and gorgeous and smart, and best of all, she talks to me like I'm a
human being. She doesn't just like me because of my status. She likes me because of
who | am.

Or at least | hope she likes me, anyway.

This plan seemed completely insane when Schultz suggested it. But for the first time
since then, | redly fed like it could work.

| glance at my watch and realize we' ve been talking for hours. It barely feels like any
time has passed at al. If it wasn't getting late, | could keep going forever.

“I’'mreally enjoying this,” | tell her.
“Areyou?’ shesays. “Soam|.”
“Good,” | grin. “Good. Metoo.”

There's a beat of silence, and | decide to try my luck. “Chloe,” | say. She hums and
raises her eyebrows in question. “I think I’d quite like to kiss you now.”



She flushes alittle, bringing her hand to her mouth in embarrassment.

“Would that be okay?’ | ask.

“Yes,” she says quietly, asmile growing on her face. “Yes, | think it would.”

It doesn’t take much to lean in and close the distance so | can press my lips against
hers. She's soft and warm and pliable, and as soon as our lips touch, she melts into
me, letting out a small moan of pleasure.

Suddenly, it’s not enough. | need to feel more of her. | get up, round the table, and
wrap my arms around her, pulling her in for another kiss, harder this time. Deeper.

Her tongue flicks out to explore my mouth and I let her, our teeth clacking gently
against each other, my hands roaming her back as hers do the same for me. My heart
IS racing, beating like a drum, like she's holding the stick and playing me like a
melody. I’ve had my fill of girls over the last year, but al of them have felt
ephemeral, impermanent.

Somewhere inside me, | know Chloe won't last either, but there's a part of me that
almost wishes she would.

A rapid vision rushes through my head of alife that | could have with a woman 1'd
never known before today. One where we have a marriage, a baby, a family. A

lifetogether.

| pull back with ajolt, my own mind frightening me. As soon as | do, her hands drop
to her sides, leaving behind a cold ache on my body.

“You okay?' she asks.



| shake my head, then nod quickly, realizing I’m giving her a mixed message. “Yes,”
| say breathlessly. “I’m okay. More than. Chloe, | know this is sudden, but | would
just love to go home with you.”

Her blush deepens. “I can't. | mean, my mom. Our apartment, it's just not... it
doesn’t work.”

“No, | getit,” | say. “I'm sorry. | didn’t mean that. | meant, I’m staying in a hotel for
the week and | would absolutely love it if you would come back and share it with me
tonight.”

Her mouth opens as she draws a breath, looking deeply into my eyes like she’ strying
to solve a puzzle, and then she nods slowly. “What the hell,” she says. “Promise me a
good time and I’ ll say yes.”

“I wouldn’t promise anything else.”

She grabs the front of my shirt and pulls me in for another kiss, hard and passionate,
full of alust that wasn't there before. Every kiss we share seems to be better than the

last.

“Come on,” | say, offering her my hand. “Let’s get out of here. | have access to the
private bar at the hotel. Let’sget adrink.”

But we don’t even manage to make it that far.

As soon as we step into the elevator, | lean in close to her. She turns to me with that
smile again, and | feel that magnetic compulsion to kiss her.

She melts into my lips and, without thinking, | wrap my hands around her back and
pull her close to me. I'm half-expecting her to pull away, but she doesn’t. Instead, she



grinds her hipsinto mine, and | feel arush of blood flood to my groin.



Page 11

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 6:40 am

“Want to skip the bar?’ | whisper.
She nods hard. “Yes, yes.”

| punch the button for my floor, and the elevator gets us there in no time. | take her
hand and, giggling like schoolchildren, we almost skip along to my room. | fumble
with the key card, and the second we cross the threshold, Chloe spins me around and
pins me against the door, kissing me hard.

| guess she knows what she wants.
Luckily for her, | want her too. | want her more badly than I’ ve ever wanted anyone.

My hands come to her hips, feeling her body beneath her clothes. “Chloe, | need
you,” | growl.

“Then have me,” she whispers, reaching up to start unbuttoning her blouse. | push her
hands away to do it for her.

We stumble back towards the bed, our hands twining as we fumble with each other’s
clothes, tearing buttons and zippers, and when we hit the bed, we tumble backwards,
half-undressed and giggling.

Chloe rolls on top of me and leans in to kiss my face, my neck, my chest. She undoes
the last few buttons on my shirt and throws it to the ground, and all | can do is cling
to her as my desire builds. I'm glad the room was cool when we came in because I'm
on fire now. My skin is burning with every touch, myblood pulsing through my veins



like my heart istrying to burst out of my chest.

| can only hope she feels the same.

She looks down at me through her long, dark eyelashes, her eyes deep and enticing.
“Let me make you feel good,” she says breathlessly.

“Please,” | gasp, my hand coming to her head to stroke her hair and brush it out of her
face, then | dideit down to fedl the curve of her cheek beneath my palm.

She shuffles down my body, tracing the outlines of my muscles with her mouth, then
she settles between my legs, and her lips wrapping around me are so perfect that |
could almost black out.

“Chloe... I'm going to...” | manage to get out before my hips buck and | come
almost embarrassingly quickly.

She sitsup on her heelswith agrin. “I’ve still got it, then?’

| grab her wrists and tug her down on top of me. She lets out alittle yelp as she loses
her balance, but doesn’t complain as we collide in another kiss. Her lips are salty and
damp, and my head spins with the lust bubbling inside me. “Yes,” | growl in her ear.
“You'retoo good at that.”

The second | regain enough control of my limbs to move, | reach out to her wetness
and grin as she writhes on top of me. | slip my fingersinside her and hold her tight as
| find her clit and start building her own climax. Her fingernails dig into my skin, and
| know I’'m going to have marks later, but | don’t care.

Only one thing is important right now, and that’s making Chloe see more stars than
she ever has before.



When she comes, she cries out, the sound like music to my ears, and her whole body
trembles. She shakes through her aftershocks, then starts giggling, which makes me
start giggling. Unsteadily, she pushes herself back upright, then flashes me a hungry
grin, noticing my length hardening again. “Do you have condoms?’

“Yeah, hang on,” | say, scrambling to the bathroom to grab the box | bought earlier
that day. | stumble back to Chloe, and together, like we're dancing, we arrange
ourselves on the bed, Chloe straddling my waist, and my hands reaching out for her
like I’'m trying to hold on to smoke.

She rolls the condom over my hardness and wastes no more time. She sinks down
onto me, and | don’t hold back my moan of bliss. Her hips start to move, and together
we cry out, our bodies creating a harmony that sounds like arevelation to me.

Thisis sex like it’ smeantto fedl.

This is two people, connecting on the most intimate level, giving themselves to each
other, trusting the other to undo them completely and not let go of any of the pieces.
Thisistwo people who aren’t afraid to let it be fun.

Anditisfun.

By the time we're finaly wrung out, my chest hurts from laughing and my brain is
the most contentedly fuzzy it's been without an excess of drink in a long time. No
one has made me laugh like thisin years.

“Stay tonight,” | whisper as we lie together in our afterglow.

“Okay,” she whispers back, and the word is like magic to me. There's nothing |
would have liked to hear her say more.



CHAPTER 6

CHLOE

When | open my eyes, Paolo is still there, chest pressed into my back, his strong arms
looped around my body. | can barely believeit.
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My legs and hips have that sweet ache of sex to them, the one that feels kind of like
you ran along way. Except what we did last night was alot more fun than running.

I’'m not usualy a one-night stand person. Usually | like to get to know someone
before I'll allow myself to get into bed with them, but if thisis what one-night stands
can be like, then | understand why other people do them. | never imagined | could
feel this kind of connection with someone so quickly. | never dreamed that a stranger
would be able to find all the right places to touch right away, and then take pleasure
in doing it again, and again, and again...

| close my eyes, not wanting to break this bubble. | have to work later, and the
thought of having to leave makes me ache, so | push it away. All | care about right
now islying here in the arms of a man so muscular and handsome, it almost shouldn’t
be possible.

If I didn’t know myself better, I’d say I'd fallen head over heels for him.

It's amost a shame that this is going to be the end of it. Unless it doesn’'t have to
be...

No. | can’t let myself start thinking like that.

The truth is, | barely know anything about Paul. Sure, we had a good night, but it's
way too soon to be thinking about anything more permanent.

“Good morning, you,” mumblesavoicein my ear.



| chuckle and lean back into him. “ Good morning.”

“I"m surprised you're still here.”

| let out ahuff of surprise. “Why wouldn’t | be?’

He shrugs, his body moving behind me like a comforting wave. “It’s just not that
typical for peopleto stick around after anight like ours.”

“Why areyoustill here?’ | throw back, rolling over so | can face him.

“1’ve got a beautiful woman in my arms. Why would | not still be here?’

“Stop it,” | say, feeling my cheeks heat.

I’m not used to hearing people say stuff like that to me. It still comes as a shock that
anyone would find me attractive at all. Not that | think I’'m horrible-looking or
anything. I’'m just not a stunning beauty. I’'m not the kind of person you would

typically think of as being a beauty.

“No, | won't,” he says, grinning, and my heart flutters in that same way it did when
he first threw that smile at me.

| never thought | believed in love at first sight. | still don't think | do, but this
attraction is no joke — and there doesn’t seem to be anything | can do to stop it.

| giggle as Paul reaches out and kisses me again. Then, like he' s uncertain of himself,
he draws back for a second. “Isthis okay?’ he asks. “| mean, you do want?—"

“God, yes,” | interrupt, reaching forward to wrap my arms around him. | kiss him
firmly on the lips. It's sweet of him to ask, but there's nothing | want more than this



right now.

And because | didn't exactly think to pack an overnight bag yesterday, I'm still
naked, so my bare breasts press against his chest, and the sensation of my sensitive
nipples on his skin makes me shiver.

“1 won't allow you to think you’ re not gorgeous, you know,” he whispersin my ear.

| bite my lip, my blush increasing. | almost can't believe he's being sincere. A guy
like this isn’t supposed to like a girl like me. Guys like this are supposed to like
models or blondes, not normal people.

Carefully he rolls over so he's on top of me. Already | can feel him hardening against
my leg, his own naked skin warm on mine. | guess he didn’t think to put on pgjamas
either.

Our lips meet again, and this time the certainty of our passion isn’t just some drunk
fling. Whatever is going on between us is deeper than a fleeting affair. It feels like all
of this could be something that, if we put some effort in, could really last.

He grinds against me slowly, not making his lust a secret, and heat rises in my
stomach with my own desire. There's something burning inside me, and the only
thing that can help it is Paul’ s body against mine.

| push my hips back against him, and he dlides his hand down over my thigh, his
fingers slipping into my wet folds and making me cry out. It can’t be too comfortable
for him to be in this position, but he doesn’'t stop until I’m coming apart in his arms,
his lips on my neck, his armstight around me, holding me safely.

In this moment, | don’t think anything could hurt me at all.



“You ready for more?’ he whispers.

“Giveittome,” | reply breathily, reaching out to twine my fingers with his.
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He holds my hand for a second, then kisses my shoulder asif in apology and shuffles
away to grab a condom from the box. | smile, watching as he rollsit on. | love that |
don’t even have to ask him. | guess | must just have bad taste in men because the last
few relationships | had, asking them to care about me at all was like trying to teach a
horse calculus.

It was worse than usel ess.

And then he crawls back onto the bed, and his fingers drift back to my sex, and my
brain turns offline amost completely.

How many girls has he slept with in the past? Last night he promised me that he was
clean, but he gave me some of the best sex I’ve ever had. | don’'t doubt that that's
how this morning is going to go as well.

But that doesn’t come without practice.

| don't exactly care right now, though. Wondering about his past and why the hell he
could possibly have any interest in me is a thought for later, when we inevitably part
ways and I’ m longing for this ridiculous boy who’ s brought awhirlwind into my life.

When we climax again, it’s together, each setting the other off as we tumble over the
edge, clinging to each other like we're all we have to tether ourselves to the earth.
Without his hands on me, I'm almost scared that I’ d float away.

Breathless, we flop down on the bed, our fingers twining together as we lie in the
silent bliss of hormones flowing through our bodies.



“You'retoo good at that,” | whisper. “You're magic.”

“No more magic than you,” he says, pressing hislipsinto my cheek.

| can’t think of anything else to say to that, so | say nothing, relishing the delight of
lying next to him.

How did | get thislucky?

Eventually, herolls onto his side and asks, “Do you want to shower?’

“With you?’

“If you want.”

“Yes, I’d like that. | need to clean up.”

We liefor alittle longer, neither one of usreally wanting to get up, but eventually my
stickiness and sweat are bothering me too much and | force myself out of bed. Paul
follows me, and we step into the shower.

It's a vast space, amost bigger than the entire bathroom in my apartment at home.
We barely need to bump against each other as we rotate into the water, but we do

anyway, unable to help pressing our wet bodies together.

It's intimate and silly and we spend far more time in there than we really need to. By
the time we get out, we' ve been clean for along time.

But a shower is a good excuse to keep staring at his naked chest and back, both of
which are very delightful sights.



The idea of never seeing this again makes me ache.

But everything ends eventually, and we get out with wrinkled fingers.

“Chloe,” Paul says as we're drying off. | wrap my hair up in atowel and hum at him
toindicate I’m listening. “Can | ask you a question?’

“Shoot.”

He takes a deep breath, and my stomach lurches like I’ ve just jumped out of a plane.

And then he says the thing I’ m expecting him to say least of all.

“Would you like to marry me?’

CHAPTER 7

PAOLO

“Marry you?” Chloe half-shrieks.
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| open my mouth and close it again. | mean, it wasn't as negative a response as |'d
been expecting, but it wasn’t aresounding yes.

What had | really been expecting her to say to that, anyway? There's no way asking
like that was going to work. | hadn’t meant to blurt it out, but | guess | was just high
on emotion.

Sure, we' ve known each other for less than twenty-four hours, but | like Chloe. A lot.
| know even now that | wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to her.

| still should have asked more tactfully.

With asigh, | say, “Yeah, | know it sounds weird, but... well... will you just hear me
out?’

She raises both eyebrows as if to suggest that I’ve only got a handful of seconds to
make this stop sounding totally insane before she' s going to walk out of here forever.

| decide not to beat around the bush any more than | already have.

“Okay. | know thislooks like I'm just trying to use you or whatever, but | swear I'm
not. I mean, how weird would it have been to have deliberately searched someone out
just to ask them to marry me?’ | let out an awkward laugh as | feel my web of lies

start to constrict around my throat.

And she still doesn’'t look impressed.



“Haha” | chuckle, then continue. “No. The truth is, I’ ve actually been looking for a
green card for ages because, as | said, I’m a citizen of Bellamare and | work here in
the US, and they’ve been really funny about giving me a visa. And the thing, is if
you're acitizen of Bellamare... well, that means that we could just get married under
Bellamare terms — and that would make my marriage legal, both there and here, and
it will give us both the benefits of dual citizenship.”

She frowns, her lips running into athin line. | feel likeI’m losing her. “I already have
dual citizenship.”

It takes al my strength not to slap my hands over my face and groan. “I’'m sorry. |
should have brought this up in a different way. | promise I’'m smoother than this
realy.”

“Really?’ she asks dubiously.

| must look utterly ridiculous right now. Ridiculous and pathetic, here in my towel,
my hair wet and all my dignity lying in pieces on the floor.

Without thinking, | reach out for her hands, but she flinches away, so | drop my
hands to my side. Time to try something else. “1 do think you're pretty, Chloe,” | say.
“1 know | don't know youvery well at all, but | do feel an attraction towards you.
That, | promise you, isredl. If you'd let me, I'll take you out on as many dates as you
want. Hell, I won't even make you promiseforever. | just really need to not get
deported in the next few months.”

“You redly think you’ve got lucky here, don’t you?’ She narrows her eyes, and | bite
my tongue to stop myself making a coarse joke. That won't help at all right now. But
for all her suspicions, she's still not running. “It's a hell of a coincidence,” she says
like she’smulling it over. Then she adds, “Y ou really think I'm pretty?”’



| nod, grinning. Finally, this conversation is turning back into something I’'m good t.
“Oh, yes. In fact, | would go as far as to say radiant, gorgeous, and wonderful. I’ve
met a lot of women in my life. I've liked quite a lot of women. But withyouthere's
something | just can't explain. Every time | look at you, it's like there’'s a spark of
something inside me. Something that makes me never want to take my eyes off you.”
She blushes, dipping her head as she stares down at the floor. Maybe that was a little
too strong. But flattery is all I've got left to make her forget how utterly, utterly
ridiculous this entire schemeis.

“Plus,” | add, stepping forwards. This time she doesn't resist as | take her hand.
“There are a hell of alot of pretty women out there who are really terrible in bed.
Y ou’re not one of them. Not that that’s make-or-break in arelationship of course, but
it's definitely aplus.”

“You're not so bad yourself,” she says, blinking up at me through her eyelashes.

| smile. “So, you'll do it?”’

“Marry you?’' she says, tensing.

“Yes. Why not?’

“1 can think of like three or four hundred reasons why not.”

“But none of them are that I’ m not hot, right?’

She laughs, pulling her hands away, leaving me cold like I’ve just lost a vital part of
something. “No. None of them are that you’ re not hot.”

“Then what?’ | push, stepping towards her. | don’'t want to force anything — if she



rgjects me hard, I'll back off — but while she’s wavering, I've got to try. “Would it
really be so bad? It' s just paperwork. I’'m not asking for awhite wedding.”

“What if that’s what | want?’

“Then I’d giveit to you.”

“Redly?’ she says, folding her arms defiantly as she stares up at me. “Why? As you
say, you barely know me. Why would you do thisfor a stranger?’
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| meet her eyes and stare deep into them. “Tell me you feel nothing between us. Look
at me and tell me truthfully if you feel nothing.”

She stares back, her mouth open, but she doesn’'t say anything. It's the closest I'm
going to get to a confession.

“Exactly. I’'m not asking for love. I'm just asking you to help me out. And maybe we
can see what happens from there.”

A long silence passes between us, the air crackling with atension that | can’t name —
half lust, half confusion, and one hundred percent uncertainty.

And her expression isn’t changing. I’'m losing her.

Suddenly, | don’t know which ideais worse. Losing my chance to go home, or losing
her completely.

“I’ll give you a hundred thousand dollars!” | blurt, then wince. | should have brought
that up more smoothly as well.

Chlo€e' s eyes open wide as she processeswhat | said. “You' |l dowhat?’

“A hundred thousand. I'll give you a hundred thousand dollars as compensation for
having to put up with me. The marriage, it'll just be aformality. I’m not asking for a
ceremony, none of that pomp and circumstance. | just need the piece of paper. |
promise we can take our actual relationship as slowly as you want, and if you don’t
want it, we can leave it at that. I’'m not trying to force anything weird on you, |



promise. | just need something, and you can help me get it.”

“A hundred thousand dollars...” she echoes. “ Seriously?’

“Takeit or leaveit,” | say, offering my hand to her.

If she saysno thistime, I'll drop it.

My heart leaps into my mouth as she looks up at me again.

“Thisis crazy,” she says quietly. But then she takes my hand. “Okay. What the hell.
I’[l marry you.”

CHAPTER 8

CHLOE

The second | get home, | fall into my mother’s arms,

She pulls mein tight and kisses my forehead, holding me without a word.

“Mom, I’ve done something stupid,” | say, my voice shaking with the sobs | want to
let out.

“What' s the matter, baby?’ she says, stroking my head. “We can fix it, whatever it is.
Y ou and me, together, like always.”

| squeeze her, breathing deeply. Already, I’ m starting to feel calmer.

It might not be ideal to be living with my mother in my twenties, but renting in New
York City is beyond expensive, and me and Mom have always gotten along well. We



don’t agree on everything, obviously, and sometimes she's so annoying | want to
scream, but she’'s always there for me.

| know she always will be.

“Oh, God,” | say, releasing Mom from the embrace so | can cover my face with my
hands. Already this morning is starting to feel like adream, and last night even more.

Mom looks at me expectantly, and | blurt it out. “I think 1 might just have agreed to
get married to someone to get him agreen card.”

| don’t know why I’'m expecting to get told off for it — I’m an adult making my own
choices, after all. But this feels like a teenage kind of stupid mistake to make. |
squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the lecture to begin.

Instead, there’s silence. | crack open my eyes. Mom has covered her mouth with her
hand, trying not to laugh. “Y ou’ ve done what?’

She guides me to the sofa, placing a hand on my shoulder. We sit down with a flop
and she looks at me firmly. “Tell me what happened. Everything. | won't be upset.”

| take a shaky breath, a tear running down my cheek. “I met this guy last night,” |
start, and Mom raises an eyebrow but says nothing. “He was cute. | thought it might

be abit of fun.”

“And was it?’
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“Mom!” | scoff, not particularly wanting to discuss my sex life with her. Still,
unbidden, the memory of Paul’s body against mine flows through my mind, making
me shiver. “Yes. But that’ s not the point. This morning, | was getting ready to go, and
he told me he had been looking for a green card.”

“So he' s not from the US?”

“No,” | clench my fists at my sides. Thisisn’t going to be an easy conversation in so
many ways. “He'sfrom Bellamare.”

Mom takes a sudden, sharp breath, recoiling like she’'s been slapped. “Bellamare?’
she whispers.

| nod. “Yeah. Like Dad.”

“They’'re handsome, aren’'t they?” Mom jokes weakly, and | look away to try and
hide my blush, which is probably answer enough.

All my life, I’ve watched my mother doing her best to raise me, and as I’ve grown
older, I’ve just got more grateful for everything. | can’'t begin to imagine how hard it
IS to be left aone as a single parent, while grieving for a partner you had loved and
lost.

And Mom did love Dad. | don’t remember him that well, but Mom always talks about
him with the kind of affection you dream of someone feeling for you. It was sudden,
when he passed away. That's something Mom doesn’t like to talk about, and | try not
to bring it up.



That much | do get.

“And this is why this man wants to marry you, | suppose? Because you're both
Bellamari?’

“It's just a weird coincidence,” | shrug. “He's already from Bellamare; it's not like
he's going to get anything out of marrying me for that. He told me he's a
businessman, and that he needs a green card for work.”

“Doesn’t that sound kind of strange to you, honey? Can’t he get awork visa?’

| slouch back into the sofa. “1 don’t know. And I’m not stupid, Mom — | did question
that already. It sounds like they’re giving him trouble with it, that’s all.”

Mom takes my hand and covers it with both of hers. “Chloe, you know | support you
doing anything you want.”

“1 know, Mom.”
“But marriage? Even if it’s not for the ceremony, even if you had fun last night... |
just don’'t want you to get hurt, that’s al. | don’t want you to get trapped in a situation

you can't get out of.”

| lean forward to rest my head on Mom’s shoulder. “I know. But he really did seem
like areasonable guy, and | can always divorce him later on, once hisjob works out.”

Mom frowns. “ Reasonable, maybe. Desperate, absolutely.”
| scoff at that. “I’m sure he was desperate, but that doesn’t mean | shouldn’t trust

him. What kind of person sleeps with someone just to manipulate them into
marriage?’



There’'s a long pause while Mom thinks, and | know that she's thinking, Honey,
you're being naive. There are a lot of people out there who would do that kind of
thing, but | don’t care. I’ ve chosen this now.

And | can always back out. It's not like he' s forcing me into anything. It's not like he
held me under threat and forced me to sign my name. He asked. And sure, he offered
me money, but nobody trying to trick someone into doing what they want looks at
you like you're their world.

Do they?

“Plus,” | say, trying to drop the news casually. “He's offered me alot of money.”
Mom’ s face falls. “How much? Chloe, what are we getting involved in here?’

“A hundred thousand dollars,” | say quietly. “We could do so much with that, Mom.
All | have to do is marry this guy. It's only temporary. And anyway, | did like him.
He seemed great.”

“A hundred thousand dollars!”

“Honestly, Mom, you didn’t raise me stupid. | know what I’'m doing.”

I’ve jumped on the defensive now, but | can't explain to her why this feels like the
right thing to do. | can barely explain it to myself.

| just know that thisisn’t the mistake it looks like.
Mom sgueezes my hands again, her concern written all over her face, barely

concealed, like the dark circles of stress underneath her eyes. Thisiswhy | have to do
this. I’ ve been given the chance to change her life. | haveto takeit.
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“Promise me you' |l be careful. Don’t do anything without letting me know, okay?’
“Okay, | promise.”

But even as | can see the doubt in her eyes, | grow more and more certain. It's weird,
but this is going to be for the better. | don’t know why, but | know it. Somewhere
deepinside, | know that thisis right.

CHAPTER 9

PAOLO

Even though Chloe assured me she was going be here, | still have a moment of fear
that she won’t show up.

| arrived at the courthouse thirty minutes early and immediately started freaking out
that she wasn't going to be here. Not that she had any obligation to arrive early.

But | don’'t know what I’'m going to do if this doesn’t work out. There’s no way | can
make myself do this again. Meeting Chloe was fun, but hunting down someone else
with Bellamari citizenship just to pay them off seems like far too much work. Plus,
my bank account isn’t infinite. It's not sad, for sure, but it's not going to be able to
handle too many more of these big purchases.

No. It's either Chloe or I'm just going to have to think of something else.

As the time for our appointment grows closer, | get more and more nervous. The



woman at reception throws me a sympathetic look, and | wonder just how many
people like me she's seen.

Just how many people have promised to sign their lives away and never showed up?

This whole thing is making me really reassess how | feel about marriage. Not that |
felt particularly favorable towards it before, but thisis just the worst. | don’'t think |
could handle the stress of depending on another person, let alone the big fanfare of a
real wedding.

At least if I'm by mysalf, | know | only have to look afterme.

What am | going to do if | have to start genuinely worrying about her too?

| guess | had assumed that any girl | tried this on would just agree to the paperwork
and then leave immediately, not wanting to be any further part of my life. | would
understand that. After all, if someone paid me afortune just to sign a piece of paper, |
wouldn’t feel any obligation to them at all. Gratitude, perhaps.

But it doesn’'t seem like any real basis for arelationship.

And it wouldn’t be, except me and Chloe just seemed to click so well. I've spent a
long year chatting up girls, going home to their beds, giving them areally good time.
It's been fun getting to know them a little. Some of them I’ve even gone back to a
bunch of times.

Plenty of them were very nice. Plenty of them made me laugh. But none of them
clicked like me and Chloe did.

I’m not any sort of believer in true love. None of that destiny, or knowing at first
sight, or anything like that. But that is aimost what this feels like. Like something



real.

It's not real, though, | remind myself.All thisisjust away to get home.

| look at my phone again. Maybe she's let me know that she's not going to show up.
My heart freezes when | see that | do have a message from her.Stuck in traffic, be

therein five.

It's a cold, efficient message. Nothing like the kind of thing you would expect two
people about to get married to say to each other.

But it does soothe my nerves. She hasn’t forgotten.

| really am going home.

When Chloe walks through the door, | jump to my feet and | can’t help but grin at
her.

She's wearing white. It's not exactly a bridal gown, but it does make her look
absolutely beautiful. The fabric clings to her waist, and the skirt billows around her
knees, drawing my attention to her long legs and the plunge of her cleavage.

“Hello,” | say.

She smiles back at me. “Hello.”

“I’m glad you came.”

“Were you starting to worry | wouldn’t?’
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| don’t say anything, letting my silence be answer enough.

“Come on, then,” she says, holding out her hand. “ Are they ready for us yet?’

| glance up at the receptionist, and she nods with asmall smile. “Yeah, | think so.”
“Have you been waiting for long?’ Chloe asks.

“Yeah,” | say sheepishly, rubbing the back of my neck. “I was bored.”

She doesn’t comment on the fact that | must have gotten here really early, but | can
see the thought glistening behind her eyes.

Carefully, and desperately wanting to change the conversation, | take hold of her
hand. She nods at me, and together we step up to the reception desk. The receptionist
glances down at her computer. “Paul and Chloe, yes?’

“Yes,” we say in unison.

The woman clicks a few things on her computer, then nods. “Okay. Thanks for
waiting. Mr. Hopkinsis nearly ready for you. If you take a seat, he'll get you soon.”

“Thank you,” | say, but before we can go and sit down, a man in a well-fitting suit
comes through the door.

“Paul and Chloe?’ he asks with atoothy smile. “Come with me.”



We follow him through some corridors into a simple office room. He gestures to us to
take a seat. “Welcome,” he says. “I’m glad to have you here.”

“We're glad to be here,” | say, ignoring the side-eye Chloe gives me.

“All right,” he says, taking his own seat, slapping his hands down on his thighs. “Are
you ready?’

“Yes,” | say decisively, then look at Chloe. She nods with dlightly less certainty, her
smile not quite real.

| hope Mr. Hopkins doesn’t think that we're being strange or suspicious. | guess he's
probably seen worse than us. At least we have the appearance of liking each other.

“Okay, then. | have some paperwork for you. But before we get to signing, if you
want to say anything to each other, now’s a perfect time.”

We turn to each other, staring into each other’s eyes, each waiting for the other to
start. | realize that | didn’t prepare one single thing to say about the woman who's
technically about to become my wife. Not that | even know enough about her to start
making a speech — but the officiant is looking at us expectantly, so someone has to
say something.

| take hold of Chloe's hands and smile warmly at her. “Chloe, you are one of the
kindest, most generous women |’'ve ever met,” | say. She blinks in surprise, like she
wasn't expecting me to say anything like this. “Y ou ve made me feel the happiest
I’ve felt in along while, and I’ve had a lot of fun in the time I’ve known you. | can’'t
begin to tell you how grateful | am that you’ ve agreed to be my wife.”

The officiant purses his lips, then smiles, and | get the sense that he' s holding back a
comment. | guess there are one too many men who fail to say anything nice about the



woman they’ re supposed to love.

It's not like I’'m even technically lying or anything, anyway. lamgrateful to Chloe.
She’s giving me everything | want.

Realizing that she should probably say something too, Chloe squeezes my hands.
“I’m grateful too,” she starts, then bites her lip, stalling as she tries to summon words
to match those I’ ve just said to her.

I’m glad I’'m not the only one who forgot to write fake vows.

To Mr. Hopkins, | suppose we probably just ook like a nervous young couple rather
than two people who are doing this for somekind of arrangement. That's good. That’'s
not going to raise any suspicions.

Thisisall going swimmingly.

“You’ve given me more of an opportunity than you can ever know,” Chloe continues.
“And if | had to call anyone my husband, I’'m glad that it's someone as caring and
giving asyou.” She smiles, satisfied with her vow.

“Great,” says Mr. Hopkins in what might be the most businesslike tone ever. “All
right. So, because yours is a bit of a special case, unfortunately that means there's
going to be alot more to sign than istypical. We'll start with the easy one.”

He produces several sheets of paper, all written in my native tongue. Chloe squints at
the Bellamari, trying to decode it. Does she even speak aword of it at al? It's not a
language they teach in schools over here, and it's unlikely that her dad was able to
teach her based on how young she was when he died. | wonder what she thinks of it.
It's not exactly Italian, but to the unpracticed ear it’s close enough.



“Because you are both Bellamari citizens, this is a legal record showing that your
marriage will be recognized both herein the US and in Bellamare. 1t should grant you
both all the same legal rights as any citizen would get over there.”

| clench my fist to stop myself grinning too widely. | can’t believe this was so easy.
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“Please,” says Mr. Hopkins, gesturing for us to do what we came here to do.

We both pick up a pen and sign the document. | glance over it, and it says exactly
what the man said it does. that our marriageis fully lega and recognized in
Bellamare. That, as full citizens, we're allowed unhindered right of entry. The
thought of it makes my head spin.

“Okay, great,” says Mr. Hopkins. His face twists into something approaching regret,
and he says, “Now, you'll be surprised to learn the US makes things a bit trickier for
dual citizens.” Chloe snorts a laugh. “Here's the paperwork to pronounce you both
married, and here,” he says, producing some more paperwork from his manillafolder,
“isthe official start of your process to becoming acitizen.”

He pushes the papers towards me, and | pick them up, the words swimming in front
of my eyes. “Unfortunately, it's alittle more complex than simply signing aform, but
your chances of getting rejected after this are very sim. When it's a legitimate
marriage between two people who love each other, this country has no problem with
welcoming new citizens.”

| start laughing, and Chloe glares at me, making me stop. Maybe he wasn’'t making a
joke, then. | cough awkwardly to cover my gaffe, then say, “Okay, thank you.

Brilliant. Let’s sign, then, shall we?’

He gives us a strange look but says nothing else. I’d love to know where we rank on
the personal list of weirdest ceremonies he no doubt hasin his head.

| sign it quickly. Mr. Hopkins takes the paperwork back, double-checks it, then gets



to his feet. “Excellent,” he says. “Well, then, it's my great privilege to announce that,
in the eyes of the US Government, | can officially pronounce you husband and wife.”

He looks at us both expectantly. Chloe and | share a look, and almost panic as we
realize that thisis the part where most peoplekiss. Chloe glances down at my lips asif
to ask me a question, and to save her any more awkwardness, | lean in and press my

lips chastely against hers.

“Congratulations,” says Mr. Hopkins. “You are al good to go as far as I'm
concerned. Whenever you' re ready, you can head out.”

“Thank you,” we both say, getting up at the same time and almost scrambling out of
the office. His words were sayingthere' s no rush, but | imagine he has a whole lot of

these to do today, and | don’t want to hold him up.

The second we hit the street outside, | let out a sigh of relief. “ Thank you so much,” |
say. “Y ou have no ideawhat this means to me.”

Chloe gives me a puzzled look, but doesn’t follow up with whatever question isin her
mind. “ Thank you, too. | really meant it in there. Y ou have no idea what this money
Isgoing to do for me.”

“No problem at all. Anything for my wife.” | wink at her and she blushes.

“Well, | suppose that’sit, then,” she says, grimacing.

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“What do you mean?’

“lsn’t it traditional after getting married to go back home and consummate it?’



Her blush deepens, spreading pink right across her nose, and | have to resist
commenting on how cuteit is. “You mean...” she starts, stumbling as her mind races
to catch up. “You actually want me to come home with you?’

| take hold of her hand and squeeze it gently. “As | said, you're my wife now. And
that relationship can mean whatever you want it to mean. If you never want to see me
again, | get that. | won't push for anything. But | do find you very attractive. If you
would let me romance you, | would.” She lets out a chuckle of disbelief. “Plus,” |
add, “| do have to give you that check.”

“Okay, then,” Chloe says slowly. “I don’t think Mom would be too happy at you
coming back to our place, though.”

“1 bought an apartment,” | say casualy, and when her mouth drops open, | quickly
add, “| needed a base here. It's not abig deal .”

“Sure...” she says. Then, before | can dig myself any deeper, she says, “Let me tell
Mom I’m not coming home. Then we can go back to yours, okay?’

| flag down ataxi while Chloe speaks to her mother, and my stomach twinges as she
does. In the short time that I’ ve known her, she’s spoken to her mom more times than
I’ ve eventhoughtabout mine.

When we get to my place, | tip the driver well, then take Chloe by the hand and lead
her up to my new penthouse.

“Wow,” she says as we step out of the elevator and into the apartment. “This is
awesome.”

| close the door behind us and grin at the way she looks around, scanning every inch
of the walls as she takes in the sleek grey paint and silver finishes. “It's al ours.”



“You know, | already had lunch, but...” She bites her lip, her eyes raking over me. “I
am hungry for something else...”

With that, she steps forward and kisses me, and | feel myself melting in her hands.

My own hands travel to her breasts without thinking, and | smile into her mouth as
our Kiss deepens, our lips pressing harder together. She moans as our tongues
entwine, and she grinds her hips forwards, pressing against my hardening, aching
length.

We push each other back towards the bedroom, shedding our clothes as we go. By the
time we fall on the bed, we' re both naked, unable to take our hands off each other.
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“Here’ sto marriage,” | say crawling up over her to kiss her face.

“To marriage,” she grins, kissing me back then flipping me so she's straddling my
waist.

And that’s the last thing we say for a long time — because we're too busy making
each other see stars.

CHAPTER 10
CHLOE
When | wake up, Paul is gone.

| feel apang inside my chest, wondering if the honeymoon of this strange relationship
isover already. If itis, at least | enjoyed it whileit lasted.

Asfar as arranged marriages go, | could definitely have done worse.

| decide | should make the most of sleeping in such a plush and comfortable bed and
snuggle back in, closing my eyes and letting sleepiness overcome me. The pillows
smell like Paul, and | breathe him in deeply, already missing his musk, the feeling of
his firm body against mine.

But three seconds after | decide to drift back to sleep, the bedroom door opens and
Paul enters with two mugs.



“Coffee?’ he asks. “I’'m sorry, | don’t know how you take it, so | just assumed cream
and sugar.”

“That’s perfect. | like it sweet.”

“Just like you,” he grins.

| shake my head. “You really don’t have to flirt with me like that, you know.”

“Why?" He rounds the bed to place one mug on my bedside table, then crosses back
to place the other on his side, where he crawls into bed, snuggles up beside me, and
squeezes me tight. Gently, he nuzzles his nose into the crook of my neck, like he's
trying to breathe me in. “I know this is only going to last for so long. That means |
have to make the most of it now.”

“Y ou make me feel something so strange,” | whisper to him, curling into him.

“It had better be agoodstrange,” he says with agrin.

Heleansin to kissme, and | smile. “Oh, yes,” | say, letting my fingers trace their way
down his toned chest, bumping over his defined abs. “It’ s averygood strange.”

With that he takes hold of my shoulders and presses me back into the bed, kissing my
neck, my shoulder. | let out a yelp of surprise and giggle as | give myself over to his
attack.

“Your lipsfeel so damn good,” | groan.

“1 think they’d feel better somewhere else.” He flashes me that wicked look of his,
then starts snaking atrail of kisses down my body.



All | can do is moan helplessly, electric current surging through my limbs, making
my hips buck at even the lightest touch. And then his mouth hits my wet sex, and my
eyes roll back in my head. “Don’t you dare stop,” | hiss, and instead of words he just
doubles down.

It feels like we spend hours like that, relishing each other’'s pleasure, holding one
another, exploring our bodies, seeing whathappens if they collide together. | have no
idea how many times | come, but eventually my stomach lets me know that all this
physical activity is making me hungry.

“Isthat your way of telling me you want breakfast?’ says Paul, cuddling into me.
“Isn’t it more like lunch now?’ | giggle.

“That’ sjust semantics.”

He starts kissing my neck again, and | let out a happy sigh. “Oh, don’t start that
again. If you start kissing me there, we're never going to get out of this bed.”

“Would that be such abad thing?’

“No,” | say shuffling to face him. “But | am hungry. And | could do with a shower.”

“Then both of those things you will have,” he grins.
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He wraps me tightly in his arms once more, then releases me so we can get up.
Reluctantly, | peel myself out of bed and pad off to the shower. As| enter, | marvel at
the size of the bathroom. It took me aback last night, and it’s not losing its impact
today.

I’m not surprised at all to find the water pressure in the shower better than perfect.
Looking down a my body, | can see the evidence of our lovemaking — red marks
from teeth and lips, scattered remains of sublime pleasure.

By the time | emerge again and head into the kitchen, Paul has whipped up a
breakfast like I’ ve never seen before. “This isn't exactly traditional Bellamari fare,”
he says sadly. “It’s hard to get all the stuff in the US. But it’ sthe closest | could do.”

There are pastries and toast, fruits that | can barely name, al laid out in a huge
spread. “Wow. Thank you. You didn’'t have to do al thisfor me.”

He crosses the room to wrap his arms around my waist, and pulls me into his chest.
“How many times do | have to remind you? Y ou’'re my wife. That means it’s my job
to do nice things.”

“Well, this is a very nice thing.” | rest against his chest for a moment, then realize
he' s wearing a button-up shirt. “Wait a second. Y ou look like you’ re about to go out.”

He looks at me apologetically, his face falling. “Unfortunately, | just got some bad
news from home. | have to leave this afternoon. But I’ ve left the spare key for you on
the table, so please feel free to stay here aslong asyou like.”



“You'releaving?’ | stammer, taking a step back from him.

“l have to,” he says, then rummages in his pocket and produces a small rectangle of
paper. “The check, as promised.”

He presses a hundred thousand dollars into my hands and kisses me on the forehead.
“I’m sorry to have to go like this. Call me later if you like.”

“Sure...” | say, dumbfounded.

He kisses me once more, then, without even looking back, he marches away to the
door, pulls on his shoes, and |eaves.

| stare down at the paper in my hand.

All I can do now islet out a sob.

Then | Slump down at the table and bury my face in my hands. I'm not sure how long
| sit there for, letting the turbulence of emotions out until | have no tears left to cry.

And then | get up again.
| should probably go home. | collect up as much of the breakfast as | can manage into
a bag, then rush down to the first floor, back to the ground, where there are noisy cars

and the atmosphere wavers in the heat.

I’m about half a block along the street when | decide to flag down a taxi. It would be
good to let someone else drive me home. And it’s not like | can’t afford it now.

Mom’s on the phone when | get back, and | can’t pretend I'm not relieved. Later, no
doubt, she'll ask me about the ceremony. She knew it was today, and it took



absolutely everything in me to stop her from showing up. Eventually she accepted
that she really didn’t need to come because this wasn't a proper wedding and would
hardly count as one, and that Paul was areal, non-murderous guy.

| did have to promise her that | would let her plan my real wedding, but that’s not
something | can see happening for along time yet.

As | dump the bag on the floor, | wave at her, gesturing at the breakfast that I'm
putting out on the counter.

Then | vanish away to my room so | can lie down on my bed and stare at the ceiling.

| want to cry, but the tears won't come. All that’s left is a sense of hollowness. A
complete numb emptiness.

Paul is gone.

He's gone. He got what he wanted, and despite al the pretty words, | have the
sickening feeling I’'m never going to see him again.

How have | gotten so attached in just afew short days?

How could | have let myself believe that this man cared about me?

But that’ s the thing. Idobelieve it. Nothing he said to me gave me the impression that
he was being insincere. Maybe he' s away at home now laughing, thinking about how
stupid | wasto fall for al his promises, how shallow | was to accept his proposal.

If I'm being realistic, I’'m probably never going to hear from him again.

But he gave me what | wanted too. With this, my dream is going to come true.
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So why doesit fedl likeit's come at a cost?

CHAPTER 11

PAOLO

“Passport?’ the customs officer asks as | step up to the desk.

This seemed like such a good idea yesterday. But today, all | have is questions. What
if | get recognized? What if | get thrown out? What if the passport doesn’t work?

I’m kind of hoping that people round here have forgotten about me while I’ ve been
gone. | doubt I'll have been forgotten completely, but at least | won't be front-page
headlines anymore, so | won't be at the front of anyone’'s mind. People are
remarkably good at not paying attention.

“All right, sir, you're good to go. Enjoy your stay in Bellamare,” the officer says,
pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Thank you,” | breathe, hoping my relief isn't too obvious. But if the officer notices
it, she doesn’t comment.

As | head through the airport, | feel like I could be dancing on clouds. | step out into
the daylight and grin. I’'m home. | can’t believe thisis working.

Despite the fact that it's summer, | pull my scarf around my face and push my glasses
up my nose. Quickly, I flag down ataxi and jump in the back, keeping my sunglasses



over my eyes for the whole journey. | can’t get recognized now. I’ve come too far for
that.

| give the driver directions to the town just outside our stately home. | don’'t want to
direct him straight to the house. That would be suspicious. But if | head to the town, |
can at least walk up to the palace without too much hassle.

Fortunately, the driver says nothing to me on the journey, so al | do isstarein silence
out of the window for forty minutes, watching the green fields go by, making out the
ocean in the distance. |’ ve missed this place so much more than | realized.

When the driver pullsinto the town, | thank him and hand him his farein cash. Then |
jump out, shoving my hands in my pockets as he drives away.

Then | start hiking up to my home.

| didn't even bring a bag. After a ten-hour flight, that’s starting to look like an
oversight now. | guess | was assuming that my parents were just going to let me back
in the house so | could pick up al my old stuff again.

That’ s assuming that they even stillhaveany of my old stuff. What if they threw it all
out with me?

As | approach the door, my heart starts pounding in my chest. Maybe thisis aredly,
really bad idea. It's not like anyone's going to want to see me. That's why they got
rid of mein thefirst place.

| pace back and forth for a while at the door, trying to figure out what I’'m going to
say to whoever opensit. At least it won't be my parents. It’ s not like the king answers
his own front door.



If I'm lucky, it will be one of the staff who used to like me.

If I'm not lucky, it'll be one of my brothers.

At least if it'sMiguel or Luca, our screaming match will bring someone running.

Finaly, | raise my fist and do it. | hammer on the door seven or eight times, not
intending to stop until someone comes for me.

When Maria opens the door, | let out a cry of surprise. Her mouth drops open in
shock, her hands falling limp at her side. “Prince Paolo?’ she asks, amost
whispering. “Can it really be you?’

| nod, releasing the breath I’d been holding. | smile. “Yeah, it'sme. I’m home.”

Her face quickly changes from delight to a panicked fury. “Come, come,” she says,
ushering me inside. “What on earth are you doing here? By the saints, have you been
seen? Y ou' re going to be in such trouble.”

“1 know,” | groan, running my hand through my hair. “But | had to come back. I'm a
different person now. | promise. | want to do better. | want to pay my respects to
Grandfather. | want to prove myself.”

“1t’ s not me that you have to persuade,” she says, leading me through the house.

| grimace, knowing that she' s right.

“We should hide you,” she says as we step into one of the small, unused rooms near
the kitchens.

This stately home is one of those built so many years ago, when servitude was still



meant staff running around houses through secret passages so they couldn’t be seen
by the aristocracy. We till call those staff servants today, but that's mostly a
linguistic thing now.
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In truth, many of these cubbyholes and little passages were just afun diversion for me
and my brothers when we were young. For aslong as I’ ve been alive, and even longer
than that, nobody in this country has subscribed to the notion that servants should go
unheard and unseen.

| am damn grateful for the hiding hole now, though.

Maria and | stand there for a while, trying to devise the best way of breaking this
news to my parents. Eventually, we decide that we should just come out with it.

| suggest coming in through the side entrance, the personal one, and Mariatells me it
would be best to use the front door. She tells me that she will come and welcome me
in, asif she' ssurprised, and call for my parents.

It's not my favorite plan in the world, but it does seem better than sneaking around.
She shows me out back onto the street through the side entrance, and | walk slowly
around to the front door. It's a huge, imposing wooden thing, complete with carvings
of horrible gargoyles and hinges that, no matter how much they get oiled, aways
creak.

| knock tentatively on the door, and a few seconds later, true to her word, Maria
returns.

“Paolo!” she exclaims, gasping in shock and doing a startlingly good job of acting
like she didn’t know it was going to be me. “Y ou' re back!”

“I’m back.”



She rushes over to the intercom by the door and buzzes up to my parents' living
quarters. “Your Maesties,” she says, “we have avisitor.”

There' s afaint sound of areply that | can’t quite distinguish, but | can easily imagine
my father sayingwhy should we care? Trust me, Your Majesty. You should come
down. It'syour son.”

We head through to the drawing room that my parents use to entertain guests. It's a
grand, stately room with some hideous gold wallpaper and carpet that hasn’t been
replaced in fifty years. They're very proud of this room. It's got some historical
significance or something.

Personally, | think it's ugly. It's a good job I’'m never going to be king, because if |
were, | would probably redecorate the whole place.

We sit for what feels like forever until my parents enter the room. They push the door
open slowly, and when | see them | get to my feet. | grin sheepishly. “Hi, Mom. Dad.
How are you?”

“Paolo,” says my father, staring harshly at me. “Y ou’ re not supposed to be here.”

“No, | know,” | say, clenching my fistsas| try to hold my nerve. “I’m sorry for lying,
but... well, I’ve come to pay my respects to Grandfather. | can’'t believe no one told
me that he had passed.”

“It seems you’ re struggling with the concept of being exiled, then,” my mother says
coldly.

| take a deep breath. | have to not fight with them. The most important thing about
this conversation isthat | don't fight with them. If they kick me back out now, there's
no way | can face them like this again.



| decide not to say anything about the inheritance. “1 loved Grandpa. | get that I'm not
supposed to be here, but it felt unfair that everyone else should get to say goodbye to
himand | didn’'t. | don’t care that | wasn't invited to the funeral. | just want to see his
grave. | can go again after that. | won't complain. But a year in exile has taught me a
couple of things. That was the point, wasn't it? To teach me alesson?’

“And what lessons have you learned? asks my father. | don't think he believes a
singleword I've said. I'm not surprised. | probably wouldn't either, if | were him.

If they’ ve been following my travels — and | don’t doubt that they’ ve been keeping
an eye on me in one way or another — it doesn’t exactly look like I’ ve done awhole
lot except party for the last year. To any outside observer, | guessit doesn’'t seem like
I’m changed at all.

“l found awife,” | blurt.

“A wife?” says my mother, the faintest expression of surprise peeking through her
mask of neutrality. | get the sense that she wants to end that sentence asking why |
didn’t tell them, but of course, | had no way of telling them. It's not like they would
have listened to me anyway, and it’s not even like my marriage isredl.

“Yes, awife,” | say, holding my head up high. “Her name is Chloe. She's just a
normal person, and | met her doing normal-person things. Shelivesin New York, and
her dad was from Bellamare. We've got a lot in common, actually. It's been
reallyinteresting getting to know her. With her, it’s not about me being a prince at all.
She’ s taught me how to be areal human.”

“And do you think that is enough to warrant uslifting your exile?’

“No, | guess not,” | sigh. “But surely it meanssomething. I’m responsible now. I'm
grown up. A real human woman fell in love with me and married me, of her own free



will. It had nothing to do with my title.”

They don’t have to know that that’s more or less alie.

Actually, it’s pretty much one hundred percent a lie. Chloe doesn’'t know who | am.
And the reason she married me couldn’t have had anything less to do with love.

“You do realize,” says my father, “any marriage you’ ve had will not be recognized by
this country. Any wedding you had away from uswill not count, in our eyes.”

“Then we'll get married again,” | say defiantly. “And this time we'll do it properly.
I’'m not embarrassed to have Chloe recognized in front of everyone. I'm not
embarrassed to show who | am now.”

They both stare at me, neither one of them convinced. It's not the first time I’ ve had a
passionate outburst in front of them.
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But thisis probably the least like a petulant child I’ ve ever sounded.

My mother shoots my father a look, and my father nods grimly. | have no idea what
the silent conversation they’re having is, but I’'m certain that I’'m not going to like
their response.

“Very well,” says my father. “For now, you can stay. But you are not to leave this
house. Nobody is to see you. We are willing to accept your story as an honest one for
now. But if you're planning to stay in this country long term, it would be best if you
and yourwife—" he says the word with such disdain that it makes me recail, “—had
better start making arrangements for her to come here for aformal introduction.”

| nod hesitantly. “She’ll need to get time off work. That doesn't happen just
overnight. You have to give ustime to plan.”

They share another look, then my father says, “Two months. We'll give you two
months for this wife of yours to make an appearance. If she is as good and honest as
you say, then we will have no problem with her. And if you' re willing to show some
respect and responsibility for your duties, then we will graciously put an end to your
exile and allow you all the full rights of citizenship again.”

| nod, bowing my head as | try to keep my face serious and hide the panic that has
started swirling around in my stomach.

Invite Chloe here? What a mess thisis becoming.

She has no idea that she married a prince. She has no idea what scheme she's tangled



up in. There'sno way | can be certain she'll say yes to the trip, even less that she'll
agree to go along with the deception.

“Thank you,” | say to my parents instead of voicing any of these fears. “I'll speak to
her tonight. We will get something arranged. Y ou're going to like her, | promise.”

Neither of them say anything as they |eave the room.

That night, | lie in bed and toy with the idea of texting Chloe, but | can’t figure out
what to say.

So, | leave it.

And then | leave it the next day. And then aweek goes by. Then two.

And every night | redraft the message that I’ m trying to send.

And every night, | don’'t send it.

CHAPTER 12

CHLOE

SEVEN WEEKS LATER

“Mom, I’'m home!” | shout as| come through the front door.

“I"'min the kitchen,” Mom yells.

| take my shoes off in the hall and step through to the smell of my mother cooking.



“I’'m making Bolognese,” she says, glancing over her shoulder at me. “Just the way
you likeit.”

“You're the best,” | say, scampering up to her and wrapping my arms around her
waist.

“No problem,” she says, covering one of my hands with hers. “How was the real
estate agent?”’

“Fine,” | say, not releasing my mother from my embrace. “We've got some options
for anew place. They said that with my credit rating and the amount we’ ve got to put

down, we should have no problem buying an apartment.”

“That’'s great,” smiles Mom. “Y ou know, | do understand if you want to move out by
yourself. To liveyour own life alittle...”

“No way,” | scoff. “You’'ve done so much for me, Mom. Now it's my turn to look
afteryou.”

She squeezes my hands, then gently pushes me away so she can go back to her pot.
“It smellsgood,” | say, breathing in the rich tomato smell.
She smiles warmly, but | can’t help but notice how tired she looks. The wrinkles in

her face are deeper than ever, the bag under her eyes dark. She's been through some
hard times lately and | want to do everything | can to help her through it.
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“Did you look into renting that studio space as well?’ she asks, stirring the
Bolognese. The delicious tomatoey scent rises again and fills my nostrils with a smell
that | can only describe as home.

“1 did. I called the guy who owns the building earlier. The rent for it is alittle more
than | would like, but if we get a mortgage and | keep working at the bar, everything
should be fine. We can afford it.”

“And of course, once you start selling your art, we'll be rolling in millions anyway.”

“Hey,” | chuckle, shaking my head. She’s expecting way too much from me.

But I'm glad that she has that kind of faith in my ability. I'm so grateful that I've
always had someone to believe in me.

The moment is shattered by the sound my phone ringing. Fumbling for it, | groan.
“Ugh, sorry. I’'m going to get this. It’ s probably the real estate agent.”

“I’ll call you when dinner’s ready, love,” she smiles.
| head off to my bedroom and pick up my phone without looking at the number.
When | hear Paul’ svoice, | amost drop it again. “Chloe? Thisisyou, right?’

“Paul?’ | splutter. “How...? What are you doing calling me? It's been nearly seven
weeks! | thought you never wanted to speak to me again.”



“1 just wanted to see how you're doing,” he says in a tone that suggests he actually
wants something else but is trying to ease me into it.

“What do you really want?’ | snap, in no mood for games. “And I'm fine, by the
way. Me and my mom are moving out soon. We' ve got anew place.”

He doesn’'t have to know that that’s not entirely true.

“Good,” he says, and | can amost see his stupid smile as he does. | close my eyes and
try to black out that thought. “I’m happy for you.”

“1 couldn’t have done any of this without you. So, what do you want?’

There' salong silence, and for aminute | think he's completely vanished.

“Paul?’ | say uncertainly.

“I'm here,” he says, “I’'m here. Okay, I'll just come out with it. How would you like
an all-expenses-paid trip to Bellamare?’

| nearly drop the phone again.

“You— What?’

“Look, I'm kind of in a bit of a situation here. And I'd love to see you again.
Honestly. I’ve thought about you every single day, and |’ ve wanted to talk to you

sincel left.”

| bite my tongue from sayingso why didn’t you call sooner?*What situation?’ | ask
instead.



“It's along story, but basically my parents are threatening to kick me out if | don’t
bring home my new and lovely wife to meet them at once.”

“You told your parents about me?’

“Didn’t you tell your mom about me?’

“Well, yeah,” | say. “But that's different. | didn’t tell my mother that | married you
because you're the love of my life. | told her the truth.”

| don't really think | meant to say that, because using the wordsloveandyouin the
same sentence feels dangerously like starting to catch feelings. And | had just about
managed to suppress thoughts like that.

“Whatisthe truth?’ Paul asks quietly.

| don’t give him an answer.

“Look,” he says, “l know it's not ideal, but | really did mean it when | said | wanted

to see you again. This doesn’t have to be a big deal. They just want to have dinner. |
just need to prove that you exist, that’s all.”
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“Let me get this straight,” | say, starting to feel the anger seep into my tone again.
“You've ignored me for amost two months, and now you want me to go and play
happy families with your parents just make yourself feel better?’

“It's not like that,” he insists. “They really will kick me out if they think I’'m lying
about you.”

“They sound pretty intense.”

He never said that much about his parents, but the little he had said didn’t sound too
good at all.

“They are. So... will you come?’

“Will | come to Bellamare and have dinner with your parents? Will | lie to everyone
and pretend to be your doting wife? No.”

“I’ll give you another hundred thousand,” Paul says, desperate. “I’ [l book first-class
planetickets. I'll give you more money — whatever you want. Just say you'll come.”

“Thisreally meansalot to you, doesn’t it?’
“You have no idea.”
He lets out a shaky sigh, and that’s when | realize exactly how much he means this.

When | first picked up, | easily could have believed that he was playing games with
me. But that little sigh he just did...



Either he’s an incredible actor or he really is completely out of options.

| only wish those options didn’t involve using me.

“All right,” | snap. “I will come — on one condition.”

“Anything,” he saystoo quickly.

“1 want answers for everything.”

“Answers,” he says, like he doesn’t know what I'm talking about. And | can’t tell if
he' s being deliberately ignorant or genuinely stupid.

“Yeah, answers. Why did you leave me in your apartment that morning? Why have
you had to lie to your parents about me? Did you even need a green card at all?’

Do you love me?

“Yes, yes, | did. | promise.” He sighs again, and | imagine him pinching the bridge of
his nose, squeezing his eyes shut as he tries to make everything make sense.

“Okay, fine. Deal,” he says, relenting. “If you promise to come and have dinner with
my parents, I'll tell you absolutely everything. The unfiltered truth. | can’t promise
you're going to like it, and I'll get it if you never want to speak to me again. But
please, please, please can we just pretend for my parents for one night?”’

Maybe the secrets he's been keeping were deeper than | expected. Damn. Now the
mystery of it isintriguing me more than it’sirritating me.

“Okay,” | say finally. “I can probably take a Monday off work and early shift on
Friday. Maybe half aweek if you give me some time to arrange my schedule.”



“You're still working?’ he says, dumbfounded.

“Yes,” | say like he's stupid. “One hundred thousand dollars is nice, but it's not
enough to live off for the rest of my life.”

“Oh,” he says, hisvoice small.

And that’ s the point when | start doubting that he’s even a businessman at all.

It's the kind of job | could believe he would have. But the way he acts around money
makes me think that he’s never had a life where he’s had to think about how much
anything costs. Ever. It sounds nice.

“Thank you,” he breathes. “Text me your email. I'll send you all the flight
information straightaway. Just let me know which weekend, which days you can do.
Please make it soon, though.”

When | head out for dinner, | decide not to tell Mom about the call. Not yet, anyway.
No doubt she'll tell me this is a terrible idea, and it probably is. | almost definitely
shouldn’t go to aforeign country for a stranger.

But the second | heard his voice, he enchanted me again. | don’t know what power he
has over me, but it looks like | can’t escape it.
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That night, | put in a request for time off work, and to my surprise, it gets approved
almost immediately.

The next thing to do istell Paul. But | don’t know what to say.

| lie in bed, awake into the early hours of the morning trying to think of anything to
say at al. Eventually, | just send a screenshot of the leave approval.

Not too much longer, Paul texts back with a screenshot of flight confirmations. |
don’t even want to know what timeit isin Bellamare right now.

Has he been waiting for me since we spoke?

Is he looking forward to this as much as | am?

CHAPTER 13

CHLOE

It's a seven-hour flight to Amsterdam then another three and a half hours to
Bellamare. By the time | finally land in my father’s home country, I’ve been awake
for amillion hours and all the coffee in the world isn’t going to do anything.

I’m already not looking forward to the flight back.

I’d never been in a plane before today, and though it wasn't as bad as | had been
expecting, it still wasn't my favorite activity. The airport at JFK was terrifyingly busy



because it's summer, and Amsterdam wasn't much better. | couldn’t sleep during the
entire overnight flight from New Y ork to Amsterdam either, and | was too wired on
European caffeine on the way to Bellamare.

If it were up to me, | think | would have taken the train everywhere. Unfortunately,
though, Bellamare is an island, and Paul was insistent that | got there as fast as |
possibly could.

So, flights it was.

Theimmigration lineislong at arrivals, but it doesn’t take too long to pass through to
the front of the line. The customs officersmiles at me, welcomes me into the country
and stamps my passport.

And then | step through the arrivals gate, basking in the summer sun of a country that
I’ ve aways wanted to see.

Paul said that he had arranged transport for me from the airport to his home, but when
| stand waiting, | can't see anyone who seems to be waiting for me. People bustle
around me, dragging their suitcases behind them, shouting at each other in all sorts of
languages. Mothers carry their children, and lovers jump into taxis hand in hand, and
all thisis set to the loud backdrop of aircraft landing and taking off.

In movies, there's always someone holding a sign with the traveler’s name on, but |
can't spot my name anywhere. | grip the straps of my backpack tighter, starting to get

nervous that thisis all amassive practical joke.

Just then, a man in a sharp suit approaches me. In an accent | would call Italian if |
didn’t know any better, he saysto me, “Ma am. Y ou're Miss Chloe Fontana, yes?’

| grin. “That’s me.”



“Very good. Follow me, ma am. | have a car waiting for you.”

| chuckle nervously at the formality but chalk it up to a cultural thing that | don’t
understand. Everything here is so new, and I'm so tired. It's like all my senses are
exploding.

He leads me out to a small parking lot that is fenced off from the common rabble of
people, and gestures towards a black car with tinted windows. My stomach lurches.
“Um... can | have some sort of proof of identity?’ | ask, clasping my hands together.
“ldon’t exactly want to get bundled into a car and kidnapped right now, you know?
I’ m supposed to be meeting someone.”

When the man frowns, confused, | decided he's probably not a kidnapper. | think
most kidnappers probably just kidnap you without waiting to have a conversation
about it first.

“Of course,” he says at last. He reaches into his pocket, and | flinch before | realize
that he's probably not reaching for a gun. Instead, he pulls out his wallet and shows
me an ID card identifying him as one of the staff of the royal palace.

Royal?l think.Why the hell have | got aroyal escort?

“Isthat to your satisfaction, Y our Highness?’ the driver asks, and that’s when | know
something isreally weird here.

“Uh... yes. Thank you,” | say, then scramble to get into the car before we can have
any more odd conversations.

| buckle up my seatbelt as the driver getsin the front. “It’s about forty minutes to the
palace,” heinforms me, “so | hope you' re ready for alittle drive.”



“Sure” | say, resigning myself to the fact that we're going to have to make
conversation after all. Usually, | love to talk to people, but thisisjust getting weirder
by the second. | don't think | like being calledY our Highness. There' s nothing high
about me.

I’m anormal girl. And I’'m getting the horrible feeling that I’ m being taken for afool.
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“If you like, | could tell you some of our history. Your husband informs me that
you' ve never been here before. Isthat so?’

“Um, yeah,” | say. “That is true. And some history would be great, actualy. I’'ve
always wanted to come here. It's been a dream of mine ever since | was young.”

“Then we could not be happier to be making that dream come true for you.”
“Sorry, what was your name?’ | say, realizing | didn’t catch it on his|D.
“Cristian,” hereplies. “It’s good to meet you.”

“And you.”

“If 1 may speak freely... we've been taking bets for many years on when Prince
Paolo was going to get married. You are a brave woman to have tied the knot with

him.
“Ah, well, he didn’t tell me he was a prince when we met.”

Cristian chuckles, and | chuckle awkwardly too. | think it's probably best not to tell
him that thisis the first time I’ m hearing about all of this royal business.

Fortunately, he decides to move the conversation on after that, and we spend the next
forty minutes driving through some of the most scenery I've ever seen. In the
distance, there’s a mountain range. Out of the window, | can see the sea. Cristian
informs me that the landscape looks like this because Bellamare is what's left of



volcanic activity in the sea. That’s why they have such rugged mountains while still
being an island.

To be polite, | decide not to tell him that | already knew that.

However, he does then tell me awhole bunch of stuff | didn’t know about the history.
About how Bellamare used to be part of Italy, until their independence in 1672. He
tells me about themonarchy, how I’ ve married into afamily that can be traced back as
residents of the island for nearly six hundred years and how, al being well, they
intend to stick around for another six hundred.

“That’s along time,” | say. “You never know what’s going to change in six months,
let alone six hundred years.”

“True enough,” says Cristian sagely. “But | believe this country is going to last
forever.”

As we approach the palace, Cristian tells me this isn't actually technically a palace,
but one of the many stately homes owned by the royal family. Thisis their summer
residence, he explains. It’s further into the mountains so it’s cooler, but close enough
to abeach that’s owned by the family, so they can enjoy it whenever they want.
Whenever we want.

Thisisgoing to take a hell of alot of getting used to.

Paul — Paolo isso in for it when | see him again.

We pull up outside the house, and | try not to gawp. It has grand columns, statues, a

fountain — everything you could possibly imagine a stately home having. As we get
out of the car, | can’'t help but stare. Surely this is some kind of joke. If I’m about to



be caught on camera for Bellamare's version of framing stupid tourists for their own
amusement, I’ m going to burst into tears.

But to my relief and also to my surprise and frustration, Paolo runs out of the front
door and sweeps me up in his arms, kissing me on the cheek. “Chloe, you're here.”

“Yeah. Would you like to tell me where the hell | am?”’

“Oh, did Cristian not tell you? Thisisour family summer home.”

“Soit’strue,” | hiss, not wanting anyone to overhear our argument.

Paolo grins without meaning it, his face glowing red as he scratches his neck. His hair
islonger now than it was when we met, and his beard has grown like he' s forgotten to

go to the barber and get it trimmed.

He puts an arm around my shoulders and says quietly, “I know | owe you a realy
long apology and areally long explanation. But please can we just get inside first?’

| decide not to argue with him anymore. It's not that | don’t want to. It’s not even that
I’m scared of the public scandal.

But the guy is clearly going through a lot lately and | don’t want to embarrass him
any more than he already has been.

No matterhowmuch all of thisis his own stupid fault.
We head inside, and he drags me upstairs to what | can only presume is his bedroom.

| perch on the edge of the bed and then look at him squarely. “Okay, explanation
time. Now.”



CHAPTER 14
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PAOLO

Thisisnot in any way how | was expecting to show Chloe my bedroom, but | need to
take her somewhere quickly right now. If she's seen, that’s going to raise way too
many questions that | do not want to answer before we get our story straight.

Plus, if we're up here, out of the way, she can shout at me and call me stupid. Thisis
somewhere | can grovel for her forgiveness without being observed.

| can’t pretend it wasn't good to see her. When she stepped out of the car, it all came
flooding back to me. Seeing her face again, even if she looked unhappy — it made
my heart flip in my chest. Her brown hair was streaked with gold in the sun; her
angry green eyeswere just as deep and gorgeous as | remembered.

And now she sits on my bed and fixes me with the most incredulous look |’ ve ever
seen.

“Okay,” she says, her face unchangingly stern. “Explanation time. Now.”

| open my mouth and closeit again. Thereisn't asingle word | can say that will make
any of this even remotely okay to her.

She stares at me expectantly, and when | say nothing, she bursts. “What the hell is
going on? Why am | here? Why in God’'s name do all these people think that I'm

married to aroya ?’

“Because you kind of are,” | say sheepishly.



The look on her face doesn’'t improve. | know she's waiting for me to say more, but
what more can | say?

| know | owe her the truth. The truth is just hard to swallow.

“Okay,” | say, sinking to sit down on the floor, letting her judgment rain down on me
from above. “Let me start from the beginning. A little over a year ago, | made some
stupid mistakes and got myself banished from the kingdom.”

“Banishment?’ she interrupts. “I didn’t think that was something that still happened.”

“Me neither,” | sigh. “But believe me, it does. And it was great for awhile. | had fun.
| just kept doing whatever the hell I'd been doing before — being an idiot, going out
and getting drunk, hooking up with all the women | wanted. Those kinds of things.
And then my grandfather died.”

“Oh, I'm sorry,” she says quietly, a flicker of genuine emotion flashing across her
face. “That’s not easy.”

“No,” | agree. “It’s not. Especially when nobody told me, and | wasn’t invited home
for the funeral.”

Her face finally gives way completely from sternness to pity, but right now I'll take
pity over anger. Aslong as I'm not being yelled at, | have a chance to make things
right.

“S0o, | needed a scheme. A plan. Something that was going to get me back in. |
needed some way to get home so | could pay my respects to my grandfather and —
hear me out — the best idea | had was to find someone with Bellamari citizenship to
marry me so | could sneak back into the country without flagging on any of the
immigration computers.”



“So youdidhunt me down!” Chloe says, her eyebrows knotting together at the
betrayal.

| nod slowly. “I did. And I’'m sorry. But | didn’t lie about needing a green card.”

“You just lied about which country you needed the green card for. And also, you
know, being royal. Y ou made up this whole stupid plan, what, just to sleep with me?
To trick me into coming home with you? This was all just some game to you, wasn't
it? Some dumb game where you thought you would play with people’s lives like they

don’t matter at all.” Her voice gets louder and louder as she goes on.

She's really angry now. She spits the words towards me and they hit me like a
venomous lash. | sit, head bowed, and take it all. It'sthe least | deserve.

“Yes. How | found you... the coincidence of meeting you was alie. | did construct a
scenario. But the way | felt about you that night... that wasn’t alie. Surely you know
that.”

She doesn’'t say anything to that. Doesn’'t shake her head. Doesn’t move an inch.

| have no idea what she’s thinking now. | couldn’t even begin to guess.

“Say something?’ | plead, glancing up at her after enough time has passed for the
silence to be awkward.

Chloe sighs hard, her eyes softening when she looks at me. “What do you want me to
say?’

“1 don’t know. Anything.”

Anything’s better than whatever thisis.



She looks into my eyes for another long second, then lets out a harsh, bitter laugh. “I
can’'t do this,” she says, getting to her feet. “I’m going home. I’ ve always wanted to
come here, and you've gone and made this whole trip a nightmare. Actually, no
—worsethan that. You've ruined this entirecountryfor me forever. | aways thought
the people here were supposed to be good, kind, honest — so | hope you're happy
that all of this has ruined everything for me.”
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She shakes her head, her eyes shining with tears, and starts towards the door.
“Goodbye, Paul.”

| jJump up and hold out my hands to stop her, half in surrender, half-begging. “ Chloe,
please wait. Please. | know |I’ve hurt you. Maybe | should have told you what was
going on all along. But be honest — would you have paid any more attention to me if
| had said,Hey, I’'m aprince. Let’s get married?’

Her breath catches and she hesitates, freezing in place. This means there's still a
chance. Thismeans | can still get through to her.

If shereally could never forgive me, she’'d have walked out of here already.

“Look, | know | can’'t ever make it up to you. And | get that. But if you just come to
dinner with my parents one time, I'll give youdouble whatever | already promised
you. I’'ll give you a guided tour around Bellamare. I'll give you anything that you ask
for. Please just do one more thing for me. One more thing, and then | can be out of
your life forever.”

Her mouth opens, her lips quivering, uncertainty plastered all over her face.

“l know I’m not asking something easy,” | say, taking a step towards her. “But I’'m
on my hands and knees begging.”

“Areyou?’ she says, raising an eyebrow.

That makes me blink. A joke?



| feel like I’ ve got whiplash.

“Do you want me to?’ | say softly. “Because | will. If you want me to get down on
my knees and beg you to stay, | will.”

Asif al thiswasn't humiliating enough aready. | suppose that’s what she wants. My
utter humiliation.

And if | want her to stay, | guess | have to submit to it.
With a sigh, | start bending my knees as if to get down on the floor, and Chloe

chuckles, waving her hand at me. “No, dummy. | don’t literally want you to get on
your knees. Why would | want that?’

“Oh,” | say.

She stares at me again, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

And then it dawns on me. She’s not running. She's not even frowning anymore. All
she's doing is standing here, in my bedroom, arms folded, the faintest look of
amusement on herface. The kind of look you have when you' re desperately trying not
to laugh.

“Wait,” | blurt. “Does this mean you'll do it?’

She nods slowly, allowing the smile to spread over her face. “It's so completely
against my better judgment, but yes. I'll stay. This meansalot to you, doesn’t it?’

It's my turn to nod slowly. “More than you could ever imagine.”

“And that’s why I’'m staying,” she says. “| haven't forgiven you. | can’'t promise |



ever will. But I'll do it. I'll stay for dinner. And if you show me around the country, |
just might consider that whole forgiveness thing after all.”

“It'saded,” | say, letting myself return her smile.

And just like that, for the first time in months, the endless churning inside my chest
quietens alittle. Almost like everything’s going to be okay.

CHAPTER 15

CHLOE

For the next few hours, time flows by as | stay with Paolo in his room. We spend that
entire time trying to figure out the best way to get me in the palace without it being
too weird, without having a huge fanfare or nightmare.

Eventually, we decide that we'll just skip the forma announcement. We'll let
everyone think they missed the memo about my arrival. It's not like me coming was a
secret, and if | just appear, hopefully people won't question me, but themselves.

Fortunately, the king and queen aren’t home right now. They’re away on official duty
abroad for a few days. The staff knew | was supposed to be arriving here this
weekend, so they’ll probably just leave me to my business.

Paolo tells me that his parents weren’t happy with him booking the tickets for this
weekend, ailmost like we were waiting for them to be away before | arrived. He tells
me it wasn't on purpose, but it definitely was a happy coincidence. If | hadn’t
suggested this weekend, he would have. He thought it would be more comfortable for
meif | wasn't launched immediately into aroya meeting with parents whom | wasn’t
expecting to see.



| hate him for being that thoughtful.
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When we finally emerge from his room, he calls one of his staff to take me to my
own room. He actually calls them servants, and | chalk it up to being a trandation
error. There's no way a modern royal family actually have servants in the way |
would imagine. Surely, in the modern world, servitude is an outdated concept.

The longer I'm here, the more | realize | don’t know the first thing about modern
royaty. | don’'t know what they do. | don’'t know who they are. | don't know
whatl’ msupposed to do. Thisis awhole world that’s always felt magical and aien to
me. Like something out of a novel rather than red life.

Under any other circumstance, | might be almost excited that this was my real life
now. For all intents and purposes, I'm a princess. Somehow, it's nothing like the
movies make it seem.

The woman who takes me to my room is called Maria. She's a short woman on the
older side, her hair graying, her smile kind. Her skin is olive, tanned and kissed by the
sun, making her seem radiant and alive, and her eyes are a luscious dark brown.
They’re the kind of eyes that make you trust them immediately.

She doesn’'t say much as we head down the corridor. | try not to look around too
much, not wanting to seem like I’'m gawking. But in my head | am.

Everything here is so pristine. So polished. The wallpaper 1ooks expensive. The
carpets are thick and ornate. Every single one of the light fittings is the same, each

bulb matched to a perfect luminosity, each screw the same perfect shade of bronze.

How much upkeep must go into a house like this? How many staff do they have?



“Here you go,” says Maria, unlocking and opening a door. “All of it is yours.” She
gestures for me to step through and, taking small steps, | do.

| have to bite my lip to hold back from gasping when | seeit.

It's a huge room. The ceilings are high and dlanted, the curtains a deep eggplant
color. The bed is made more crisply than any hotel bed I’ve ever seen. There are
trims of gold on the sheets, and the royal crest is embroidered on the pillows. All of
the furniture looks like it has been custom-made to match, and the room is nearly as
big as the apartment me and my mom share at home.

A sudden stab of guilt hits me right through the heart. | hope Mom’s okay. | haven't
spoken to her in afew hours, not since | landed and texted her to tell her I’'m okay.
How am | going to explain any of this to her when | get home? Knowing her she'll
probably just laugh.

She’s mother-in-law to royalty now.

“Please, make yourself at home,” says Maria, spreading her arms out wide to
emphasize her point. “There is a bathroom and a fridge in here too. If you need
anything at all, just call me or one of the other staff members. We'll bring whatever
you need. If you're hungry, we can find you something in the kitchen. If you're
bored, I’m sure we can find something to entertain you.”

| have no words, so | force out a, “Thank you,” and keep staring.

All of thisisway too much for my brain to comprehend.

“It is my pleasure,” she says with awide grin. “Please let me know if you have any
guestions or need anything.”



“Honestly, | just don’t want anyone to take any special time out of their day for me,”
| say. “Thisisal... well, it's great, obvioudly, I'm grateful for it. It's just... a little
overwhelming.”

“l understand,” says Maria, her grin twisting into a wry smile. “When | first began
my work here, in my home there lived my parents, my husband’'s parents, my
husband, our children. Our home was comfortable, but it wasn't big. But the royal
family pay a very generous wage, and since then, we've been able to move our
parents out and get the big space for our children that | wish | could have had
growing up.

“1 couldn’t have asked for more from them in all the time | have been here. But my
first day of being here, | had that exact same expression that you have right now on
your face. The open eyes and the open mouth. This surprise that anything can be so...
S0... oh, what’ s the word?”

“Opulent?’ | suggest. “ Fancy? Way too extravagant?’

She chuckles. “All of those things, yes. You'll forgive me that | haven't spoken in
English inalong while. | don’'t get to practice very often.”

“1t sounds perfect to me,” | say.

“1 always wanted to learn better.”

“It's way better than my Bellamari. | should have tried harder to learn, but | never
found time. | only really know the basics.”

“That's better than most foreigners,” Maria says warmly. “But trust me, ma am,
you' Il quickly get used to this feeling of being overwhelmed. And we are not going to
treat you like you' re anything other than what you are. Some people might act alittle



more respectful than you want, but working here? All it does isshow us how normal
the royal family are as people. if you ask anyone to just use your name, then they
will. You will see it. It is not like all those American movies you have seen, |
promise.”

| let out alaugh, relieved and embarrassed all at the same time. How did | get myself
mixed up in this?

Suddenly, all the hours of sleep I've missed come crashing down onto me, and |
stumble over the bed, slumping down on it with a sigh, throwing my backpack on the
ground. “Believe me when | say this is beyond my wildest dreams. This isn’t
something | ever imagined wanting at all.”

“That’s young Paolo for you,” Maria says. “ That boy is always thinking of these big
schemes. It iswhy he got kicked out in the first place.”

“Can | ask more about that? Or isit some sort of, like, state secret?’
Maria throws back her head and laughs heartily “Oh, no. if you go to ask any citizen

of Bellamare about Paolo Gallinari, they would say the same thing. Exile was always
coming to that boy.”
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“Really?

“Oh, yes,” Maria chuckles. “He used to be so irresponsible and reckless. It was
because he felt asif he didn’t have enough attention. With the two brothers older than
him, he was never going to be as important as he wanted. That’s just the way it is.
But he could never understand that. He didn't see why he shouldn't get all the
attention his brothers got, so the only way he could shout was with these wild, foolish
acts.”

“That explains the marriage plan,” | grimace.

“It does,” she says, nodding. “Oh, the things he has done. But do not get scared by
such rumors, though. If you look into the things he’ s done, then yes, it may seem like
you' ve married someone who's not good to be a husband at all. Not all of it is true,
but...”

“It’ skind of scary.”

She hums in acknowledgement. “It is. But since he has been back...” She shakes her
head and shrugs like she can’t quite articulate what she wants to say. “I don't know.
It's strange, but something has changed about him. Perhaps it’s meeting you. Perhaps
you have done some good for him.”

“Oh, | doubt it,” | say, staring down at my hands. “I’ve only known him a few days
really. We barely got to know each other at all before he left. All this? It was the very
definition of awhirlwind romance.”



“Then maybe you can teach him some more things. Heaven knows he has enough to
learn.”

All | can doisnod in response. Maria s words don’t exactly fill me with confidence,
but they make me fedl better about being here. About the choices I’ m making.

Even as she tells me more about some of the crazy scandals Paolo’s been involved in
over theyears, | can't help but feel that the person | met was lightyears away from the
wild young prince she’s describing.

Maybe it was al just an act that | fell for. But the Paolo | met was kind and
responsible. He wasn't just out to do something crazy for the sake of it. Well, not
totally, anyway. He never made me fedl disrespected.

And even though it's becoming incredibly clear that he wanted something from me
more than he cared about whatever relationship it was we had, now | know al the
facts, it doesn't feel like he was being irresponsible. Not desperately. He just wanted
to get home.

More than ever, | don’t know what to think at all.

“Will you stay? With me. Please. | could do with the company.” My face flushes at
the request. I’'m not always great at asking for what | want, but the idea of staring at
the wall for the rest of the day makes my stomach turn. “It's okay if you're busy. |
just don’t think | want to be alone right now.”

“Of course,” says Maria, coming towards me. “It iswhat I’m here for. Let metell you
a little bit more about the country. About the family that you are al muddied up

with.”

“Okay. I'd like that.”



She pulls up and sits on a small armchair next to the bed and lets the stories flow. She
moves away from Paolo quickly, and starts telling me more of the sordid secrets of
theroyal family.

And as she starts narrating tales of history, of kings and queens from long ago and
scandals they’ ve endured, | finally start to feel alittle more at peace.

Finaly, thisfeels like somewhere | could maybe belong after all.

CHAPTER 16

PAOLO

To nobody’ s surprise, less than five minutes after Maria has taken Chloe to her room,
Miguel and Luca burst into my room without knocking or asking.

“Look who's home,” Miguel sneers.

“Hello, Miggi,” | say disinterestedly, using the nickname that’s wound him up ever
since we were young. “Hello, Luca.”

“Come downstairs,” Luca demands, folding his arms like an old man. “We have
things to talk about.”

“Okay,” | say, rolling my eyes. | know I’'m going to get absolutely no choice in this
matter, so there’ s no point in arguing.

Like a prisoner, they march me out of my room and downstairs to one of the drawing
rooms at the back of the house. Nobody really uses this room, and my brothers know
it. No doubt they’ ve strategically picked this location so we won't be disturbed.



| sit down in one of the seats around the table. Luca sits opposite me, and Miguel —
of course — takes the head of the table. My eldest brother is exactly as arrogant as
you would expect a crownprince to be. He knows everyone thinks he’'s the most
important person in al the land and acts like he is. He's exactly the kind of person
you think of when you think of a prince: snobbish, uptight, and looks at everyone else
like they’re a peasant.

| might be wild, but | swore to myself a long time ago that | would never be as
callousasheis.

Lucaisalot harder to describe. He' s one of those people who, if he didn’t speak, you
would barely know he was in aroom. He's got an aimost malleable personality, able
to adapt to any situation and be the person who looks best init. If he was evil, he'd be
terrifyingly dangerous, but as he is, he's always playing second fiddle to Miguel. |
don’t think he' s ever going to be athreat to anyone.
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No one except me, anyway.
“You’ve come back for the inheritance, haven't you?’ spits Miguel.

“No,” | lie. “I came back because this is my home. | wanted to see my family — and
nobody told me my grandfather had died.” And,| think,I do want my inheritance.

“Well, unfortunately,” continues Miguel, “despite what we all tried to tell him,
Grandfather didn’t write you out of the will. You always were his favorite.”

“Can’t see why,” chipsin Luca, examining his manicure like a disinterested villain.
“It's not like you do anything but give us al abad name.”

“Thanks,” | say, letting their words flow over me. This is mild compared to their
usua digs. “Anyway, where the hell have youtwo been? I’'ve been home for two
months now. | haven’t seen either of you at all.”

“Some people actually havejobsto do,” says Luca, fixing me with a withering look
that, if | werelesswiseto histricks, would disintegrate me at once. “We' ve both been
in Spain for the last six months. Y ou know — diplomatic relations, keeping alliances,
that kind of thing.”

| can't help myself and say, “Oh, yeah? Trying out every tavern in a twenty-mile
radius of the hotel? Having every girl you set your eyes on?’

Miguel slams his fist on the table, his eyes blazing with irritation. “This is why we
got rid of you. You're a good-for-nothing, arrogant little brat. We were better off



without you here.”

| roll my eyes. When | was younger, these sorts of comments used to hurt me, but
ever since | realized that Miguel was lashing out a me to cover for his own
insecurity, not a single word he has said has bothered me.

“Thisisboring,” | say, making a point of yawning theatrically. “Can | go now?”’

“No,” says Luca. “The thing is, Paolo, we don’t think you have the right to come
back here and demand inheritance. We don’t think you should get anything at all.”

“Surely that was Grandpa's choice to make,” | say. “You can't exactly stop it if it's
written in law. That’'s how these things work.”

Luca scoffs. “How these things work is, if you're a good little boy who doesn’t go
and get himself exiled and acts like areal prince the way he's meant to, then you can
get whatever you want.”

Miguel gives Luca a hard look, presumably to shut him up, then takes over the
conversation. “You are the first person to have been banished in over three hundred
years. You can't just saunter back in here full of lies, hauling your fake wife behind
you and pretending that everything’s going to be okay. Life just doesn't work like
that.”

| lean back in my seat, shrugging. | think they’re probably bluffing about their ability
to cut me out of the family. | have no way of knowing for certain, though, so |
probably shouldn’t piss them off, just in case theydohave some sorts of power to take
Grandfather’s money away from me.

But even if they do, if Mother and Father let me stay, then frankly | don’t need the
inheritance anyway. If I'm allowed to stay, there’s nothing Miguel and Luca can do



to stop me being here.

“My wife isn't fake,” | say, deciding that is the easiest argument to make. “She’s
actually very real. She' s upstairs right now.”

The best argument, maybe, but possibly not the best thing to say, because a glint
enters both of their eyes. It's a wicked kind of sparkle | remember well from
childhood. That is a look of imminent bullying. That’'s something | cannot —
Iwillnot— allow to happen to Chloe.

They can say what they like tome, but they will not hurt her.

“We look forward to meeting her,” says Lucawith a crude grin. “I bet Mom and Dad
are, 100.”

“Actually, they told me that, because I’ m responsible now, because | have awife who
they are going to meet and like, that means I’'m going to be able to stay in this
country forever again. Which means I’'m just as entitled to the inheritance as you
are.”

“ S0 thisisabout the inheritance!” snaps Miguel like he’s won. Then he launchesinto a
long spiel about how horrible | am and how | don’t deserve any money or the family
name or blah-blah-blah.

I’'m just relieved that they’re back to attacking me rather than Chloe. They’re both
kind of scary when they’re mean, and they’re mean alot. The last thing | want is for
Chloe to get embroiled with them.

| know | shouldn’t tune out from what Miguel is saying, but | can't help it. He's
boring meto tears, and al | can think about is Chloe upstairsin aroom all by herself.



All aonein aforeign country, cursing my name because of al thelies|’vetold her.
She must be just as crazy as| am to have stayed here.

There’ s no way she can forgive me after everything I’ ve done. Somehow, the idea of
her cutting me out forever freezes my heart like ablock of ice.

| guess | was stupid to have thought she would still want me.

| guess | screwed it all up when | never messaged her again after | got home.
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Even if | had wanted to, | was too fixed on my goals. | wanted to get home. | think
there was a part of me that thought, after | got home, | could get to know her a little
better. | think | was looking forward to it, seeing if our relationship actually could go
somewhere. Seeing if, maybe one day, we could make something real out of it.

All of that seemsincredibly unlikely now.

We argue for what feels like hours, Miguel and Luca insistent that | shouldn’t get
anything, me doing my best not to rile them up — and failing. This is the same kind
of argument we've been having ever since we were kids. Not over inheritance, but
over anything.

It was always those two against me, and | could never win. They would always
decide what they want and then decide that | was not allowed to join in, laughing
when | got upset.

| used to wish for nicer brothers. For the kinds of brothers you see in movies, who
look after you, who care about you as a person. For the longest time, | thought that
kind of fraternal relationship was completely fictional — but it turns out my brothers
arejust horrible.

All of thisis such awaste of time. | could be upstairs with Chloe right now. We could
go out and explore the world. | could be trying to win her back, or at the very least
win her forgiveness.

Even if she doesn’'t want me romantically, I'd settle for her friendship. Despite
everything, she’'s become way too important to me to lose forever.



“Okay,” says Luca after an eternity of relentless bickering has passed. “It seems that
none of us are going to change our minds about this.”

Miguel huffsin begrudging agreement.

“Mother and Father will make their decision soon,” Luca continues. “If they allow
him to stay, then | suppose we will have to accept grandfather’s wishes. But if he
screws up again?—"

“When,” Miguel interrupts.

“Then we should have no issue with cutting him out altogether.”

Miguel nodsin agreement. “He won't be able to argue against that.”

Thisis another of their favorite tricks, both talking about me like I’'m not in the room
while I’'m sitting in front of them. It's designed to make me angry, and it works.
Fortunately, I’ ve got alot better at holding my tongue over the years.

“So, I'm free to go now?’ | say as camly as | can, getting to my feet. “Y ou’ ve both
been such delightful company, but | have a wife upstairs with whom | would much
rather spend my time.”

They shoot me alook that | can only describe as utter disdain, then wave me away. |
know they’re going to be sitting there bitching about me for the rest of the day, but |
don't care.

It'snot like | was lying. Idohave Chloe. Idowant to be out of their company.

I’ ve done everything | can. I’'m home. We just have to get through the dinner now.
And if my brothers get me kicked back out? Well, so beit.



At least I'vetried. There's not really awhole lot else | can do.

CHAPTER 17

CHLOE

I’'m woken at what is deemed an appropriate time and summoned to breakfast. My
head is pounding and my stomach churning, and | could have done with sleeping for
another seven or eight hours, but it doesn’'t ook like that’s an option.

A member of staff knocks on my door and asks me to get dressed. | want to say,No, |
need to sleep, but | don’'t want to be rude. So, | get up, get showered and dressed, and
let her lead me down to the dining room.

It's another grand room, though | suspect not the biggest dining room in the house.
Thetableislaid asif we're about to have an extravagant meal, so I'm surprised when
awaiter brings out a humble selection of breads and pastries for me.

| was expecting excess, but this doesn’t feel too crazy at all.

As | start putting pastries on my plate, Maria appears behind me, startling me when
she says hello. | jJump, and she apologizes with a laugh. “Nessa didn’'t wake you up
too early, did she? | told her to let you Sleep, but she's so used to dealing with other
royalswho will launch the official complaint if the time and plan is not followed to
the letter. Did you sleep well?’

“Yes,” | lie. Intruth, | tossed and turned all night, but | don’t fedl like getting into that
now. “You don’'t have any painkillers around, do you? My head’s killing me. Is the

jet lag going to be this bad on the way back?’

“When are you here until?’



“I’m supposed to leave on Wednesday. That's — what...? It's Saturday now...” |
count off the days of the week on my hands, my brain nowhere near awake enough to
do that kind of math in my head. “Five.”

“That’sagood length of stay,” says Maria. “Y ou should have plenty of time to see dll
the things you want to see before you leave, and be rested enough for the flight.”



Page 35

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 6:41 am

“Paolo has promised me he'll take me on a private tour of the country. | don't really
know what to expect from that.”

Maria nods. “He certainly knows a lot of good places. | am sure he'll be able to tell
you everything you could ever want to know about Bellamare.”

| hum in agreement, taking a bite of one of the pastries so | don’t have to formulate
words.

Another reason I'm tired is that | stayed way too late on my phone last night,
searching news reports about Paolo. All of the trandations were crude, but it was
good enough to give me an idea of the kind of guy he was when he lived here.

It doesn’t fill me with awhole lot of confidence.

The guy | met was smooth, charming, seductive. The guy that the papers are
describing is a dumb child who would strip his pants off in a heartbeat just to make

someone giggle.

The Paolo in the papers is crude, stupid, always out partying, and never paying a
single second of attention to his responsibilities.

Could that still be who heis?
“Can | Sit?” Mariaasks.

“Y eah, of course. It would be nice to have the company.”



“1 did ring for Paolo,” she says as she gits, “but he must still be asleep. That boy
always was late to get out of bed.”

“1 was reading some stuff, last night,” | say, figuring that Maria is the best person to
ask about it. She probably knows the truth better than a journalist. “Why exactly was
Paolo exiled? Was it just because of the partying? Was it just because he was stupid
and young?’

Maria sucks in a sharp breath. | brace myself for whatever truth is about to come.

“In asmall part, yes,” she says. “If you would like to know the full truth, | will tell it
to you.”

I’m not surethat | do, but I’ ve started this now. | nod.

“1t was such a surprise when he came home and told us al that he had found awife.”

| finish my pastry, not sure where this sentence is going. Maria continues, “Y ou see,
the king and the queen have long had the ideain their heads that if we could only get
Paolo to marry a nice woman, then perhaps it would distract his attention frommaking
amockery of the family. That if some woman would agree to be his bride, perhaps it
would calm him down enough to make him grow into areal adult.”

“But nobody wants to do it?’ | say, and judging by the Paolo in the papers, | can
understand why.

“Quite on the contrary,” says Maria. | raise a questioning eyebrow. “There’s a small
country in Eastern Europe called Ralfava. And it was arranged that Paolo would

marry the first-born princess of that country.”

“He was engaged?’ | splutter.



Maria chuckles grimly. “Y ou see, the main reason he was exiled was because on the
day of the wedding, he never showed up. He... oh, what is the English word for it?
Oh, yes — abandoned the bride in the church.”

“Jilted,” | say, my entire body freezing up.

“Yes. He jilted her. And not only that, but instead of showing up, he went partying
and he got himself arrested. And then, when his father went to get him out, Paolo was
told that he wouldn’t be allowed to remain in the kingdom. He was driven to the
airport and sent away, forbidden from returning.”

“Forbidden until...” | don’t finish the sentence, letting the obvious ending hang in the
arr. “Am | doing the right thing by staying?’ | ask suddenly. “I only promised | would
because he seems so desperate to get back in good faith with his parents. But what if
he wants more from me after that? Can | really trust the husband who would do
something like that? Is our marriage even real at all?’

Maria doesn’t answer. Instead, she breathes out along, unhappy sigh.

| reach for another pastry. I’'m not sure that | have any option except to keep eating.
At least that is something | can control.

At last, Maria speaks again, quietly. “He has never really seemed interested in
marriage before. In women? Yes, certainly. But the responsibility of a marriage...
WEell, you can imagine everyone's surprise when he came home and announced you.”

“Yeah, | can.”
“1 couldn’t believe it, for sure. And then you arrived, and | couldn’t believe it even

more — that such alovely, beautiful young woman would have agreed to be wed our
Paolo. And then, of course, | discovered it was all just a trick. A scheme in order to



get hometo us.”

She reaches out and takes my hand, almost motherly in gentle affection. “1 can't tell
you what’s going on in his head,” she says. “But Icantell you that he cares about you.
In al the years I've known him, which is his whole life, I’ve never seen him show
such relentless attention to a girl. I’ve never seen him act like he cares so fiercely.
I’ ve never seen him defend someone like he has defended you.”
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“Defend?’ | ask. | haven’t seen anything that looks like defense.

She nods, frowning like she's confused that | don’t know what she's talking about.
“Yes. Yesterday. In the evening, he told me all about his brothers. How they had
taken him aside and started to say such horrible things about you. | have never seen
him so angry about something like this before.”

“He was angry? For me?”’

“He chose you, Chloe. | do not pretend | know all of the details, and | am not telling
you it should be easy. Of course, this does not mean you should forgive him
immediately. But at least give him the chance to work for it.”

“Isit worth it?’ | whisper.

All this time, I’ve been so focused on the way Paolo has used me, | had convinced
myself that that night we shared together, the way it felt, that it was all inside my
head. That | had been the one who had got caught up in it, and Paolo’s shows of
emotion were an act. That all of his smiles had been working towards a goal.

Could he actuallyreallyhave fallen for me?

Maria meets my gaze. “I told you last night of the young stupid playboy that he was.
If | were you, | would not let him forget it. But he does have a chance to be more than
he is. There has aways been something buried deep inside his heart that has been
screaming to get out. | think perhaps we should let him try to prove who else he can
be.”



Long after returning to my room after breakfast, Maria' s words run through my head.
Who else can Paolo be?

| think | already know the answer to that question.

CHAPTER 18

PAOLO

Istay in my bed until lunchtime, relishing the familiar feel of my own pillows. Even
though I’ ve been sleeping in this bed again for two months now, I'm still grateful for
the warm embrace of memory foam after ayear of horrible hotel pillows.

Has it been a coward move to hide myself away?

Maybe. But | didn’t want to bump into anyone who would talk to me, and | definitely
didn’t want to face my brothers. | had way too much of them yesterday.

It would be so easy to lie here until the sun sets, letting people bring food to me and
shutting the world away. But | have things to do, and | shouldn’t abandon Chloe all

day.

If I’'m not careful, Maria will start telling her stories about me, and then Chloe will
hate me more than she already does. At least | know Mariawill look after her.

It makes me fedl better to know that Chloe will be in safe hands.

Eventualy, the bell for lunch rings, and | force myself up. | have to face this day
eventualy.

After al, | only have a few days left to try and convince Chloe not to leave me



forever.

There' salot of work to do.

| jump quickly in the shower, then trim my beard before | head down to the dining
room. There, | find Chloe sitting alone, eating one of the dishes the chef has prepared
for us.

“Morning,” | say.

She starts and turns to look at me, her face immediately softening into a smile when
she realizes who | am, before hardening again into a practiced neutral. | swallow my
own smile, not wanting her to think I’m smug about having noticed the cracks in her
facade. “It’s moreafternoonnow, isn't it?’ she says.

“Maybe.” | shrug. “Whatever. I’'m hungry. What's for lunch?’

“Not sure,” she says, her mouth full. “ Some sort of chicken salad, | think.”

| look at the table and smile. “You know what? That is pretty much how | would
trandate it. Thisis one of Bellamare' s best dishes.”

“It’'s pretty good,” she agrees.

| take a seat next to her and scoop food onto my own plate. The thing about skipping
breakfast is |’ m absolutely ravenous now.

We sit in silence as we eat, and out of the corner of my eye | keep catching glimpses
of her. I'm trying not to appear like I’'m looking, but | can't help stealing glances
every few seconds.
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More than anything, | can’t help but notice how sad she looks.

In the handful of days that | knew her in the US, Chloe aways had this glimmer of
joy on her face. Now, looking at her, it's like that spark has been extinguished. “Let’s
go for awalk.” | say. “After lunch. Let me show you the palace grounds.”

“Okay,” she agrees more quickly than | expected. “That sounds nice, actualy. It'd be
good to get out of the house. Have you got alot of land here?’

| shrug. “We have a big garden here in the summer palace, but we have a bigger one
in the spring palace. But this one’ s nice because we have our own beach that you can
goto.”

“1 haven’t brought any beach clothes,” Chloe says, her face falling again.

| wave my hand. “Don’t worry about that. If you want to go to the beach, we can get
you anything you need.”

“1 don’t want you to buy me a new wardrobe!” she snaps, and | recoil like an elastic
band has smacked me in the face. I’m not used to people declining my generosity.

“Okay... well, maybe we can go to the beach another day,” | say, backpedaling.
“Let’sjust walk today.”

“Okay,” she says quietly, not looking at me, as if she feels bad for her outburst. |
want to reach out for her hand to tell her that it’s okay. She has nothing to apologize
for.



| want to tell her how much she has changed my world. How much she means to me.
But as| look at her, she looks away from me.

My tongue seizes up in my mouth, and | can’t form any words at all.

We eat the rest of our lunch in silence, and when we're done, we both stand at the
same time.

“Meet me back here in twenty minutes?’ | say. “Wear whatever you like. I'll show
you everything you need to see.”

She smiles thinly and leaves without another word.

The second she’ s gone, | slam my hand down on the table.

Am | really getting this all so wrong?

Are my brothers actually right?

Maybe | shouldn’t do this. Maybe I’'m not cut out for having a wife. Maybe I’'m not
even cut out for having friends.

Caring only about myself was so much easier than this. But Chloe has done
something irreversible to my brain. Because of her, | can barely think straight. Every
single day since we' ve met, she has been making me dizzy.

And theworst part is, | don’t want the dizziness to end. | want her to keep making me
feel butterfliesin my stomach. | want her to keep making me fedl like I’'m becoming

a better man.

I’ve never felt that before.



It'sachange | don’t think I’'m doing a great job of.

I’m almost surprised when, twenty minutes later exactly, Chloe appears again in the
dining room. “Ready to go?’ she asks.

| jump to my feet. “Y eah. Follow me.”

We head through the house together, weaving through the corridors until we reach the
back door. | hold it open for her, then follow her out into the bright sunlight.

The gardeners are out in force, filling the air with a background hum of grass-cutting.
They’ve been out for the last few days, working with the landscapers to prepare for
the public opening of the land. All the trees are neatly trimmed, and the flowerbeds
are weed-free and color-coordinated.

Chloe blinks as she steps out, taking it all in. She smiles. | guess all thisis so normal
to me that | barely think about it. But she'll be noticing the perfectly clear waters of
the fountain, the mountains in the distance, the cobbled paths that were built with
stones designed to complement the grass and flowers perfectly.

“Thisis gorgeous,” she says, eyes wide.

“It’s pretty good, isn't it?” | agree. “This house is actually one of the newer ones that
my family owns. It was built in 1873, shortly after a period of economic downturn.
As the economy started to get better, my family built this place as a way of giving
something back to the people. | know what you're thinking — how on earth does
building a new house do anything for the people? — but for most of the year, we
open it up for the public to come and walk in the grounds. It's a free park for
everyone to come into and roam around.”

“That's a nice idea,” Chloe says, still 1ooking around in awe. “1 would like walking



here.
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“You could come anytime you wanted,” | say, and she gives me aweird kind of look.

And then al the tension in her shoulders falls away and | can’t decode what she's
feeling at all.

“Comeon. Let’s keep going.”

We wander around the fountain, and | tell her a little more about the house, about
how it was built from Bellamari stone and how we had some of the finest architects
of the age design it.

“How do you know about al this stuff?’ she asks.

Smiling with faint embarrassment, | bring my hand to the back of my neck and rub
my shoulders. “Well, you know how | just told you we open this place up for the
public?’

She nods, and | sigh, knowing she's going to judge me for this. “When | was a young
teenager, my parents thought it might be nice if | offered some exclusive tours. They
made me take members of the public around all day long, answering all their
guestions. | knew the basics, but | learned most from the history buffs who would try
and trick me with questions they knew | wouldn’t know how to answer. | did that for
a couple of years and learned a whole lot that I've never quite forgotten. It's pretty
useless knowledge really.”

“That’s cute,” she says, looking at me with a smile that seems to be trying to tell me
something. | can’'t decide what, so | don’t comment on it.



“Yeah, | guess,” | say. “It was definitely one of the better things my parents made me
do. You should be glad you've never had to do roya duties before. Some of them
really suck.”

“Am | going to have to start doing them now?’ she asks, “Y ou know, because...” She
trails off, but | know the end of that sentence isbecause we' re married.

“Honestly, | don’'t know. | don’t know where all thisis going. But if you stick around
with me, then yeah, probably you' |l have to. But if none of thisisreal, then you don't

really have the obligation to.”

We walk around the fountain, looking back at the house. Chloe doesn’t say anything,
digesting what I’ ve just told her.

This must be so much for her to takein.

Isit good or bad that she isn’'t saying anything?

Does she want to stick around or not?

And then the day gets worse. Because Chloe isn't saying anything, | let my mind and
gaze wander. For a while, | linger on her. She’'s wearing a light blue sundress, one
that shows off her freckled shoulders and swirls around her legs. The breeze catches
her hair and sometimes blows it so that it frames her face so perfectly, like something
out of amovie.

She takes my breath away with how beautiful sheis.

Not wanting to be caught staring at her, | look away, my eyes drifting back to the
house. It always |ooks so lovely in the sun.



And then | spot Luca staring at us from one of the windows. He's peeking out from
behind the curtains, and there’s a shadow behind him that | can only assume is
Miguel.

“Chloe,” | hiss, panicking. “Kissme.”

“What?’" she splutters, raising both eyebrows as high asthey’ll go.

“My brothers are watching. Please, just kiss me. It doesn’t have to be anything deep.
Just pretend. Please. It won't mean anything.”

I’m ready to start trying to persuade her more, but before | can say anything else, she
steps towards me, grabs the front of my shirt, and pulls me down for akiss.

| flail for a second, and then my arms wrap around her, holding her as her magical
lips press against mine. Inside my chest, my heart bursts like a firework all over

again.

In reality, it doesn’t last for more than a couple of seconds at most. But in that
moment, time seems to freeze altogether, shattering around us as if nothing else in the
world matters. Nothing but me and Chloe, there and then.

Nothing el sedoesmatter except us.

Right now, | need her more than ever.

Then she lets go, and it’ s over.

I’m reluctant to move back, but | do. Even though my body is crying out for her,

aching, | don’t want to seem pushy. | glance back up to the window, and | breathe out
when | see Lucaand Miguel are gone.



Maybe they weren't spying on us after all. Maybe | was seeing phantoms in my mind.
But | doubt it. They have both been trying to catch me off guard for years, and thisis
afresh target for them to aim at.
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At least we' ve won thistime.
We turn towards the garden again, and | clench my fists to stop myself from reaching

for Chloe's hand. “Thank you,” | say. “And sorry. But the less suspicious we can
make my brothers of us, the less likely they’'re going to be to pull some prank on

you.
“l know. | getit,” she says, avoiding my eyes.

| don’t know what else to say to her after that.

So, we just keep walking as if nothing happened.

It's awkward for a moment, but then we relax again, exploring and enjoying a nice
day, making jokes and laughing like old friends. When we stop thinking, we fall into
such an easy friendship that it's hard to believe | haven’'t known her all my life.

It s doing nothing to help the confusion inside my heart.

CHAPTER 19

CHLOE

Paolo makes us get up way too early, and we hit the road while we're both still
bleary-eyed and yawning.

| kind of get the feeling that leaving this early in the morning is a scheme to stop



anybody else from speaking to me, but honestly, | don’t really mind.

Last night at dinner, | got my first interaction with Paolo’s brothers, and | don't like
the thought of being left alone with thematall. Talking to them even for that tiny
amount of time has really made me understand why Paolo has aways been so
desperate to leave this house.

They’re like vultures, and they spent every second trying to find ways to undermine
me or humiliate Paolo.

It was horrible.

We' ve been on the road for amost an hour when | finally turn to Paolo and ask,
“S0... where exactly are we going?’

He grins sheepishly at me, and my own face fals. That is alook I’ve come to know
as the one he does when he has a secret he sbeen keeping and now he feels
embarrassed to tell me. | brace myself for the worst.

“Okay, don't get mad with me,” he says, and | glare at him. “But we are going to the
village of Ricatari.”

“Ricatari?’ | echo. Why is that name so familiar to me? Then it clicks and | stare at
him in horror, stammering, “But that’'s... that’s where my father grew up. How did
you know that?’

He scratches his cheek, baring his teeth in an approximation of asmile. “I looked him
up on the public register. It's not like it's a secret. | didn’t do it to stalk you. | just

thought you might like to see where you came from.”

Part of me wants to be mad with him, to tell him off for invading my privacy like this.



But against my better judgment, | don’t.

Mostly, | just think it's sweet. He didn’'t have to care this much. He didn’'t have to
figure out my father’s name or go to al the effort of looking him up, finding where he
was born.

He didn’t have to make plans for us to come.

It's not exactly a quick and easy thing to do. Paolo might sit here and claim that it
wasn't hard, but it was also no accident. The butterflies in my stomach raise their
horrible heads again, and | try to ignore the message they’re trying to give me.

“Thank you,” isall | say instead. “For thinking of it.”

He just smilesin response.

We spend the rest of the journey in silence, staring out of the windows. Occasionaly,
| look over at Paolo to watch the summer sun brush over his face, lighting him up in
gold.

Once, | swear | caught him doing the same back at me.

When we get to the town, it’s nothing like | imagined it would be.

It's not big. It's not busy. It barely looks populated at all. Between the houses there
are tiny, cobbled streets, and all of the houses | can see have roofs made of thatch, the
walls in red brick. There's a tiny church in the town center, and a supermarket that
looks more like a convenience store. It's small and looks like it’s been owned by the
same family for the last hundred and sixty years. The signs in the window are
handwritten and faded, and it’ s closed.
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Paolo parks the car in what | assume is the central lot, even though there are maybe
three spots vaguely marked out. We get out of the car, and he smiles. “This is pretty
typical for a Bellamare village. It's not the smallest by any means — they have a
grocery store, a post office, and a gas station. In some villages you have to travel for
miles to get any of those things.”

“Thisis where he grew up,” | whisper, breathing in the air deeply like it might have a
trace of him somewhere.

“Itis. It was probably smaller in the seventies, but a town like this never changes too
much. There are probably people here who still know his name.”

The thought of that is unimaginable. I’ve lived in New Y ork City all my life. | barely
even know what my neighbors look like, even less their names or anything about
them as people. There' s a pleasant anonymity in the city. It's worlds away from this.
“Do you want to see the house he grew up in?’ Paolo asks.

My stomach lurches. “Okay,” | say quietly. “Do any of hisfamily still live here?’
Paolo shakes his head sadly. “No, | couldn’t find much information on them. I'm
sorry. | think his parents have passed, and any siblings he had have moved away to

bigger cities.”

“1 know he has a brother,” | say, “My mom and contacted him a couple of times. But
Dad’ s side of the family never were that interested in us.”



“That’s a shame,” says Paolo. “Y our family mean alot to you.”

“Yeah,” | say softly. “They do.”

“Come on, then,” he says, holding out his hand to me. “It’s not far.”

| take his hand and squeeze it gratefully. My personal feelings don’t matter right now.
Seeing the place my father grew up in is something | need the support for.

We don’'t say much as we walk through the village. Occasionally, Paolo points out
something of historical or architectural interest, and | just nod in response, absorbing
everything.

I’m trying to imagine my father here. I'm trying to think about him as a child, him
seeing all these buildings every day; him living his life here the same as anyone
would live their life anywhere.

Flashes of memory come back to me, of him taking me to the park when | was young,
of him buying me ice cream. Times he swept me up in his arms, spun us around in
circles and told me that he loved me.

Every time I’ve ever imagined doing something like this, coming to Bellamare and
seeing the place where my father lived, I’ve always imagined it as a sad occasion.
I’ve always thought it would be something that would cause me to break down in
tears.Something that would squeeze my heart until it burst. | always thought it would
make me grieve for afather | never had, until | couldn’t breathe.

And inaway, itis. It ismaking me ache for all the things he never saw me do. For all
the milestones he missed.

But more than anything, | feel a great sense of joy. It makes no sense. It's the last



thing | would have expected.
Seeing these rickety old houses, the mountains in the background, the people going
about their day-to-day lives... it makes me want to cry alittle. But not with sorrow or

grief. | want to shed tears of relief.

Thisis who my father was. This is where he lived, what he loved. This is where he
went to school. Thisiswho he was before me.

All this time, the memory of him has been secret to me, like something | didn’t dare
touch in the fear that it would hurt. That, or, if | reached out to it, I'd spoil it

somehow. Like he was something | had to think of as distant and untouchable.

But now that I’'m here, | just want to celebrate. | want to think about that wonderful
man whom | was so lucky to know.

It's like a part of me that has been broken all thistimeisfinaly whole.

In my head, | send up a little thank-you to him for leading me here. Things with
Paolo might be complicated and they might not make any sense, but thanks to him,
I’ ve come to the place I’ ve aways wanted to be.

Thanksto my dad, | wasled here. It must have been for areason.

| guess | have alot to be grateful for.

“Herewe are,” says Paolo, pulling me down what looks to be an ordinary street.

A couple of young women wander past us. They catch a glimpse of Paolo and bow

their heads deeply. One of them whispers something to the other and they both break
down in giggles. They say something to him in Bellamari then walk quickly away



after bowing again.

“What was that about?’ | ask.

Paolo just shrugs. “It’s no big deal. I’m the prince; they recognized me. People think
they have to be nice to me because of my title. It's stupid, really.”
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“They bowed for you.”
He shrugs again. “You get used to it eventually.”

| don’t want to get used to it, | think, but the last thing | want to do right now is have
afight. Being here means too much to meto ruin it by being petty.

“It's just a normal house,” | say, changing the subject as we stand outside number
nineteen, ViaBella

“What were you expecting?’ he asks, glancing at me, his hand tight on mine.

“l1 don’t know. | guess | wanted it to be something special. But it’s just completely
normal.”

“1t’ s not a bad thing to be normal.”
“No, | guessnot.” | take a shaky breath, and Paolo squeezes my hand again.

“We can leave any anytime you want,” he says. “We don’'t have to stay if it's making
you uncomfortable.”

“No,” | say quickly. | can’t let him take me away. “It’sjust alot, that’s all.”
We stand there for a long while, just staring at the house. | try to memorize every

brick, every chip in the stone, every piece of straw in the roof. | trace the window
frames with my eyes, the lace curtains inside, the wreath on the door. In my



Imagination, the young boy who would be Antonio Fontana runs past, grinning.

“We can seeif the owners are home, if you want. We could ask if we cangoin.”

“No!” | snap, too harshly. More gently, | add, “No. No, it's okay. Seeing it is
enough.”

Paolo says nothing. He just holds my hand and |ets me have this moment.

But it can't last forever, even if | want it to. My father is gone. And this house
belongs to someone else now.

“Let’sgo back to the village,” | say, turning to Paolo.

“You sure?’

| nod, forcing asmile. “Yeah, I'm sure.”

Aswe head back, a bunch more people recognize him and bow deferentially. Bowing
to him is one thing, but then they notice our hands entwined and they bow to me too.
| really wish they wouldn't do that, but | don't say anything. It's not like there's
anything | can do to stop it. Plus, if I’'m planning to stick around in Paolo’ s life, thisis
probably something I’ ve got to get used to.

Am | planning to do that?

We wander along the main street, or what counts as such here, and | look in al the
shop windows. They’re all tiny, family-run businesses with no set opening hours. I'm

pretty sureif | went inside and started haggling, someone would go along with it.

“Do you think they sell postcards here?’ | ask.



“Maybe not in this village,” says Paolo, his face crumpling thoughtfully. “But | can
take you to the capital, Bellé. They’ll definitely have some touristy stuff there.”

“I"d like to get a postcard for Mom.”

“30, then, a postcard you shall have.” He smiles at me, that big, warm smile, the one
that reaches his eyes and lights up his entire face.

It'sonly then that | realize exactly how long we' ve been holding hands for.

And | don't let go.

The way they’re swinging like a pendulum between us feels like a comfortable
weight, an anchoring force that’s stopping me from floating away. | should let go. |
know | should. I don’t want him to get any ideas about what this means.

But | really don’t want to.

“Wait, I’ve got an idea,” Paolo says, his eyes brightening in the very definition of a
lightbulb moment.
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“What?’
“Hang on a second.”

He drops my hand, leaving me with a hollow, cold feeling. | stuff my hands in my
pockets to force myself to ignoreit.

Paolo doesn’t seem to notice my disappointment. He picks up his phone, dials a
number, and starts having a very animated conversation in Bellamari. | can’t follow it
at al, but he's smiling and nodding, which seems to be a good sign.

Then he meets my eye again like he's remembered | exist, and pulls the phone away
from his mouth.

“How do you like the idea of going wine tasting?”’
CHAPTER 20
PAOLO

“Okay, why not?’ says Chloe, giving me a puzzled look. “Does this mean we have to
leave?’

Her face falls, and | shake my handsin front of me. “No, | just remembered that there
is areally excellent vineyard just outside this village run by this old woman and her
husband. My parents used to love their farm. They probably remember your family.
Hang on.”



| put the phone back to my mouth, and in Bellamari, say, “Y eah, that would be great,
thank you so much for agreeing to open for us. | do hope it’s not too much trouble.”

“Not for the young prince,” says Carina, her voice crackling down the line. “It would
be our honor to host you and your wife.”

“Yes, actualy, about that. I’ve brought her here because her father grew up in this
village. You wouldn’'t happen to remember him, would you? Antonio Fontana? It
would mean the world to Chloe if you could tell her anything about him.”

Carina hums, and my heart flips in disappointment. Maybe promising Chloe stories
was a hope too far. And then Carinasays, “The name is very familiar to me. | do
remember ayoung boy by that name.”

“Honestly, even if you make something up, that would still be great.”

“You are still a cheeky young thing, aren’t you? | won't be telling lies to your wife. |
will think of atrue story, though she will have to forgive my English — | assume she
doesn’t speak Bellamari, if you are speaking so crudely in front of her.”

“No, she doesn’t,” | say, my face heating at the callout. There are very few people |
would take that kind of reality check from, but Carina is one of them. | remember
being very young, running around the vines with my brothers, free and wild — before
| really understood what being a prince meant.

“Thank you so much,” | say again as | hang up, then turn to Chloe. “Come on!”
Chloe chases me back to the car, calling for me to wait. | don't. I’'m too excited.

She's going to love this. It's only a five-minute drive, and she gives me a look the
entire time.



As we head up the path, Carina comes out to greet us. She waves to me, and the
second we get out of the car, she launches at us, wrapping her arms around me and
squeezing me hard.

Then she turns and looks Chloe up and down. “This must be Chloe,” she says,
speaking English with athick accent. “Welcome, welcome. My nameis Carina. Itisa
great pleasure to have you here. And Prince Paolo...”

She turns back to me and pinches both of my cheeks before ruffling my hair. In
Bellamari, she says, “You are always sohandsome, young man. It has been too long
since you came to see us.”

My face heats in faint embarrassment. But she is right. | haven’'t been here in years,
and | should have. Carina has always been as kind as a mother to me.

She waves at us to follow. We do, and Chloe leans in to whisper, “What was that
about?’

“She’s not usually open for visitors on a Sunday, but for us she’'s making an
exception. She's an old family friend.”

“That’s nice of her,” Chloe says. “She didn’'t have to.”

We head for the old barn. It'sabig, airy space that’s designed to give tourists a good
view of the vines when they sit to drink wine. What Carina doesn’t tell touristsis that
she never gives them her best wines — or that she got her certificate for being a
master wine taster online for fifteen euros.

She seats us at the big table so we can see the grapes soaking up the warm, golden
sunshine, then starts putting together a sampling basket. Chloe stares out at the farm
as Carina scurries back and forth, and | stare at her.



Even a few days of being in the sun has given her hair highlights, touched all the
freckles on her face and brought them out, framing her dimples when she smiles. She
isn't looking at me, and it gives me the perfect chance to commit every curve, every
line of her face to my memory.

Evenif | have nothing else after this, I'll be able to think of her like this,
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Carinareturns with a hamper that she dumps on the table, then sits down across from
us. As she starts unpacking wines andglasses, she says to Chloe, “Now, then. Y our
father? Antonio Fontana?’

Chlo€' s breath catches in her throat. “Yes. That’sright.”

“Yes, yes, | remember Antonio. Small boy. Always playing hide and seek with his
friends. He...” she lifts her eyes to the sky, aimost like she's praying for the words to
cometo her.

But they don't, so she sighs and turns to me. In Bellamari, she says, “Tourists, they're
easy. | know all the right things to say in English to them. But your Chloe deserves
more than my broken words.”

“She’snot mine,” | protest.

Carina shakes her head at me. “Try tellingherthat. See the way she is looking at you,
boy?’ | glance at Chloe, and my heart leaps to see her eyes fixed on me. “Now, tell
her this.”

| listen for a moment, then turn to Chloe and her expectant look and start trandlating.
“She says she remembers one time he and his friends came to the vineyard when they
were teenagers. Some of his friends were complete tricksters. And one of them dared
your father to steal some grapes off the vines. He went all the way into the vineyard
and started to complete the dare— Seriously?’ | chuckle, cutting myself off to
interrupt Carina, my final word in Bellamari.



Carinagrins at me. “By the saints, every word | tell you isthe truth.”

Then she continues her tale, and | force myself not to laugh. It's a funny story, but
Chloeislooking at me so reverently that | feel like | have to take this serioudly.

“But then,” | resume, “Carina’s husband caught him, and he burst into tears. Taking
pity on him, her husband brought him inside and gave him a glass of wine made from
the grapes he had been trying to steal and told him to drink it up. And once he was
finished, they drove him home because he was more tipsy than a teenager should be.
And when they told his parents, they all laughed and laughed.”

“He was good boy,” says Carinain English at the end of the story.

Chloe' s eyes start brimming with tears, and | reach out for her hand. All | want to do
is offer her asmall comfort. “I’m sure he was,” she says, her voice shaking.

“And he has raised a beautiful daughter,” says Carina. “Here, try this wine. It is the
wine of the stolen grapes.”

She pulls a bottle from her basket and pours a small sample into our glasses. “I also
have some fresh cheeses and breads from around the area.” The basket seems to be
endless as she brings out snacks and grapes and plates. Chlo€'s eyes are still shining
with tears, but the smile on her face is very real.

“Try! Try it!” Carinaurges.

Chloe and | both raise our glasses, tapping them lightly against each other. Then we
swirl the sample around, staring at it asif either of us know the first thing about wine.
Chloe leans in and sniffs it, then takes a swig. | follow, letting the dark flavor splash
over my tongue.



So | don't wince, | purse my lips, forcing myself to swallow. I'm not a big fan of red
wine on the best of days, but | don’t want to upset Chloe by admitting | don’t like the
wine that reminds her of her father. This day is already a lot for her without my
negativity.

“What do you think?" asks Carina

“This is great,” says Chloe, grinning. Carina fills up her glass without asking, and
Chloe takes another sip.

Then Carina raises an eyebrow at me and | stuff some cheese and bread into my
mouth so | don’t have to say anything.

She chuckles and pours us out some white wine next. She can definitely tell that |
didn’'t enjoy that. But Chloe did.

That’ s all that matters.

“Tell us another story,” | say to Carina, changing the focus away from me and back to
the reason why we're here.

Carina hums as she carves up one of the hard cheeses, then launches into another tale
of Chloe sfather. | help her translate sections, but she manages for the most part. She
tells us about the village, as it would have been when he grew up, and the mischief
the kids used to get up to.

Chloe listens to every word, enraptured, and | just lean back and watch, letting my
eyes drift shut as | bask in the sun, eating bread and drinking wine as the afternoon
drifts on towards night. | know Carinawill let us stay as long as we want, but | don’t
want to ever leave.



Because the more | stay here, in Chloe's company, the happier | am.

She makes me feel easy, content. She doesn’t treat me like I'm anything but what |
am, and it makes me want to be more for her. She can see a different man in me, one
who is as generous and thoughtful as | pretend to be when I’ m with her.

She makes me believe that it could be true, as well.

The sun glows on her skin and | eat cheese until | think | could burst, while my heart
twistsinside my chest.

If shewould listen, | would tell her | loved her.
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If shewanted me, I’d be all hers. But | know we' re not meant to be.
And knowing that makes the ache a thousand times worse.
CHAPTER 21
CHLOE
Paolo allows us to sleep in a little the next day, but | don’t feel well rested at all. All
night | was tossing and turning, unable to sleep for more than an hour at a time. |
don’t know why, but | couldn’'t get comfortable at all, and nothing | could do was

helping.

Thefirst person | see when | leave my room is Maria. | smile at her. “Good morning,
ma am,” she says.

“Good morning. I's Paolo up yet?’

She shakes her head. “1 haven't seen him. But if | were you, | would avoid the dining
room for alittle while. Miguel is down there demanding breakfast from the chef.”

| shudder. “Good idea. Thanks. I'll just go back to my room then, | guess.”

Maria says goodbye to me, and | sneak off back to my room, passing Paolo’s as | do.
| hesitate outside his door and contemplate knocking. It’'s probably not a good idea.

But that split second of hesitation is all it takes for him to decide it’ s time to open the



door. When he sees me, he jumps in surprise. “Chloe!” he says, “What are you doing
here?’

“l was just going back to my room,” | say, trying to look casual. “Miguel’s in the
dining room.”

“Ah, | see. Wise choice.”

“Have your brothers always been this nasty?’

“The same and worse,” he sighs.

“Y ou must have had afun childhood.”

He doesn’t respond to that. Instead, he says, “ Tell you what, let’s get breakfast on the
go.”

“Where are we going today?’

“Bellé, the capital city. We'll definitely find a postcard there. And | want to show you
the best gelato you'll ever have eaten in your life.”

| grin. “That sounds good.”

“Good. But first, come in.” He grabs my wrist and pulls me into the room. | yelp,
stumbling forward as he closes the door behind me. “Technicaly,” he says, “I’'m not
supposed to leave the palace at all. Yesterday was okay because news isn't going to
spread from a small village. But if I'm seen in the city and someone takes a photo of
me, then I’ m absolutely screwed.”

“Wedon't haveto go,” | say. Thelast thing | want to do is put him at risk. He doesn’t



need to get into any more trouble.

He shakes his head. “No, | want to. But | wasn’t quite sure what to wear. Should |
wear this hat?’ He puts on a stupid hat with earflaps. “Or this hat?’ He puts on a
stupid straw hat with abrim so wide | can barely see hisface at all.

“Well, both are bad,” | say, pulling no punches, “But the straw hat’s better. Slightly.”
“Okay, and with sunglasses...” He goes and pulls some sunglasses out of his closet.
“And maybe this scarf?’ He throws a scarf around his neck for the final touch. “How
do | look?’

“Y ou were going for inconspicuous?’

“Yes.

“Yeah — no. You couldn’t stick out more if you tried. Let me look.”

| fling open his closet. Almost everything he has in there is more expensive than
anything I’ve ever owned, all suit jackets and button-up shirts and silk ties. |
rummage around, flicking between generic, boring-colored shirts. He has to
havesomethinginteresting in here. He can’t be all work. I know for a fact he’s not all

work.

I’m about to lose hope, but then eventually | find the perfect thing.
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| pull it out. “Here we go. Thisisit.” | give it to him, and he stares down at it in
horror, as if he had forgotten that he had ever owned such a hideous Hawaiian shirt at
all.

“Really?”

“Yes. And we'll add in... yeah, here. These shorts, then put on a baseball cap —
backwards — sunglasses, and... socks and sandals. Perfect.”

“And you thought the straw hat was ridiculous!” he huffs, arms full of clothes,
sticking his nose up at my idea.

“We're aiming for an American tourist,” | say, “Nobody is going to think twice about
a stupid American tourist. Definitely nobody’s going to think that their prince would
ever dress like that. It s the perfect disguise.”

“l take your point.” He frowns, then looks me up and down. “What areyougoing to
wear?”’

| shrug. “Let me see if | can get Maria to find me some leggings and a T-shirt, then
we'll both look perfect.” Against my will, Mariadid go out and find me an entire new
wardrobe. And, worst of all, she got my style spot on, so | love everything in my new
closet.

What did | do to deserve this generosity?

“Perfect?’ Paolo scoffs. “By whose definition?’



“The perfectdisguise,” | say. “ That was what you wanted, wasn't it?’
By the time we meet at the side entrance ready to go, | have to bite my tongue to stop
myself from laughing. “Wow,” | say as Paolo approaches me, looking less than

pleased. “ Don’ tyoulook the part?’

“Do 1?7 he asks, perking up. His puppy-dog need for approval should be annoying,
but | can’t help but find it cute.

“Unfortunately, yes. Everything about this—" | gesture at him “—could not be
further away from royalty.”

“Good. | guess,” he says sadly.

“Cheer up,” | grin. “We're going to have a great day today.”

He cocks his head at me, giving me distinct puppy-dog vibes again, but doesn’'t say
anything. He just gives me this look of intrigue, like he wants to ask how | can be
sure. | guess| can’t.

But | have agood feeling about it.

Together, we drive into the city. He points more stuff out on the way, tells me his
ideas for some things we could do. | have no real agenda. Not having to think about it
feelskind of nice.

He pullsinto a parking lot, then turns to me and says, “Y ou hungry?’

“Yeah, alittle”

“Right, then. Gelato time.”



“You can’'t have gelato for breakfast!”

“Maybeyoucan’t, but | definitely can. And anyway, the crepes in this place are to die
for. Just trust me, okay? Let’s go.”

| don’t argue with him any more than that — clearly hismind is set on this plan, and |
am curious. Everyone likes crepes, after all.

He leads me through the city, taking my hand, a big dopey grin plastered across his
face. The way he loves thiscity fills me with alightness, a shared joy. It’sinfectious.

| can see why he wanted to get home so badly.

And | can't really argue with him when we get served, because these crepes are damn
good.

“Do you come here alot?’ | ask before | eat a strawberry whole.

He shakes his head. “| get them to deliver. I'm not really allowed to come into the
city that often. Especially lately.”

“Do you ever just wish you could do what you want?’
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“Doing what | wanted got me into this mess to begin with,” he says ruefully, his face
falling under a shadow. “Maybe it’ s not such a good idea after all.”

| don’t push it any further. | don’t want to spoil our day.

After we finish our crepes, Paolo drags me back out onto the street to go and see the
cathedral. It is a huge, intricate building, very ancient-looking, very impressive. |
crane my neck up at it and watch as the light glints off the stained glass.

Tourists buzz around us, and Paolo flinches away from them, turning his face from
every camera, every selfie. His parents have got him really scared about this.

How many rulesis he breaking again, just for me?

We walk around the cathedral three times, then head to the art museum, where we
both do our best impressions of the paintings. He makes me laugh with every dumb
expression, every way he shamelessly holds out his arms to make himself look silly.

It's al to make me laugh. And it does. Spending this time with him here, looking at
these beautiful artworks and this ridiculous man... it amost feels like a date. | almost
fedl like | want it to be.

“Are you sure there's nowhere you want to go?’ Paolo asks as we pass by some
statues commissioned by some long-ago royals and rich people to commemorate an

event |I' ve never heard of.

“No, not redlly. I’'m happy to do whatever you want.”



Thisisn't the first time today he's asked me that, but | really am happy to defer to his
better knowledge. He's already taken me to the one place | wanted to go most of all,
and now I’m just enjoying exploring his city with him.

The backwards-baseball-cap look really could not suit him less, but it's doing its job.
Nobody recognizes him at all. Just for now, we're two normal people, nothing more
than two friends exploring a city together, enjoying each other’s company, laughing
at each other’s dumb jokes.

ThisisPaolo in histruest form. Thisis aPaolo who isn't aprince and isn’t pretending
that he is anything but who he wants to be. This is the kind, funny, ridiculous man
that | met months ago. This is the guy | fell for. Not the prince. Not the smooth-
talking charmer, but the man who was thoughtful enough to take me to my dad’'s
village.

That’swhat | fell in love with.

His face shines with excitement as he guides me around the city he knows best in the
world. If he could always act like this, how could | do anything but love him?

There's that word again, jumping into my mind against my will. Surely he's broken
my heart too many times now for me to still have feelings for him. Hasn’t he lied and
cheated? Hasn't he made promises? Used me? Isn’t our entire relationship built on a
foundation of misunderstandings and lies?

But somehow, here in the city, this feels like areset button. This feels like it could be
the start al over again.

This is the closest | think he’'s going to get to taking me out. To getting to know me
the right way, and letting me get to knowhim. I'm still not sure if | like Prince Paolo,
but normal-man Paul...



How can | forget him?
As we walk along the river, Paolo looks out and smiles, waving down at one of the
boats filled with tourists. The sun catches his face, framing him in gold. It makes his

eyes sparkle and his lips seem more kissable than ever.

Damn. | shouldn’t be thinking about kissing. | shouldn’t be thinking about anything
except going home and forgetting about all of this craziness.

“Do you want to go on a boat tour?’ he asks, turning to me.

“Okay,” | say. “Why not?’

He offers me a hand and, despite knowing | shouldn’t, | takeit.

Despite everything, | still want him so badly that when | think about losing him, |
forget how to breathe.

CHAPTER 22

PAOLO

By the time we finish up our pizza, the afternoon is drifting on towards the evening. |
pay the bill, and as we're walking out, Chloe sighs dreamily. “That was probably the

best pizzal’ ve ever eaten in my life.”

“We know how to do it around here,” | say. “Once you'’ ve started enjoying Bellamari
food, it might be difficult to go back to American cuisine.”

“I’'m aready dreading it.”



“Youdon't haveto.”
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| want to say,You could stay here with me, but that’s a little bit too much like a
confession, so | keep it to myself.

“Let’s go to the history museum,” | say instead. “There are al sorts of interesting
artifacts from all over Europe. They close soon, so we should go now.”

“Sounds good,” she says, grinning. “But only if you promise to try and recreate some
of the statues again.”

“Deal.”

We turn down the main street, and | look at her. “Y ou know, thisis the most fun I’ve
had in ages,” | say, putting my hands in my pockets to stop myself from taking hers.

“l hate to say it, but me too.”
“Why do you hateto say it?’
She shrugs and looks away.

We keep walking, and a few strides later, she adds, “I’m supposed to be angry with

you.
“ Areyou angry with me?’

She doesn’t answer, and | don’'t push it. It wasn’t a no. And right now that’s good
enough for me. Aslong as she doesn’t hate me outright, I’ m happy.



The line for the history museum is long, and as much as | want to use my royal
credentials to skip it, | know | can’'t. Today we're being normal, and one of the worst
things about being normal people is the amount of waiting you have to do to get
anything.

How do people stand it?
My face is sweating from the heat, but | don’'t dare take my cap off. For a second, |
remove my sunglasses to wipe my eyes. And that’s when | hear someone say, “Oh,

my God, is that Prince Paolo?’

My blood runs cold. | shove my glasses back on my face, grabbed Chloe's hand
without waiting for permission and pull her away. “Come on. We have to go.”

“What' s happened?’ she asks, her mouth wide open in surprise. “Paolo, what is it?
Areyou okay?’

“Don’'t cal methat,” | hiss, too harshly. But she can probably feel my hand sweating
in hers, my heart racing. “Just don’t say anything. Let’s get out of here.”

Without any more questions, she lets me pull her away.

| keep checking back over my shoulder to see if we're being followed. Not that |
would be able to tell if we are. There are people everywhere, walking in our direction.
The paranoia is making everyone a demon. Any person who even glances at us as
could be athreat.

And if we get caught...

It's bad enough that I'll have to face the consequences. | can’'t bear the idea that
Chloe will have to suffer for my mistakes too.



| can see the papers now.Paolo’'s Secret Wifel The media whirlwind she would get
swept up into would be no joke, and she's got no training to deal with it, no
experience. She doesn’t evenwantany of this.

“Paul, what isit?” Chloe asks.
Despite the fear flowing through me, | feel arush of affection again as she uses my
pseudonym. It's not that different from my name, but it's different enough that it

cools my panic. And it’ s the fact that she thought of it that matters.

“Someone saw me,” | breathe. “Someone saw me and knew who | was. And now
they’re following us.”

“Areyou sure?’ she asks, her fingers tightening around mine.

“Sure enough. We have to get out of here.”

“Let’sjust go back to the car,” she says calmly. “We can go home. I’ ve already had a
great day. The car’sin the central lot; it can’t be far.”

“There’'s no easy way back, though. Not one where we can avoid everyone. People
are going to see us. We're going to get caught. My parents are going to find out | lied
again, and I’'m going to get kicked out of the country all over again.” | grow more and
more frantic as | speak, my throat closing up with panic.

Nothing about thisis good.
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Some people pass by and stare closely at us, and | flinch, turning my head away. It's
way too hot for me here.

| feel like I’m going to be sick.

“You must know some other way back. Something more hidden,” Chloe says,
tugging on my hand to try and get me to slow down. “At least let’ s just go somewhere
to lielow for abit. If people are following us, they’ Il get bored eventually.”

“Okay, okay. Good plan.”

Someone points at us, and | pull Chloe down an alleyway, both of us pressing in
tightly against each other as the space narrows.

| shift my weight from foot to foot, waiting and waiting until it becomes agonizing.
“Arethey goneyet?’ | whisper.

She hesitates, and | can tell she'strying to stop herself from saying | don’t think they
were following us to begin with. | don’t care if she thinks I’'m being paranoid. She
doesn't redlize it yet, but she's got married to the most notorious person in all of

Bellamare.

Everyone has an opinion about me. There isn’t a single person who would be shy to
shareit if they saw me. Bellamari people don't believe in dishonesty.

She might think 1I'm this cool guy, but the truth is I'm just the loser prince that



everyone hates.

Thelast thing | want isfor Chloe to get caught up in that mob.

She cranes her head to try and look around the wall, and | pull her back, our bodies
bumping against each other in the narrow alleyway. She looks up at me pleadingly.

“They’'re gone,” she says gently, keeping eye contact. “Let’s head back.”

“Just afew minutes longer,” | whisper, placing my hand on the wall next to her like a
barrier.

She stares up at me. We're so close that the heat of her skin radiates out to me,
washing over me like sunlight.

“Paolo, it's okay,” she says, placing both hands on my shoulders. “We'll just go back.
I’m sure there' s all sorts of rumors on the internet al the time. No one will think you
broke any rules. It’s all going to be okay.”

Her hands on me are like comforting anchors, pulling me back down to the ground.

Without thinking it through, | reach out and brush my thumb over her cheekbone.
How can | possibly start to tell her what she really meansto me?

How can | possibly explain all the ways she's changed my life?

“You okay?' she asks, staring deep into my eyes.

“Yes,” | say quietly, and mean it.

Then | place my other hand on the other side of her face and lean in to kiss her
deeply. And just like in the garden, my heart soars again, racing with the certainty



that thisisright. Thisis good.

She's wrong if she thinks | don’'t care for her. | do. | care more than | ever cared
about anyone before. There’'s something inside us that matches so perfectly,
something that connects us so deeply that letting go of her feels like ripping a part of
myself away.

My heart beats in double time as | realize she's pulling me closer, degpening the kiss.
Her hands are tight on me, her body pressed up close to mine. Her hips bump against
me like she's trying to find something to grind up against. I'm dizzy with the
sensation, dizzy with the idea that she wants me.

| feel sick and crazy all at the same time.

| never want to like anybody else. Only her.

In that moment, as the world freezes around us, everything is clear. | need to find
some way to win her back. | need to proveto her that thisloveisreal.

| need her to be my wife— for real.

CHAPTER 23

CHLOE

The second we get back in the car, Paolo starts driving, not uttering a word.
Thereareno words to explain what just happened. That was more passionate than any

other kiss we've shared. | know it was stress-driven, but | can’t help but wonder how
real it really was.
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There' s no way such desperate passion could have been fake. Could it?
| don't comment on it. Right now | want to be happy in the delusion that this still
means something. Right now, | don’'t have the space in my head to start processing
why hisfirst response in a panic was to kiss me like that.

| don’t know what to do aboutanyof this.

We head out of the city, weaving through the streets and past the traffic. As the signs
start to point towards the highway, suddenly he turnsleft onto atiny road.

“Isn’t the house in the other direction?’ | ask.

“Yeah, but | don’'t want to go home yet. Do you?”’

“1 don’t know. Not really.”

“Okay, then.”

He doesn’t offer any further explanation, and | don’t push him for one. Instead | pull
out my phone to text my mother. | send her a couple of photos of the museums, of the
landscape, of the pizzaHaving a great time,l write.Miss you loads. Wish you could

be here too.

Me too, honey,she replies quickly.Looks beautiful.| remember why | fell in love there
ha ha! Have fun x



| smile to myself, then look at Paolo. He's staring straight at the road, both hands
gripping the wheel tightly. The tension in his body makes him sit up straight; it looks
like he's in pain. Every so often he changes gear, and | can’'t help but look down at
his hands,

| have to stop thinking about his fingers. But there's a fire burning inside me that he
lit with that kiss, something that’s going to be so hard to put out.

“This is the second-oldest cathedral in the country,” he says as we turn down a street
buried in the city suburbs. “ Everyone always goes to visit the big one. But personally
| think thisone' salot nicer.”

We drive by it and | see what he means. It’s built of the same gray stone as the other
one, but the stained glass seems more impressive, the turrets cleaner. It stands
proudly there, somehow more imposing, set away from the tall buildings and old,
cobblestone streets.

“Are we stopping?’ | ask.

“We can if you want to,” he says, glancing at me, “But | thought we could just do a
driving tour.”

“Right. No problem.”

“It's safer thisway. But we can stop if you want.”

“No, it'sokay. I’'m happy just to seeit.”

I’'m happy to see it with you,l think, but keep the thought to myself. Things are

aready complicated enough right now without talking about our feelings on top of
everything else.



He points out a couple more things, statues and streets and historical sites, then
finaly he says, “Are you ready to go home?’

“1 wouldn’t mind. Areyou?’

“1 think I am. Unless there’ s anything else you want to do.”

“No, not really.”

“Okay.”

He turns back onto the main road towards the highway.

And then, without thinking, | say, “Why don’t you do this more often?’

“l can't,” he says, hisface crumpling in confusion. “I have my duties.”

“No, | mean, why don’t you act like this more often?’

“What?’
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“Everything I've ever heard about you tells me the story of a selfish boy. An idiot.
But every time I’'m with you like this... | don’t see that at all.”

“Whatdoyou see?’ He glances over at me again, his eyes blazing with a self-loathing
I’ ve never seen before.

| take a breath, then tell him the truth. “| see someone kind. | see someone who cares.
| see a guy who's spent his entire life feeling overshadowed and who never quite
figured out how to deal with that.”

He says nothing for a long while, and | don’t think he’'s going to reply. Until, so
quietly | barely hear it, he says, “You'reright. It's not exactly that | was neglected as
a kid. | had everything | needed. But... well, Miguel’s the oldest. | guess you've
probably heard the expression, ‘the heir and the spare.’”

| nod when he looks at me expectantly. He sighs deeply and chuckles bitterly. “Well,
I’m the spare’ s spare. It's not that | wasn’t loved or looked after. It's not that | didn’t
have everything | ever wanted, could ever even dream of. | guess it’'s just... oh, |
don’t know.”

My hands act before my brain can tell myself it's a bad idea, and | reach out for his
hand. “Y ou just wanted to be noticed as much as them.”

“1 guess, yeah.”

“It makes sense,” | say, “that you rebelled. You just wanted someone to see you for
who you were.”



“And that’'s the first time that anyone’'s ever told me that my actions weren't just
those of some reckless young idiot.”

“Youwerejust akid. It must be ahell of alot of pressure to be royal on top of that.”

“Most people would call it cushy,” he says with a chuckle so bitter that | almost feel
like he’ s about to cry.

| guess all he's ever needed was for someone to be kind to him, to show him that
there can be more to life than just being a disobedient boy. That he can be loved
forwhohe is rather thanwhatheis.

There' sthat word again.Love.

He's way too tender right now for me to start bringing something like that up. So,
instead, | say, “You know, | like it when you're like this.”

“Like what?’

“When you act like a human.”

“I’'m aways ahuman!” he says defensively.

“No, you're not.”

I’m expecting him to argue more, but then he just sighs. “No, I’'m not. | don’t think
I’ ve ever knownhowto be.”

“There's still time for you to learn,” | say. He scoffs, and | push. He needs to hear
this. “God knows | don’'t know you that well, but I’ ve seen it. If you could just show
everybody else how kind and funny and cool you are, I'm sure they would all quickly



change their minds about you being some stupid little boy.”

“Oh, so youdothink I'm a stupid little boy?’ he snaps.

| shake my head, my tone calm. “Did | say that?’

“No,” he admits with a frown, and | see him gripping the steering wheel like he's
holding on for dear life.

“l mean it, you know,” | say. “I’ve had a great day today. I’ve had a great day with
you.” My heart is racing hard in my chest now,like it wants to burst with words |
don’t know how to form. Don’t know how to speak.

There aren’t any words to describe the way he’s changed my life.

Instead of more talking, | squeeze his hand. “We should do this again.”

“What?" he says, glancing over at me like he thinks he misheard.

“We should do this again,” | repeat. “Y ou and me hanging out all day. Y ou should
show me some more of the country, or we could just do something fun. As long as
I’m getting the real Paolo, | don’t mind. Infact, I’d likeit.”

“I"d like that too.” He smilesfor the first time since we started talking.

“I do like you, you know,” | confess quietly. “I like spending time with you.”
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He says nothing, his eyes fixed on the road, and because his eyes are fixed on the
road, | let myself look at him. | let my eyes wander down to his lips. | let myself
remember how good his body felt on mine.

All this time, I've been trying to deny it to myself, but | don’t want to deny it any
longer.

| want Paolo.

After al thisis over, he might not want me anymore, but right now, as long as we're
together, here in his home, | want him.

| know thiscan’'t last forever. But right now, it's me and him. And | like that.
CHAPTER 24
PAOLO

When | pull up to the palace, | turn off the engine and we sit in silence for a while,
trying to figure out what to say.

We didn’t speak much after Chloe's confession, and | can’t quite figure out how I'm
supposed to respond. Am | supposed to tell her that | love her now? Am | supposed to

admit that to myself?

That’ s too much pressure to handle.



So, instead of words, | turn to look at her. Her eyes are swimming with an emotion |
can’'t name, making me feel like I’m drowning in them, like | can’t look away.

“Chloe,” | say softly, reaching out to push her hair behind her ear, letting my fingers
linger on her cheek, “I had areally good day today.”

“So did I,” she says again, like she really does mean it. “I’'m glad we got to spend it
together.”

“l have a question,” | say, ready to hold my breath waiting for her answer. She tilts
her head. “Earlier, in the alleyway... | don’tregret it, but it was a mistake. | shouldn’t
have kissed you like that. And you're right. | should allow myself to show who | am
more. | should be better. So...”

This is getting out of control. | shake my head, and Chloe narrows her eyes at me,
trying to figure out where thisis going. “So?’ she asks.

“S0,” | say, “I would like to kiss you again. Would that be okay?’

“1 would be furious with you if you didn’'t,” she says, her face splitting into a wide
smile. | grin back, then lean over, wrapping my arms around her.

Our lips meet gently and tenderly, pressing against each other, but underneath, | can
sense the passion that’s still there. | feel her take a deep breath, and her arms come to
my waist, like she’ strying to pull mein.

| don’t want to stop this moment, but kissing in the car like this is too exposed. That
and there are other things I would much rather do in more appropriate places.

“Chloe,” | breathe in her ear, “let me take you back to my room.”

Let me show you what you mean to me, | think, but don’'t dare say it. All of thisis



already complicated enough without adding words likeloveinto the mix.

She leans back from me, her eyes dark with lust. “I’'m all yours.”

We rush out of the car, only to get stopped by Mariain the corridor. “ There you both
are,” she says. “Your dinner will be going cold. You should get yourselves to the
dining room straightaway.”

Chloe and | share alook, trying to figure out how we can wriggle our way out of this,
To me, it’s clear as day what Chloe has goton her mind. But we can’'t exactly say no
to Maria. We don’t want things to start looking weird.

Not that having sex with your wife is that weird, | guess. I'm pretty sure that’s what
you'’ re meant to do.

But to keep up appearances, we head dutifully through to the dining room without
argument.

I’m not particularly hungry after our lunch, and from the way Chloe picks at her food,
| don’t think she is either. She keeps throwing me this little look, almost a smirk. It's
barely anything, but it’s teasing enough to start driving me crazy.

We sit at the table for as long as we can bear to. | get the sense that both of us are
counting down the seconds to the moment it’s polite for us to leave again. And the
second that that moment arrives, | make eye contact with Chloe and say, “Are you
done?’

She nods, that lustful spark on her face again. “I’m ready to go upstairs.”

“Let’sretire for the evening.” | get to my feet and offer her my arm. “Shall we?’



We move through the house almost impossibly slowly. We climb the stairs slowly,
not to seem like we're rushing, not to seem like we want each other so desperately
that | could scream.
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It was bad enough bumping into Maria earlier. | don’'t think | can bear to see anyone
else now. | don't think | can hide the physical reality of me wanting her.

| don’t think | can stand the embarrassment of being caught.

The second the bedroom door closes behind us, she pushes me up against it and
kisses me, grinding into me, alow noise bubbling in her throat.

“God, Chloe,” | growl. “I’ ve missed you.”

“Prove it,” she says, and | do. | flip her around, pushing her against the door, letting
my kisses dip lower and lower, nipping her collarbone and shoulder before sinking to
my knees, hooking my fingers into the waistband of her leggings and tugging them
down to the floor.

She's aready glisteningly wet for me, so | don't waste any time, burying my face
straight into her folds. She cries out and claps a hand over her mouth, trying to keep

guiet, even though it’ stoo late to take back her moan.

| pull away for a second to tell her, “You realy don’t need to do that. These walls are
pretty soundproof.”

She looks down at me and says, “Why have you stopped?’
| don’t need any further instruction than that.

| push my tongue back against her clit, flicking it in increasing circles with growing



pressure, burying my entire face in her, eating her as hungrily as a starving man
would eat ameal.

lamstarving for her.

I’ ve been hungry for her since the day we met, and no amount of kissing her seems to
fill me.

When she comes, she shakes around my mouth and fingers, her legs trembling hard,
one hand clenching in my hair, the other digging into my shoulder as she tries to stay
upright while her wetnessis spreading down my face. She tastes divine.

| don’t move until she stops trembling.

As she comes down from her climax, she sinks to meet me on the floor, straddling my
knees and kissing me, pushing me backwards onto the floor. They nearly slip out then
— thewords I’ ve been trying to figure out how to say.

In this second, if | told her that | loved her, | would mean every syllable.

And if | told her in thenextsecond, | would mean that too. But my head is spinning
with sex, and today’s aready been weird enough without another added
complication. I'd say I’'m falling for her, butfallingimplies | still have further to go.

| don’'t. | am hers completely, whether she knows it or not. Whether she wants it or
not. There will always be a part of me that loves her.

Her fingers wrestle with the button for my shorts and | reach down to help her pull
down my fly. She releases the button then dlips her hand inside to cup my hardening
length with her palm, applying a gentle pressure that makes me feel like I’ m about to
explode there and then.



“1 need you, Chloe. | need to fuck you right now. Please.”

She doesn’t answer with words. Instead, she rips off her T-shirt and unclasps her bra
so she can throw it to the floor. | take off my own shirt, and we roll around on the
floor for a little longer, me rolling on a condom before, finally, | dlip inside her and
we connect, moving against each other in a perfect rhythm.

This moment will have to end eventually, but | never want it to.

We kiss, we hold each other, we fuck — no, we make love. That expression has never
been more true than it is right now.

Thisislove. She must fedl it too. She must.

What other explanation is there for the way her hips move? For the way she throws
her head back and moans? For the look of pure ecstasy on her face?

Her mouth opens in silent gasps, and she cries out as she comes, her body shaking out
of her control. | reach down between our bodies to her clit, wanting her to come again
and again, wanting to make her feel so, so good.

And then | explode.

The world fades around me for a second. All I’'m aware of is Chlo€e' s body, the way
her breasts press against me, the way her hands cling to my skin, the way her lips feel
against my face, and | aimost say it again. The thought is so loud in my head,Chloe, |
love you. I’'m sure she must fed it.

But saying it is too much like a confession. And in this moment, this beautiful
moment of peace and passion, | feel like a confession will bring it al shattering
down.



CHAPTER 25
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CHLOE

Paolo has left me alone in my room for the day while he runs around trying to get
everything ready for his parents to come home. He's clearly nervous. He keeps
fretting and sticking his head in to check that I'm okay, running up and down the
stairs as if there’'s something he can do to make this go more smoothly. | hope he
doesn’t blame himself too much if it doesn’t.

There's only so much he can do. If his parents don’'t want this to go well, then it
won't.

For his sake, | hope it does.

| slept in his bed all last night, cuddled up close to his body, breathing in his warm
scent. I’ve missed it. Maybe it was a mistake for us to have made love like that, but
nothing about it felt like a mistake.

As he's said multiple times, technically I'm his wife. And in actuality, we're adults.
We can do whatever we want with our bodies.

And | really liked doing what we did last night. A thrill runs down my spine as | think
of it.

A thrill that's quickly followed by a rush of nausea up my throat. | clutch my
stomach, trying not to gag. | don’t know what's wrong with me. Maybe I’'m just
nervous. Maybe Paolo’ s anxiousness is rubbing off on me. It doesn’t need to.



The idea of meeting his parents makes me feel sick enough aready. Literaly, it
seems, this morning.

When we woke up, we made an action plan. We're going to face this together. We're
going to pretend that we' ve known each other for months, and we're going to stick to
the truth as much as possible. We met in the bar where | worked. We hit it off. We
had some fun. We got married. By choice.

That doesn’'t exactly explain the month and a half where he didn’t speak to me, but
we' ve agreed to pass that off as him being confined to his quarters here at home if
anyone questionsit.

No matter how many times we run through the cover story, though, I'm still terrified
that it's going to go wrong. | don’t know how they’ll see through it, but if they do, I
don’t think my acting skills are good enough to come back fromit.

The thing I'm sure they aready know about is Paolo’s ridiculous fake passport
scheme. They probably know that our marriage is basically a sham, but we're not
here to try and prove the legality of our wedding. I'm just here to support Paolo, to
help show his parents that he' s not the boy he was when he | eft.

The goal of this dinner isn’'t to try and show that his idea was good, or that his way
back into the country was the proper one. The goal is to prove that I'm someone who
chose to marry him of my own free will because | wanted to, and we like each other
for reasons other than titles or money.

What can possibly go wrong?

There are only hours to go until the big event. That thought makes my stomach lurch
again, and this time the sickness is too much.



Retching, | run to the bathroom, stumbling to the toilet, where | promptly gect the
contents of my stomach.

Thisis so humiliating. In al the times I’ ve been nervous before, I’ ve never actually
thrown up fromit. | usually get shaky and alittle sick, but nothing this bad.

Then again, maybe nothing I’ve ever been stressed about before has had so much
riding on it. I’ ve never had the power to ruin someone else’ slife before.

Thinking about it, | woke up feeling sick, like my whole body was swollen and
lethargic. | put it down to our night of fun, but now a horrible thought is tickling the
back of my mind because there’s no way I’m old and inflexible enough to feel this
achy after afew hours of sex.

So... what if the sickness has another cause?

My hands shaking, | try to think of the last time | had my period. | can’'t quite place
the date... but no matter, we' ve used protection every time.

And then horror risesin me as it dawns on me. That night, the night we consummated
our marriage. We didn’t use protection.

| guess we consummated it the good ol d-fashioned way.

| throw up again.

There' saknock on my door. “Hello?’ cals Maria. “Chloe, are you in here?’

My only response is to retch. Maria rushes to the bathroom and stands in the

doorway, watching me kneeling by the toilet. “Are you okay?’ she asks, frantic. “Are
you going to be okay for the dinner?’



Tears streaming down my face, | turn to look at her, shaking my head. With a broken
voice, | sob, “I think | might be pregnant.”

Maria rushes over and envelops me in her arms, sitting on the bathroom floor with
me, holding me tight. “Oh, sweetheart,” she says, “What happened?’

“Do you really need me to explain?’ | scoff, my voice shaking with tears. “It
happened the normal way.”
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“I am old, not so stupid,” says Maria with a wry smile. “Tell me how it has
happened.”

“l guess it must have been the night after we were married. It was a really good
night... Oh, God! What am | going to tell Paolo? He won't want this.”

Maria strokes my hair, gently squeezing my shoulders. “Don’t worry about that now.
We're not even certain that thisis true. This could all just be the nerves of having to
meet the king and the queen.”

“Please don’t remind me of that,” | whisper. Thisisall anightmare enough asitis.

“Do you want the baby?’ Maria asks.

“l want to know if it'sreal,” | say covering my face with my hands. “And if itisredl...
| don’t know. Yes, of course, | want it if it'sreal.”

“Come and lie down,” says Maria.

She helps me to my feet and guides me slowly to the bed. | close my eyes the second
my head hits the pillow.

“I'll be back soon,” she says. “I'll bring some medication and a test. Everything’s
going to be okay. Please try not to worry too much.”

In that second, | trust her implicitly.



When | open my eyes again, Maria's back, and | realize | must have fallen asleep for
awhile.

“Areyou ready to take the test?’ she asks, smiling kindly as| sit up.

“No,” | say, holding out my hand for her to giveit to me.

She hands the test to me without a word, and | head to the bathroom to pee on the
stick. Asif this couldn’t get more humiliating than it already is.

And then we wait.

Maria sits with me and holds my hand as we wait for the results, trying to distract me
from the catastrophes I’ m cooking up in my mind.

She sets a five-minute timer, and the second it goes off, she goes to the stick and
snatchesit up so | can’'t seeit. “Are you ready to know?’

“Just put me out of my misery.”

| close my eyes hard, clenching my fists. In my heart, | know the answer already.

Quietly, Mariasays, “It’s positive.”

| can’t help but sob again. It’'s not entirely a surprise, but it’s definitely not what | was
expecting out of today.

“What am | going to tell Paolo?’ | ask again. | can imagine the horror on his face
now.

| can also imagine him with a baby in his arms, smiling. Playing with it. Being a good



dad.

“We can worry about that later,” says Maria. “It is definitely his?

| throw her the kind of look that makes it clear her joke is not funny right now, and
she squeezes my shoulder in comfort.

“Let us worry about the king and the queen and the big dinner first. Let us pray to
God that that goes smoothly, and once all of that stress is over, then we can tell
Paolo.”

“Sounds good,” | say, even though all of this couldn’t sound any further from good.
“Do you want me to stay?’ Maria asks. “Or would you prefer to be alone?’

“Please don’t leave me,” | say, too quickly. “I don’t think | can do this on my own.”

“Then | will stay.”
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And she does. To my relief, she doesn’'t talk any more about pregnancy or babies or
anything like that. Instead, she tells me more stories about Paolo as a child, about all
the stupid antics he got up to. It just about takes my mind off the whole thing.

At least it does so enough that by the time Paolo knocks on the door to tell meit's
showtime, | feel alittle calmer.

Not completely, but enough to be able to face this.
After all, what choice do | have?

CHAPTER 26

PAOLO

The silence is deafening. | keep glancing between everyone at the table. My mother,
my father, Chloe, and Maria stood in the corner.

| don’'t think I've ever felt more stressed in my life. | can feel myself growing
wrinklesin real time from the pressure of it al.

| just need them to believe this one thing. | just need Chloe to play the part of a
convincing wife for an hour.

She promised that she would, but she's sitting here looking so miserable | almost
want to kick her under the table and beg her to start smiling. She is being polite at
least, but her beautifully happy face has been marred by afrown.



| can’t understand why. Maybe it’ s the nerves.

If 1 wasn’t doing my very best acting, | would probably be frowning like that too.
God knows I’m nervous enough. But this seems kind of unlike her. | want to ask her
what’s wrong, but | can't do that now. Not while my mother and my father are
holding a magnifying glass to us, scrutinizing our every move.

“S0o, Chloe,” says my father, breaking the silence with the promise of an awkward
guestion. “Paolo here tells us that you are a working woman.” | wince. Why did he
have to say that like it's a bad thing? “What is it that you do?’

Chloe takes a large sip of her glass of water then forces a smile on her face. It looks
fake. “I work in abar,” she says.

“You own it?’ asks my father.

“No,” she bites out, her entire body tensing like she knows she’ s being led into atrap.

| wish | could have told my parents not to do this. Not to humiliate her in front of
them. Not to make her feel like she’sworth so much less than sheis.

| know what they’re doing. I’'m sure Chloe can see it too. They’re trying to assess if
she has any sort of dowry, if she comes from any sort of important family, any sort of
money. | already told them that she doesn’'t, but asking them to listen to me is like
asking afish to start breathing and walking.

“No, | don't own it,” she says quietly, not quite able to look my father in the eye. “I
am one of the more senior bartenders, though. The next time there's an opening, |

think I’m probably going to be promoted to manager.”

“Well, that’s good, isn't it?’ sneers my father, and | see Chloe wilting like aflower in



the sun.

| clench my fists under the table. Screaming would do no good now, but it would
make me feel better. There's too much riding on this, though. We have to keep our
composure.

Even if it kills me, we have to keep this together.

“You met while Paolo was on one of his business trips?’ says my mother, spitting the
words “business trip” to make it really clear to each and every one of us exactly what
she’sinsinuating.

Y eah, yeah,| want to say,we al know you think I’'m useless. We all know you think
I’ve never had any sense of responsibility in my life. You al think that | spent my
entire year in exile acting like an idiot — and you're probably right. After al, what
have | got to show for any of it?

Suddenly Chloe feels so far away. If | could, I’d reach out and take her hand.
“Yes. He was in New York for work and he happened to come into my bar. | can’t
explain why but we redlly hit it off. We went out a couple of times, really got along,

and then he popped the question. It was sudden, but it felt right.”

| release a shaky breath. At least she got that pitch-perfect. She nearly sounded
convincing.

“You know,” says my father, his face unchanged, “when Luca got married, people
were partying in the streets. Everyone in the country was out celebrating. And

Miguel 7—"

“Yes, Father,” | interrupt with asigh. “Everyone knows about Miguel’ s wedding.”



“Does your wife?' he spits, staring me down.
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| close my eyestightly. “No,” | say through gritted teeth.

“Miguel,” says my father as if | hadn’t just spoken, “asked us to declare a national
holiday for his joyous day. You see, when things are done properly, we like to
celebrate in this country. We like to do good things for our people. And we like to
make sure that our family iswell looked after.”

My fists are clenched so tight under the table that I’'m leaving little crescent marksin
my palms. | know he's just doing all this to get at me, but itisgetting to me. He's
making me look bad in front of Chloe. Right now that hurts more than anything in the
world

| glance over the table at her, trying to decode the expression on her face. She till
looks sad. Is it because she's falling for my father’s propaganda? |s she believing
what he's saying about Luca and Miguel? | hope not.

I’m not perfect, but surely she knows me better by now. Surely she’s seen enough of
me to know that thisisjust my father’s mind games.

| try to catch her eye, wanting desperately for her to look at me so | can make some
expression to say thisisn’t true. Not that it's al untrue — there really was a national

holiday when Miguel got married.

But the thing thatisn’ttrue is the way he's suggesting that, because | didn’'t do the
same as my brothers, | am alesser person.

Maybe | am.



It's taken me all this time to see it. But in the last month I’ ve gone through a bigger
journey of realization than at any other time of my life.

They wouldn’t listen if | did, but for the first time in my adult life, | feel like | could
stand up to my parents and say, “No, I'm not a dumb child. | know who | am. | know
who | want to be — and the person | want to be is the kind who marries Chloe
because she's normal. Because she's kind. Because she makes me into a better
person.”

But that would only fall on deaf ears, so | keep my mouth shut.

| might be changed — but I'm still a coward. All this conversation is making me
want to do is run away and hide in a deep, dark hole.

Maybe exile was better for me. At least when | was in exile, nobody was judging me.
Or at least, | couldn’t seeit. | wasn't living it every day.

Two months I’ ve been back, and I'm trying so hard not to fall into my old ways. But
every time my parents speak to me like I'm stupid, it gets so hard not to live up to
those old expectations.

| glance at Chloe again, and this time she does catch my eye. She offers me the
faintest of smiles. It’s enough to give me some hope. It’s not much, but I'll take it.

We just have to get through this. Once my parents see that we mean it, they’ll back
off. Once we make it clear that this is who we are, and we're not going to change it,
they’ |l stop bothering me about it.

This is what they’ve always wanted, anyway. Me to get married. Me to become a
better person.



We just have to show them.

And maybe get married again, properly. But that’s a conversation for another time. A
time when Chloe doesn’t ook so scared and close to tears.

Why did | haveto get sat so far away from her? Why can't | take her hand and run?
Why can't thisjust be over?

CHAPTER 27

CHLOE

Every second | spend here makes it more and more obvious why Paolo decided he
needed to escape. It's not what | would have done, but every third sentence out of his
parents’ mouths seems to be some sort of comparison to his brothers. | don’t think |

agree with Paolo’ s past ways, but | am definitely coming to understand them.

It can't be easy when nothing you do is seen as being right. If anything, al this
conversation is doing is making me long for my mom again. | miss her so much.

| wish Paolo had the kind of support she gave me when he was growing up. Maybe he
would have turned out differently.

“So what does your father do?’ asks the queen.

| chuckle awkwardly. “My father’sdead,” | say.

“I’'m sorry to hear that,” she says with the practiced tone of someone who doesn’t
really care but has learned how to pretend that she does.



“But he isthe reason | always wanted to come here,” | add. “He was from Bellamare.
If it wasn't for him, | would never have met Paolo at al. | wouldn’'t have had
something to talk to him about, a connection.”
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“And you would never have fallen in love,” says his mother like an accusation. | just
smile, deciding it’s best not to say anything to that.

We don't want to get caught out in our web of lies right now. That won't help
anything.

“Your mother, then?’ asks the king, clearly not done with this line of interrogation.
“She hasajob?’

| want to say,L ook, | know what you' re doing. Y ou're trying to figure out if I’'m good
enough for your family, and | aready know the answer’s no. So why don’'t we just
stop pretending? Why don’t you just tell me that you think I’ m worthless?

But again, that’s not going to help us. | have to be a good wife right now, and that
means swallowing al my snarky comments. This isn’t about me. It's about helping
Paolo.

“My mother did a great job raising me,” is what | say instead. “She’'s always been
there for me, always made sure | had everything | needed. I'm repaying the favor
now. She lost her job a few months back, and she’s been taking some time out since.
It feels good to do what | can for her.”

“S0, you are afamily-oriented person?’ the queen asks, her eyes sharp on me.

Thisislike the worst job interview ever. At least in an interview, | have a pretty good
idea what the right answers are.



“l would say so. My mom’s always been the most important person to me in the
world. | think being able to rely on each other as a family, knowing they’re always
there for you — well, | think that’s the best thing in the world.”

| hope that | managed to lace my own words with enough of a sting, but if the king
and queen fedl it, they say nothing. In fact, they don’t even blink.

| like to think that | can hold my own, but I’ ve got nowhere near as much experience
in this game as they do. I’'m sure that they will be able to beat me every singletimein
the subtext-and-snide-comments arena.

“We' ve been trying to instill the importance of family values into Paolo for years. It
seems that perhaps, finally, he's found someone who could teach him that. It would
be good for him.”

“I"d like to think so,” | say, forcing the smile again. | glance over at Paolo, and he
grimaces encouragingly. “I hope I’ve already taught him a lot. He's always been a
kind person in the time I’ ve known him.”

That, finally, is enough to make his mother crack her fagade. She raises her eyebrow
a fraction before settling back into the mask, but it's enough to make me breathe out
in relief. That was pure shock, right there.

That, to me, isasign that I’ m doing something right.

| just have to keep holding on now until the dinner is finished.

We're interrupted by the kitchen staff taking away our plates from our appetizers and

bringing out the main course. In the bustle, | catch Paolo’s eye and he grins at me. |
smile back, though | wish | could hold his hand.



| wish it could be me and him again, alone in our own little world. Much as | want
this to be over, the fact is that after the dinner, he doesn’'t need me anymore. He'll
have what he wants. He' Il be home.

That thought makes my stomach turn and | push it away. | can't be dealing with
sickness again now. I’'m trying to be the perfect wife. The perfect wife doesn’t throw
up at the dinner table.

The perfect wife doesn’t keep her pregnancy a secret — nor is she stupid enough to
let it happen without really wanting it.

| have to stop thinking about this. The more | think about it, the worse the nausea
gets. There'll be plenty of time to worry about raising a baby on my own when al
thisis done. Because I’ m assuming Paolo won't want anything to do with it.

Think of the scandal!

My head hurts with the pressure of it all.

| force myself to eat as much as | can of the meal. It's good — pasta and fish and a
sauce so creamy |’'m almost tempted to go to the chef and ask for the recipe. Maybe |
will do that before | leave. | bet Mom would love some authentic Bellamari dishes.
It's only a short reprieve, though, because the king and queen launch right back into
guestioning me about my life. They ask more about my mother, about my school,
about my career, such as it is. | confess that | want to be an artist, and | can't tell if
the reaction is disappointment or disdain.

The thing | know for sureisthat they’ re not impressed.

What was Paolo thinking bringing me home? I’'m nobody. I’ m nothing to them.



This was never going to work.

It takes forever, every second feeling like an eternity, but finaly we finish dinner. |
thank the king and queen for the meal, letting myself relax alittle now that the end is
in sight.

And then the king asks, “Would you like dessert?” and all | can do | stare as my
traitorous stomach turns at the idea of sugar.
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Please, | beg myself,don’t do this now. | took a bunch of pills already to try and calm
my sickness, and until now it was working.

But it's no use. It lurches and a fresh rush of nausea rises in my throat. | take some
deep breaths, trying to will the sickness away again.

Paolo leans across the table, clearly seeing how bad | must look, and says, “Chloe,
are you okay?’

“Yeah,” | say, and then retch, covering my hand with my mouth. “I'm just feeling
kind of queasy, that’s all.”

“Wasit the food?’ asks the king, challenging me as he fixes me with another of those
intense, horrible stares.

“No,” | say. “No, the food was great.”
He looks at me, unimpressed, and | can’t hold it any longer. “I’'m so sorry. | have to
go.” Jumping up, | shove my chair back hard and lurch forwards before running out

of the room.

| hear Paolo call after meas| go, but if | don’t make it to the bathroom right now, I'm
going to make an embarrassing mistake all over the carpet.

| collapse on the bathroom floor, empty my stomach into the toilet and then let out a
sob.



What if this has just ruined everything? What if this has blown Paolo’s chances of
being allowed to stay in the country? What if this has blown our marriage forever?

CHAPTER 28

PAOLO

Chloe al but sprints out of the room, leaving me and my parents staring after her in
surprise. “What' s that about?’ asks my mother.

“I don’'t know,” | say, frowning hard. Mother frowns back at me, and | say, “Let me
go and seeif she's okay.”

| push my chair back and start heading towards the door. As | do, | notice Chloe's
dropped something on the ground. | reach down to pick it up and realize it looks like
ablister pack of pills.

| squint at them, not sure what they are, but keep walking, not wanting my parents to
think I’ve picked up anything weird. Their eyes burn into the back of me as | cross
through the doorway, but they don’t matter right now.

Nothing matters as much as Chloe does.

As she got up, she looked the palest I've ever seen her. Her face turned a ghostly
porcelain, like she was about to throw up. Maybe she's sick. She didn’t seem sick,
but maybe that’ s what these pills are for.

As | head down the corridor, | read the information on the pill packet more carefully,
trying to figure out what’s going on. It's got some long medical name that | don't
understand, but then | spot the tagline printed so smal | can barely make it
out.Europe’ s number-one morning sickness brand.



Morning sickness,| think.But that’s...

A sickening realization hits me.

My entire bloodstream freezes me into a block of ice, and | gasp like I’ve been
punched in the chest and forgotten how to breathe.

Chlo€' s pregnant.

We've been married for nearly two months now. Could it be... Isthis child mine?

Somehow, | don’t think she would cheat on me. But isit really cheating if a marriage
wasn't real to begin with?

My vision blurs as | hurry to the bathroom. | need answers, and if sheispregnant, then
it looks like I'm not the only liar here. | need to see herrightnow.

| hesitate when | finally reach the bathroom. Do | burst in? Do | knock? This isn't
exactly a problem I’ ve dealt with before. | need to see her but | don’t want to surprise

her when she’ s vulnerable in the bathroom. | don’t want to scare her.

But there has already been enough deception between us. | don’'t want any more
Secrecy.

Making adecision, | lift my fist and knock on the door.

“Occupied,” calls Chloe from within. She doesn’t sound good.
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“Chloeit'sme,” | say. “Can | comein?’

“No,” she says shakily.

“I"m worried about you. Please let me help.”

“Okay, fine,” she calls with ashaky sigh. “It’s not locked.”

Carefully, 1 open the door to find her crouched on the floor next to the toilet, one
hand holding back her hair, the other clutching her stomach.

| rush over to her, sinking to my knees next to her. “What’'s the matter?’ | ask.
“What' s happened?’

“Nothing,” she lies, and paranoia creeps around my ribs.
“Areyou sure?’ | ask. She nods then leans forward to throw up again. Unthinkingly, |
reach out to take her hair and pull it out of her face. She doesn’t resist, and | Sit there

holding her until the vomiting has passed.

Then | sit up on my knees and rummage around in my pocket, looking for the pills.
“Areyou sureit’s nothing?’

She looks at me with wide, pleading eyes. They’re shining with tears, aimost like
she' s begging me not to keep asking.

My own hands shaking, | pull the pack of pills out of my pocket and hold them up.



“You dropped these,” | say quietly.

She gasps, her hand coming to her mouth, the tears in her pretty green eyes finally
falling. She reaches out to snatch the pack away from me but she doesn’'t say
anything else. There s not really anything else to say. Nothing except...

“Isit true?’ | whisper. “Y ou're taking these because... becauseyou're...”

“Because I’m pregnant,” she splutters. “I’m pregnant with your baby.”

| let out the breath I’ ve been holding ever since | left the dining room, the relief and
shock of the truth washing through me like a thousand shots of adrenaline.

“My baby,” | echo.

“I"'m sorry,” she sobs. “I know this wasn’'t what you wanted. It's probably going to
make things so much harder than they aready are. | didn’t mean for this to happen.
And I'll understand if you don’t want it. If you never want to see me again, I’ l|?—"

Not wanting her to spiral any further, | lean in and cut her off with akiss. Asour lips
press together, | regret it alittle because her lips taste of salty tears and bile, but | can
ignore that.

I’'m sure I'll share better-tasting kisses with her in the future. Right now, al that
matters is Chloe and me and our unborn baby.

“Idowant this,” | say as | pull away, wiping my mouth. “I want this more than | can
possibly tell you.” | reach out for her hand. “I’'m so sorry for all of the lies. Believe

me; I’'m being honest now. | want you, Chloe Fontana. | love you.”

She stares at me in shock, and | let the rest of my confession tumble out. “I’ve loved



you since the moment | met you. | loved you more every single time I’ ve seen youl. |
know our relationship is weird. | know it's unorthodox. But if you'll have me, |
promise that I’'m going to spend every second proving to you that | can be a good
husband. More than that, I'll prove to you that | can be a good friend. A good lover.
A good person.”

Thisiswhat I’ ve been trying to say to her for such along time now. Thisis the least
romantic way | could possibly have doneit.

But | don't care. | love her. | mean it so much, my heart could burst. | love her, and |
love our baby.

And now it’sup to her to decideif she still wants me.

CHAPTER 29

CHLOE

Isniff, scrubbing my eyes with the palm of my hand. But it doesn’t stop the tears from
flowing. Thisman... “I already know you can be,” | say. “You are ridiculous, Paolo.
Y ou and your schemes. Y ou and your life.”

He gives me this look as if to ask if that's a good thing or a bad thing, and | realize
then that he really means it. Trying not to burst into tears again, | say, “I still haven't
a hundred percent forgiven you for all the lies. But we have a baby on the way now.
That changes things. | know you have it in you to grow. But | can’t pretend | don’t
feel anything, because I’ ve loved you since we met too. | love you too.”

His breath catches in histhroat, his eyes shining.

“l can't promise to be what your family want me to be,” | add. “All | can do is



promise to be good and faithful to you. To be the kind of wife that will make your
parents proud, even if they won’'t admit it.”
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“Who cares about my parents,” he scoffs. “If you're not good enough for them, |
don’t care. They can exile me again for all | care. You're good enough forme. That's
al that matters.”
“You would renounce your titles for me?’ | ask, my lips quivering and tears now
falling freely. He must know | wouldn’t ask that of him. And | know he wouldn’t
offer unless he meant it.
“Y ou helped me get them back.”
“Kind of.”
“Yeah, kind of. But for you? Yes, | would lose them al over again.”
With that | throw up in the toilet again.
He strokes my head gently, reaching out to hold my hand. | take it and squeeze hard.
But in that one gesture, | feel every breath of truth in the words he just said to me. He
really did meanit.
He really does love me.
Once the wave passes, | sit back and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. He
leansin to me, and | lean away, grimacing. “Okay. I'm sorry. | don’t want to kiss you

again right now. | mean, | do, but...”

“No, | getit,” hesayswith agrin. “Let’swait until we've had amint.”



“Dedl,” | smile.

“This stuff really doesn’'t work that well, does it?’ he says, turning the packet over in
his hand.

“Mariasaid it was the best that money could buy,” | frown.

“Weéll, then, we have to do better. Also — Maria? Y ou told her before you told me?’

“We were going to tell you after the dinner,” | say desperately. “We didn’'t feel like it
was a good ideato have any more stress before the big event.”

“S0, you kept all the stress to yourself.” He shakes his head. “Don’'t do that again. |
want to know everything about you, Chloe, | want to know all your secrets. | don't
want you to feel like you ever have to hide anything from me again.”

“1 won’'t. But | need you to promise thatyouwon't lie to me. Not ever again.”

All of thisis wonderfully fairy-tale-like, but there’'s still a nagging part of my mind
that doesn’'t want to believe the transformation. Paolo might have shown me a better
side to himself, but complete personality changes don’'t happen overnight. | need him
to look me in the eye and promise me now that he's going to change for real, that he
IS going to be the better person | know he can be.

He takes both of my hands and looks me straight in the eye. “I know I'm not perfect.
| can’t ever promise you perfection, but Icanpromise you | will never lie to you again.
| can’t promise anything else but that.”

“No,” | say with asmile, “you can’t. But that’s all | need.”

We sit there for a long moment, holding hands before | collapse forward into his



arms, wrapping mine around his body, holding him tight. | would like nothing more
than to kiss him right now, but my throat is scorching and my lips and mouth taste
disgusting. | don’t want to put him through that again. Besides, | feel like there'll be
plenty of time for kissing later.

He wraps his arms around me and squeezes, and | know in that moment that I’ m safe
and loved.

“We must look ridiculous,” | giggle, wiping my eyes again. “lI mean, look at us. On
the floor.”

| feel him laugh deep inside his chest. He doesn’t say anything, but | know that I'm
right. We're sitting on the floor of the royal bathroom, in one of the most expensive
houses in the entire country, in the country that I’ ve aways dreamed about visiting.

And I’m throwing up.

It's not exactly the romantic confession a girl dreams of. And somehow that makes it
even more special than anything else.

He could have done roses. He could have done fancy dinners and a big party. We
could have gone through the motions of all the standard romantic things, but this
here, on the golden tiles, sitting by the gilded toilet, it feels special in away that roses
never will.

“Let’sget married,” Paolo says.

| sit back up, staring at his face, and laugh. “But we're already married.”

“I mean properly,” heinsists. “Let’sdo it the right way. Let’s have your mother there.
Let'sdo it under my real name. Let’s mean it.”
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“Okay,” | say. “And you'll buy me an expensive dress?’
“1"ll buy you whatever you want.” He grins, leaning in to kiss me on the forehead.

We sit there for a little longer waiting to see if my stomach will settle. “I think I'm
good,” | say eventually. “I think the worst of it has passed.”

“Good. I'll speak to Maria about getting some different pills for you. But in the
meantime...” With a groan, he gets up to his feet and offers me his hand. “There's
one more thing | have to put right.”

| take his hand and let him pull me to my feet. | know exactly what we have to do
now, and the ideaisn’t filling me with joy. But if his parents hate me after this, so be
it

We can’t force them to accept us.

Now that we're hand in hand, | feel braver than ever. Now that al of our messy
untruths are laid bare, | feel like I can face anything.

He opens the bathroom door and holds out his hand. | take it and follow him back to
the dining room.

My heart rate spikes as we approach the door. His hand squeezes mine as if he can
tell how nervous | am, then he puts his hand on the golden knob and opens the door.
“Mother, Father,” he says, staring his parents straight in the eye. “There' s something
we need to tell you.”



CHAPTER 30

PAOLO

My parents stare at me expectantly. My heart leaps into my mouth. | glance back at
Chloe, and she nods, encouraging me as always. She gives me the strength | need to
do what | have to do.

| take a step forward, completely exposed, like I'm under a spotlight. Like I'm
standing in the line of fire, waiting for them to pass judgment.

“We've got some news,” | say taking a deep breath. “And | have a confession. Me
and Chloe... we're not really married.”

My parents faces don’t change, like this was something they expected. | continue. “|
mean, the ceremony was real, but, well, it wasn't really under my name. And the
thing is, Chloe only agreed to marry me because | offered to pay her. | lied to her
about who | was, and she only agreed to do it because | promised her money. And
because she's a wonderful, generous, and kind person, she went along with my
scheme. She agreed to come here and meet you.”

“Why would you do this?’ asks my father sternly, his eyebrows knotting together. He
looks more like an angry old man than ever.

“1 wanted to know if | was in Grandfather’s will,” | confess, my eyes pricking with
tears. | clench my fists and fight them back. “Because nobody told me that he had
died, and | wanted to know if any of you remembered me. It al started this plan to get
home, to marry a Bellamari citizen. To get a fake passport. It was all working
perfectly. And then | went and made the stupidest mistake of all.”

“Which was?’ asks my mother, raising the most unimpressed eyebrow I’ ve ever seen.



“I fell inlove. | fell in love forreal. | found something more important than myself. |
realized how much more | should be. | realized that, all thistime, I’ ve been listening
to what you think of me and accepting it as the truth.”

“What we think?’ Mother scoffs.

“Yeah. What you've thought about me my entire life — that I'm stupid and
unworthy. You've always favored Miguel and Luca, and | get that. Miguel’s going to
get the crown, and Luca' s next after that. But me? I’ m nothing. The only way | could
ever get anyone to notice me was to make noise in the stupidest way possible.”

“We never thought that,” says my father quietly.

“What?’ | blink.

Father slides his chair back and gets to his feet. “Yes, Paolo, you are the youngest.
Yes, the crown is unlikely to ever fall to you. But we' ve never thought any less of
you because of that. We haveloved you as a son, ever since you were born. We have

always wanted what was best for you.”

“You did?’ | say, my throat closing up with emotion. Chloe reaches to take my hand,
giving me an anchor in this stormy sea |’ ve been thrown into.

“We did. And I see now, perhaps we were a little harsh on you. But it seems the year
of exile has done wonders for you after all.”

“This is the man we always believed you could be,” says my mother, getting to her
feet. They both round the table to approach us, and my heart leaps into my mouth.

A million times, I've imagined having this conversation with my parents. A million
times, I've imagined standing up to them, telling them how I’ ve always felt. Asking



them why they’ve never cared about me the same way that they’ve cared about my
brothers. And in all my imaginings, | never thought that the answer would be that
theydidcare about me all thistime.

“We're sorry if we've let you down,” says my mother. “You are our son, Paolo. Y ou
are important.”

She glances at my father, and arare smile splits across his face “Yes. You've learned
the lesson that we hoped you would. You' ve become a man. So, we're ready to
welcome you back with open arms.”
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My hands fly to my mouth and | let out a choked sob. “Really?’
“Really.”

Suddenly, I’'m more vulnerable than ever. Everyone's eyes are on me, boring deep
into my soul, trying to decide what I’ m going to do next.

Chloe squeezes my hand, and | turn to her. “I love you. I'm so sorry for al the lies. If
you'll still have me...?” She nods with a teary smile, and | turn back to my parents.
“Allow me to marry Chloe. Properly. Allow me to give her the ceremony that she
deserves, to express our love in front of everyone. I'm not afraid to shout it from the
rooftops.”

| turn back to Chloe and sink to one knee. “Marry me again?’ | ask, taking her hand
and kissing her knuckles. | wish | had a ring, but for now the promise is enough.
“Promise to be mine forever.”

“l promise,” she says, atear tracing down her face.

| jump back to my feet and wrap my arms around her, kissing her on the cheek. She
squeezes metight, and | smile. Thisis perfect.

“Oh, and another thing,” | say, letting her go and turning again. “ Chloe’s pregnant.”

My mother’s mouth drops open. She looks down at Chloe's belly, then back at me.
“Then we' d best arrange for this marriage to happen as soon as possible.”



“Wait,” says Chloe. “Please. Yes, Paolo, | will marry you. But, Your Majesty...” She
hesitates and curtseys to my mother, and | see a flash of amusement behind my
mother’'s eyes. “Do you mind if we don’'t do it straightaway? Unless me having a
baby will cause some big scandal. | am happy to stand in front of everyone in the
country and tell them that I'll be faithful to Paolo forever, but we never had a chance
to have areal relationship. Let us have that first. Let usfall in love the real way, then
get married.”

| look at my parents. They look at each other. My father leans in and whispers
something in my mother’s ear, and she nods. An eternity passes as we wait to hear
what they’ re going to say next.

Then my mother smiles, a real, genuine smile, the kind that she doesn’'t give very
often. “Yes,” she says. “I think that can be arranged.”

EPILOGUE

TWO YEARS LATER: CHLOE

My mother is pinning the last of my hair in place when there's a knock on the door.
“Come in,” she calls, then immediately stiffens. For a second, | think she’s going to
throw a pillow at Paolo to get him to leave the room, but he raises both hands in
surrender.

“Hey, Mrs. Fontana,” he says, grinning at her.

| thought he'd looked smart the first time we got married, but that was nothing
compared to how he looks now. He's wearing a perfectly tailored suit, a crisp bow
tie, his hair styled so every strand is in the perfect place, his brown eyes sparkling
with joy. He couldn’t be more handsome if he tried.



“You're not supposed to be here,” says Mom. “And how many times have | told you
to call me by my name?’

He throws up his hands again. “I’m just trying to be polite.”

“Andl’ mjust trying to get my daughter through this wedding.”

“Mom, it's okay,” | say, reaching out to put my hand on her arm. “They’re weird in
Bellamare. They don't really believe in the ‘badluck to see the bride before the
wedding’ thing. And besides, we're already married.”

“Sort of,” says Mom.

“And anyway,” interrupts Paolo, “I haven’t come to see either of you two. | missed
my baby.”

Asif on cue, Antonio blinks his eyes open. He' s been curled up on the huge armchair
in the corner, asleep. | tried to get him not to, so he didn’t wrinkle histiny suit, but he
didn’t want to take the suit off, and he didn’t want to stay awake.

In the end, | relented and let him have alittle nap.

“Dal” he calls out, opening his arms to make Paolo come to him.

With a grin, Paolo does, rushing towards our baby, sweeping him up in his arms and
spinning him round in circles.

“Careful,” | sigh, and Paolo sticks his tongue out at me.

| knew he would be a good dad, and he' s spent the last two years proving that to me. |
don’t think his mother has liked that it's taken two years for us to be ready for the



wedding, but now that | know her alittle better, | can tell she likes me really.

Plus, she'sreally good with Antonio.
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Of course, my mom is an awesome grandmother, but | hadn't expected Paolo's
parents to care as much as they do. Ever since that day when he confessed everything
to them, | think they’ ve al realized that they’ ve been wrong about alot of stuff.

And I'm glad they have, because they’'re a great family. At least, his parents are. His
brothers aren’t exactly liking the extra attention Paolo has been getting, or the way

he' s been forgiven, but he' s closer than ever with his parents, and | love seeing it.

He loves my mom too. We've flown her over for the wedding, and she's been fussing
over me for daystrying to get me ready.

“Oh, Chloe!” she says, squinting at her phone. | roll my eyes. Today is not the day for
the reading-glasses conversation again. “Another one of your paintings has sold.”

“Which one?’ asks Paolo, now rolling on the floor with Antonio.
“Get up!” sighsMom. “You’ll ruin your suit!”

He shrugs as best he can from the floor with a baby on top of him. “No one will
notice. Which painting?’

“The big blue one,” says Mom.

| shake my head in despair. | love them both, and they’ ve been so supportive of my
galery, but neither of them know the first thing about art. But | couldn’t have done
any of it without either of them. | just ran my first exhibition, and I'm still amazed by
how well it went.



People really liked my work. A critic wrote nice things about it online,

And now I'm getting married, for real, to the love of my life.

“Aw, man,” says Paolo, finally getting up. “I liked the big blue one.”

“Then you should have bought it,” | say, sticking up my chin to invite him for akiss.
He doesn’t let me down, but our lips barely touch before my mother is shooing him

away.

“Please, Paolo. Go and get ready. | swear, | can't take the stress of you two. There'll
be plenty of time for all that later.”

“Okay, Mrs. Fontana,” he grins, winding her up on purpose. “We' ve got some hard
work to do to give Antonio asister.”

“Go!” she demands, shaking her head in fond amusement.

He blows me akiss, picks Antonio up for one last spin, then waltzes out of the room.
“That boy,” sighs Mom, smiling at me. “I don’t know what you seein him.”

“Yesyou do,” | say, grinning back.

Antonio waddles over to me and flops on the floor, wrapping himself around my leg.
| reach down to ruffle his hair, then take my mother’s hand. “I love you guys,” | grin.
And as | look at myself in the mirror, here in my wedding dress with my mom and
my baby and my husband just outside, | know that everything is just the way it's

meant to be. Like perfect fate.

The End



